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Note to the reader:

I found a couple of errors (okay, more than a couple) in Convoy when I went through it to write my synopsis and re-familiarize myself with the story. One glaring one was that Seydlitz went west and then north to Deadman's Hand. Another: Saladin didn't deliver the plague to Kingdom Come, Stinging Jack did. Saladin was on its way to Tortuga with the cure. Oops? I guess Captain Baker got his wires crossed. (yeah sure, Chris, blame the fictional character!)

Also, the events in “A Christmas Intervention” in Multiverse 3 take place a few weeks before the battle in Tau-1252.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shiver_my_timbers
  


 



Introduction
 

The United Federation of Sapient Star Systems was founded by several species and became a beacon of civilization for four centuries. Most of the Milky Way Galaxy had been explored in that short time period. One hundred and twenty-one sapient species counted themselves as full-time members. The Federation advanced technology and the evolution of its member species. It was a golden age for sentient life in the galaxy. That was, until they made the mistake of expanding their exploration from the Milky Way to the nearest galaxy.

The wormhole gate that was meant to open new worlds to Federation explorers quickly became a portal to hell. Xenophobic aliens poured through the gateway, invading Federation space and laying waste to everything they found.

During the war, Horatio Logan served to the best of his ability. When his last ship, the Washington, was shot up, he was deposited in a life pod outside the Pyrax star system. While he and others like him slept, the Federation burned. Six centuries later his pod was found. It and its contents were sold in a series of unsavory deals. Chief Petty Officer Logan was awoken to a new dark time. He was considered an indentured servant of the Anvil Space Station. He became her chief engineer and labored for nearly a century to keep her population alive. He fell in love, had a child in Shelby Logan, and lost his wife when she and thousands of others were executed.

Horatio continued to labor as the chief engineer of the space station but was deeply embittered by the situation. He raised his daughter and did his best to teach the people on the station. Shelby grew up under her father's tutelage to become an engineer and administrator in Anvil's engineering department. She rose through the ranks to become one of his assistant chief engineers.

Near the turn of the last century, a stasis pod was found in the outskirts of the Senka star system by a tramp tender the Io 11 running from pirates. Within the pod was a long-lost Federation admiral, Fleet Admiral John Henry Irons.

Admiral Irons and his internal A.I. helped the mostly-female crew escape the pirates and then rebuild the ship during their journey. The admiral dealt with his time shock by setting a goal of restoring the Federation and reigniting the light of civilization in the galaxy once more.

But forces were at work to stop him. The pirates were far more than the simple scourge they had first appeared to be. Horath, their homeworld, declared itself an empire under the leadership of Emperor Pyotr Ramichov and launched a brutal offensive to take control of the sector, and eventually, the galaxy. The Empire had started on a path of xenophobia and initiated acts of genocide against the populations it conquered.

Admiral Irons was dropped off in Pyrax on Anvil station where he met a near-death Horatio Logan. The admiral helped to stabilize the chief and then repaired the equipment in the sickbay to allow him and others to be treated and nursed back to health. While Horatio was recovering, Admiral Irons worked with Shelby Logan and the crew of the Io 11 to make some long overdue repairs to the station's infrastructure.

When word came of the pirate attack on Agnosta by the yacht the Carib Queen, Admiral Irons marshaled the Logans and others to do something about the threat. Together they salvaged a Federation warship, Firefly. Admiral Irons gave a field commission to Horatio Logan to the rank of commander and Shelby Logan a field commission to lieutenant commander.

With them and others at his back, they worked tirelessly to restore Firefly and along with her other long-forgotten ships. Shelby Logan took on Firefly as her chief engineer. Together they were able to use the salvaged ships to fend off the initial pirate invasion. Admiral Irons then settled in to begin rebuilding the navy.

When Admiral Irons relinquished command of Firefly, he tapped Renee Mayweather to become her captain, promoting her over the others including Shelby, due to Renee's skills and polish in the command chair. Shelby took on the XO slot and trained her replacement in engineering as she settled into the number two slot on the ship. She quickly formed a good working relationship with her captain and the ship's smart A.I.

The plan was for Shelby to work on her command and ship-handling skills while the navy built the shipyard and started construction of a new factory ship, the Prometheus. She was destined to take control of the ship upon its completion, so she did her best to learn as much as she could in the limited time she expected to be on Firefly.

Admiral Irons' newly-reformed Federation Navy was on their way to rebuilding the Federation, only for the admiral to be driven out of the system into exile by Pyrax’s cutthroat politics leaving Shelby's father, Commander Horatio Logan, in charge of the naval forces in the star system as senior ranking officer. Without Admiral Irons and his precious keys, most of the work in the yard ground to a halt. Without critical parts, Prometheus like many other ships that had been started was mothballed.

While Admiral Irons had several harrowing adventures, he also did his best to send back information and care packages to Pyrax to keep the navy alive. Horatio did everything in his power to not only continue the navy but to do his best to expand it with the limited resources he had available. Each time parts for Prometheus came in, he had them installed.

Firefly settled down into patrolling Pyrax until Commander Logan decided it was time to continue the mission to rebuild the Federation.

Commander Logan dispatched forces to build a marine base on Agnosta and sent ships to reach out to neighboring star systems to establish trade and picket forces. Admiral Irons sent word through freighters of discovery and restoration of the space city Antigua Prime in the star system Antigua. A short time later, a frantic freighter came into Agnosta with a dire warning of an impending attack on that star system. Firefly rode to the rescue and was not only able to get there before the star system fell but to also crush the enemy fleet and save the day.

Meanwhile, after helping to stave off a Xeno plague on Epsilon Triangula, Admiral Irons took his yacht, the Phoenix, to jump across the middle of the sector into an empty star system with the intent of transiting through it and others to get to an out-of-the-way star nexus called Bek. But when he exited hyperspace low on fuel, he fell right into the hands of the pirates who had been stationed there as a picket force. Unaware of whom they had captured, Irons was able to lead a successful mutiny and not only captured the ship alone but also other ships in the star system.

Firefly received intelligence of another impeding attack from the captured databases and personnel in Antigua right after the battle so the crew flew to the rescue of Pyrax. She passed through the star system and arrived in B101a1 where Admiral Irons had taken his small forces into the teeth of an enemy task force far larger than his own. Together they defeated the enemy task force and won the day.

Once the battle was over, Admiral Irons took stock and split the survivors. Some of the salvaged ships with prize crews and all of the prisoners were dispatched under Firefly's watchful eye to return to Pyrax. The admiral led his remaining battered forces with the newly-captured and rechristened battlecruiser Maine to Antigua.

The return of Firefly and the ships she had been shepherding caused a renewal of faith in the admiral and the purpose of the navy. She also carried long overdue promotions to the naval forces. Horatio was promoted to captain junior grade. He did his best to follow the admiral's plan to expand the navy once more.

One part of that plan was to finish Prometheus and other mothballed ships. Shelby had taken on a ship as her prize captain for the short return to Pyrax. She found herself transferred to Prometheus to oversee her final construction and fitting-out phases. Firefly was dispatched with a new crew to patrol a section of the sector between Pyrax and Antigua.

Once Prometheus had completed a series of builder's trials, she was used to help expand the industry in the star system for a few months as her escorts were constructed and tested. When her escorts were completed, the ships were dispatched along the southern jump chain loop to make contact with the various star systems and start them on the long process to full members of the Federation.

The Prometheus group ran into some teething problems interacting with some local civilians but did their best to spread goodwill as well as the technical fruits of the factory ship's industrial plant. In the star system Nightingale, they were attacked by a group of marauding pirates and were forced to stop there. They had picked up intelligence after the battle of additional raiders in the next system, Epsilon Triangula. Their orders were not to engage so they stood on the defensive in the Nightingale system. Not ready to sit on her thumbs, Shelby directed her factory ship to build additional defenses to protect her forces as well as the star system.

Meanwhile, Admiral Irons' force managed to pick their way north from B101a1 through the sector to Antigua. There he founded the new capital of the Federation. Once he had a shipyard and the beginnings of ansible communications underway, he took a side trip to a secret research facility he had used to create the nova bomb and where he had been given his rebuilt body and A.I.

While there, he woke the sleepers that remained and tripped a Xeno virus. He was also declared president pro tem by the last president of the Federation in a message that transcended time itself.

He returned from the facility with the group of sleepers, including two additional flag officers. Admiral White, a Neochimp, became their battle fleet commander and took the fight to the enemy in Protodon while Admiral Subert took over Pyrax from Captain Logan and set up shop there. Captain Logan was relegated to running the shipyard itself again, much to his relief.

Between the two shipyards, the Federation began to build the ships and weapons needed to crush the Horathian pirate threat once and for all. Horatio was tasked to oversee the construction of the fleet in Pyrax. His people started to draw the partially constructed ships they had been building for the past decade and then plugging in the components that Admiral Irons shipped in from Antigua.

While they were doing that, pickets were established and reinforced in neighboring star systems. An expedition was planned and mounted to get into the Bek nexus through the rapids with the light cruiser Caroline. Ships were dispatched to the neighboring sectors of Pi and Tau to begin scouting them and make contact with the surviving populations there to lay the groundwork for the return of the Federation.

But as the Federation expanded, the Horathian Empire wasn't sitting idle either. They had begun expanding their empire, and when word of the admiral and his reborn Federation was picked up by forces en route to Protodon, they moved in with the intent to destroy the upstarts and crush the seed of free civilization once more.

With grievous losses, Admiral White's Second Fleet fought them off and forced the remaining Horathian warships to retreat.

As the battle for Protodon raged, the Office of Naval Intelligence found out about the possible pirate presence in Epsilon Triangula. Admiral Irons ordered Firefly to go to Epsilon Triangula to find out what was going on there. She was ambushed by a pirate task force led by Admiral von Berk, who then retreated when fresh Federation reinforcements started to flow into the star system. The Federation fleet did its best to stop them, but the enemy used captured and brainwashed victims to pilot their ships to get around the blockades.

The ansible network continued to expand. When an ansible was set up in Nightingale, the long siege was lifted. Prometheus was ordered to move forward to Epsilon Triangula alone to render aide to the crippled heavy cruiser. Shelby hastened to obey.

Word spread by courier vessel to the Horathian capital of the battles in Protodon. A force was dispatched under Admiral De Gaulte, one of the Horathian Battle Fleet’s leading strategists. He, alongside his OPS officer, Commander Catherine Ramichov, the eldest princess of the realm, marshaled a fleet to oppose the reborn Federation in order to snuff it out before it became more of a threat.

Admiral White's reinforced Second Fleet moved in to block Admiral von Berk, but before they could engage, the battlecruisers they'd had fought previously reappeared in the star system. The battlecruisers fought a delaying action, allowing von Berk to escape.

As the fleet expanded, Admiral Irons pushed to promote officers to fill in the new gaps. Horatio Logan found himself promoted to commodore rank.

Prometheus arrived in Epsilon Triangula and helped complete enough repairs to Firefly for her to return under her own power to Pyrax. The ship's crew was then tasked to help rebuild the planet's battered infrastructure and lend aide to the people.

When Prometheus returned to Pyrax, Commander Logan found herself catapulted to the overdue rank of captain JG. She also found her ship thrust into navy politics as they waited in port for their next mission. She went through a series of after-action reviews while her ship was stripped of personnel instead of immediately serviced. She had known her crew were long overdue for a promotion and new assignment of their own but it still burned.

Once cleared of the boards Shelby found some time for liberty to visit old friends and haunts. She was also excited to find out Prometheus's mission to Tau sector was a go. Prometheus was intended to be the guiding light in Tau, a path to renew their civilization and drive out the pirates. But, they had to get there first.

Meanwhile the detachment from the Horathain's Fourth Fleet arrived in Tau and began to spread weaponized plagues on inhabited worlds they visited on their way to Tortuga, the pirate capital of the sector.

Over the next several months Shelby and her XO had to fight for resources and personnel, first to finish outfitting her ship, and then to get the resources she needed for the mission to the Tau sector. Her main competition for resources was the Eastern Front. Setbacks on the main front led to a series of delays.

Once the offense was back on, her mission was given priority to move forward at all speed. Old friends joined her ship. An old enemy in the form of a copy of the wraith virus was vanquished. Caroline returned with fresh news from her father as well as officers. Last minute antics by naval politics threatened to strip her of the resources and ships she needed but she persevered and got them back. She was surprised to be bumped to captain SG over Admiral Subert's objections just prior to the launch of the mission.

Meanwhile, the Fourth Fleet pirates encountered one of the two Federation cruisers exploring the sector and lost a ship in a short savage battle at the jump point. Puglia was maimed and hid in a nebula. The remaining three ships managed to get to Tortuga later.

Her sister ship Belfast encountered several pirate vessels. The Black Corsage battle forced both ships to limp away to lick their wounds and plot their revenge.

A convoy from the capital brought the last of Shelby's supplies, ships, and personnel, including some civilian government representatives. Her mission was split into three convoys, with her ship serving as the flagship of the largest while the ansibles were brought in the Beta convoy. A smaller task force of cruisers called Gamma convoy was promised to her.

Once underway the convoy made good time to Airea 3 where they paused to build some defensive works there. While there a courier arrived with a promotion for Shelby to acting commodore, complete with new keys, implants, and an internal A.I.

Once Shelby had integrated her new partner Bonibi, they took the ninety-light-year jump to the Tau sector. The long journey took nearly a year and a half to complete. When they arrived they were shocked and dismayed to find that plagues had hit the population of several worlds. Offers of assistance were turned down. She sent back a courier with warning to Rho and then marched sternly onward.

The three remaining Fourth Fleet ships arrived at Tortuga. To their horror and dismay they found it inhabited by Neos and aliens as well as humans. They carefully hid their true mission from their “comrades” and even convinced them to help sow the seeds of destruction in the sector. One of the cruisers was dispatched in a loop to Virgin Holes and back while the other went west and north to Dead Man's Hand and back.

The Prometheus convoy was turned down repeatedly in their offers to help stem the plague. Frustrated but not giving up, they were finally invited to help by desperate survivors. It took a lot of work and luck to find out the pirates were spreading more than one plague before they got a handle and a cure for them. They then sent a courier out with news of the cure and confirmation that it was being spread by the pirates.

While the Fourth Fleet ships spread the plague, the Prometheus convoy did their best to cure them wherever they went. They marched steadily into the center of the sector.

Wanting more information, the pirate admiral ordered his battlecruiser Black Death and entourage to take a shortcut to the Virgin Holes base. There he waited for the arrival of the Fourth Fleet ships and held court.

The Prometheus convoy encountered and recovered Puglia and was seen by some enemy ships who raced to alert their comrades of such a fat and juicy target. Some of the pirate ships behind them encountered the plague though. Unaware they were infected.

Belfast managed to jump in and scout Virgin Holes undetected. She then jumped out ahead of the arrival of Black Corsage.

When Fancy, the Fourth Fleet cruiser, arrived in Virgins Holes, she found unexpected company. While they docked Black Corsage arrived with her own tale and fresh battle scars to prove it. The Neolion admiral decided to move to track down the Feds.

Commodore Logan guided her team north to the star system Tau-1252, where, after negotiations, she set up the new base and potential new sector capital. The convoy was rapidly unloaded and the various structures and bases were built while overworked Spacebees went around the native's space colonies and helped recondition them.

Months after Prometheus's arrival the Beta convoy of ansible transports arrived. They were horrified by the reports of the plague.

Pressed to do something about the plagues, Commodore Logan released a small task force to go pirate hunting as well as her hospital ship and escorts to visit planets they'd passed through to help try to cure the plague. She also began a plan to convert some of the frieghter tenders into hospital ships to do the same.

The shipyard rapidly grew in strength and size once the industry in the system took root and began to expand exponentially. Within weeks they had begun defenses around the jump point as well as constuction of their first sublight frigates.

Vice Admiral Ishmael encountered some of his ships and a few encountered the Fed ships before he settled on the trail of the convoy.

Meanwhile a convoy of hospital ships and escorts arrived in the sector and began to spread the cure under the command of Commodore Richards. They sent a courier to alert the capital of their arrival.

The Kill Force that had been sent out to go pirate hunting picked up signs of the enemy force moving up the convoy's rear and jumped ahead of them with word of warning. They managed to get to the new capital much to Commodore Logan's relief. There she began to scheme as she consolidated her forces.

Black Death's task force of twenty ships damaged Mercy flight 1's escort but the Fed ships got away. The ships raced to the capital and were repaired and added to the defenses. Commodore Logan sent a cruiser to ambush the enemy and delay them to the neighboring star system. There the ship encountered the courier Blitzen that had been playing rear gaurd and warning the natives of the impending arrival of the pirates.

When the pirates arrived in the star system, Blitzen's departure distracted them from the ambush. Zeng He remotely set off missile pods and weapon platforms to damage several ships and get criticial data on their defenses. Once the ships had fended off the attack and left, they raced ahead with the precious data.

When the pirates arrived in Tau-1252, the Federation forces were ready for them. They were penned up at the jump point by a wall of mines. Missile pods were fired on them while weapon platforms deployed.

The pirates took damage initially loosing their screen of six destroyers. Admiral Ishmael fought his way clear of the trap, crippling or destroying several Federation ships in the process. He found his task force being attritioned as one by one they were wittled away.

On a hunch Commodore Logan contacted the admiral under a flag of parlay. She informed him of the treachery from his homeworld. He turned on Fancy and the freighter 8116. Fancy was destroyed. The admiral refused to surrender, reminding the commodore that they were pirates.

The remaining pirate ships ran to the Tortuga jump point. In one last throw of the dice, Commodore Logan let loose her fighters and gunships. They pulled a trick on the pirates, allowing the gunships into range with torpedoes to mount a torpedo strike that crippled or destroyed many of the remaining pirate ships. When the cloud of debris cleared, only the two warships and five support ships remained. The fighters fell on the support ships. The pirates destroyed three before the remaining two including 8116 managed to surrender to the Feds. In the end only Black Death and Black Corsage escaped.

Weeks later the two ships returned to Tortuga where they took their revenge on the Horathain scientists who had remained behind. One of those scientists took her own revenge by dousing herself in plagues before she was taken by the Neos …
  


 



Act I
 
  


 



Chapter 1
 

Tortuga

Jericho grinned as he finished his report. He looked over to security. The chief had ordered the lab to be secured; there would be no looting or pillaging. That was a pity, but it was smart. There was no telling what was dangerous in the lab. They'd gotten off lucky without hitting something bad. He didn't want for them to press their luck with the lady.

Besides, he'd gotten enough pleasure out of being in on personally killing the bitch. Ripping her apart had been quite a pleasure though he had been reprimanded for not bringing her to the lords. Too bad. Even rank and file betas and gammas like his kind deserved some payback from time to time.

He licked some of the blood off of his muzzle. Her blood of course, sticky from its time on his fur. He'd need to get a thorough cleaning before he visited Val and the cubs when he was off duty.

He snuffled and then sneezed. He felt his chest tickle with the desire to cough but he repressed it.

He must have gotten some of her blood up his nose or something. He shook his head. Whatever the reason, best to get cleaned up before his shift ended.

<()>^<()>
 

Black Death

Admiral Leonidas Ishmael rubbed his brow tiredly as he considered the future. He'd survived the pirate lords meeting. He was honestly surprised by that. Only the betrayal of Horath and throwing Doctor Wilhelm and the others to the lords had allowed him to keep his position.

At least for the time being he thought.

May they ever find another target for their ire he thought. He knew he couldn't be too old, couldn't be too tired and ready to be pulled down from his lofty position. He'd survived this far, right? And he had managed to extract two of his twenty ships from the trap he'd found himself in the Tau-1252 star system.

Two, just two. His force had out-massed the enemy, but he'd been a fool. He hadn't accounted for gathering intelligence ahead of time. He'd relied on his outdated knowledge of the star system. He hadn't expected the defenses there nor had he expected the enemy to be that formidable.

He shivered as he adjusted the patch covering his missing eye. His tail flicked in annoyance; the tuff at the end hitting his thigh. Maybe he was getting old. But damned if he'd turn over command to anyone else. No one had his training. Kix came close but he'd spent so long in the number two slot most of the other lords would reject him for the leadership role.

The African Neolion roared a yawn and then licked his scarred lips. His people had been amiable to him once they'd had their taste of human blood. He'd detailed a group of ships to cover the Tau-1252 jump point. They'd headed out in a motley lot. He reminded himself to have Kix assign someone more reliable to ride herd on them. With any luck they could ambush a force as it came in, though he couldn't count on luck. At least, not anymore. Lady Luck's blessings were favoring another person now.

His battlecruiser flagship Black Death had been brutalized in the battle. She had just about shot herself dry of all forms of missiles. The Tauren battlecruiser had been hardy though; she'd survived against all odds. She'd lost most of her weapons in the process, but she'd survived.

He needed her back into fighting trim as quickly as possible if he was going to maintain control of the other pirates as well as have a chance at beating off any Federation offenses that came his way. That was why he had Captain Dab and Captain Black working with Kix to get the job done.

He had decided to remain on the ship despite the battlecruiser being laid up in the yard for hasty repairs and resupply. He'd even gone so far as to keeping his harem/pride on board. The stated reason was for his comfort, but it was also in case he needed to leave the system in a hurry.

To say that his position had been undermined by the retreat was putting it mildly. His unceremonious return with his tail figuratively tucked between his legs in a broken and nearly toothless ship hadn't sat well with him or anyone. Black Corsage, Captain Gutt's heavy cruiser, was barely better off than his own.

And the stated reason he was remaining on his ship, to make sure he could command from her in a hurry should the Feds arrived, kept that undercurrent and scuttlebutt that he wanted a fast getaway alive.

It also pointed to his avoidance of wanting to face the pirate lords or the public on Tortuga.

Fortunately, Captain Gutt and a few of the other older pirate lords had remained loyal to him. He wasn't certain if it was due to his rank and long-standing with them or because they knew that if he was pulled down the others would resort to infighting and then break up as they fled, doing most of the work of the Feds for them. It could have also been due to the shock of the betrayal of the homeworld.

He had shut down any ship that had attempted to leave. He would need to work on the lords and public. Decisive action and a healthy reminder of who they didn't want to cross should put an end to the muttering.

He checked on the lords. Just as he'd thought, most had returned to their ships after the report of the lab's breech and deaths. They'd even sounded recall, no doubt just in case the enemy showed up. It was a pity that the wolves hadn't made the bitch's death last longer.

The same for Wilhelm. That one had deserved to spend days in pain before he'd expired. He'd gotten off lightly.

A mob was at play in the base, hunting down supporters of the Horathians. He'd heard a few had been strung up. Shore patrol was concerned about the rapes, but he shrugged such things off. The women should know better by now and the men who'd suffered too.

He turned to working on a tentative plan to mount a counter offense. But he needed a better way to handle it. If he could just get the commodore to turtle he might have a chance to evacuate the cream of Tortuga to one of the other bases.

But she could have their locations too he reminded himself.

He had a dozen ships already in space. None were larger than a light cruiser. He'd taken the cream with him to Virgin Holes and on that last death ride. He needed them on the picket. He wrote out orders for six of the best to get to the Tau-1252 jump point and to picket it.

That left the others, plus the twenty-seven warships still in dock. There were ten additional warships clearing for action. Another twelve were trying to get underway but were reporting various levels of readiness. Two had malfunctioning hyperdrives. They were doomed to remain if they couldn't get them repaired. Five more were dark. They had been cannibalized for parts. He had no idea if they could be repaired or not.

Seventy ships were prize ships within the interior of the rock and docked to the ring around the exterior. Six of those had been turned into habitats. They were trying to get underway, but there was no way they'd do it—not with so many changes to their hulls and spaces. He shook his head and mentally wrote them and their crews off.

Nineteen ships were privateers, former prize ships turned into armed ships. They were old though; most of the privateers were either out and about collecting booty or in other ports. Those that remained were trying to get crews. Only three were out of the dock and were reporting that they were functional.

No doubt the gnolls and other engineers had their work cut out for them. Well, tough for the other ships, his came first.

The light blinked indicating an incoming call. He checked the status; it was internal on the ship. The caller ID said it with the ship's XO. He snorted and hit the accept key with his right index claw.

“Sir, we've got that latest report on the damage and an initial schedule on repairs,” Commander Dolon Lycaon reported. The commander was the XO of the ship. Captain Black was in command but the commander's …unique status with Captain Wilda Dab helped in some ways.

“Good, good.”

He personally doubted they'd be able to do much soon. The yard was a truss slip with the core made out of an old factory ship. Habitat modules had been tacked on as she'd grown, like cancerous growths. Most of those modules held basic equipment or stores at best. Trying to rebuild a ship like Black Death let alone Black Corsage was pushing it he knew.

Not that he wasn't going to do so anyway. He'd already promised the Neoorangutan that his precious Black Corsage would be next in line.

“Are we still going to try to mount an offense, sir?”

The admiral studied the Neowolf thoughtfully and then shrugged. “We've got the yard, we've got the warehouses, let's use them.” He left unsaid that it would at least keep his people busy and doing something. Who knows, it might work. At the least it would give them more material or even ships to use to defend the base or run with should it come to either scenario.

“You think we can win, sir?”

“I think we if we run we'll keep running. I'm an admiral, damn it—a lion not a mouse!” the admiral roared, finally losing patience. It had been a long stressful day.

The Neowolf's eyes widened on the screen. “Aye aye, sir. Sorry, sir. No disrespect, sir,” he said, raising his muzzle in token of submission.

The admiral saw that and then grunted. He heard a chur behind him and turned to see the ladies coming out of their quarters to see what the fuss was about. “Handle it. Unless there is an emergency, don't disturb me. I expect some major progress on all fronts when I return to duty tomorrow.”

“Ah … aye aye, sir. I'll pass that along,” the wolf said nervously.

“See that you do. And maybe we can arrange a conjugal visit with your mate in the near future,” the admiral teased wickedly. He saw the naked fear in the wolf's expression and chuffed in amusement as he shut the channel down.

<()>^<()>
 

The wolf shivered once the connection was cut. Damn the cat! And damn him for forcing him into that wretched marriage with Dab! The spotted hyena bitch was rough! She was also not his type—not at all! He'd barely survived getting out of her clutches before they'd shipped out. It had taken him and some cream the doc had given him weeks to heal so he could at least sit without whimpering.

He forced his ears upright. It was hard, so hard but he had to do it. He had to project an aura of confidence even if he lacked it.

His hope of remaining out of her clutches were dashed when they'd returned. And she'd sent a reminder in the form of Commander Ayud Bundi, a member of her clan and one of their best shipwrights, to inspect Black Death. His reminder that the XO's bride was eagerly waiting for a repeat of their nuptial visit had sent the XO into a panting fearful fit.

At this rate he was going to lose status on the ship. And once he went down the ladder, he'd be at death's door in next to no time.

Well, if he kept things going and then hid on the ship he might survive Black Death's time in her clutches. Hell, if he'd use his status with her to get more though. As much as he wanted to get out of her clutches as quickly as possible, he wasn't going to court getting torn up by her for anyone. The admiral could piss up a rope if he expected him to sacrifice himself for her amusement.
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Tortuga

Zumika grinned as he signed on to a ship. He finally had a posting. “Just let me get my space bag and I'll be at the lock,” he said with a tip of his finger to his hat.

“See that you do,” the bosun said gruffly. “Step out of line and you'll walk the plank.”

“Ar, I'm no fool. I'll do my best.”

“Yeah, well, we'll see,” the bosun said with a shake of his head. The skipper had wanted people with experience. They were dredging the bottom of the barrel. Zumika at least had some experience. He also had helped him find two other ratings to fill their ranks.

It seemed every ship in the ring around the asteroid was trying to man up and get underway. The press-gangs were out in force, not that they needed to be. Everyone wanted off the rock just in case the Feds showed up.
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Jericho continued to cough and then snuffle. His mate had ordered him to the sickbay to find out what was wrong with him. She was right; he didn't want to pass it on to the rest of the pack or to the cubs.

Whatever bug he'd gotten he hoped he got over it soon. It well and truly sucked. His chest muscles ached from the pain of coughing.

He'd resisted going to the doc's though. A good dose of liquid meds, some cough syrup and a bottle of rotgut would knock his ass out and let him sleep. Normally his body fought off an infection while he slept it off. But he had barely gotten to “The Dives” open door when he'd felt the passageway swim a bit alarmingly.

“I don't feel so good,” he said, reaching out to clutch at Ichy's arm.

“You don't look so good either. But that's normal for you,” Ichy replied, shaking the arm off.

“Shut up!” Jericho laughed but that triggered another coughing fit. Dizzy and light-headed he fell over retching.

“Ah, shit. What crud did you get into? Did you drink something?” Itchy demanded, looking around them. “I warned you not to drink that rotgut Paco makes no matter how cheap it is! Most likely he did it with battery acid again!”

“Shut up …,” Jericho coughed and then clutched at the pain in his chest that the coughs had caused. Green snot dripped out of his nose and onto the deck. Saliva slide from his open mouth as he panted. “I don't feel so good.”

Itchy sighed and tried to help him up. When he got a hand under the other wolf's armpit, he felt how hot the other wolf was. Instinctively, his free hand went to the other's forehead. “Arrr, you're burning up matey. Tis not good. An ill wind we nigh not need now.”

“Yeah. Got a co'd or sumin,” Jericho got out before he spat mucus. Val had been pissed when he'd come home sick. It had hit him hard and fast. It was something they were both aware of; working security put them on the front line of a lot of crud. But this was a bit different.

Itchy swore as he helped his pack mate to a bench. “Shit, you really are sick. Whatever you've got, I don't want it.” He waited; fear finally giving way to concern over his own fate if the alphas realized he'd abandoned a mate. He forced himself to help Jericho to the medical clinic. He left him in the waiting room and fled.

He didn't realize that he was inadvertently spreading the contamination further.
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Doctor White, the Neogorilla senior medic on Tortuga, was called in when the on-duty doctor in the medical clinic became alarmed by the outbreak. He walked in just as a Neowolf started a coughing fit. Mucus sprayed him. He flinched away but instantly realized he had most likely just been infected. “Frack! Well, so much for keeping a clean area,” he growled, brown eyes flashing.

“Sorry, Doctor.”

“Well, no helping it. What is it anyway?”

“Symptoms are flulike. But we've got some inconsistencies. Whatever it is, it's spreading. Spreading fast,” the junior doctor said worriedly.

“Frack.”

“I hate to say it …”

Brown eyes locked onto blue eyes. “Then don't,” the gorilla growled.

“But we've got to face it. It could be the plague,” the human medic whispered.

“Frack. Find out. I've got to make a call.” Doctor White thought about it and then shook his head. “Actually, a lot of calls,” he said, putting his first call into the port to order a lockdown. When he got stuck on hold, he went to his office and called in every medic and then switched to internal life support. After that he snarled at the wait as he pulled out a battered manual on what to do.

Not that he expected it to do him or anyone else trapped in hell with him much good.
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Black Death

Admiral Ishmael had watched the video of the bitch's death before going to bed. It put a nice cap on his otherwise bad string of days.

The yard module had been detached and moved out to where Black Death sat outside the rock. That had taken the annoyed gnolls a full shift. They were finally at work on his ship though. Since they couldn't work on Black Corsage at the same time, he'd authorized Captain Gutt to resupply his ship. He'd generously helped himself to parts and missiles but should be cleared for limited action within a few more shifts.

And once Gutt was back out, he'd be assigned to ride herd on the mangy lot minding the Tau-1252 jump point. That should keep him busy and out of his mane for the time being.

He'd just gotten comfortable in the nest of warm female bodies when the audio alert of an incoming call woke him. His good eye slitted in the dark as ears twitched around him. The girls weren't happy about the interruption to their slumber. He growled and took a playful swipe at one rump, careful to sheath his claws before the respondent moved to let his arm up.

He sat up and hit the response key. “Yes? This better be good,” he growled a yawn as one of the girls started to purr and groom his arm. Another pinned his left arm while a tail playfully ran over his face. He snapped his teeth at it to get them to behave. They'd pay for it he thought in amused vexation. The tail slapped into his abdomen and then went south of it as he oofed softly.

“Sir, we've got a situation,” Kix's stern voice said. “We need you here,” he said voice flat.

“What sort of a situation?” the admiral asked in exasperation. Situation could be anything and everything. He knew his Neochimp subordinate didn't jump at shadows.

Please, oh please don't let it be the feds, an errant corner of his mind thought as he realized something was seriously wrong. Kix's tone said it all. We're not ready!

“Sir, I'm afraid we've got a situation on Tortuga. It's … the plague,” the Neochimp said.

The admiral stiffened as the female felines around him sat up in alarm. The kinky rattle of chains, really for show than anything else made his ears twitch but his mind was on something else. “What did you just say?” he demanded as ears went flat in distress. “It can't be, can it?”

Heads popped up in alarm around him. He shushed them silent.

“It doesn't look good, sir. Whatever it is, it's spreading fast. The medics called a quarantine a short time ago.”

“Source?” the admiral asked as he brushed past the females and rose out of their tangle of bodies without care. Adrenaline started to course through his tired mind, banishing the last cobwebs of Morpheus's web. He had to get on his feet and start thinking clearly. A lot was suddenly riding on his mind. He felt a brief caress from someone but ignored it. He heard the lionesses begin to murmur to each other, but he shushed them again.

“We're looking into it now. But the oldest case is Jericho, one of the Neowolf guards sent to arrest that human bitch. He's got a high fever; he's delirious, coughing, and aggressive. Those are some of the symptoms of the plague.”

Doctor Goethe, you bitch, Leonidas thought in a spat of intuition. The Neolion closed his eye in pain as he realized what had most likely happened. And he hadn't taken that possible scenario into account, had he? Some strategist he was! Fool, he berated himself angrily as he hissed in anger. “And she didn't survive to get to me for further questioning,” the admiral observed.

“No, she didn't. I'm looking into it now,” Captain Baker said as a tech came over to his side fearfully. He turned a glower on her. “What is it?”

“Sir, you need to see this,” she said timidly, waving a tablet as the Neolion enabled the video camera in his chambers. To hell with it, he dressed despite the exposure.

“Well? I can't see it if you wave it!” Kix snarled. She flinched and then handed him the device and stepped back.

“What am I looking at?” the Neochimp demanded. He frowned as she came closer and reached over to dart a finger to hit the play button.

He frowned as a quartet of images came to life. He realized they were cameras in the lab where the doctor had been. He snarled when he saw her stare at the syringe and then infect herself before the wolves got to her. She even kicked the thing under the counter so they wouldn't see it. It didn't make sense though. “What the hell did she do? Why'd she do that?”

“She realized she was dead anyway so she got a last final act of revenge,” the admiral said, watching the partial view of the feed over Kix's shoulder. “We've got the plague. We need to quarantine those infected and do what we can before it spreads,” he said firmly as he continued to get dressed. “Rabies is one of the plagues. Have them look into that.”

“Shit,” Kix muttered.

“There goes the neighborhood,” a tech said.

“And we need to keep people from panicking!” the admiral barked. “Lockdown. Quarantine! All ships are to go into lockdown now. No one in or out. We'll have to go through the records of each. No ship moves. Lock down internal compartments and quarantine those who arrived on the ship within the past twenty-four hours. We have got to keep this from spreading! And fear is just as big a killer as the damn plagues! So remember that!”

“Aye aye, sir,” Kix replied with a nod as the admiral got his pants on. “Ships will want to run when word spreads, sir.”

“Let them know the first to run will be shot down like the cowardly dogs they are. Hold position until we know more.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“I'll be on the flag bridge in a few minutes,” the admiral said.

“Aye, sir,” the Neochimp growled.

“What about Nara?” one of the Neolionesses asked softly, voice rising in distress.

“Nara? What about her?” Leonidas asked.

“She … she's on the base. She went to visit someone.”

The admiral stared at the girls and then nodded once. “I'll look into it,” he said as he finished getting dressed.
  


Chapter 2
 

Tortuga

Zumika made it through the press of people to the lock and hefted his bag. There were a lot of panicked people, everyone suddenly wanted off. He'd heard rumors of the plague.

When he got to the lock, he noted the shore patrol. He went to the lock and held up his bag and pointed to his face. “Bosun Cheny told me to get my gear! I'm here! Let me in!”

A face on the other side of the stained glass just shook his head.

“Why?”

“Move along. Admiral Ishmael his own self-ordered a quarantine,” the guard said gruffly. Zumika turned to him in shock.

“Are you serious?”

“Aye. Be off with ye before I use you for batting practice,” the human guard growled, fingering his neural baton.

Zumika flinched. He was well aware of what a prod could do from one of those things. “Aye, I be on my way. But I …”

He stopped at the steel eye of the other man. Obviously there was no reasoning with him. “Aye,” he said, shoulders slumping as he turned and walked back the way he came slowly.

He kicked himself for being a fool. If he'd had his bag packed, he would have been gone. And if he hadn't stopped for one last drink …

Well, the good news was that if they did have the plague as a human he was immune he thought as he stomped back the way he'd come, brusquely shouldering smaller people out of his way as he did.

“Hey! I know you! You're Zumika!” a voice said. He turned in annoyance and surprise.

“Do I know you, matey?”

“Aye, I thought so!” The guy pointed to Zumika, eyes hard in accusation. “That's the guy! He helped the Horathians! He met with that Captain Layafette! He helped them! He's one of them!” the voice said, practically rising in a bellow as heads turned.

Zumika saw the angry sea of faces and bolted. When the ranks closed around him, he tried to swing his bag and use it as a battering ram to get through.

He didn't get far. He whimpered as the pitiless hands and boots of the mob descended on him.
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Doctor White snarled tiredly when he got the report he'd been expecting. He'd been going through the notes from the Horathians over the past twenty hours. There had been no mention of a cure or vaccine. Most of what was mentioned about a cure was how to prevent one.

He closed his eyes in pain. He was tired, achy, and he felt a bit feverish. No doubt he had been infected. Medics always had the highest risk of infection; after all, they had to go and diagnose someone and sometimes went in blindly to do so. He was paying for his vocation.

Paying dearly he thought as he shook his head to the worried looking guards and lab tech on the other end of the video chat. But he needed to keep up appearances for morale's sake. He needed to lead by example even though he wanted to curl up with a bottle of hot toddy and blow his brains out. He definitely didn't want to spend the next few hours coughing his lungs out as mucus filled them.

“It's not your fault. Not any of our faults really. Well, if anyone's, mine, for not getting the damn cure! But that's over and done with now. We need to find out what we can. We need to know how deep this goes,” he said firmly. He felt the back of his throat tickle. He felt a cough rising and sternly suppressed it.

It wouldn't be long though he knew. “Okay, I'm going to be sitting here working on the database to find what I can. I need you to run samples of that syringe,” he said firmly to the wide-eyed lab tech. The human tech was in hazmat gear. That was something at least. “I'm going to pass over medical command to Doctor Sho,” he said as he felt a presence loom behind him. He turned to the human doctor. “It's the plague,” he said by way of confirmation. “And I've got it. No doubt many of us do,” he said.

Doctor Sho's eyes went wide briefly before his professionalism kicked in. He nodded once. “What do we do, sir?”

“I'll wear a mask. I'm going to do a bit of research,” Doctor White said as he rummaged in his office for a sample kit. He coughed into his fist and then rubbed the mess onto a culture dish. He washed his hands and then leaned tiredly against the counter. “We'll need blood cultures too so we can get a timeline progression of the spread of the plagues.”

“Understood.”

“Get us a list of what's in that cocktail, Rob,” the Neogorilla doctor snarled, turning back to the video feed.

“I'll try, sir, but I'm just a basic lab tech. I don't know how to recognize what I'm looking at,” the human said worriedly.

“Just do your best. Keep the computer open and run an image comparison if you have to. Call Doctor Sho too.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Keep us posted. Now get to work. Use the lab there. The guards need to set up a perimeter and a decontamination system. I think there is one there.”

“Yes, sir. It was broken though.”

“Have someone fix it. And have that same someone figure out how it works so we can replicate it. Something tells me we're going to need to do so real soon.”

“Yes, sir.” the image in the lab winked out.

The gorilla turned tiredly and looked at the human doctor. “I'll stay on my feet and do what I can with the most infected. Find a damn cure.” His voice was leached of emotion. They both knew the chances of that. And they both knew the chances of a cure coming in time to help those who had been initially infected.

Especially in a cocktail of biological weapons designed to be hard or impossible to stop.

Doctor Sho nodded anyway. He knew he was in over his head, but he knew the proper response and so went with it anyway. “Yes, sir. I'll do my best.”

“Hell with that, I've seen your best. Do better. We need a real miracle here.”
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Rob looked worriedly over to the female wolf, the head of security with him. She shrugged. “Do what you can.”

“Yeah,” he sighed with a shake of his head. “I'll just do that,” he said, unwilling to admit he really was in over his head. “See if you can find someone to look up the notes. Maybe there is an image of each virus in them. And let's see if we can find someone who can find out which viruses the bitch had access to.”

“Kid, I'm going to keep my people in line. You are on your own,” Val said with a shake of her head as she went back to her people.

Rob stiffened but then sighed. No help there apparently. “On my own. Joy,” he muttered as he tried to get back to work.
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Pell had tried to find a way out of the port but he'd been stuck. As the chain of command broke down with the plague, he'd found himself rising rapidly through the ranks.

He'd wanted the job, sure, but not now. Not during a crisis. Not when he didn't know what the hell to do and he was more or less helpless. Sure, he was a human and therefore immune, but a lot of people were looking at him and his kind as if they did this to him.

Which was why he'd issued orders for the human shore patrol personnel to remain in pairs and armed at all times.
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Black Death

Admiral Ishmael rubbed his brow as he tried to figure out a solution to the problem he and his people were facing. The name of his battlecruiser flagship had become suddenly bitterly ironic.

For some of his people, it was the ultimate end game. For others, they didn't know how to react. Those not immediately affected were divided in panicking and running and listening helplessly to their friends, kin, and mates slowly succumbing to the fear and plagues rampaging on the base.

He and many of the old guard had been vaccinated once centuries ago in their youth. But they had not received boosters since then he reminded himself. Some of his medics had been vaccinated against disease in the ranks but not much. The medics had drilled it into him that the vaccines they had access to were old and not set up against weaponized biotech. At best they might fend off some of the viruses and bacteria but not all of them.

They'd already instituted medical protocols including a strict quarantine. He'd cut orders to ruthlessly cut down anyone who broke quarantine.

The good news was mixed. According to the medics they may have caught the outbreak early. A person was at his or her most dangerous when they were running a fever and coughing. At least, that was how it went with most viruses.

The various bacteria were a different story.

He frowned and called Doctor White but was redirected to Doctor Sho. He nodded. No doubt the Neogorilla had been infected by now. The human doctor was supposedly immune to most of the viruses and bacteria. He resented that. He knew a lot of aliens and Neos did the same. But they needed the damn human to do something. Besides, Sho was one of them, a Tau pirate not a Horathian traitor.

Why hadn't he gotten them to stop and think before they dug that human bitch out of her lab? Why hadn't he thought that she'd have nothing left to lose and would thus infect herself and those around her? He shook his head angrily. Stupid. Just one more stupid mistake.

He didn't have many left. He was getting old; he knew it. But if he didn't catch and stop himself from making more stupid mistakes, he wasn't going to get much older.

The doctor came on the screen after a moment. “Admiral?”

“Doctor Sho. Still on your feet?” The human grimaced and pulled down his mask and nodded. “So, we're only delaying the inevitable you said in your last email?”

“Yes, sir. I'm afraid quarantine came too late for some of the plagues. I've ordered samples to be taken to try to create a cure or at least stall the viruses. We've instituted what protocols we can but we're not set up for this. The information you gave us helped a little but not a lot.”

The admiral grimaced. He'd passed on the video recording from Commodore Logan. She'd mentioned that Rabies had been a part of the list of plagues and that most had been weaponized to strike at the victim's minds, driving them primal. That was the main reason patients who were entering the terminal phase were strapped down or sedated.

“Maybe we should have made that deal with the feds,” the admiral said softly, looking away in pain.

“What, rolled over and surrendered? Lived our lives out in the brig? Or walk the plank and get spaced? Hell with that, sir!” a voice in the background with Doctor Sho piped up but then stopped and fell into a fit of coughing and cursing.

The doctor turned to attend to the patient and then tried to move away to give himself more privacy. “Sorry, sir.”

“No. He was right. A long life in a cage isn't worth it,” the admiral said. “Okay, so, what can we do? What do we need?”

“We need medical supplies. I'm low on cough suppressants, bandages, and medications. Alcohol helps knock our people out but has a detrimental effect with the meds.”

“You've got all we've got on the base and first call on any ship in port. They've buttoned up but you can call on their sickbays. If we have to, we'll use remote tugs to move gear to you.”

“Aye, sir. But we need more. We've got the data from Horath. We've got the samples. What we don't have are any vaccines. They didn't bring any. And this is a bit more than what I can do. I'm just a country hambone doctor.”

The Neolion admiral drummed his fingers on the arm rest for a moment and then flicked his claws to gently drag them on the surface. Not enough to dig in, just enough to get the sensual comfort of clawing something. “What is the best way for a layman to tell someone is sick?” he finally asked, coming to some sort of a decision.

“Well, coughing is a dead giveaway. So is acting irrationally. But that is just a side effect of a fever; the brain is overheating. When you have a fever, you have the virus, and your body is trying to fight it off. You are also highly contagious.”

He blinked and then nodded. “Oh.”

“You can infect others before or after that period but not all of the time. And some viruses mutate so one passage doesn't guarantee you'll survive the next,” the doctor stated.

The Neocat grimaced. “Oh, joy.”

“The best way to get the vaccines is to get them from the feds. They've supposedly got the medics. Getting one of their medics would also be ideal.”

“We're not surrendering,” the admiral growled, eye flickering as thoughts raged within his mind.

“No one said we should, sir,” the human replied.

“So what are you saying?”

“You said it yourself, sir; we're pirates,” the doctor said with a toothy smile. Slowly Ishmael returned it. “It might be easier to hit a planet or place they gave the vaccines to, sir,” Doctor Sho warned.

“But not as much fun. But I see your point.”

“We need this to happen soon, sir. What we're doing is only delaying the inevitable. The easier viruses and bacteria we can treat but each round weakens the body's ability to fight off the next and the one after that and so on and so forth.”

“So, somewhere close. Okay. We'll backtrack where the bastards dumped their plague and go from there. The Feds followed them in so presumably they cleaned up the mess.”

“Yes, sir. Sir, about the plague ships …”

“Plague …,” the admiral blinked and then his eye widened. He wanted to smack himself on the head. “Damn them! I did fall for that, didn't I?”

“Yes, sir. I strongly urge you to cut orders to space that cargo. And each ship and base should be checked for infection.”

“Definitely, Doctor,” the admiral said firmly. “I'll get on that and the other project. Anything else?”

“The death toll is liable to rise soon, sir. Once it does, panic will set in. Everyone is armed. It could get ugly.”

“Understood. I'll look into that too. Do your job, Doctor.”

“I'm trying,” the doctor said with a sigh as he turned away as the signal was cut.

The admiral stared at the screen for a long moment and then sucked in a breath. They had to find an answer, a way out of the mess. To do that they needed the cure.

They'd encountered it when they'd stopped at some of the worlds the Feds had cured. Why the hell hadn't he thought to get it? Or even a list of what was killing people? But he hadn't. He'd just assumed the traitors from Horath had it all in hand. He should have suspected something when they hadn't enacted a vaccination program.

In a way that was probably a good thing. They could have easily given them a placebo.

He had to try to find a cure. It wouldn't help the people in the base, not in time. But he had to have it for the future.

He checked his status board and then tapped one of his claws on the table. “Fitzgerald,” he finally drawled. He called the ship and waited.

“Sir, Captain Fitzgerald is here,” a tech said within a minute.

“Aye, Admiral?” a familiar Neogorilla with a pair of flashy gold canines said, filling the screen. “What can I do for you?”

“I see you've been careful about where you be,” the admiral drawled.

“Aye. Lady Luck's blessing was with the both of us. Neither one of us or our ships got the crud,” the Neogorilla said warily.

“Aye, and your ship can go south to find me the cure.”

“Sir?”

“Mykanos or further south. Go get it and bring it back. If you canna find it, don't come back until you do or at all. Do you understand?”

“Aye, sir.”

“I'll have Kix send you what data we got. Be prepared for the Feds. Smash through it.”

“Aye, be liking a chance to get even,” the Neogorilla growled, smashing his right fist into his left. He had pain tattooed on his knuckles of his right hand. Death was tattooed on the knuckles of his left hand.

The Neolion nodded. Fitzgerald's Marblehead had come down from Dead Man's Hand and had been in port when Black Death and Black Corsage had come in. The light cruiser had missed the death and destruction in Tau-1252. But, the Neogorilla had re-sworn his loyalty to the admiral right away. He'd also provided a few spares to help get Black Death to fighting trim once more.

“Git on with ya then and git her done,” the admiral growled as he signed off.
  


 



Chapter 3
 

Tortuga

Doctor Sho and the senior staff held a brief consultation over a meal. It was a grim meeting. They went over the symptomology of each plague and how to diagnose and treat it for each species. Many were common treatments. Most were fairly basic; bed rest was all they could do. They were reduced to what most medics were, people who could help the body heal but were at times like this, bystanders.

Helpless bystanders sometimes.

“We're so screwed,” a nurse murmured.

Doctor Sho glared at her. The woman was tired. She had circles under her eyes, and her hair was a mess. So was her outfit, someone had barfed on her. She was punch drunk honest. He had to admit, they were on borrowed time. At least some were more than others.

“No, they are, the poor devils,” an orderly said. Doctor Sho's head swiveled to him. It was only then that he realized most of the people in the room were human or chimera. Had he not noticed the other medics had dropped one by one? He kicked himself for that. “What do we do? There is no way we can lick this, not all of them at once! They are dropping like flies out there! I think someone said there are a dozen or more viruses and bacteria? And quarantining the entire sector and having us on our own life support is having us stew in our own juices!”

“Did we get the entire package or just a few? Can we get a list and start treating now? Is environmental doing their part? Flushing the system? We are on our own life support, right like you said, George?” the head nurse asked. She was nervous; she had gotten a bad bruise from a chimp who'd grabbed her arm. The wrist might be sprained or worse. She had an ice pack on the wrist but refused to let anyone check it.

“Now you know what I meant about screwed. It's a simple matter of someone turning off the life support,” the pessimistic nurse said with a shake of her head.

“Can that,” Doctor Sho growled. Privately he had to admit they had little chance against the plagues. But that didn't stop them from being duty bound to try. Duty bound and bound by the admiral looking over their shoulder.

“Okay, we need to work on both avenues. And we need to triage. Diagnose early and begin treatment. We have oxygen treatment for those who have gotten hit with pneumonia or such, work with that for some of the early stage. Those who are infectious we'll have to isolate further to halt the spread of contamination. Get the lab on cultures; we need a better idea of what we're dealing with.”

“Understood, Doctor,” another doctor said, grasping at Doctor Sho's sign of leadership desperately like it was a lifeline. Which it was. They all knew they couldn't panic or give in.

“Doctor! We've got ten more coming in! And we're low on dressing! And the sewer system is backed up. I think there is something wrong with environmental! A low-ranking orderly pressed into a nursing position said, coming into the office.

“Okay, we'll get on it,” Doctor Sho said with a nod. “Get someone looking into those things. Any human in quarantine with us is hereby drafted.”

“You mean press-ganged?” the head nurse asked, lips quivering.

“Whatever,” the head doctor stated. “Use them. Have them change bedding, move patients, play gopher, whatever they can handle.” The nurse grimaced but nodded. “Make sure everyone eats and stays hydrated. Naps, no more than four hours in shift. I'll work on the roster once we have this under control.”

If we can ever get it under control he thought tiredly. He knew he wasn't going to be much good to anyone if he drove himself into fatigue and exhaustion.
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Captain Gutt heard the chatter behind him and grimaced. He could see the fear in the eyes of his crew, smell it in the air despite everything the techs were trying to do to get it out. And he was an ape, so his sniffer wasn't as acute as one in a mutt or cat.

Sucks to be them he thought in amusement at their plight.

“Well, I can safely say for once that I'm glad we're not in the thick of things,” he growled. “Right?” he asked, pitching his voice to his bridge crew.

Heads turned and then immediately began to nod in earnest.

“Good then. Get a status report on the picket ships. Let's get that mangy lot sorted out. I want a proper picket of the jump point by the time we get there!” he growled. “Let them know we mean business! The admiral sent us to the jump point to put some spine in them. The first to flinch gets keelhauled, mateys!” he growled, eyes glittering as he showed off his horrible teeth in a malicious grin.

There were a series of guttural growls from the crew. He waited the yars out. Some were token, but he didn't care. They'd come around. Hell for anyone who came down with a sniffle in the next week or so. They'd be out the nearest lock faster than they could blink.

But he left unsaid that he was indeed glad to be far away from Tortuga—very far away.
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Doctor Sho made the rounds virtually and then made the rounds in full hazard gear. It wasn't for his health; he was immune or so the notes said. They'd confirmed that much at least. It was to himself from spreading the infection between units he visited. Airlocks had been set up between each ward. Each ward has its own improvised filtration. The airlocks acted as a bottleneck to keep the staff from spreading the infections from ward to ward. Each airlock had an improvised sprayer to help decontaminate them as they passed through them.

He wasn't sure if any of it was doing any good. It was definitely a show, which might help morale short term. But his being human and therefore immune was both an asset and a hindrance when it came to treating the infected.

He covered Doctor Scarbrough's for an hour while the exhausted woman got a bite to eat and a nap. Along his third trip around the ward, he dodged a swipe from a feverish Neotiger. “Why are you here, human?” the tiger growled, eyeing him darkly.

“Because I am a doctor. It's my job,” he said gently but firmly, motioning the cat back into the bed.

“Doctor hell! You humans did this to us!” the cat growled.

There were some growls and hisses from around the room. He looked around the room and then decided to address the room at large to quell the growing mutiny. He pitched his voice for all to hear.

“Yeah, I know. But I didn't do this. I was here with you. I'm here now. I'm not going to abandon you. I'm going to do what I can do undo this,” the doctor said firmly as he firmly pushed the cat back onto the bed and then checked the readings. “So don't be a pain in my ass.”

“Or you'll what?”

“Or I'll move on to someone else and let you suffer,” the doctor said sternly, meeting the cat glare for glare. The nurse will give you a shot to knock your ass out and you can stew.”

The cat growled and then snorted. Green snot sprayed the doctor's sleeve. He looked down at it.

“Don't expect an apology,” the cat snuffled, wiping at his drooling nose and then flicking the mess onto the floor.

“Wouldn't dream of it,” the doctor murmured as he finished checking the monitors. He pulled out a pillow to help prop the cat up so he could breathe easier. Based on the progression of the disease he had a dim outlook. Eventually his lungs would drown in the fluid buildup that one of the plagues was causing. The cat moved his buttocks and slapped an approaching nurse with his tail.

“Hey!”

“Yeah, that's right, save being a pain for the nurses,” the doctor quipped.

The nurse was wearing a mask. She stopped and glowered, then shook her head. “Don't encourage him,” she said as the cat chuffed in amusement and then laid back tiredly.

The sound of retching made the doctor turn and then point to a chimp half out of bed vomiting on the floor. “Nurse, basin. And we better turn up the blowers or the smell will get them all going,” he said grimly as they got back to work.
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Admiral Ishmael scrubbed a hand through his mane tiredly. One of his pride/harem had been out visiting friends and had been trapped within the quarantine zone. She and the other females had begged him to lift it to get her out, but he'd refused. Now the others weren't talking to him.

Which was of mixed blessings since Nara had died an hour ago.

Doctor Sho's people were doing their best but they were fighting a losing battle. They were also on the front lines so had little time to investigate the means for a cure. The few healers on some of the ships in space around him had little or no knowledge of virology. At best they were saw bone doctors, paramedics able to sew up an injury or set a bone, not true doctors. He shook his head again tiredly.

They were supposed to be familiarizing themselves with the plagues and how to fight them. Some had enlisted the help of database specialists. Some were listening, but others had flat-out told him they were in over their head. He didn't know how to urge them on other than through fear and intimidation.

The good news was mixed. Ships that had not been in port within twenty-four hours of the bitch's arrest had been cleared of any sign of infection. They were holding off, sitting there resentfully waiting under the guns of his flagship for his orders. He'd turned down requests to leave Tortuga space. He had no intention of letting them flee for their wretched lives, not when they might be of some use to him.

Besides, he needed them to defend the star system should the Feds show up.

He had ordered his people to check for information on Fed cures delivered to the nearest planet that had been infected by the Horathians. He thought about that again and then shook his head.

He was already starting to differentiate his pirates from the Horathians, if only in his mind. Funny about that. Pretty soon it would slip out into general conversation with the officers and crew.

Every Horathian who had transferred out of the ships that had brought the plagues had been hunted down and interrogated before being killed. Some had admitted that the Horathian Empire had started a policy of xenophobic extermination of any species other than human decades ago.

So, his family who he'd sent back there were most likely dead. He closed his eyes in a brief flare of grief and pain over that.

They'd been working on defensive plans to defend the Tortuga star system. They, like a lot of things, had been put on hold. Plans to evacuate had not been activated as of yet. An evacuation was becoming increasingly more likely as time went by. That wasn't something he liked. He needed to do something about that. They had a lot of material in the star system, a lot invested in it. He couldn't let it go to waste or be turned over to the Feds. They'd just turn it on them.

But, they needed a backup plan to destroy it all if he was forced out. A GOTH plan, he reminded himself with a mental grimace.

“We're being hit from two fronts. Treachery from within and the Federation from outside,” Kix observed.

“I know. I was stupid to follow the plan. I should never had agreed to spread poison that killed my own people. I should have asked why they wanted to do so!” Leonidas shook his head in self-anger. “I was led by the nose. The promise of a vaccine? That they had a cure to protect our own people?” His mouth worked in an urge to spit in anger at himself. “I should have known better. I should have thrown that dross into the nearest star and the bastards who brought it with them,” he snarled, lips curling up to show his large teeth. Kix nodded in grim agreement. “The entire thing stank to high heaven but I went through with it. I was such a fool,” the admiral said bitterly.

“Well, we're not going to spread it further, right, sir?” the Neochimp asked.

The admiral snorted and then shook his head. “No. The problem is we need to contain our infection and treat it.”

“I've ordered anyone infected to be quarantined. But that doesn't help stop it. That just slows the spread in some quarters, and it will spread it fast between those who are quarantined.”

“True. And the panic spreads even faster.”

“Well, the good news is we have the intel from the data on what the plague is. It is more than one package. The medics are looking at it now,” the admiral said. “Not that it will do them much good.”

“Oh?” Nim asked as he came over to them.

“Yes. And we have the samples. There is hope for a vaccine from them.” Kix said, looking at his fellow Neochimp. He didn't say how much hope. He personally doubt it, but they needed to put on a brave front for the subordinates. Everyone needed to know they were trying to do something, trying to work on a cure.

The Neolion admiral gave his subordinate a long look. “You and I both know that our medics are basic at best. They can patch wounds but can do little else. They have no training in this. They are out of their league.”

Kix blinked his brown eyes at the admiral's blunt brutal honesty. He'd forgotten that. The admiral had also forgotten their need to keep panic from spreading. “Then we need to get more and better ones,” he replied with an indifferent shrug.

“How? The landlubber medics are at best country doctors. They will be in a worse position than our own!” Nim said, voice rising in fear as his fur bristled.

“I think that raid on the Federation is sounding better and better,” Kix said, giving the admiral a significant look. They both wanted to be elsewhere, anywhere but where they were currently at. Out of sight, out of mind applied.

“If we can find them. If we can isolate them and get them without killing them. If I recall from my history books, don't the Feds have some sort of suicide protocol?” the Neolion asked mildly as he checked his nails. He flicked away a piece of fluff.

Kix grimaced as Nim looked from the Neolion to him and back. “Crap. Forgot that,” he muttered.

“Look into it and ways to neutralize it anyway. And look into a target list. Obviously going back to the fed base is one, but I'd rather hit something a bit less protected than that.”

Kix bobbed a nod. “Aye aye, sir,” he said, making a series of notes on his duty tablet.

“Look into any medical texts and data we can get our hands on. Start here. I think some people had personal libraries and collections. Look into that and the databases. Find the quartermasters and have them dig up medical tech and data and hand it over to our people.”

“You know that will drive the price up on the booty,” Nim warned.

The admiral instantly flared in indignation. “I don't give a rats ass! Anyone who tries to charge for it will walk the plank! Pure and simple!”

Nim's eyes went wide and then he nodded. “Yes, sir.”
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A half hour later Kix was on his own when he got a call in from the lab. He frowned as he listened to Val's report. The wolf had volunteered to escort the human lab tech to the lab to look for the infection since her pack mates were down with the illness.

Just one look told him she had it too. Her and the other Neos and aliens behind her. The Neowolf was feverish; she kept panting and looking around blearily. He looked over her shoulder to the small human tech working on the plague samples. “How bad are your people?”

“Bad. In a word, hell, two words, really bad—as bad as it gets. They are feverish.” she snorted and rubbed at her running nose. “I am too.”

“Can you maintain control?” he asked as a Neodog staggered over to the human and growled. The human's eyes went wide. A bark from the wolf made the dog back off but not without a surly look.

“I don't know for how much longer.”

“Try. Keep trying. And I need a download of that database. Maybe we can find something you missed.”

“Here's to hoping, sir,” she said with a nod as she had Rob walk her through how to set up the link. “On the way,” she said.

“We need that kid to keep working and stay in one piece, Val. Do what you have to,” Kix said quietly.

Val looked at the human again and then sighed. “Yeah. I've heard it’s really bad. I don't want to go out like that.”

“Then don't. But make sure he's safe first.”

The wolf looked at the chimp in the eye and then nodded slowly. “Got it,” she said as she cut the channel.

Kix closed his eyes in pain briefly. He hoped she'd gotten the right message.
  


 



Chapter 4
 

Pell looked at his team. He'd managed to keep a solid core of people together, all humans of course. That sucked but it was what it was. They'd even pulled in some toughs and retirees and put them back in uniform. When things had started sliding further and further south, they'd put any volunteer they could get into uniform—even ship's police that had been trapped on the station when the base had been quarantined.

At this point any volunteer was welcome if they could keep a straight face and stand a post. But it was getting tough out there; he knew that.

Which was why he was starting to pull his best and put them in armor. He didn't have a lot of armor, but what he had he fully intended to use to crack heads and make some examples. Only when the survivors were cowed would they get order fully restored.

He grimaced at the sight of the bodies. Some were being spaced, but some were piling up. There were so many … and the pickpockets rifling the dead were terrible. He turned away, turning a blind eye on images of people rifling the dead and dying rather than trying to help—sick, just sickening.

But, oh so normal for his people he thought as sighed mentally.
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Troy, Sammy, and Ned all looked on to the people around them. “I'm telling you, this shit is crazy,” Ned murmured.

“Crazy doesn't cover it,” Sammy said with a grimace. Both he and Ned worked the ports moving cargo. In their off time, they occasionally worked the back alleys of Tortuga looking for “spare change,” their euphemism for mugging drunks.

Troy Nakumora grunted. He had helped them shanghai a few people, press-ganging them into service of one ship or another. He'd done it because he'd been in too deep to refuse … and because he'd been afraid of what the two would do to him had he backed out.

He'd also had heard about what had happened to Burke and a few of the others who were in Sammy and Ned's line of work. Only the fact that the duo hadn't broken into the late Doctor Wilhelm's market just yet and that they'd led the mob to string up Burke had kept their hands clean.

And now they were doing their best to play the part of innocent people trapped in the situation. For the most part, that was true.

For someone like him, someone whose mother had been a dancer and a slave brought to Tortuga for “entertainment,” to get out of the slave pits and gladiator arena alive was a very special achievement. It had, in some part, been due to his late father's will. His late father had apparently genuinely loved his mother Natasha and had left his booty to her to take care of her and Troy when he was gone.

When his mother had died, he'd tried to gamble the dwindling savings and had lost it all. So, he'd been working odd jobs and keeping one step ahead of people like Sammy and Ned ever since.

“I think the admiral has a plan. We've got the plagues contained, right?” Ned asked as he took a sip of tepid beer. Where he'd gotten it was a mystery to Troy. Ned wasn't apparently in the mood to share his stash or secret.

“Yeah, for the moment,” Sammy said darkly. Order was breaking down in parts of Tortuga far more than usual. There were a lot less people of course. The remains of the shore patrol were not above cracking heads if someone got too uppity with them. But they were turning a blind eye to crime. “But if you think the admiral's going to save us I want some of whatever you are drinking,” he said with a shake of his head. “Keep dreaming.”

“There has to be a plan. Even if there isn't, we're all human,” Troy said looking at the others. “We're immune. We can ride it out and then clean up.”

“You really think they'll reopen the port once the only ones left are humans?” Ned asked. He looked over to Sammy. “I'm telling you, we need to find someone who can fly a shuttle and get the hell out of here.”

“And go where?”

“We're humans so we're immune, right? We let the ships out there know and someone's bound to take us in! We pack it with enough people; maybe sweeten the deal with some geegaws and booty.”

Troy shook his head and threw his hands up as he walked away. “You two do what you want.”

“You ain't in?”

“Nah. I'll come up with my own thing. I need to do some checking first,” Troy said as he walked off shaking his head.
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Black Death

One by one ships in space around the port were checked and cleared of infection. Only two failed. To his utter relief Black Death also passed muster. His harem had been the last to come over in a shuttle, and they'd been en route before the doctor had been arrested. A small percentage of the BC's crew had been on liberty on the base or doing business there in the late evening during the outbreak. Many were dead.

Ships that had sent over shuttles rather than unstepping their drives to go into port and dock were in the best condition. Some had only lost a few people to the plagues. That was the good news.

The yard was also clean. Wida had every tug moving it as far away from the base as possible. She'd sent her people out to grab what they could.

His staff had pitched detaching the docking ring. He'd denied it after reading a report that it had been exposed to plague-ridden people. The immediate space around the base was beginning to show streams of bodies of plague victims. Some were headed to deep space, others to the inner system. A few drifted around the asteroid like a ring of death.

Tugs had been used to move cargo not exposed to the plague within the base. But they had to be careful of the bodies.

Two ships had been found to have the plague. When they'd gotten clear of the docking ring, he'd ordered both destroyed. Both had been Tauren freighters.

There were increasing problems with the ship repairs and resupply however. Manpower was an issue of course. They had to draw supplies from areas that had not been infected. That meant the orbital warehouses and stockpiles around Tortuga. Even private caches or caches their former owners had thought were private.

Kix smirked ever so slightly over that thought. He'd kept careful track of who went where in the system. He'd done so for decades. He knew an approximate location of everyone's hidey hole. Every little rock they'd used to hide their goodies he knew about.

And now he was putting that knowledge to use to save what he could. Not that it was doing much good. Many of the things the captains and sailors had hidden were of value to be sure, but they weren't of use when they were baubles and gold or jewels.

He shook his head angrily. He needed to get a better handle on the supply situation, which meant another round with the XOs and quartermasters in the ships and modules.

Could they use robots to access suspicious areas? He wasn't sure if it would be worth it. How long did it take for the plagues to die off when exposed to vacuum? Again, something he didn't know but something he was pretty sure he needed to find out.

Something told him they were going to need to explore telepresence controls too as well as an inventory of the most distant warehouse modules as well as the boneyard for support. Tortuga's distant boneyard held a couple of dozen ships of various types. None of them were warships though. Any warship hull had been rebuilt and was in use.

But, the boneyard was the only place for fresh parts and material that were increasingly in short supply.

By raiding his supply as well as others, they'd brought up Black Death's port magazines to one quarter. The starboard magazines didn't bear thinking about. Captains Dab and Black were still tut-tutting over the twisted wreckage.

Raiding the supply had brought them up, but he had few tubes. Just one had been restored in the starboard flank. Five were in the port side. He had another one in the bow and one in the stern. That was it.

The starboard flank's energy weapons and rail guns were gone—just … gone. Most of her shield emitters too, though some of the ancient ones had held up under the pounding. No doubt because they'd been embedded in the hull and heavily armored. Dab had promised him that they'd raid that side to fix his port side and then do something about the node and defenses when they could.

His ship was starting to look a bit like himself he thought as he touched his lost eye.

He better not get into any tussles. At the moment his vaunted ship would be hard pressed to fight her way out of a paper bag he thought moodily.

His hand shook for a moment from fatigue before he paused and clenched and unclenched it. When he was sure he had control of himself once more, he went back to making hurried notes and orders.
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Tortuga

Troy scouted his way out. The bay was locked down though, so he had to go hunting for a less secure one. He'd realized the shuttles were a death trap. He'd spent a little time in the outer dark so he was checked out in a suit and tug. If he could get to one, he might be able to slip through to the yard and then blend in there. That was his plan at any rate.

His plan changed a bit when he checked the outer cameras and saw how far away the yard was. It wasn't even in the main bay anymore, which shocked him. He picked up on chatter that they were moving it out to Black Death. That sucked. He might need to grab a tug to get over there.

No, hang it, he'd definitely need one. No way could he chance going EVA in a suit pack that distance. At least with a tug he could turn back if he got lost. He checked the port. The way things were going he was pretty sure someone was going to make their move soon. If he planned it right, he could go with the flow and use them as a distraction.

He noted the shore patrol was light. No doubt due to the plague but they were also pulling people from the sentry posts. Were they abandoning their posts? He wasn't sure.
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Shore Patrol officer Dred Pell, a bare six months into his posting had been left in charge for his druthers. He had seen and recognized the signs of trouble. Instead of leaving his few remaining people out on the vine, he had pulled them in. The temporary abandonment of their post wouldn't sit well with the brass, but he had a plan.

That involved getting his people suited up in armor. Shock and awe would do the rest.
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It started with talk in small groups but then swelled abruptly as panic overtook sense. When life support shut down fans in one area to conserve power, it sparked the fear into terror as people broke.

Fight or flight was known to the residents of the station; smart ones didn't fight a hopeless battle. You lived by not fighting a bigger bully or the shore patrol. They knew they were in a hopeless battle, one they had no control over. Instincts finally kicked in, and they began to congregate in the main areas and then riot in the port as the locks shut to cut them off. It started with fear but then some called out to find some way to try to escape the deathtrap they were all caught in. That led a stampede to the locks with people like Ned and Sammy at the head of the group or pushing them along.
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Captain Baker grimaced when he heard the initial report of unrest in the port. It was long overdue in his estimation. The news that the medics had all but given up on finding a cure and were treating the worst sick with heavy doses of narcotics, in some cases lethal overdoses, was making the rounds.

It was true he knew. The medics had their hands full. Several had been injured and at least one nurse killed at the claws and teeth of their feverish, angry, and desperate patients. Now this, he thought as he checked a quartet of video feeds, sample videos of the base. He saw some with weapons, most without. They were grim and terrified. Some were pressing into the port, trying to get into the shuttles that remained there.

They weren't going to get far; each shuttle would be destroyed the moment they launched. He smelled a familiar smell and turned to see the admiral looking over his shoulder. “Sir …”

“I see it,” the admiral rumbled. “I think we need to restore order quickly before this dross gets out of hand,” he growled. “Put me through to the leader of security there and then the PA.”

“Ah, I'm not sure who that is,” Kix admitted, kicking himself for the admission almost instantly. As XO it was his job to keep on top of that. However, in his defense it had been hard with the chain of command suffering so many recent hits. “I'll find out.”

“You do that,” the lion said, watching him move at a faster pace. “Soon.”
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Pell grimaced as the Neochimp practically shrieked at him to get moving. “We are. I wanted to concentrate my forces to be effective,” he repeated.

“I don't care! Get that lot under control! Mutineers are to be spaced! You are authorized to fire!”

Pell grimaced further but nodded inside his suit. So be it.
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Troy knew some were trying to get into the shuttles but he'd taken a different path. There was no way they'd get them all off; there were too many people. Instead he'd headed for the gumby suits and the tugs. Those were unsecured.

He was halfway to the nearest bay where they were stowed with a partial plan when he heard a series of gunshots. He froze and then slowly got to the wall, placing his back to it and looking around.

He heard another shot and then saw a body fall behind him. He turned as panic began to kick in to the crowd. A few who were armed snarled and turned on the armed guards and robots but were instantly gunned down.

A crackle made him look up. On the main screen he saw a familiar image. The admiral was there, in full uniform. “Listen up. I've ordered Dred to deal with this mutiny. The leaders will step forth for judgment!” he said.

The crowd slowly quieted and looked at each other. No one stepped up. Troy couldn't blame them; he was fairly certain what they'd get for their trouble.

“All right, guards, you may kill ten of them.”

The guards didn't hesitate. They fired like a firing squad and ten bodies fell.

“Let's try this again. The leaders are to step forth to walk the plank. Should they fail to do so, the next ten will be shot, and then so on and so forth until we get through you all or you get it through your thick heads that you aren't going anywhere.”

“Why?” a woman demanded. “I'm human! Some of us are human! We're immune!” she pointed to the group.

“There is one,” a guard said grabbing the woman.

“No! No!” She began to shriek that she wasn't a leader but was ignored.

“Who else?” the admiral growled, surveying them with his glittering gold eye. “I should let you into the shuttle. The moment a shuttle launches it will be target practice for my gunners,” he growled menacingly.

Troy gulped and slowly backed away from the bay. Apparently he'd fooled himself into thinking he could flee.

“Ten seconds and then we execute the next ten!” the guard commander barked. He started a countdown as the group tried to shuffle as those in the line of fire tried to get behind others.

When he got to two someone yelled wait. He paused as a group jostled two people out of the crowd and threw them at his feet. “Here!” one said.

“Take them,” the guard commander ordered.

“And those who gave them up,” the admiral stated.

“What?” Sammy stared in shock at the camera and spread his hands imploringly. “I didn't lead this! No one did! We just panicked and ran for the exits! Please, sir! We are giving you what you want!”

“A likely story,” a guard said, clubbing the man in the gut to force him to bend over. The man gasped and wretched on the ground before he was dragged away. Troy gulped. He was grateful he hadn't been close to them for Sammy to finger him as a scapegoat.

Troy kept his hands up as the nearest guard swept him with a look. A twitch of the man's muzzle made him back away from the lock with his hands up.

“We need to keep and maintain order! I will have order!” the admiral roared, cowing the group back into submission. “Now! Attend to your duties you mangy lot or I'll have the rest of you all spaced!”

Troy gulped, knowing the lion meant it. Slowly the group broke up. They slid away from the robots and remaining guards and broke up to head to some other safer destination.
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Sho heard about the riot and shook his head. There was no breaking quarantine. The ships out there couldn't and wouldn't accept any shuttle or person from the base. They were all doomed unless they could find a cure.

He wasn't certain if it was even possible.
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There was little progress in stopping the plague. Leonidas had to be truthful, at least with himself. The plague and chaos it was causing was sapping his strength. So was the lack of being able to use the base.

His people were reforming what they could around the yard, but it wasn't easy. Wilda had detached the yard's habitat modules and kept her people contained and on their own canned life support. Three full days had passed without any sign of infection so he was pretty sure they were clean. A series of umbilicals were powering the modules, but more and more they were relying on internal power from one of the ships moored in the slips.

The isolation of the main base was a problem; there was no way of deflecting it. But, in a way they were returning to some semblance of order once the plague's spread had been confirmed as contained. There was some mutterings of cauterizing the wound and starting over.

He couldn't do that. He wasn't sure what they could do about the base. Would it ever be habitable again? By now the bacteria and viruses were everywhere despite the filters and best efforts of the medics and surviving life support engineers.

And there was another problem. With the base in chaos, he couldn't mobilize to kick the Feds out of Tau-1252 now. There was no way. He needed the warm bodies and knowledge, but many were dead or dying.

He needed to do so too. He needed to kick the Feds out before they rebuilt and dug in further. It might already be too late. He wasn't confident about their chances though. If they could muster sufficient firepower, they could go back and capture a cure but people were looking to themselves.

He was beginning to dread the future and the next bad report.
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Doctor Sho closed his eyes in pain as he saw the covered body of Doctor White hauled out of the ward. The people trying to move the gurney groaned with the weight but kept their complaints to a minimum.

The doctor had held out through it all, even trying to remain coherent as the plagues ripped through his body. He'd even described symptoms. But, when they'd taken their toll on his mind, the ape had quietly altered his chart to give himself a lethal dose of whatever sleep drug was left in their inventory.

His passage had been quiet and initially missed by all. And he would be missed by all Doctor Sho thought with a tired shake of his head. His entire body ached from being on his feet and on duty for so long. But he had to continue.

“We've confirmed there was never a cure. And there were at least a dozen viruses and bacteria in that cocktail Doctor Brueshe took before she was caught,” the tired lab tech Rob said over the vid chat.

“Understood.”

“I'm trying to figure out what the individual ones are, Doctor.”

“I know. Keep trying, Rob,” the doctor stated.

“We're down to human staff only,” the lead RN stated. He turned to her. “Half the staff is down from exhaustion. I think one or two went AWOL, but I can't confirm it. I don't have someone to go looking.”

“No point anyway. We need all hands on deck.”

“Doctor White held out the longest. But he's the last of the medics who got infected to pass away from it,” the RN stated.

“Understood.”

“The bitch who caused this didn't suffer. My only regret was that she didn't suffer long enough.”

“Agreed. But that's not getting us any closer to a cure or cures plural.”

“Well, the good news is Doctor White's prompt actions halted the spread to us and possibly one ship in port. The admiral is handling that now.”

“Understood,” Doctor Sho stated. “Rob,” he turned to the lab tech. “Can you isolate just one culture? Compare it to what we've got going here? Some might be timed to go off on a delayed basis. If we can knock one down, specifically the most virulent, maybe we can get some breathing room.”

The overwhelmed lab tech looked frightened but nodded. “I can try, Doctor.”

It was only when the lab tech moved and the camera showed the scene around him did Doctor Sho blink in surprise. Bodies were nearby. “What happened?”

“They lost control. One of them realized I had to be protected so she … she killed them,” Rob said with a shiver as he looked over his shoulder briefly and then sharply back to them.

“Then don't let her sacrifice or theirs be in vain, you got it?”

“Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir, I'll try not to.”

“Do more then try.”

It was a lot of weight to put on a lab tech, but at that point, Sho didn't care. He had enough on his shoulders; he might as well spread the burden around a bit. Besides, it was true. A lot was riding on that tech. “Make sure you send regular updates to the ships out of port. The medics there are supposed to be researching things from their end.”

“Yes, sir. Captain Baker had me set up a download of the Horathian database. They are supposed to be going over it on their end.”

“Good. Good,” the Asian doctor murmured. “Keep us posted. Even the smallest discovery might be the first step in beating this thing.”

The tech nodded. “Aye aye, sir.”
  


 



Chapter 5
 

The Tortuga star system's usual routine was interrupted by the explosion of energy announcing the unexpected and rather unwanted arrival of a ship at the Tau-1252 jump point.

Or, at least in the vicinity of the jump point. The ships detailed to cover the jump point were dismayed to find the ship was well outside of the jump point. And even as they were getting their drives warmed up, she was leaving the zone of her arrival and headed into the outer dark of the heliopause.

“Secure from jump but keep the hyperdrive charged. Back us off. What's around us?” Ship's Captain and Lieutenant Commander Milton Fortrain asked, sitting as comfortably in his chair as he could. He knew he was supposed to project a professional air of confidence … even though he felt like he'd just tried to pass a pine cone and wanted to be anywhere but where he was.

“Too soon to tell, sir. We can't launch an RD until the jump wake clears,” the TAO Lieutenant Jorge Adams warned. Jorge was not thrilled about the mission. None of the crew was; Demon Chaser was an Arboth class destroyer not a cruiser. She lacked the long-range ability of a cruiser, not to mention their ability to lurk in stealth.

“But we are where you wanted us to be, sir. Well off the jump point and hopefully clear of any enemy units for the time being,” the Neochimp navigator Lieutenant Junebug stated. “It looks like … seventeen million kilometers from the jump zone.”

“So, out in the boonies. Let's keep it that way. As soon as our surroundings are cleared, we'll stand down and run silent. Let's do our best to imitate a black hole while we launch those birds.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Can't be soon enough for me,” a spacer murmured softly. The captain only grunted in reply.
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Captain Gutt snarled as he heard the report of the Fed arrival. Black Corsage was still twenty million kilometers out from the picket. He was concerned, but then the concern turned to surprise when the follow-up report stated repeatedly that it was just one ship.

His ship had been on her way to take charge of the picket ships on station. It was clear instantly that none of them knew what to do. Three had tried to give chase while the other three had milled about radioing the flagship for orders.

“What are they doing?” he demanded, seething.

“They don't know if they should chase it and abandon their post or not,” his XO stated. “I think.”

“You think. And while people think the enemy is getting away!”

“Yes, sir. But if we run after them, won't we be leaving the jump point unguarded?”

The Neoorangutan stopped his rant to stare at his XO for a long thoughtful moment. What he'd said made a sort of sense. A lot of sense, even if there was an element of backside covering in it. Finally, he grunted. “Point.”

There was also the unsaid point about chasing another warship. The Fed warships had gained a fearful reputation, one that had only grown in the retelling of the stories from some of the survivors. He was aware of it in his own crew but the only way to counter it was to show them again that the Fed ships weren't invulnerable.

But that meant exposing his beloved ship to combat once more. And he hated a fair fight.

“Sir, we're getting radio calls asking if they should go after the intruders.”

“What, twenty minutes late? Sure, fine, tell two to go after them. The rest can hold station,” he growled, large lips writhing in the urge to spit. He had asked not to be sent to the jump point. It wasn't out of fear or a healthy dose of self-preservation. No, it was with the awareness that he was stiffening up spit with buckshot. The lily-livered cowards who were running around the star system were running scared of the Feds. Sure, they were brave when it came to running down a helpless deer of an unarmed civilian ship, but face a true opponent?

He shook his head. “Amateurs,” he grumbled, watching the plot as the picket ships fell to arguing over who got to go and who stayed. He wuffled a sigh when he recognized the signs.
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Captain Fortrain's lips quivered in an almost smile of relief as they got clear of their original entry point unmolested. It looked like his ploy of arriving well short of the jump point and going into stealth right away was going to work. He didn't want to jinx it by stating it out loud though, at least, not yet.

Demon Chaser had taken some damage in what some were calling the battle of Tau-1252. He'd been lucky and they'd managed to get enough of her repairs completed for the commodore to order his ship to stand guard initially.

Once they'd gone through a cycle of repairs, he'd been less enthused by having two of his junior officers, two low-ranking petty officers, and two promising spacers poached for other duties in the fleet. Not that he'd had any choice in the matter of course. Each of his people had been bumped up a grade. In the case of the noncoms, they'd been mustanged to officer status and then sent to cover holes in other ships who'd suffered far worse damage than his ship had.

As his ship moved out, she dropped a series of buoys and a stealthed recon drone behind her. The drone was set to passive feed only. As his ship ran, his CIC and tactical department worked with the ship's A.I. to compile a report on the defenses at the jump point.

An hour into the chase, when he realized how badly off the two destroyers chasing him were, he ordered a decoy shot off on a divergent course and then to cut their main drive. The ploy worked; the enemy ships went after the decoy.

Give him another hour or two and more inept opponents like that and he'd be free and clear. Not that he could count on the ineptitude of his enemy. Nor would he.

“We need to find a nice place to hide. A dark hole or an asteroid or comet we can hide behind and send the recon drones in,” the captain said, following their plan. “A place we can play spider and listen to what our RDs feed about the strings being plucked around our web as they weave it.”

“Sir?” the XO asked carefully.

“Yes? What is it?”

“What about our orders?” the XO asked, indicating the plot. If they were in a hiding spot they wouldn't be able to directly observe the system. It would also mean unstepping the ship's hyperdrive if they were too close to another mass. That would leave them vulnerable to a sneak attack.

“Our orders are to observe and report. If they seem to be marshaling a force to come after the base. we need to jump out ahead with their numbers and get to the base to warn them. That's it. But it looks like they are still getting their act together.” The captain turned away. “And for that I suppose we can be grateful.”

The XO nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“CIC, look into the rock. See what you can find. The closer the better, obviously the further we have to go the more likely we'll be seen.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Black Death

Captain Baker had felt an instant thrill of fear when the ship had been confirmed as a Fed and not the overdue Saladin. His hopes to see Big Boots Bill again were fading quickly. The ship was months overdue and most likely lost to the hands of the damn navy.

“Only one ship, sir. That has been confirmed,” CIC reported again.

“Just a scout,” Nim Chimpsky, the Neochimp TAO, said, shoulders briefly slumping in relief. “We've confirmed it, sir, just one point source. Based on the size we're talking about a tin can,” he said, looking at the admiral.

“I know,” the admiral rumbled. The arrival of the ship had initially panicked some of the ships in the system. Some had seemed ready to break ranks. But a brief warning and a call to battle stations from the flagship had ended that.

Well, that and any ship who had tried to move had been lashed and then locked up by the battlecruiser's active sensors, a firm warning of intent. It was billed as an unscheduled tracking exercise, but the officers involved knew it was far more than that.

That enemy ship was an audience he could do without. Not that he had a choice. The follow-up reports came in quickly. It was clear that the two ships detailed to chase them had lost their prey in the outer reaches of the star system. Most likely they'd lost the scent early on. Captain Gutt's report stated that he believed they'd been chasing a ghost.

Which went to show the lengths the Feds would go to expend material. They could replace it apparently he thought in annoyance. From Captain Gutt's tone of voice, the two captains of the two tin cans were lucky they were out of arm and Cutlass reach. For their own survival, they might want to keep it that way, at least for the time being.

Captain Gutt was right though; they were not a properly organized and trained military force. They were, after all, pirates. They'd spent too long going after easy prey. Now that they were up against an armed opponent his people were not making the grade.

Which was a problem. A serious problem he admitted. His plan to bring at least one or more ships in the boneyard back online to help drive the Feds out was now a distant memory.

Leonidas scrubbed at his beard. The Fed ship was forcing his hand. Forcing him down a path he'd hoped to avoid.

No, to be honest it was coming anyway. He knew it just from the status reports coming from Sho. They weren't winning against the plagues. It was time to cut their losses. The decision was deceptively easy. The consequences for it would be heartrending and brutal for some time though.

But, he was a sailor, a spacer, and in command. He'd take it on.

“They didn't send more? Why the hell not?” Captain Baker asked, sounding affronted. He tugged on one earring thoughtfully. “I don't like it. Could it be a trap?”

“She's conserving her resources. And she wants to know what we've got,” the admiral rumbled, rubbing his jaw and then stroking his beard. He had renewed respect for the human Federation officer. She was smart not to dive in without first scouting Tortuga. “This changes things.”

“Sir?” the Neochimp captain asked warily.

“We can't sit here. We've got the plague in our ranks, and we've got the Feds watching over our shoulder, ready to strike.”

“Sir, if we could trap that tin can, maybe catch it … we might be able to get the cure,” the TAO said hopefully.

His eyes searched the admiral's single eye for some sign. They both knew the likelihood of that statement was vanishingly small.

It was tempting to call the ship and ask for the cure. In theory they might give it to him. But it would destroy his base of support to grovel to the Feds.

“If. One pile of ifs built on another like a house of cards. We can't count on any of that,” the admiral stated mildly. He saw the stubbornness in his subordinate's eyes and shook his head in resignation. “You and I both know we can't count on taking the ship intact, let alone her databases or crew! They know what we'd do to them. Besides, they'd fight back or run.”

“It'd just get us sorry and sore. More than we already are,” Kix chimed in.

“Exactly,” the admiral stated. “No, we need to alert the other bases, and I need to shift my flag if we can't get a handle on these plagues.”

“What about those left behind? If we move we'll leave them. And some might buckle and invite the Feds in. They'll have everything—the station, the yard, all of it,” Kix reminded him. “There is a hell of a lot there, a lot we've spent centuries investing in.”

The Neolion nodded grimly. The yard in Tortuga was his best, that went without saying. “We can't allow it. They'll grow faster once they get their hands on all of our ill-gotten gains. Well, we can't have that.” He grinned ever so briefly as Kix snorted. Kix stopped snorting when he realized the admiral's intent. His green eyes widened as he stared at the lion searchingly for any other answer then the one the admiral was leading him to.

“They are already a force to be reckoned with! We can't allow them to have the base, sir,” Nim said urgently.

“I realize that,” the Neolion admiral said softly as he came to a decision. It was surprisingly simple when he remembered the pirate code. There really was only one answer left.

“Sir, the death toll is rising. What do we do?”

“I hate to say it, but there is one thing.”

“Sir?”

“Give them mercy.”

Nim sucked in a protesting breath and then nodded once. “I'll give the order,” he said quietly.

“No,” the admiral said, squaring his shoulders. “I'm in charge. This is on me. I'll do it,” he said, voice rough with emotion.

And that was true. He was the admiral, the ultimate decider of who lived and who died. That was the position of any ship's captain or flag officer. It was one that few ever forgot once a suitable reminder was experienced.

He had rarely been callus about his bloodlust, keeping it sharply leashed. It wouldn't do to have your crew think of you as a raving lunatic. But one couldn't be thought of as too soft either. A famous human had once said to balance fear and love to earn respect.

It was time to remind some that he was to be feared as well as respected once more. “Set up the shot,” he rumbled.

The TAO looked at him for a long moment. When his eye lowered to the TAO, the chimp blinked and then nodded choppily.

“You heard the admiral. Three tubes should do it,” he said gruffly, passing on the orders and setting the shot up. “Make sure everyone including the yard is clear.”

“Aye,” Nim said.

Leonidas felt the eyes on him, staring at him with respect and awe. Maybe a healthy dose of fear and resentment, he wasn't sure. Nor did he care. They knew what had to be done. He'd left it overlong. There was no way they could go back into the base, not when it was infected. And, according to the reports he'd read, the various plagues resisted exposure to vacuum. Venting the base wouldn't work.

And those who were still alive were carriers. They were dead men walking; they just didn't know it.

“Sir, Doctor Sho is calling,” a comm tech said quietly.

“Put him through,” he said. He could sense that some didn't approve of that. Well, that was too bad.

“Do you have good news, Doctor?”

“No,” the tired human said. “I was hoping some from your end. We're about out of supplies and options. Some of the plagues are entering their terminal phases. We can't stop the spread. Do you have anything?” he asked, voice leeched of hope.

“The cure is coming, Doctor,” Admiral Ishmael stated as he pushed the button. He would carry the burden of killing their shipmates. He watched the plot as the missiles leapt from the flagship's tubes. The XO and TAO look at him wordlessly in horror, but he said nothing, eye intent on the plot.

“Good because we've got to … you … what's happening??” They could hear the growing sounds of panic in the background.

“You said you had a cure! You said you were helping! You bastard! You bas …!” The doctor was cut off mid-rant with a spurt of static signaling his final transmission.

The admiral's gold green eye turned to an image of the base as it was torn apart by nuclear fire. Each puff was brief; there was some air that had escaped the base over the centuries, but not nearly enough to create a pressure wave.

“Give them mercy,” he said, finally closing his eye from the sight of his own ruthless actions.

“Give them mercy,” the sentiment echoed throughout his flag bridge as officers and enlisted rose to give a final salute to comrades and kin whose lives had just been snuffed out.

The Neolion's head hung briefly as he clutched his fist to his chest. He wouldn't put it past anyone to be enraged enough by his actions to shove a knife in his back. But the blow didn't come. Slowly his shoulders straightened.

At least, not for now he thought as he turned and began to issue fresh orders.
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Captain Gutt nodded when he heard the timid report. The destruction of the base was all but a sure thing; he actually thought Leonidas had left it overlong. It was fun to play with your prey and drink in their suffering, but when it was a mate, it was time to cut your losses and pay your last respects.

Now, if they could just do something about that noisome fly of a Fed ship spying on them he'd feel even better.
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The ATO had the evening watch when CIC called in a report of explosions. She wandered into the CIC to find out what was going on.

“Explosions? Can you be more specific?”

“At this range and at those sizes, it has to be nukes that we saw go off, ma'am. RD 4 got the take, ma'am,” the puzzled sensor tech stated, pointing to the screen.

“Well, I'll be damned,” the officer of the watch, said with a shake of her head. She leaned over his shoulder to watch the feed over and over again.

“Ma'am? What does it mean?” Spacer Andrew Nache, the senior sensor tech on duty, asked. Demon Chaser was running shorthanded. Badly shorthanded according to the opinions of many on board. Not that it had stopped them from doing their duty anyway.

“Damned if I know for sure. The explosions came from where?”

“Tortuga. It looks like that big bastard, the flagship, fired on the base. But I don't understand why?” the tech said, shaking his head in confusion.

The ATO studied the read out and a replay of the launch and explosions. The thermal profile was spot-on for a missile launch and nuclear explosion. Three of them to be exact, though she wasn't so sure using just passive sensors alone. “Best guess? I think it was as simple as cutting off their nose to spite their face. They saw us arrive and are getting set to get out of dodge. And they don't want to leave anything behind that they don't want us to have.”

“Seems a little soon. And like overkill to me,” Andrew said dubiously.

“True. But be glad they didn't booby trap it.”

“True, ma'am. There is that.”

“I think we need to go over this again. The XO or skipper are due by sometime; I'd like to present them with a better report. Did we have any recon drones in the area?”

“Checking … no, ma'am. None facing that direction at that time.”

“Darn. So, just the one point of view and at extreme range,” the ATO said with a sigh. “Okay, we'll massage it the best we can while preserving the raw. Let's see what we can come up with.”

“Aye aye, ma'am.”
  


 



Chapter 6
 

Trajin Cluster

Eight cruisers, four of the Resolution class heavy cruisers, and four of the North Hampton light cruisers arrived in a sparkle of energy at the Airea 3 jump point.

They weren't alone. Two CEVs, ten Liberty class ships, two Cervidae class support ships, two Dora class support ships, and four Paul Revere class couriers were in a diamond formation behind them.

Once the warships were certain the area was clear, they informed the planet of their arrival.

Captain JG Obadiah Rogers was in command of the warship component of the combined convoy from the bridge of his heavy cruiser Remarkable. He'd learned early on that Commodore Richards might have a whim of steel, but she deferred to his judgement when it came to offensive and defensive actions as well as the day-to-day running of the convoy.

Which made sense since the woman had no experience in the operation of a ship let alone a convoy. Though she was a quick study. She also had no problem voicing her opinion nor in learning his. And he'd quickly realized that she still maintained overall command.

Captain Rogers checked the news from the messanger buoy nearby. He was gratified to hear about the ansible platform. He had his logs dumped to one of the couriers to bring them to the ansible and upload them and then ordered his force to planet Alpha orbit.

They had a long anticipated week in orbit for liberty coming up, and he had no intention of missing a moment of it. Bulkhead fever had spread throughout the ships under his command, and he fully intended to get some downtime, plague or no plague to alleviate it.

“Welcome!” a gushy voice said over the radio. He snorted. “We've been expecting you.”

He shook his head. “I'll just bet they have been.”

“You missed the other ships; they left a few months ago. You are just in time for some of our festival season. If you can stay an extra week, we promise you'll love it!” the voice said. He turned and rolled his eyes in despair to the XO. She snorted. The crew was going to be on them to stay the extra time. She just shook her head wryly.

Lovely the captain thought sourly. Just what he needed, people whining and trying to find creative ways to stay an extra week. Not that the commodore would let them. He was pretty sure she was already ready to move on.

“The plagues are gone. We've had the beginnings of a renaissance here if you can believe it! It's only going to get better, or so I've been told,” the voice said.

Right then the captain noted that the voice had to be female. Female and young. That was probably why so many of his people, specifically the males, were perking up.

“Better late than never I suppose,” the captain groused.

When the ships arrived in orbit three days later, the arrangements had been made for the crews to go down in shifts on the available shuttles. They were fortunate not to need the services of the four hospital ships, though the lead doctors had held a conference and had stated they wanted to get samples of the plagues and as much information from the surviving medics on the ground. That way they would know what to expect and come up with routines and the vaccines needed to cure the various plagues.

The captain wished them the best of luck. They were going to need it.

Two of his cruisers had to be detached for duty in the star system as a part of the accords with the natives. Eventually a warship in each subsystem would be needed. But he had to give up two now, and one of them had to be a heavy cruiser.

While his XO handled the shuttles going down and oversaw the quartermaster's work in resupplying the ships, Captain Rogers was swamped by calls from the other cruiser skippers. Each were begging off on being stuck on picket duty.

He sighed as he bumped his downtime. He might as well try to settle the problem before he headed down; otherwise, they'd hound him all over the damn planet he realized.
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Commodore Helen Richards knew most of her people had bulkhead fever after such a long journey. She wanted to coordinate with the medics on the ground to get a look at the aftermath of the plagues so she didn't quibble about Captain Roger's one week stay.

What she had heard in the reports read for grim reading. If a person wasn't treated in the early stages of the plagues and somehow survived, they were left brutally scarred. Scarred in both mind and body. The twisted bodies could be repaired for the most part. The minds though … they were an entirely different story.

Still, she'd do her damnedest to do what they could to alleviate the suffering.
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Captain Rogers was grateful they had only the one planet to contend with. Ships had been dispatched to check on the others in the cluster. They'd rendezvous on their way to Platte. The current plan was to leapfrog Mercy Flight I wherever they found it and go on to the next outbreak area while heading to the capital.

He signed off on the request from the fighter community to hold training. They needed it; they'd been stuck in simulators since they'd made the long jump.
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Helen silently toured the wards of the adult care facility. The kids had some hope of recovery. The adults though, some had been reduced to the mental level of a child and had little hope of rising above it ever again. Some were quite dangerous and were kept heavily medicated.

“This is just ward one. It's a light ward, the patients here graduate to it,” her human guide said. She nodded as she looked around. Most of the ward was made up of Neos. The Neos were clustered together by species. A few had dazed looks. Some were shy about her intrusion. She did her best to stay near her guide and to look nonthreatening.

“We class them by species type and how they are affected. The least affected try to help out where they can,” her guide said, indicating a bear who was acting under an orderly's gentle guidance to help clean the area. “Having them self-sufficient is important.”

“I see that. And it's a big morale boost when a patient can begin looking out after their own health and interests,” Helen murmured with a nod.

“Exactly. We'd like to wean them off the meds. We've got a lot of the predators on tranks and it's not good.”

“Long term, no, I agree. Any sign of recovery?”

“Some. Some backsliding too, we've had some become frustrated at the lack of recovery. It can be heartbreaking,” the guide said with a wince as a group trying to work with a volunteer with flashcards broke down. A Neodog began to howl in frustration over getting too many answers wrong.

“Surviving families are helpful to reconnect and for volunteers. It's a bit overwhelming to think about the scale of this … if your people hadn't been here …,” the guide shook his head.

“I know. We're glad to help. Any sign of genetic damage?”

“That's something of a relief; we've done multiple studies … or I should say your people did. Viruses tend to change the survivor's DNA, but they managed to set up screens for genetic damage. We're still working on it, but we're confident that the mental scars won't be passed on to the next generation.”

“Well, I guess that's some relief,” Helen replied with a nod as she tucked her hands into her smock pockets.

“Moving on …”
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One week and an hour later the ships broke orbit. One of the couriers put on more speed; she would arrive at the jump point six hours ahead of the rest of the ships and jump out on her own. She was destined to bring news of their arrival to the capital … that was, if they didn't get the news early when the Beta convoy ever showed up.

Commodore Richards had surprised him by insisting a courier be sent to alert the other friendly forces and ultimately the capital of their arrival. He had to agree with her. And the messenger buoy system, though crude and slow, would hopefully keep them apprised of news.

At least until they got a courier back he reminded himself.

Captain Rogers winced slightly at the sunburn on his back and shoulders. He'd had a good time, especially on the beach. It had been a bit cold but the surfing had been nice. So had a lady friend he'd hooked up with in the bar. And they'd both spent a grand evening massaging aloe oil into their mutual sunburns.

“Time to get this show on the road,” he sighed.

To his surprise it hadn't taken long to get who was staying behind squared away. All it had taken was an offhand mention that the cluster was far from secured and that the pirates didn't know that. They might even get more action than the raiders would.

That had shifted the winds and tides of protests almost instantly, which had let up the pressure. After he'd made the selections, he hadn't had to deal with any protests either. He had been forced to sign off on both cruisers getting a healthy dollop of support from the factory ships in the form of spares before they'd left though.
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Commodore Richards was torn over the departure. They'd made some headway, and she was confident her people had a handle on how to treat the plagues. It was the aftermath that bothered her. Nanotech could only do so much, but it wasn't a cure-all.

The people on the planet would have generations to heal from the scars that had been wrought on them. Some would never fully recover.

But, Captain Rogers was right, they needed to get moving. The suffering was being dealt with in this cluster but the plagues were still spreading. Somehow they needed to get ahead of it. Not only treat the afflicted but cut off the spread. Killing the bastards who were spreading it she'd leave in the hands of Commodore Logan. But she could and would find a way to vaccinate everyone. She'd made sure the local medics had plenty of vaccines and that they'd use them to vaccinate the next generation. They'd assured her that the burnt hand definitely taught best in this case.

Once the ships were underway again, she looked into adapting her active nanotech immune system into something that could be used as a broadband preventive measure and damn the politics involved.
  


 



Chapter 7
 

Tau-1252 Naval Base

Commodore Shelby Logan panted as she finished the last stretch of her workout. She sat up from the bike as she entered the cool-down phase. One hand wiped at her brow with the towel around her neck. The fans just didn't do enough to cool her off, not when she did the Rushmore route.

She appreciated the thoughtful files loaded into the exercise equipment. Having a virtual course was more entertaining than staring at the wall. She just wasn't into the ground routes. Her favorites tended to her spacer roots, like the Rushmore Mobius Route.

The route was as torturous as a hill or mountain route. But the simulation was inside a space colony, complete with some nice space vistas overhead. She liked the nebula one; it was pretty. She had no problems with agoraphobia. A spacer brat through and through, she got a kick out of getting her heart rate up to some good tunes and a beautiful spacescape.

She wiped under her chin and shoulders and stretched her arms a bit. She wasn't stiff, just warm. The last part of the route had been steep requiring her to use the hand pedals as well as the foot pedals.

She looked around the exercise room. There were a few others in at the early hour, not many. Most were jarheads or pilots. Both groups tended to keep fit and not rely on their implants to do the work for them. Which was smart she thought as she got off the bike.

She took a swig of water from her water bottle and then ran the towel over her brow and face again before rubbing some of the sweat out of her hair. She kept the Mobius strips down to just once a week. Rainbow road was even worse than Rushmore. Rushmore was more peaceful and had lest distractions. Who ever thought of having little carts with cartoon characters on a VR track anyway? And the fireworks? Why?

She shook her head as she put the distracting thoughts aside. Whoever had created the scenario was long since dead, so it wasn't like she had anyone to ask anyway.

She continued to stretch and sip her water as she headed to the showers. It only took her a moment to navigate through to the female side. She tossed her dirty hand towel in a bin and then grabbed a fluffy blue towel and the robe hanging from the hook on her locker door and went to shower.

As she finished up showering, she checked herself over. Not bad for a spacer. She knew her looks were only a small part of the reason many of the men and even some of the women in the star system had started to hit on her anytime she went into a civilian port. It had been surprising, and she admitted just a little flattering. Not so much anymore.

She shook her head, spraying water to either side as she thought about her last leave. Men! They think because she's a hero and single that she'd swoon at their feet. Drinking rotgut to get up the courage to ask her out didn't help.

Well, for a few it had helped with their breath. Did they forget dentists existed in their star system? She grimaced at the memory of the flash of one man's teeth. He hadn't taken care of himself and or he'd been in too many bar fights. She'd tried to let him down easy. He'd been like a cute ugly puppy, but it had gone a bit south when he'd gotten a little too persistent for his own good.

Hopefully, after the bruises healed, he'd learned his lesson. Hopefully, though she doubted it.

She washed her hair and then rinsed off and then shut the shower off. A quick spurt with the blowers got the majority of the water off of her and helped to dry her off. The fluffy towel did the rest.

She put her robe on just as a petty officer came in. She smiled politely and padded back to her locker with her soiled outfit under one arm. She dropped it in the dirty laundry with the towel and then went to change.

She'd only been in the civilian port because of the ceremony. Governor Adrienne had been keen to get her opinion about the new asteroid city. It was the first in a series of asteroid clustering in the star system.

She sniffed. City hell. Three rocks that had been towed together and then connected by space struts and transfer tubes wasn't a city. The population topped out under a thousand. Nice sentiment but they had a long ways to go before they were officially a city.

But, Mister Muggs had asked her to put in an appearance for diplomacy sake. She'd agreed since he'd kept the civilians at bay for so long.

Well, mostly at bay she thought as she opened her locker and started to pull her clothes out to get dressed.

“In for a bout, Ma'am?” a soft contralto of an SP asked.

She looked around the locker to Lieutenant Carter and smiled but shook her head. “I just finished up forty-five of cardio. I'm going to go ruin that with something sweet and then hit the hay.”

“Ah. Well, maybe another time,” the lieutenant said as she started to shuck her uniform. The woman was trim and definitely fit Shelby thought as she returned to her own outfit. “Tired of picking on the jarheads?” she asked.

A chuckle and loud snort answered her.

“I heard that,” someone called from the other side of the lockers. Both women smirked slightly.

Once she was back in her quarters, she ordered a bowl of chocolate ice cream from the food replicator and then curled up on the cushions covering her window bench.

That was something she was getting used to. The window bench had an incredible view of the growing shipyard complex. She adored the view. It was different every day as the ships moved around and the yard returned to its program of expansion. They were setting it up as an inverted Christmas tree, with the spine serving as an anchor point and trunk to run personnel, logistics, and equipment. The point and bulbs at the tip were the fusion reactors and fuel. Then above that, the one lone spoke for the repair and refit slip. Above that, the frigate turned destroyer line. And above that, the much larger cruiser production slip that had just finished construction two weeks ago. It was still being outfitted but the first slip had the first block under construction.

Redesigning the yard and growing it had been a major undertaking once they'd kicked Frigate 6 clear. They were nowhere near finished the new design. Tugs, robots, factory ships, and suited work crews were working on additional lines for each, plus all the infrastructure that supported each line. But it was going to take time before they came into fruition. Each of the production lines had one ship under construction at a time, though she was hoping for more. She also had the missile pod construction center, and the weapon platform construction center in full swing.

Now, if she could just get a handle on the academy she thought in annoyance.

The need for an academy was going to become acute as her force grew; she knew that. It was stupid for her to stop at setting up an OCS course. She needed kids trained from the get-go to be officers. And trained in the proper environment. And she needed proper advanced courses too. It was damn silly and wasteful to ship cadets all the way to Pyrax or Antigua in Rho sector, a journey of over seventeen months one way. Getting them back was just as tortuously long. No, if they were going to continue to grow and expand they needed an academy.

And not just the navy—the Marines too. Plus all of the other training facilities.

But, she had a couple DIs and trainers and that was it. They were barely keeping up with the enlisted training center and the OCS courses at the college. Everyone else was busy.

Granted, at the moment she didn't have a lot of cadets on hand to begin with. The main problem was priorities. She had downgraded the need for the academy in favor of rebuilding and building the weapon to go on the offense.

Which was ironic and put her in a catch 22 position. In order to have the ships, she needed to shift priorities away from the academy. But, in order to man those same ships, she needed the academy opened up soon.

The college that she'd set up was extremely popular with the natives. They were eating it up. Each semester more and more signed up for the various classes.

“Do you need anything else, ma'am?” a familiar soft voice asked.

She broke out of her woolgathering to turn to her steward. She shook her head and silently indicated the ice cream. She withdrew after a moment with a brief nod.

If she'd been trying to burn calories and build muscle, eating a bowl of ice cream wasn't helping. But her implants did a good job of dealing with excess calories anyway. She just liked to keep her muscles and mind in shape by doing regular exercise. Besides, it was a good way to get away from the job and burn off stress she thought with a mental shrug.

She pursed her lips about the number of people she'd seen in the exercise center. She might need to do some judicious prodding to remind her people to keep themselves in shape. They had to occasionally deal with high G activities, not to mention stress. And everyone had to keep up their PT.

She thought about firing off a memo but then gave it up as too much effort for the moment. It would also mean she'd get a response, and then go back and forth creating a lot of fuss over what amounted to a lot of nothing at the moment. Besides, she was supposed to be done with paperwork for the evening anyway.

There was some risk in putting a picket directly in Tortuga. She'd wrestled with the decision and risks involved for a solid week before she'd issued the final orders. She'd had a couple sleepless nights worrying about Demon Chaser but apparently for naught. The pirates had some ships in Tortuga, but apparently, they'd taken their best to come after her. They had ships straggling in and they were working to make repairs to the two ships that had escaped but most of the rest were prize ships or light combatants. Only a handful were heavy cruiser grade.

And none of the ships were up to modern standards she thought. Not that she had any intention of underestimating Ishmael and his ilk. Not if she could help it at any rate.

Now that it was confirmed that the enemy couldn't run her picket down, she was going to settle into cycling a destroyer or light cruiser through to picket Tortuga every three months or so. Demon Chaser had brought back the report of nuclear explosions tearing the primary base apart a week after her arrival in the star system. Her people had cheered at that, but she'd been puzzled. She'd just released the encrypted radio chatter the destroyer had picked up in order to get it broken faster.

On the one hand, she was surprised by the act of self-immolation. She wasn't ready to go after the base, at least not yet. That was why she'd sent in only a tin can to scout; she'd wanted Ishmael to underestimate what she had available. He had overreacted.

It had to be an overreaction. You don't abandon a base like that. You didn't burn it down and salt the ground after you, not at the first sign of an enemy scout. There had been little sign of an evacuation too, which troubled her. It had seemed like an act of spite, but if it had been, it had backfired.

Cut your nose off to spite your face indeed, Ishmael, she thought with a shake of her head. The well-worn rut of what are you up to? Followed that.

It bothered the hell out of her when she wondered about how many slaves had died in that fire. How many prisoners? Did they pull them out and her people just didn't see it? Was she to blame for it by choosing to picket the system? That had given her a couple of sleepless nights. The idea of seeing a frightened child's face being consumed by fire … at least it had been quick.

That thought was cold comfort indeed.

Of course, there might have been a mass exodus prior to the destruction of the base. Somehow she doubted it though. Something just didn't feel right.

Demon Chaser had noted six additional ship arrivals while on station; four of them had been prize ships unfortunately. She didn't want to think about what was happening to any of the survivors on those ships, if any.

Two of the prize ships had departed on the northern exit for parts unknown. Given the jump point they'd used, there was speculation that the two ships were headed to another base that ONI thought was nearby. No doubt they'd loaded up on what they could carry from the base. The warships were still in the system; Black Death was hovering like a crow over the small shipyard and large boneyard.

A lot of sublight traffic had been noted going to and from the yards and orbital warehouses. Even a few of the rocks in the area. No doubt they were pulling what they could in to make repairs and quite possibly reactivate a few of the ship's they'd stockpiled in their bone yard.

Her hot wash indicated she could theoretically bounce them out of the star system. There were no fixed defenses. But she was unsure if there was a BC or another large warship lurking in the star system. Or what Ishmael could activate in the window between her last intel report and the arrival of an offensive force.

After the last battle, she was being cautious. Perhaps too cautious, but you didn't play footsy with a battlecruiser unless you didn't mind losing a few toes in the process. She wasn't quite there yet. That meant she couldn't send her forces out lightly.

Which made her sometimes regret sending Mahoney, the two converted Liberty hospital ships, two support ships, Janice's Captain Zlanka and Sybil Harper west to deal with the plagues in that direction. Losing the two cruisers had put a dent in her inventory. Regaining Xiphos and Herd Culler when Mercy missions 1 and 2 had returned from Kingdom Come and beyond had helped only slightly to recoup the loss.

Hell, who was she kidding? As if two tin cans and a pair of converted hospital ships were an even trade for two cruisers, even if the cruisers were light cruisers. She shook her head. One of her biggest fears was for Admiral Ishmael to come over the hyper wall with a fleet and blood in his eye.

But, at least Demon Chaser's report had alleviated that concern a little. Also, since Rho Mercy mission 1 was on its way here, they didn't have to worry about outbreaks along their previous line of march. Just in areas they hadn't yet visited.

She'd love to send the ships but didn't want to risk them without at least a cruiser to support them. Shrill Kill's report of her incident proved they needed the firepower to stay safe. And she just couldn't spare it at the moment. So, the two hospital ships could cool their heels and train while they waited on the yard or one of the relief convoys to show up.

She turned her attention to other news. Like the arrival of three couriers with news from home.

Home, she thought moodily. Home had become a bit complicated lately. She wasn't sure if she'd ever see Rho again let alone Pyrax. Not for at least a decade or more. But, she'd known that before she'd taken on the mission. She had no regrets there.

One of the couriers had passed the ansible convoy. They were only a few months out and still on schedule. The other courier had been from the medical convoy with news that Commodore Richards had brought a one-two punch to deal with the plagues. That was intensely welcome on many levels. The commodore was reportedly aboard the second convoy. The second larger convoy, which had absorbed Gamma Convoy, was due in to the Trajin Cluster at any time.

The first medical relief convoy was a snap kick, just two hospital ships, Good Hope and Florence Nightingale under Captain Twitch's command. There were some support ships with them too though. They would hopefully finish killing the plagues along the jump lines between Tau-1252 and the Trajin Cluster while they came to the capital. Her people had already treated a lot of it, and she'd sent Dasher out with news of the cures to the plagues to the other systems. The follow-up convoy that had been promised should hopefully help them get a handle on other star systems in neighboring areas.

There was no telling how far the plagues had spread though. The hospital ships were going to be all over the sector putting out fires for some time to come. They'd have to leap frog each other and keep in contact.

Once they were made safe for the medics to go to she reminded herself.

Having the hospital ships from Rho was an intense relief for her and her people. Even if they weren't there yet. They would take some of the intense pressure off of her to find a way to get the cures out there. It would allow her to focus on finding a way to stopping the pirates from spreading the damn plague.

Hopefully, Admiral Ishmael would see the light and stop it on his own. But, she couldn't trust him to do it; she had to plan on his actively continuing to spread the plagues until she found out otherwise.

She had to privately admit that she did have some mixed feelings and reservations over Helen Richards. Shelby had been promoted before Helen, but the other woman had not been frocked to her rank like she had. Helen had been fully promoted and approved by the acting Senate. She had no idea if the Senate had approved her promotion yet or not. There hadn't been anything in the dispatches she'd seen.

Commodore Richards would also have different priorities than Shelby herself had. The medical doctor would have her hands full dealing with the medical crisis of course. It also felt good to have someone looking over her shoulder … but she knew her priorities might differ with the doctor's. She wanted to divide her resources to fill all of her objectives including running Admiral Ishmael and his ilk to ground. But the doctor might want to focus exclusively on the plagues and humanitarian crisis.

That meant if she couldn't get in to Tortuga soon, the cat would have more time to build up his forces or pull out more gear. And it would mean the cat would have more time to get further away once he did start running. And, quite possibly spread the plagues to unsuspecting worlds.

Commodore Richards' courier had come with notice of her impending arrival, but another had come in with an update. It seemed the commodore had determined it was a good idea to scout along her line of march and treat outbreaks of the plagues as she came. That would delay her for several more months.

But, at least they were keeping in regular contact by courier.

She had taken the time to look the commodore's record up. They'd spoken a few times when she had visited Epsilon Triangula but that had been formal. She hadn't gotten a handle on the woman's career. Apparently the doctor had divided her time between her two hats, being the senior doctor on ET and being the senior officer in the star system. From all the records she'd seen, the woman had done a good job in both.

But that didn't tell her anything about the woman's tactical or strategic sense. Did she have any? What about infrastructure? Did she have a … no; she almost had to have a logistics insight with her hand in medical administration, right? She frowned thoughtfully.

Again, having someone on hand looking over her shoulder, ultimately judging her was a mixed blessing. But the commodore wasn't there at the base as of yet. And from the tone of her recordings, Shelby had deduced that the commodore was going to be more focused on the plagues than on the day-to-day operations of the navy in the quadrant. Not that she wouldn't bear ultimate responsibility for their mission.

Which meant it would be a good idea to make some progress on those fronts. The more the better.

“Thinking deep thoughts, ma'am?” a familiar voice asked in her ear.

She smiled. “Just the usual Boni. Nap over?” she asked as her personal A.I. appeared on her HUD in a blink.

“I wasn't napping actually; I was working on the decryption project.”

She'd learned to not get too defensive with the commodore. Reading the human female's moods had become almost second nature to the integrated A.I.

Besides, she was young and she was quite proud of helping out.

“Ah, putting in your two cents. Good,” Shelby replied with a nod of approval. She sensed that Boni wanted the approval. That was fine; the A.I. was still something of a teen in some ways.

Ensign Bonbibi aka Boni was her watchdog and chief of staff. The A.I. had been grown in her implants when she'd been frocked to flag rank. Her name meant Hindu spirit of protection of the forest. Odd for someone protecting and interacting with an engineering flag officer but to each their own.

Boni had taken on a human female avatar. She'd blended some Hindu features with some unearthly ones. She'd toned down the earthy elements and favored a standard naval officer's uniform while on duty.

“I think we'll have a breakthrough by tomorrow sometime.”

“Oh?” Shelby cocked her head at the offhand progress report.

“No promises but I think the sample size was adequate for the decrypt. Technically Demon Chaser could have done it if they'd spent a bit more time cracking and less time listening.” She left unsaid that they'd had codes from their observations of Tortuga. But the codes hadn't worked, most likely due to a recent code shift. That had been noted during a lull during the recent battle of Tau-1252 so no doubt the enemy was aware that they were vulnerable to cyber intrusion.

Which just made the importance of cracking the codes higher. And it upped the challenge for people like her.

“But then they wouldn't have been doing their job. Once we have a working key, we can go back over the recordings and sort through them. And we can pass the key on to the next ship that goes to do a running translation.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Glad you agree,” Shelby said as she stretched her legs. “Anything earth-shattering going on?”

“No. It looks like all of the fires are suitably banked or contained for the moment. Mister Muggs wishes to speak to you at his earliest opportunity.”

“You mean my earliest opportunity?” Shelby asked in amusement.

“Yes, ma'am. Whenever you are ready.”

“Where is he?”

“He's en route back to the base. He should be back by the weekend.”

“Ah. Check my schedule. If what he has to say isn't earth-shattering enough to send in a comm message, he can sit on it until we have time for a face-to-face.”

“Aye aye, ma'am. I'll let him know. No doubt he'd like some time with his family.”

“You mean his wife,” Shelby replied with a grimace. Phoebe Muggs wasn't at the top of people she wanted to interact with list. Not even close. The Neochimp was a pain in the ass. More so every day she was “trapped” in the “hellhole” of a star system.

Apparently, the Muggs were having marital issues. She hated that she was getting drawn into it. According to scuttlebutt it wasn't limited to their quarters either. Mrs. Muggs had taken to haranguing her husband in public. Several people had reported she'd been drunk too.

She felt for the Neochimp in some ways, being trapped, but the woman should have known better. She'd certainly had her eyes open when they'd launched the mission! Mrs. Muggs should have realized what she was getting into when they'd undertaken the mission. She shook her head.

“I'm going to check some videos out and then crash if I'm not needed for anything.”

“Understood, ma'am. Funny cat videos coming up.”

Shelby snorted. “No, I'll think of something less offending to Zeb and others.”

Boni chuckled in her ear as her avatar faded out until her eyes were left. “You say that now, but I know you a bit better than that, ma'am. Whoever set up that prank to spook him was a genius.”

Shelby chuckled. “Okay, maybe one more time,” she said, pulling the video up from her favorite's list.
  


 



Chapter 8
 

Commander Cynthia Troll, “Trollope” to her friends, played with one of her blond Shirley Temple curls as she scanned the vid screens. Each screen around her was divided into a quartet of video camera points of view showing the various buzz of activities around her ship.

And, it was her ship now. Shelby had officially relinquished command of Prometheus to her. She was now a ship's captain, with all the trials and tribulations that went with it. Lucky her she thought in amusement.

She was glad the tender turned factory ship had been released from emergency ship repairs and the yard expansion to work on the defenses. That was progressing nicely. Shuttles occasionally came in from the inner star system with parts from the growing industrial plants there or with material they were lacking from the asteroids her tugs were bringing in.

The fuel farm was taking shape nicely. She judged that by the end of the week they'd have it finished and could start on the next phase while automated tugs from the gas giant platforms began to build up a stockpile of fuel and liquid gases for her ship, the forts, and other ships in the area.

Not soon enough for her, but she'd take that over waiting another month.

<()>^<()>
 

Shelby glanced at Prometheus's latest report but only did a light skim. She'd come to learn that Boni would flag anything she needed to know. She still did the skim. She wasn't about to give it a free pass, but when nothing jumped out at her too, she signed off on it and then moved on to the report on the yard progress.

They had a long ways to go with the orbital defenses, but they were getting there. The majority of the defenses were centered around the Tortuga jump point for the time being. That was a given. They were still working on thickening defenses at each of the other jump points as well as inner layer defenses, but the main priority was the primary expected thrust of an attack.

The attack and the navy's ability to repulse it had gotten the natives to sign up in droves. Unfortunately, droves for them was limited to just under a thousand souls, about one or two percent of their entire population. They were going to pick up more people soon but not soon enough in her eyes.

And they'd all be untrained too she thought in annoyance. They needed to work on education she reminded herself. They needed to improve the enlisted training center. PT was a common complaint from the DIs.

She knew native recruitment was tapering off but outside recruitment was slowly picking up. Word was spreading with news of the plagues and who was behind it and that the Federation was back. She wasn't sure which was a more powerful motivating factor to sign up. She would take either one but wished the plagues weren't a factor at all. Hell, she hoped whoever came up with the idea slow roasted in hell for ages. A quick clean death was too good for them.

The Conestoga was making regular runs to Lebynthos and back. Eventually other ships would take on runs in the other directions … once she found a way to scout them and make them safe.

When was a big question. Though they did occasionally have a welcome unexpected visitor from time to time.

The latest arrival of “enthusiastic recruits” had tried her patience. An elderly but apparently still game Clydesdale had arrived last week overloaded with 463 recruits. Some had been worse for the wear; the ship hadn't been outfitted for that many people. They'd run low on food near the last week of the journey.

Some of their visitors were still recovering. She wondered if a couple were luxuriating in the medic's care, malingering to squeeze as much as they could out of such ministrations. She wouldn't put it past them. She was also heartily sick of having to stroke egos and repeatedly explain that they were not there to be a handout. Some of her people were starting to think of them as tourists or mooches, which wasn't a good attitude to have, though she could and did understand it privately. She even agreed to some degree. People actually had to still, you know, work. And they needed people to help not just act as cheerleaders on the sidelines.

People looking for a free ride need not apply she thought with a disgusted snort.

It should be ships too, though she knew the importance of getting into that ship and at least making her safe. Or safer she thought, looking out the window. The ship's captain was certainly taking advantage of the navy's offer of a free checkup. And she'd thrown in a partial restoration for his carrying the passengers, even though he charged most of them in advance.

It was all about spreading the word that they were in the system and things were changing for the better she reminded herself firmly as she turned away from the window and back to her desk and her workload. Abdul had promised the last malingering patient would be kicked out of his clutches that morning. He'd apparently confirmed that and was itching to get on to the next phase.

Well, she'd let him start building but he'd have to temper that. She had another project that was important to get started.

<()>^<()>
 

Lieutenant Commander Abdul Sulistyo cracked his simian knuckles and then flexed his fingers before he presented them over the keyboard like a maestro about to perform a concerto.

He checked his orientation and then the Neoorangutan hit a series of keys, the last with a flourish.

He then turned to the main screen in his office with a grin.

It wasn't quite a goofy grin but it felt close to it. He couldn't help it. He was the yard manager, and he'd been aching to build something. They'd finally cleared the slips of all repairs so they could get back to the ships they'd laid down. Even the Clydesdale was out of his fur.

The delay had been good in a way as had the battle; they now knew what they were up against. They had abandoned producing more frigates after the battle. Once sublight frigate six had been completed, the commodore had ordered him to skip direct to tin cans and the bigger warships. He appreciated that. He appreciated it a lot, but it had come with a lot of headaches as they'd had to rebuild the yard while trying to also build the ships and deal with repairs.

Cruisers were preferred, heavy cruisers if possible. Ships capable of handling the pirates and even taking the fight to the enemy while also doing long-range patrols. Manning them was going to be someone else's problem though.

So were the hyperdrives, nodes, and power plants he thought in annoyance. He was fairly sure the commodore was planning to replace each of her starships with sublight ships for local defense. That would allow her to concentrate them to take Tortuga and then run down any pirates that happened to get away.

At least, that was his theory at any rate.

It had been a hectic two weeks. They had opened the cruiser assembly line without much flourish and then retooled the frigate line to produce tin cans. Production was still tight, logistic supplies were barely ahead of demand, but they were now building them. Three each had been laid down, one every other day last week. Given all the hiccups and issues with the tight supplies, not to mention training and the expansion program, it would be a few months before the yard dogs hit their stride.

In a way the issues with logistics was okay. The workforce building the ships was still getting into the hang of it. He'd had a few mistakes to date and even two accidents. And they were still working on quality control from their civilian part suppliers. But, they were getting there.

It was nice though that he'd managed to skim off some of the people that had been on the tug, weapon platforms, missiles, pods, and small craft line to man the larger production lines. The small craft production line was just barely keeping ahead of demand. It would be a while before the natives got their wish to purchase a few for their own.

Only one cruiser was in the slip at the moment. Well, twelve blocks of the first grand block of one cruiser. That ship line was going to take a while to hit its stride.

He sometimes wished they had time to savor each keel laying, but then again he was glad that they didn't have to go through all the prep work for a ceremony. Nor the dress up and hoopla and delays it all entailed. That would come later when they had time to appreciate and savor their efforts.

He had to admit he was a little annoyed that the brass wanted to divert ten percent of their total industry to start the Dyson Sphere project. It wasn't like the star was going anywhere. Nor was it critical to have the solar farm up and running, they had plenty of power to meet their needs for the moment. Though he knew having a power surplus would be a good thing, and having it come from the sun, a completely renewable resource over their reactors, would also be a plus. Any yes, planning for the future, he got that. But did everything have to happen now? At once? He shook his head. The beam receivers alone were going to be a hassle … and the buoys to keep people from moving through the beams … and the tugs to go out and service all that equipment …

He pursed his lips in annoyance. But there was no give in the schedule.

Apparently someone knew something he didn't, he thought. And, he was the luckless soul designated with finding a way to make it all work. Sleep was about to become as fleeting as peace and quiet. Aggravation was about to become the norm.

He couldn't help but glower at the phone symbol in his implants as it went off. “And so it begins,” he sighed.
  


 



Chapter 9
 

Fred Muggs tugged on one ear and fought the urge to sigh as he waited on Governor Adrienne once more. It wasn't so much as a political dominance game to put him in his place; at least, he didn't think so. He couldn't be too sure though. If it was he'd have a little chat with her about the pecking order, respectfully of course.

The State Department representative had been forced into a lot of meetings with the local leadership. The star system was well on its way to become a full member of the Federation but they had issues. He'd had to repeatedly promise that the commodore wasn't going anywhere and wouldn't go on the offense until she was ready. It had taken a lot of stroking, and he felt like the governor wanted the assurances written in blood.

“Thank you for waiting, Mister Muggs,” the governor said, waking him out of his revere. He immediately rose and extended his hand to shake hands with the Tauren governor. “Please,” she said, ushering him into her office. He nodded to the Tauren lieutenant governor who rose at his arrival. He smiled politely and accepted a drink. Water of course; he didn't trust what the locals used for rotgut. The last time he'd imbibed, purely out of diplomacy, he'd regretted it with a bad migraine later.

Which just said how much had gotten past his implants and filters.

Both Taurens seemed more professional he noted in approval. Taurens didn't wear clothes like humans did. At least, they weren't obsessive about covering a majority of their bodies, unless of course they were going out into the vacuum of space. Still, it was nice for them to start taking on an additional polish.

Once they were settled, he smiled. “So, I hear the vote tally is in and has been certified. Once it is sent to the Federation and confirmed, you'll be recognized as a full member of the Federation. And I heard you are already taking nominations for representatives and senators,” he said.

The governor rolled her eyes as her fingertips stroked her blotter. “Don't remind me,” she said with a brief smile. “I'm already getting calls to hold elections. Or, I should say, my secretary of state is,” she said.

He nodded but hid a smile. The government of the star system hadn't had much of a proper chain of command before the convoy's arrival nor had they been so formal. The governor had an office, but it had been more of a closet. As his eyes roved the room, he noted the changes. She was coming up in the galaxy, or at least her office and prestige was. No doubt some of the tax credits were being put to use padding her position.

No matter.

“So, I've been hearing the usual scuttlebutt. I know the fleet is almost completely repaired …?” she let that statement pitter-patter out into a sound of mild inquiry. She was trying to set the tone and keep things cordial without being too hostile or too confrontational Fred realized.

He appreciated that. But, his training said she had something else on her agenda. That made him wary.

“Actually, I don't know the full status, classified,” he said, heading off that inquiry. “Not that I expect anyone to run to the pirates with the information, but it’s protocol.”

“Oh, yes, I understand that,” she said, pursing her lips in a brief show of annoyance.

She was picking up tricks about politics and diplomacy he noted. No doubt she'd learned on the job beforehand, dealing with her constituents. But she was in a different realm with him.

“We're not going to leave you or the bases and yard we're building here uncovered. Not for a minute, as I said before; the commodore isn't that reckless,” he stated, hoping to head off any more hedging and beating around the bush.

“Well, that's certainly a relief.”

The Neochimp diplomat sat back and took a sip of water as he contemplated the governor's dubious tone of voice. “I feel a but coming,” he said, lifting an eyebrow her way.

“I'm not thrilled about the ships she is sending to Tortuga. She could be provoking the pirates into another attack,” the governor said peevishly. “And each time she sends a ship, there are two in transit. One there and another on the way.”

He considered his answer carefully. The stock explanation should help ease her and her constituent's fears he judged. He knew the commodore's answer, that she ran the navy for the time being and that it was her call would step on too many sensitive toes.

“I believe that is a concern, but you have to see it from another perspective. With a ship in the system, we have eyes on Tortuga and the ships there. The navy can see what they are doing, and if they move to attack us again, the ship picketing there will jump ahead of them to carry a warning to us.”

The governor blinked and then frowned thoughtfully.

“And, once the navy has built up sufficient defenses in this system, they'll have on-site intelligence gathering in Tortuga to allow them to use it to plan a mission to wipe the pirates out once and for all.”

He left unsaid the four asteroid forts that had been placed around the Tortuga jump point. Two more were in the planning stages. The problem was they were running out of warm bodies to staff the bases.

“And then what?” the governor asked. “What's next?”

“Well, that depends on the circumstances,” he said carefully. He reminded himself to be careful; he was starting to wade into untested water. He didn't want to get in over his head or get caught out by committing to something he shouldn't or couldn't do.

“I mean, are they going to go harrying off after the pirates? Or come back here?”

“Again, it depends on the circumstances. The commodore or the onsite commander she designates to lead the assault will make that decision when it is needed.”

The governor blinked and then slowly smiled. “Cross that bridge when we come to it?”

He returned the smile, feeling a small sense of relief and bonding. “Exactly.”

“Good to know,” the governor stated with a nod.

“What about if they take the base intact? Won't they want to move in? What will happen to us now?” the lieutenant governor pressed. “They'll just abandon us!” He shot an aggrieved look at the governor.

Fred kept himself from sucking in a breath and letting it out in a hearty sigh. He wanted to do so but kept it in check. “No, that's not going to happen. We're in this system for the long haul. We did sign a contract, and we have agreements. We've got the yard and other bases growing daily. We're not going to walk away from that. Not now.”

Governor Adrienne was tempted to ask when they'd have enough surpluses to produce extra tugs and small craft but her lieutenant governor dived right back in to the topic at hand.

“Then what will you do with Tortuga?”

She sighed internally. He really was going to go forward with his plan she realized. And it looked like there was no way to get him off of it.

“That depends on what we get when the dust settles,” Fred replied with an indifferent shrug. His indulgence and calm were professionally feigned. He could feel something was up. Most likely something he wasn't going to like from the governor's pursed lips. He was getting better at reading Tauren body language, or at least he hoped he was. “Again, we'll cross that bridge …”

“When we come to it,” the governor agreed with a nod, hoping that would satisfy everyone.

“Exactly,” Fred said with a smile of thanks her way.

“Well, I for one believe we should get a say in the disposition of the Tortuga resources! Given the pain and suffering we've endured with centuries of exposure to them! And our people are paying in material and blood to help fend them off and kick them out! Fair's fair!” the lieutenant governor pressed, looking from Fred to the governor and then back. His face was stern.

Fred recognized the opening salvo in a negotiating ploy to get a piece of the pie. He judged it just a tad early though. “That sort of decision is above my pay grade,” Fred said slowly. “I'd have to take your proposal and pass it up the chain,” he said in a regretful tone.

The lieutenant governor's lips puckered in a sour expression. “And that will take, what, years to get a response?”

“Currently Commodore Logan is the military expedition commander. At least until Commodore Richards arrives, after that I'm not sure who is in charge, I'm not familiar with their chain of command and who is senior. But actually no, we're expecting the ansible to arrive in a month or so. When it does we'll be able to be in instant contact with the government in Rho as you know.”

“Oh, I did forget that,” the governor stated softly. She turned to the lieutenant governor. “Given that they haven't even taken Tortuga, I believe we can give them a few weeks' grace to get their ducks in a row.”

“I suppose,” he said grudgingly.

“It also means that we'll get validation of your vote and accreditation of your position within the Federation all the sooner,” Fred said, hoping that the matter was if not put to bed at least tabled.

They'd overplayed their hand he thought. They'd come out early and forewarned was forearmed. He'd have to find a way to gently dissuade them from pushing too hard while maneuvering the military into throwing them a token bone for them to chew on he thought, making a note in his implants.

“But,” the governor turned back to Fred with a gleam in her eye. Fred felt a sinking sensation. “That doesn't mean we can't hash out a gentleman's agreement now on what we might expect in return …”
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Governor Adrienne poured herself a drink after the Neochimp had left. “Too soon, Jeremy, too soon by half.” She had a few minutes before her next appointment. She offered a drink to the lieutenant governor but he shook his head.

She put the stopper back on the old bottle and put it back on the shelf. That reminded her, she needed to look into more faux wood. She'd love to have an old-school office rich with more wood paneling, nice and elegant. But that would come in time she reminded herself.

“Hey, if we don't make sure they know we deserve an in, then we'll be left out.”

“The problem is we've already gotten quite a bit from them,” she reminded him. “And some of it is priceless.”

“Yeah? We're paying for it too with the taxes,” he sniffed.

“Which doesn’t come into effect for another fiscal cycle, and they are phased in so as not to cause us too much problems. We've already phased in our local tax system ahead of them.”

“Still …”

“And do you have any idea how much we're paying compared to how much they are spending? The money our people are raking in from their people on leave more than offsets our taxes! Don't get me started on suppliers selling goods to them!” She shook her head. “Let's not get too greedy.”

“I don't know. I just think we should get something.”

“We are. Safety. A chance to grow. But if we appear ungrateful, we could drive them out.”

“Um …”

“You didn't read some of their history did you?” she asked with another shake of her head. He grimaced. “Skimmed it?” he nodded. She snorted slightly. “That's what I thought.”

“What does that mean?”

“Go back to Pyrax. Specifically, what Irons did. The same for some of the other interactions. Antigua! That one is more telling actually,” she said pointedly.

“Um …?”

She sighed. “Okay, I'll give you the gist, but I still want you to do your homework.”

He couldn't help but smile at that. The governor had spent some time as a teacher and occasionally aired regret over not being able to do it. “Irons was driven out of Pyrax. But before he was driven out, probably why the politicians there did it really, was because they were getting uppity. They got greedy and thought if they got rid of him they'd benefit. They were wrong.”

“Okay.”

“The same for Antigua.”

“But didn't he end up there?”

“Yes, he went back after they were forced to eat crow. See, the first time he was there he was all set to build a navy and capital there. But then Governor Randall was elected on a platform of taking over. When he tried to and called Irons to heel, Irons fixed up a derelict yacht and pulled out.”

“Oh.”

Adrienne wondered if the warning was sinking in. Personally she agreed with Mister Muggs that the navy had too much invested in her star system to pull out now. But if push came to shove, they might do so. She didn't want that. She was pretty sure the commodore wouldn't want that either. It would mean starting over and a major delay in her building schedule.

“Yeah. He took his ship and left. Their growth began to stall and enter a tailspin much like Pyrax did after he left there. Randall had a change of heart and sent his regrets when the navy saved his star system from invasion.”

“That part I did read. Firefly,” the lieutenant governor supplied with a nod.

“And our good commodore was on Firefly as her XO at that time,” the governor stated. Her lieutenant governor's eyes widened in surprise at that news. “And she was on the cruiser when they rode to the admiral's rescue in B101a1. He ended up more or less having the fight already in hand; they just helped finish the job.”

“Oh.” He frowned thoughtfully. “So, you want me to drop it?”

“No, I'm saying temper your expectations. The moral of the story is, let's not get too greedy and ruin a good thing. And, remember, anything they get they'll probably use here in order to help rebuild, not to mention to hunt down and kill the pirates, which makes the sector safer.”

He nodded. “Point. But if we can get something out of it …”

“We'll see,” she replied with a shrug. “It's out there now. Right now, I'm just glad we've still got the use of their Spacebees for the time being.”

He nodded again at that.

<()>^<()>
 

Zed flicked his mandibles as he examined the reports. His ship Zeng He was fully restored, but it still felt wounded, scarred by her recent brush with the fire of combat.

He hated being stuck on picket duty—truly hated it. He wanted to get even. No, he had to be honest with himself, at least internally; he wanted revenge.

He wanted to prove himself and the Federation better than the pirates. The last battle had been a near thing, only a healthy dose of lady luck's blessing had let them survive it. Many of his crew had not been so lucky. A few had, though they'd come through the fire of combat maimed. Some physically, some mentally with horrible stories of death and destruction and terror in the bowels of his ship.

Only time and talking about it would help them to heal. He knew that.

He scanned the reports and then the various displays on his HUD, then those around his office. The ship was fine; he had no excuse to get out of the paperwork and no excuse for getting out of picket duty. It was essential that they protect the base, intellectually, he knew that. Without the base they were not going to be an effective fighting force in the sector.

But, oh how he wanted to be in on taking the fight to the pirates!

His eyestalks glared at the image of the Tortuga jump space. Soon, he thought, soon.
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Using parallel processing and comparing the results, it took the A.I. and intel shop two days of hard processing to break the first layers of the pirate encryption. The larger core sample they had, the quicker the processing went. Many of the A.I. took on the project in their off time as a game and to get status points with each other.

Once the breakthrough was made, the algorithm was sent to all parties, and they rapidly broke down every conversation and recompiled them for analysis.

Several days later their findings were presented to the brass.

It was there that Commodore Logan and her senior staff found out about the outbreak of the plague in the pirate base. “Ah,” Shelby replied, hiding a grimace behind her coffee mug. She didn't want to wish the plague on anyone. She had mixed feelings about that; they were technically the enemy.

But, there were kids there and slaves. They didn't deserve to suffer. From the sound of it, Ishmael took care of that though she thought with a mental wince at the memory of the nuclear bombardment.

“We're going back through the recordings,” Lieutenant JG Fara Slatterly, their head of ONI stated. She was still new to her lieutenant bar but she was acting like she'd worn it for a long time. Shelby made another mental note to see if she could get the lieutenant bumped another rank outside of the zone.

While she was thinking of that, Sadie's ears picked up and twitched, drawing her attention. The black lab Neodog ran double duty as Shelby's flag lieutenant as well as clerical duty in the yard or wherever the commodore needed her to fill in at. Like a lot of the officers and noncoms, she'd been bumped up a rank to full lieutenant.

“Nothing internal of course, nor laser lines. But there were some juicy broadcasts, some of them omni broadcasts. There are a lot of upset people over there. And it's definitely impacted their plans and resupply. The destruction of their main base took most of their best supplies and some of their best people with it,” Fara stated.

“Could it be legit? They screwed up and dropped a beaker of plague or something?” Captain JG John Frost, the head of the Marine detachment asked.

Fara nodded curtly. “It is possible.”

“Or they went back to confront the Horathians who had brought the plague and the bastards turned on them,” Sadie said.

“Given the split they had here, that's also entirely possible,” Shelby replied with a nod. “Either way, we don't know for sure.”

“I wish we could find out,” Fara grumbled.

Shelby shot her a look but shrugged. “It is a moot point. Either way, the plague is out there among them now—plagues plural. We don't know if they managed to cauterize it with the nuke or not,” Shelby stated.

“We also don't know if it was legit or not,” Fara pointed out. All eyes turned to the spook. “Think about it. They blow the base; we see an opportunity and come in. They could have ships in stealth watching and waiting for an opportunity to pounce. In fact, we know they've got ships at the jump point picketing it. That's in Demon Chaser's report.”

“We had a hard number when Demon Chaser returned. And we know which ships escaped,” Boni said slowly. “Demon Chaser has kept eyes on the star system since their arrival. They've seen some ships being reactivated in the yard but nothing like what you are describing.”

In truth the Tortuga yard was something of a letdown, just an improvised repair slip made out of a truss slip and a giant grape cluster of something or other that might have once been a ship. She wasn't sure. What they did know was that Black Death was monopolizing the yard for the majority of the time.

“Ships have been coming in. We haven't seen ships leave. A few seem to have set course for a jump point but then they turned back when another ship went after them,” Sadie stated in a pointed reminder. “That tells me the lion is trying to build a force. Whether it is to attack or defend … we don't know.” she twitched her ears in a shrug.

“True, but is all of this an act or are they fraying? Is their discipline coming apart or is it all an act to suck us in and come in before we're ready?” Fara asked.

“I don't know if we can stretch paranoia that far,” Shelby said slowly. “We haven't had any sniff of stealthed ships in the system, correct?”

“If we didn't that doesn't mean they aren't there,” Fara persisted. “They've been hunting each picket when it arrives. Sometimes our people can't get a good look at what's going on beyond the hunters.”

“Beaters? Drive the picket off or blind their passives so something else can happen?” Boni asked. “But there are two. Unless you think the distraction of the new ship's arrival made Demon Chaser miss something?”

“It is possible. It is definitely a cat and mouse game for the pickets. And we all know who's the cat in that picture,” Fara said darkly.

Sadie twitched her ears and nodded once. “True.”

“All right, we need to plug in what we know about their current shipping,” Shelby ordered. “I need a better assessment of each ship. Use this decrypt dump to see if you can fill in some of the blanks.”

“We know they are pushing to get another capital ship online, perhaps more than one. We might have a time issue there too,” Fara stated.

“Which side are you on?” Sadie said, rounding on the spook in disgust. “You are offering caution then you turn around and throw that out there?”

“I'm laying out all the options and intel to my superiors,” Fara stated stiffly, “as is my duty.”

“Understood,” Shelby said, cutting Sadie off from a further retort. She didn't need or want another argument. “Okay, we get it. Okay. So, we need to look into this carefully and definitely look before we leap. And yes, I know there might be a ticking clock. I can't help it. I refuse to go off half-cocked.”

“Time, Commodore. We give them too much time …”

“I know. And I know about good enough. But I refuse to be pushed into a situation we'll all regret.” She turned to the intel officer and then the A.I. and then surveyed the room. There were a series of grimaces and reluctant nods. “Nor do I want to send in a small force that might do the job but get torn up in the process. I want a way to finish the job if possible. If that means we wait a little longer, so be it.”

Reluctantly Sadie and Fara both nodded.

“Keep your shops and bots on the data. Massage it but don't get too cocky. I want a clear picture. Pull in an engineer to look at those ships they are working on. If you've got a class, maybe they can get an estimate on what might be needed to get them up and running. And look into cutting orders for the next picket ship we cycle through there to sneak a recon drone into their boneyard for a closer look.”

“Aye aye, ma'am.”

“Now …”
  


 



Chapter 10
 

Rolling Meadows

Captain JG Twitch smiled a tight-lipped smile of relief as he got the latest report from the ground. He flicked his ears and chewed on the inside of his cheek a little. The news was mixed; the plagues were indeed gone. But the bastard pirates had raided and had hammered the natives back into submission. They were firmly opposed to any Federation involvement with their planet.

Which sucked. But, at least they didn't have the plague.

His “Rho Mercy Flight I” mission was something of a Hail Mary. He had two Liberty class hospital ships, one Liberty class tanker, one courier, and two Arboth class destroyers escorting them. They were a mighty juicy target.

And now this he thought as he read the report from Dasher's CO.

“We'll take your wayward waifs off your hands of course. But I'm not going back for this Félicité'. As much as I'd like to have another ship, a Dutchman with the plague is out. It is too much of a problem for my command to take on. Besides, the commodore should be coming in behind us. If she can, she'll pick the ship up.”

The human courier captain nodded.

The courier had encountered the near derelict pirate cruiser on the outskirts of the Tau-247196 star system after a minor jump navigational error. Félicité had picked up the plague after raiding the Platte star cluster for supplies.

The bastards had gotten what they'd deserved the satyr medic thought coldly. Even though he was from Bek, he had a number of medical officers from Epsilon Triangula, and they had their own experience with the Xeno plague on Epsilon Triangula. That one had been far more deadly. He could well imagine what it had been like on the ship—the fear, the terror, the sick dread of wondering which shipmate would come down with it next. Having to kill your own shipmates … He shook his head. The sector was lucky that their plague ship had been contained and that they hadn't managed to make port.

Félicité' had limped to the next star system with her crew dying one by one in the process, many going mad. Somehow, against the odds, they'd made it into real space once more. The five surviving human crew members had been badly shaken and about out of hope of a rescue. Dasher's intervention had been something of a miracle to them.

They had been pulled off the ship after some intense negotiating. The five had not been thrilled about being on a Federation ship, but that had been a sight better than being trapped on a ship riddled with the plague. From reading between the lines in the report, it was clear a few of them had considered trying to force Dasher's cooperation.

Dasher had been lucky to have caught his command at all. They'd just broken orbit after the final round of trying to negotiate with the stubborn intractable and apparently inconsolable natives. Another three days and they would have missed each other.

“I fully understand, sir,” First Lieutenant Isabella Zu, captain of Dasher, replied with a nod. The courier captain was in full uniform and looked quite crisp, almost as if she'd been expecting a reaming out rather than a compliment. “To be honest, I'm regretting not finding a way to scuttle her to keep her out of enemy hands. Spirits of Space knows we need the ships but …”

“It's not the superstitious aspects that bother me,” Captain Twitch said slowly. He knew full well how short of ships they were in the quadrant. He was also aware that the New Federation Navy had started out by salvaging ships. “It's the manpower involved. I've got extra hands on each ship, but we've been running flat-out whenever we run into a world that's been hit by the plague.”

“Understood, sir.”

“As I said, Commodore Logan may pick her up. I don't know. I will pass on the news to Commodore Logan on the next courier. No doubt she will dispatch the appropriate engineers on a ship to pick her up. I'm glad you marked her as a plague ship to keep the natives out of her.”

The lieutenant nodded.

“You are right; cruisers are hard to come by so we do need every one of them, even old cursed ones. And keeping this one out of the hands of the enemy is important too,” the satyr stated.

“Yes, sir,” Lieutenant Zu stated with another nod.

“Your people took a bit of risk in boarding the ship, but without risk there can be no reward. Just your download of their database alone …,” the captain gave a human-style, tight-lipped smile. His species didn't like showing their teeth; it was a show of anger or aggression. But he'd been around other species long enough to not be bothered by the expression. “Damn good bit of work there.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Okay, if I've done this right, I've entered the commendation into your record,” the captain said after a bit of electronic paperwork.

“You have, sir,” the ship's A.I. stated.

“Ahem, as I was saying, that's done. Now, about the surviving POWs? Specifically, their disposition and mental state?”

“Sir, I don't know how much of my report you managed to read before I came over, but one of them is actively helping us. I gave her a full dog and pony show about Horath and what her people have been doing. I think she's genuinely interested in helping us now. Everything we've gotten out of her has been confirmed as far as I know. But, I admit none of us are trained interrogators.”

“You probably should have left that part to the experts,” the satyr said in mild disapproval.

The human captain grimaced slightly but then nodded.

“But, you wanted to flip her. And, if you are correct, you have. Good work. We'll see what the experts have to say.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Captain Twitch eyed the human female. To some his horizontal slitted irises bothered them. If it bothered the lieutenant, she didn't show any sign of reaction. “You didn't really think we'd space her, did you?” he asked, curious about the answer. He was technically a doctor and sworn to do no harm. But that oath had been altered when he'd accepted duty as a Federation Naval Officer.

Lieutenant Zu grimaced but then shrugged. “Not my call to make, sir. I'm aware that once she's off my ship she's someone else's problem. But …”

“But, you made promises?”

“Yes, sir. To some degree.”

“See? Now you know why it's a good idea to leave such things to the experts?” Captain Twitch asked, cocking his head.

“Aye, sir, I do.”

“Good,” the satyr replied and then paused for a long moment, then shrugged mentally. “I'm not going to order her spaced if that's what you are worried about.”

“You aren't, sir?” That had been a troubling thought for a long time. Not that she expected anyone to squander a resource like the ensign lightly.

“No. If she's actively helping us and has genuinely turned over a new leaf, we'll get as much as we can out of her. From there the powers that be can decide if she's fully reformed and is able to be salvaged to become a member of society again.”

“Aye, sir,” the lieutenant said with something akin to relief in her voice.

Captain Twitch snorted, ears flicking in humor at her reaction. “We'll make sure your ship is resupplied. I'm afraid we're out of fresh consumables though, and Rolling Meadows isn't in a sharing mood.”

“Understood, sir,” Lieutenant Zu said with a sigh. That was bad news. Not that she'd expected any less. She'd heard about the recent pirate raid.

“And, I know you just had five extra warm bodies eating you out of house and home,” the captain said wryly. “Sorry about that. What I can get you is a full life-support purge. And we can swap your replicator sludge out.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate anything you can do for us.”

“And I like someone who appreciates it. So, we're going to get along fine.”

“Sir, do you have orders for us? I was supposed to find you, but also to return to the capital …”

The captain snorted. “If you are wondering if I'm going to keep you toddling along with my ships, I'm tempted to swap you out for Donner and let them make the run to the capital. I'll let you know.”

Captain Zu nodded.

Captain Twitch cocked his head but didn't say anything further just yet. He had recently picked up Donner when the courier had come in with news of the recent battle. He decided to leave the news of the battle for the lieutenant and crew to discover when they got the news downloads and had the free time to pursue them of course.

“Aye aye, sir.” There was a long pause. “If that is all?” the lieutenant asked in an interrogatory voice.

“Eh? Oh, yeah, dismissed with my compliments, Lieutenant,” the captain said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “The captain will get on your resupply.” The lieutenant came to attention and then about-faced and departed.

Once the lieutenant was gone, Captain Twitch sat back and considered his options. Good Hope was his flagship; it would be better to keep the prisoners here in his ship's brig where he could keep an eye on them. Though, security would be better in the brig of one of the tin cans …

He shrugged such considerations away. He'd leave it to the master-at-arms to figure out in the long term; after all, he was the expert there, not a certain satyr. For the moment he wanted to meet the prisoners, especially this Ensign Pons, and get a feel for them.

As soon as Dasher was resupplied, he intended to move on to the next jump point. There really was no point in remaining in a star system that had been cured and vaccinated. People were dying elsewhere and that was where Good Hope and his other ships were most needed.

He checked the calendar. They still had a few months before the Gamma Flight and Rho Mercy Flight II caught up with him. He had the updated timetable courtesy of the ansible in the cluster. No doubt Admiral Irons would stick to the agreement to leave a division to guard the cluster.

That would reduce the commodore's cruiser strength to just six ships to escort the remaining Liberty class hospital ships and other support ships to the capital. Really, if Commodore Richards felt at all confident with that coverage, she'd assign them to detour to neighboring star systems along the route to find plague outbreaks and treat them. But he was pretty sure that Helen had been counseled not to send her precious ships into unknown territory without scouting first.

He had to admit with what he'd heard about the number of pirates in the sector it was a wise order. They couldn't help planetary populations if they were dead.
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Ensign Miley Pons was quiet and passive as she was cuffed by the MPs and led to the shuttle. She noticed the others were there too. She hadn't seen much of them since she'd talked with the captain.

They glared at her ferociously. She shrugged it off. She couldn't help but feel a bit of relief and satisfaction at leaving Dasher's company.

Relief in that her former shipmates wouldn't have another opportunity to try to take her. And an odd sense of satisfaction that they'd realized that chance was gone too. But intermixed in there was a complex regret at possibly never seeing Captain Zu … Isabella again.

“No talking,” a stern bear growled when Dale started to say something.
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Captain Twitch met with the four male prisoners first once they came on board. He had already planned to meet with the female separately. He had Commander Huresh Rockland with him. Doctor Rockland was from ET and was one of the few officers on board who had taken advanced intelligence courses including interrogation techniques.

He looked at the four human pirates coldly but with some interest. He'd had more time to read the reports while they'd been shuttled over to Good Hope. They had given only minimum information. From what she'd read between the lines, the four of them were dangerous. They'd been overheard trying to find a way to take Dasher. The ensign had admitted they'd thought about trying to take Dasher several times.

“Gentlemen, I'd offer you a chance to sit but I don't have enough chairs, sorry about that,” the satyr stated with calculated indifference to the problem. He had to admit, having four hostile humans standing over him was psychologically imposing. Not that he was going to show that. At least he hoped not.

He ignored the soft snort from the MP in the room with them. “As you have no doubt surmised, you're now on board another Federation vessel. Good Hope is a hospital ship, not a warship. We do have plenty of MPs to keep you in line though,” he indicated the Neobear. The bear cocked his head ever so slightly in amusement.

All four men looked at the black bear. The bear sniffed slightly. With the bear in the small compartment, it was tight quarters. No one wanted to so much as stretch with the bear there. He looked like he'd had a breakfast of pine cones and wasn't looking forward to the time they came out.

But, they'd have to come out eventually. Hopefully, they'd be well out of range when that occurred.

“No doubt the master-at-arms will put in an appearance if he hasn't already and the ship's captain. But I wanted to put my two cents worth in,” he said as he rose to his hooves. “My name is Captain Twitch, and this is Commander Rockland. He’s from Epsilon Triangula. If you've never heard of it, well, we'll give you a short history lesson.”

He saw one of the men, PO2 Dale Moombassa grimace and roll his eyes to the others. “Here we go,” he muttered.

Doctor Rockland shook his head. All eyes turned to him. He wasn't a big man; he had a slight build but a heavily scarred face. “Right. A few years ago one of your Horathian spy vessels visited my world. They dropped off a Xeno plague,” the man stated quietly.

That instantly got their attention. They stared at him, eyes wide in shock.

He nodded curtly. “That's right, a Xeno plague.” He waited a moment for that to fully sink in before continuing. “Nanotech and viruses embedded in stasis pods. They unleashed viruses and other medical plagues while they ramped up for the big one. Fortunately for us, Admiral Irons was there. He taught Commodore Richards and the other medics how to beat the viruses and eventually the nanotech plague. He killed the core, and we were safe. I was a med student at the time so I got a firsthand experience with the plague.”

Captain Twitch was studying the group carefully. He could see that news was also having an effect on them. Good. A bit of shock and awe of his own. Let them chew on that cud. If they tried to swallow it and ignore it, he hoped they choked.

He was pretty sure the commander had let them know his history as a way to get under their skin. Again, shock might loosen some tongues.

“Admiral Irons left Commodore Richards in charge of the navy medics while he went to rebuild the Federation to take on Horath. I was attached to Good Hope. Captain Twitch and I were dispatched here to clean up the mess your people made. The mess I believe you had a firsthand experience with not so long ago,” the commander said, eyeing each of them. He was trying to balance how much he should reveal with what they might already know.

“It's up to you what you want to share with us. Technically, we didn't catch you in an act of piracy. An argument could be made that the death penalty shouldn't be applied under the right circumstances,” the commander stated.

He let that thought linger for a moment like bait.

“But, we'll leave that up to the lawyers to hash out later. The more you are willing to help us, the easier things will go for you and you really should be looking out for your own necks,” the commander said with a thin cold smile. “I will confirm that the more you share with us the more likely you'll get a much-reduced sentence. Some of you might even see daylight in your lifetime.”

“Like that bitch? I knew we should have shown her the proper place for a woman before spacing her,” PO3 Kenshin “fuck you” Fukudome growled. He had once been a gun captain and was not happy about his reduced circumstances.

“Hard ass. He's trouble,” Commander Rockland sent to Captain Twitch. “He'll keep the others in line unless we separate him. Making an example of him might scare the others into cooperating.”

Captain Twitch immediately agreed with the psych assessment that he was a hard ass. No doubt a good spook would want to break him out of the group to break down the others. While he was there, he'd be in the way.

Again, something they'd have to deal with. Perhaps a stasis pod was in the gun captain's future? He'd have to inquire about that.

“Given your threat you've just justified keeping her separate from your company. She's confirmed a few things with us and has tried to shield you. No doubt out of some loyalty as former crewmates,” the captain stated. “Well, we'll leave that up to JAG as well. This is just a quick introduction. If you want to help yourselves, let my people know. Don't do anything stupid. You'll be sorry and sore by the time you are done.”

“Yeah, right,” Kenshin snarled mockingly.

He looked him squarely in the eye. The human smirked back at him. “What are you going to do? You are a doctor. Do no harm.”

He just smiled at him, showing his alien teeth. They might be built for eating mostly plants but he had an impressive set and could snap a nutshell in half with one bite. Commander Rockland echoed the smile.

When the human saw something glitter in his eye, some spark of malice, he flinched ever so slightly and then looked away. “Whatever,” he muttered.

“That's what I thought,” the satyr said softly. “I don't like you. I hate pirates for the thousands of people they killed on my homeworld so don't get on my bad side. Ever,” he said firmly.

After a long moment to let that sink in, he nodded to the MP to take them away.
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Ensign Pons sat in a chair with a human MP nearby. She was nervous. Her knees wanted to shake. She felt like she was being called to the skipper's office. In a way she was, just a different service's skipper.

She'd already faced down the ship's skipper. He'd assessed her and had made it clear he wasn't thrilled about treating her with kid gloves. But he had agreed to give her limited parole and keep her separate from her former crewmates.

Which was a relief to her. A very intense relief.

She frowned when she looked at the door. The yeoman looked up and then over to her. She studied it until she managed to make out the lettering on the brass plaque on the side of the door—Captain Twitch.

Captain? Another captain? Didn't the ship already have one? She puzzled over that for a bit.

When the door to the office opened, she looked up. She wished she hadn't as the MP by the door escorted her former shipmates out. A black, no-nonsense Neobear MP followed them out.

Each of the men was handcuffed. They glared at her in passing; Alan even went so far as to step on her foot in passing. She bit her lip but ignored the slight. She felt terrible at being considered a traitor and betraying her shipmates. She hung her head for a moment, then remembered her training and lifted her chin to stare at the bulkhead beyond them.

Once they were gone, the yeoman silently motioned for the MP at her side to move. She felt him nudge her shoulder so she got up.

She was ushered into a small cabin. It had nice wood paneling or paneling that looked like wood at any rate. It wasn't dark though; it was light. Nice.

The desk was also wood, and the satyr behind it seemed imposing despite being slightly smaller than her.

“Ensign Pons?”

“Sir,” the ensign replied, snapping to attention. She stared at the bulkhead eight centimeters above the satyr's head. It was easy to fall into military courtesy even though her formal training hadn't been much.

Captain Twitch snorted ever so softly. “I see you have been behaving and honoring the conditions of your parole. Good for you.”

Miley didn't know what to say so she said nothing. She looked from the human to the satyr behind the desk. The satyr seemed to be in charge.

“As you might have deduced, you are on another Federation ship, Good Hope. We're a bit confined for space so your billet is a former supply closet, not the brig.”

Miley did react slightly to that, eyes widening in surprise.

“Surprised? As I said, you did give your parole. Also, the quartet of sorry beings who just slouched out of here have reiterated their threat to you. So, we can't have people dying in our custody. It sets a bad example,” the satyr stated.

Commander Rockland cocked his head but said nothing. Instead, he monitored her vital signs.

Miley took the chance and looked down. She was caught by the other being's slight smile. It touched her. She wasn't sure how to react.

“Ensign, I'm not going to eat you so loosen up,” the satyr said dryly, flicking his long ears in amusement.

“Aye aye, sir.” She started to wonder about her gender honorific but then noted he hadn't corrected her so she must have been getting it right.

The satyr sighed. She was obviously a work in progress. The ensign must have built a rapport with Lieutenant Zu apparently. No doubt because they were the same species and gender.

Which made him realize he might need to keep Dasher around.

“We don't have Horathian ship uniforms on hand obviously, so you've got what you've got on and what came over from your former ship. We aren't going to replicate more. You'll have to make do with an orange jump suit like the others if your uniform is in the laundry.”

The ensign wasn't sure how to respond so she just nodded.

“The skipper or master-at-arms will let you know about the code of conduct for limited parole. But I'd like to have you as a guest for dinner tonight.”

“Ah, thank you, sir?” Miley said, unsure of her luck.

The satyr smiled slightly. “Lieutenant Zu said you are worth knowing. I'll be honest. I've spent a long time hating pirates for what they did …,” he caught himself and waved a hand. He could see the ensign react by biting her lip. “So, I guess I'll have to say, I admit to a bit of curiosity over meeting one she says is worth knowing.”

Miley felt her cheeks heat a bit. “I don't know what to say, sir.”

“Well, do you have any other dinner plans?”

“Um, no?”

“So, do you want to come or not?” the satyr asked in just the right exasperated tone of voice to make Miley's resolve break a little. A slight smile threatened to peak out of the young woman's face.

“Yes, sir. I'd be honored.”

“Good. Glad that's settled. The MP will let you know when. Be ready,” he said.

“I will be, sir.”

“Good. On your way then. Get settled in.”

“Aye aye, sir,” Miley said, suddenly feeling good about the whole situation. She was feeling even better than she had before. It was an odd feeling given her captivity.

But, since she had little else, she didn't regret it.
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Captain Twitch watched the human female go and then replayed the memory of the encounter. He hadn't learned a lot but it was interesting. And, he had to admit, he was curious about the young woman. Was she truly turning over a new leaf or an actor in a play she was free writing to survive?

“What do you think?”

“I think the quartet is trouble,” the commander stated. “It might be easier on our people to put them on ice for the rest of the duration of our trip. As far as the girl is concerned … I think she was picked up at an impressionable age. Piracy was the only path open to her at the time. She's got leadership skills; that's the only way she could have held those other four together for so long,” he said.

The satyr nodded.

“Captain Zu believes she's turned over a new leaf. I don't know what to believe. She might have, or she might be a good actress. I couldn't tell much from the one interview, but my observations said she was genuine.”

The satyr nodded.

“Need me for anything else let me know,” the commander said.

“Have fun making the rounds,” the Bekian captain said by way of dismissal.

Once the human was gone, he sat back and considered the group of prisoners. Only time and exposure would let him know if the girl was genuine he thought as he returned his attention to the reports in his inbox.
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As they went to leave, a fresh outbreak on the planet was reported. Captain Twitch's people picked up the news broadcasts and then the frantic calls from the governor to stop and help them.

The satyr captain shook his head. The natives only wanted their support when they needed it of course. But, he was here, and the kids on the planet had no choice what stupidity their elders did. So, they'd help out of humanitarian grounds … and to keep the plague from spreading.

He did, however, order Donner to return to the capital with a full copy of their logs, Felicite's cloned databases, as well as her news that he was delayed once more. Dasher would replace the courier until another vessel came along.
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Tau-247196

Commodore Richards and the crews of Rho Mercy Flight II were all set to move on through the star system since it didn't have the plague. However, a routine download of the messenger buoy in the star system led to a very interesting find, one that Captain Rogers insisted on investigating.

It didn't take long for the warships to use the coordinates Dasher had helpfully provided to locate Félicité'. Captain Rogers ordered a crew to survey the wreck while Commodore Richards dealt with the locals.

His prize crew immediately boarded and took charge of the derelict ship. They took several hours to survey it before calling back with their findings.

The commodore was on hand when they got the report. “Dasher's team did a controlled shutdown on her remaining systems. We've done some checks. It looks like we can work with what we've got here. She's got some issues but nothing we can't handle,” Lieutenant Grammercy reported with a grin of anticipation. She loved a challenge. She turned to defer to the XO who had led the boarding party.

“Did you swab for the plagues?” Commodore Richards interjected.

“That we did, ma'am, and some of the bacteria is still present. We've released several robots to begin sweeping and cleaning the ship, every nook and cranny,” the XO reported.

“So, you intend to salvage her, Captain?” the commodore said, her tone of voice sounding more like a statement than a question.

“Yes. The prize crew can bring Félicité behind us at their best speed. Since we're making prolonged stops along the way, I don't think it will be a problem for them to catch up.”

“Oh.” Helen blinked and then nodded. “Very well then. How much of a delay will this put us back?”

“Ma'am, give us another shift to complete the survey and then I'll get engineers and support over. If there are no major problems restarting her reactor and drives, we can hopefully get out of here in … a week?”

“Most likely less than that, ma'am,” the engineer replied. “Anything we can do to upgrade this tub will be appreciated too. She's old.”

“Understood.”
  


 



Chapter 11
 

Tau-1252

There was some intense relief on the Conestoga bridge when they came out squarely in the center of the Tau-1929 jump point. “We're clear. Hyperdrive spooling down,” the navigator and helmsman stated.

“We're getting an IFF challenge,” a rating reported a few minutes later.

“Professional as expected. Let them know who we are,” the captain said crisply. He'd had some time to knock some of the edges off. And he wanted to keep things professional since he had a couple civilians listening in to the open audio feed.

“Aye, Captain.”

“It's good to be back in the capital. As soon as we've got the course, head to the capital station. We've got some people and cargo to drop off.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

They had picked up a dozen volunteers in each port of call. There had also been four paying customers who had wanted to immigrate to the capital as civilians. Twenty-four wasn't a bad number given the situation on each of the worlds; he'd heard at the dinner table that most were destined for the ground services though. Hopefully, they'd pick up a few more navy recruits on their next pass.

One thing of interest was the maintenance and supplies his ship received as part of their payment for carrying the volunteers. He was looking forward to that. Each time the navy engineers came on board, they found some way to squeeze a little bit more efficiency out of the old girl.

He cleared his throat. “Let the navy know we've got volunteers for them, and we're looking forward to some downtime for servicing,” he said.

“Aye aye, sir. Sir, will we have enough time to visit the local sites?” the rating asked hopefully.

“Maybe. Why, looking forward to shopping or hitting the bars?”

“Yes, sir. I'd like to see what the girls are like,” the Neodog said with a shrug. He'd come on board from Delos. His entire family had been wiped out by the plagues.

“Whatever float's your boat I guess,” the captain said with a snort, remembering that sailors were alike no matter what ship they were on.
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Sublight Frigate 3 took the lead with the Conestoga since the other ships hadn't been fully active. Each ship took turns on full battle stations for a half shift, rotating between them to keep their crews fresh and to keep the use of their active sensors to a minimum.

Not to mention it got each of them more time on their records.

“IFF confirmed, it's a civilian friendly,” CIC reported.

“Good. Let the others know. The cruiser will have to use her tachyon system to pass the word,” the captain drawled. “Let the civilian know they are clear to move through our AO and give them the course feed.”

“Aye aye, ma'am,” the rating stated.

“And, now that we're done with that little surprise, it’s back to being bored,” the captain said with an indifferent shrug.

“Could be worse, ma'am.”

“Oh? How's that?”

“It could have been trouble.”

“True.”

“Or, it could have been someone with a ton of paperwork,” another rating chimed in.

The captain cocked her head and then nodded. “Also true. But if you're done speculating, I think we've got jobs to do.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

“Spoil sport,” a rating stage whispered.

“I heard that,” the captain drawled, not even looking up from her tablet. There was a chuckle. “Just for that you can do the dishes.”

“Joy.”

“You asked for it.”
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Shelby scanned the brief tachyon report. So, the arrival was the Conestoga, eh? She cocked her head and then nodded slowly. She'd thought it had been Donner returning. She'd sent the courier out to Commodore Richards with news of the battle and her updated logs. Apparently, Donner had missed her or was still en route.

Well, the Conestoga was a welcome sight at any rate. They had liberated the ship when one of her tin cans had run into her while she'd been in the hands of the pirates. The survivors in the ship's crew had been jumpy but intensely grateful to the Federation intervention. They'd waited out the battle one jump away and had come to the capital when Donner had passed through with news of the battle.

It had taken a few weeks to refit the ship. Initially, the owner operators had opted for the basic package. But, they'd managed to do a little recruiting in their last stop as well as in the capital, enough to flesh out some of their ranks. They hadn't been comfortable with shipping on it though, so she'd come up with a milk run for them. This return was their first run to Lebynthos and back. It was a milk run, but with it under their belt, they'd build up some confidence, some money from her, and she'd move low priority freight and personnel around.

She was still seriously considering putting a picket in Lebynthos. After the battle though, she didn't want to put anything smaller than a tin can. She could theoretically ship out a frigate, but after the battle she couldn't afford to weaken the defenses in the capital. She just couldn't lose the ones she had. Not yet at any rate.

The longer construction rates were also a problem. The tin cans took three times longer to build than a frigate. The cruisers even longer. She had yet to finish constructing the lead ship of either class. They had a long way to go before the yard was churning out ships again.

Instead of a warship, she had stationed a courier in Lebynthos with satellites that had been shipped in on the Conestoga. The star system was well on its way to declare for the Federation; if she could scrounge up a proper picket and more support, that would be a sure thing.

For the moment the courier and satellites would have to do. They'd watch for trouble and alert Lebynthos and Delos and Samos on her way to alerting her. It helped push her picket out a few jumps in that direction with a minimum of investment.

She shook her head as she scanned the report. It looked like the recruiter on the civilian ship had a moderate catch to report; that was good. Some was better than none! She shrugged the number aside for the moment and refocused on the ONI report from Lieutenant Slatery.

The navy had picked up a Tau pirate war book with locations, coms, notes, plus nav data from the captured ships, wreckage, and prisoners. The lieutenant and A.I. had worked on incorporating the databases with their own once they'd been compiled. She was fairly certain from the report of harder encryption that the Neolion admiral had changed comm protocols again when he'd gotten to Tortuga.

She made a soft puttering sound and then checked the yard report. As usual, no sudden leaps in progress. No backslides or accidents either, so, steady as she goes. She shouldn't and wouldn't complain, even if she wished things could hurry up and get done a tiny bit faster.
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Commander Steve Coglin heard the announcement over the PA that the new arrival was a friendly. He shrugged the news off and went back to work.

He'd managed to make up his losses after the battle but only barely. He had only a couple reserve pilots left. Also, only a couple of reserve birds stored in the main bases. Commodore Logan had promised him they were going to start up the fighter and bomber production line soon but only the one line. They'd have to share and do runs.

Which told him that she wasn't prioritizing carriers for a while. That was a pity, they could do a lot. He knew his people could do better if they had the right support.

The Neocheetah sniffed in disdain. He'd hoped that the commodore would have split the difference on battle fleet and carriers. Apparently he'd been wrong. Just remembering the force mix of the convoy should have told him that. Just one carrier, plus the fighters assigned to the other ships? He flicked his ears.

The commodore was right in some respects though. They didn't have a pilot training facility nor did they have sufficient pilots to draw from the civilians. Those that were applying were being pushed into the shuttle and tug departments, despite stated desires to be fighter jocks.

And then there was the lack of carriers. Sure they had a couple of carrier forts but the wings were light to say the least. His reserve pilots were there with some veterans he'd drawn from the other ships’ companies. It would be years at this rate before they were fully stocked.

Which made her point about not bothering to make carriers at the moment, damn it.

It still wasn't right, but what could he do? Not a whole hell of a lot at the moment. Just grin and bear it.
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Ayuma Muggs looked over to the slightly harassed human PO training the class. He'd made PO 3 in, well, not quite record time but record for some. But he'd stuck to his plan and kept training even though he hadn't managed to get into an OCS course as of yet. He was knocking out credits in his off time. That should hopefully shorten his time in OCS once he did get there.

He hadn't anticipated the training in boot. The DIs hadn't pulled any punches for him despite his time in the convoy and background. He'd come to appreciate it, though initially he'd been surprised and hurt by it.

“More? Bloody hell,” the PO muttered as he read an email. “I suppose I can handle a half dozen. This class is running smoothly. But do I have to fit them in now and disrupt the class?” He shook his head angrily.

Apparently, it wasn't his email. Apparently, the PO was talking to someone through his implants. The Neochimp saw the PO's eyes cut around him and instantly dropped his eyes to his tablet to hide his snooping. It wasn't like it was any of his business anyway.

Besides, the engineering calculus program was at the edge of his math skills. He needed to focus.
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Governor Adrienne noted the news report of the ship arrival with half a cocked ear. She returned her attention to the plastic flower on her desk blotter. For the most part, she was amused by the various offers to marry into a herd. She'd found various reasons to gently refuse. Her favorite was a denial because they were in a colony too far away from the established capital. Twice she'd caught a herd who had been more interested in getting her in order to get her to move the capital than in any actual interest in herself.

She shook her head. This latest suitor had some balls; she had to give him some credit. He'd paid one of the janitors to let him into her offices to drop the flower off. Of course the janitor was history; one didn't play games with security. Pity about that but she should have known better and not had her head filled with romantic blather.

Things were ticking away nicely. She knew a few people wanted more, but some like her were awed by the progress they'd already made. Their population was beginning to climb; some of the faster breeding species were about to have children—cubs, pups, whatever. And they actually had the life support to handle as many as they wanted! It was a novel concept, to not have to control the product of one's womb so carefully. Perhaps she should consider one of those proposals or draw up one of her own! She grinned ever so briefly. Wouldn't that set some tongues wagging and put a few bulls on their ears and hocks if she got proactive and aggressive? Should she begin interviewing candidates? She sat back and had a brief chuckle over some of the expressions of people she knew that came up in her mind.

Yes indeed, things were certainly looking up. Give them another generation and the star system was well on its way to becoming what it once was before the fall of the old Federation. And they had the New Federation and more importantly the navy to thank for that.

Which was one reason she had quietly counseled her people tone down their requests on the navy. After that battle everyone saw it in their best interests for the navy to grow as quickly and as powerfully as possible so as to not be witness to a repeat performance. They shouldn't be out with a handout demanding more than what the navy had agreed to.

A lot of people looked to the navy and those who wore the uniform in awe and reverence. Some of the cynics might mutter that they'd brought nothing but trouble to them, but she knew better. And those same cynics might bitterly point to the systems the navy wasn't protecting, but she knew they were just making asses of themselves.

And yes, they might point out that Commodore Logan hadn't fulfilled her promise to take the fight to the pirates, but she knew there was one thing they were missing. Time.

She hadn't done it … yet.

<()>^<()>
 

Phoebe Muggs fumed over the obstructions in her life. Nothing was going as she'd imagined, which made her want to give up and return to Rho. Fred might say she'd become dead set on that and he was right. A big reason was because she was so angry with her husband and son. Only the desire not to endure another lengthy trip on a ship kept her from doing so.

Well, that and currently no ships were returning to Rho she thought, digging her toe into the carpet angrily. It was standard but died in the tan she'd desired. But it wasn't deep piled as she'd wanted. That was another thing. The quarters … the walls seemed to close in on her. She'd thought they'd be on a planet not a damn station!

She shook her head in aggravation. Oh, how she lamented her decision to follow with her husband! As important as perceptions were to keep their family unit together, and to support her husband, she should have stayed in the capital. And Ayuma's abandoning her in her hour of need! Her fingers dug into the edge of the bed until her knuckles whitened. Wretched child! Wretched and ungrateful! She should have left him in a boarding school instead of allowing him to come. No, she was right the first time; she shouldn't have come at all!

She fumed as she got up and went to the wet bar and poured herself another glass of rotgut. That was another thing; the only wine in the star system was either replicated or imported. She'd gone through her supply rather quickly. The navy had regulations about how much weight she could have … she grimaced, swinging the glass.

Fred had talked to her the other evening about her drinking. Was it last night or the night before? She examined the glass and then shrugged. She didn't care. She needed the buzz to get over the crushing disappointment of following him. Had they stayed in Rho she could have been at parties, hobnobbing and building his career. Here there was nothing. No parties and if she wanted to visit the colonies, she had to hop an engineering shuttle or one of the ferries. There was no way she was going to burn half her day or more sitting in a bucket seat waiting to get from point A to point B.

Why couldn't the navy give them preference! Another vexing thing, her husband relied on civilian transport in the system! Sometimes he was gone for days at a time! She was starting to think he was doing it on purpose to get away from her. She had thought he'd muttered something about shrew under his breath. She grimaced.

Had they remained in Rho, why, she could have influenced Ayuma, gently pushing him into the sort of career she'd had in mind for him all along. A career in government service, quite possibly politics. But his prolonged exposure to the navy had the opposite effect.

Impetuous child! And just like a male to run off to combat! Didn't he realize he could very well get himself killed! All that work in his upbringing, all the time invested …

And here, in the squalid filth of the sector! Really, she hadn't known it would be so long. Oh, she'd been told, but who really thought of that sort of time? She shook her head and then turned to see an image of Ayuma Fred had insisted on printing out. She paused to study it for a long moment. She did have to admit her son did look good in uniform.

But, his being in uniform and in danger wasn't worth the anxiety it was causing her. Not that he seemed to care she thought with an angry sniff as she poured herself another drink.
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Fred felt a sense of relief when he finally got the chance to do a face-to-face briefing with the commodore. He hated the delay. She'd had other meetings, but it had taken nearly two weeks to get onto her schedule to brief her about his meeting. He'd sent her the email report, but she might not have read it or may have just skimmed it. Her A.I., Boni, had just given him a stock response when he'd asked for a follow-up.

He heartily hoped that Commodore Richards would show up soon. He'd heard the woman had a lot more experience with dealing with a large command and politics. Commodore Logan was deft in some ways, but she also tended to coast when it came to politics, favoring engineering over everything else.

Not everything could be fixed with a spanner he thought with a shake of his head. Was that how it was like with Admiral Irons? He wanted to speculate but the yeoman showed him into the commodore's office.

The commodore listened to his report and then frowned thoughtfully as she rose and got herself a cup of coffee. She offered the carafe to him, but he shook his head.

He was attuned to her body language enough to see she wasn't happy as she stirred the cup and then put the spoon down on a napkin and resumed her seat.

“I'm glad you didn't commit to anything. But I don't even like talking about it. It's way too soon for crap like that. Talk about dividing the spoils of victory before the battle has even been waged!”

Fred nodded. “I know, ma'am, but I was in the room.”

“Then you should have tabled it. By letting them open the negotiations, they have a foot in the door, or they think they do. It also puts us on the hook for something. If the pirates burn everything down as they leave, then what?”

Fred winced. He hadn't considered that. “Yes, ma'am.”

“I don't like the idea of them trying to get their hooks into what we get from Tortuga. For heaven's sake we haven't even taken the place yet!” She shook her head in aggravation. “And the very idea! We may pay in blood for …,” she sputtered to a halt and then inhaled a cleansing breath. “For the moment, it doesn't matter. But we need to head that sort of shit off in the future. The governor is right; the priority is taking the pirates out. That sort of greed I don't need.”

“Yes, ma'am,” the Neochimp nodded. “Are you open to that? I mean, letting them get material returned to them?”

Shelby puttered for a moment playing with her cup. “The problem is how much is left and what we might need. Proof too, we'd need some sort of proof. Would you want to give them something if we could use it to run the pirates down or help save millions on a world the pirates infested?”

Fred winced. Her eyes bored into his for a long uncomfortable moment. “Well, when you put it that way …,” he squirmed.

“Yeah, that's what I thought,” she said dryly.
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Lieutenant Fixer's antennas bobbed like a mad drummer on a wild riff as she tried to multitask. She had a lot of projects under her faceted eyes at the moment. The commodore had prioritized them all at or near the highest priorities. Only when she'd demanded clarification and a list of the order did she finally get some of her own priorities straight.

The yard expansion for instance was in good hands at the moment. They weren't attempting to grow the yard to produce anything larger than a heavy cruiser. The engineers and planners involved now knew how to handle the expansion, and she only needed to oversee them in a minimum capacity.

The fortresses were a little different. There were constant problems with the forts, most of it stemming from logistics. A lot of that was not in her mandibles.

They had finally finished the Spacebee's involvement with the civilians. That was something of a relief. But, if she'd thought she'd take a vacation, she was wrong. The commodore had immediately dumped three projects on her plate to replace the one finished project, and she wanted them all finished ASAP.

Well, that wasn't going to happen with any of the three. Commodore Logan was correct in that the Dyson sphere project and the inflatable asteroid project had long lead times. And the Dyson sphere project would eventually be self-sustaining. It was also relatively simple to get going; they just had to get some reserve manufacturing capacity in order to build the infrastructure to build the satellites and platforms on the innermost planet. That had taken a factory ship the better part of a week to complete. Oversight was minimal too.

But the inflatable asteroid was a major headache. She had yet to find out what had gone wrong in the previous three failed attempts. In order to move forward they needed to know what had gone wrong on each in order to avoid a repeat. In other words, they needed to learn from their mistakes.

And that was just the first part. While the asteroid was spinning up, they had to have infrastructure started to begin the herculean task of outfitting the thing! Just cutting the door was going to be fun. Moving it wasn't something she wanted to even think about at the moment.

Tugs. They needed big ass tugs. What was it someone, some Terran had said? For want of a nail a horse was lost. For want of a horse … and so on and something about a battle and a kingdom lost?

Logistics in other words. Logistics, which was turning into the bane of her existence.

The last priority project had something to do with a hospital expansion project. She'd skimmed it. But since it was at the bottom of the commodore's wish list, she decided to ignore it for the moment and focus on the primary objectives.
  


 



Chapter 12
 

Tau-X3301

Captain S'th was not happy with the state of affairs on her beloved Belfast. Her tongue twitched in an out. She wanted to hiss but kept herself from doing so. Her crew didn't like it, usually spooking when she did.

Her light cruiser had limped along to their current stop. She had thought her engineers had gotten a handle on the damage and had even made some headway in correcting it, but she'd been wrong. Some of the damage to her ship from the brief battle with Black Corsage had been cumulative.

And her engineers had insisted that running with one broken leg for so long wasn't helping the situation either. That was most likely true though she felt they had been making excuses at the time.

The cruiser had limped to the star system. The good news was they were on a cleared path and had messenger buoys to keep them abreast of things going on. Also, the star system was a space system with plenty of things to trade with. That was helping immensely. The bad news was the news of the plagues. The captain didn't want to risk contaminating the ship and crew with a landing on a planet.

Which meant they had to pick up what supplies they could from space colonies. Fortunately, the Fed forces that had passed ahead of them had given enough for her to get some good will towards her ship.
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Commander Alayan Mochadeyn, captain of the Dora class transport Cai Lun, was heartily sick of his job. Not that he was going to let anyone outside the Beta convoy know that. And he did like being a convoy commander; it looked good on his resume.

But slow and steady was getting old. Heartily old, especially when they were turned away from every stop. It was like a reverse pariah situation. Honestly, what did these people have against the Federation anyway? His people came and cured the damn plague that the damn pirates spread, but did they get a thanks? Hell no!

A beer would be nice. And some time in a ski lodge with some nice company.

He snorted at himself as he looked at the star system. Well, Alayan, that's not going to happen here! Not unless you go ski on a comet or moon! He shook his head.

“Sir, we've got something … it looks like a gravitational source under movement. But it's gone now,” his sensor rating reported, sounding confused.

The captain sat up in alarm. “If it was moving, it was most likely a ship. But you said it stopped?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then they know we're here. Order all ships to halt and keep their eyes peeled.”

“Sir?”

“Sensors at full. We don't know what or who we're dealing with,” the captain growled. “It could be the enemy.”

“Great. I mean aye aye, sir.”

The captain cut the connection and then considered what to do. “Now what the hell do we do?”
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Captain S'th saw the unexpected arrival at the distant jump point and nodded her massive head as her ship instantly dropped her speed and went ballistic. Her TAO was on the bridge; the standing policy was to run silent when a fresh contact was detected. No doubt the passives were working their hardest to get the details she craved.

“Anything?” she asked as she slithered onto the bridge.

“Computers are still working on it. It was a multiple ship arrival. We've confirmed that much,” the ship's A.I. reported.

“Good to know. That is most likely one of ours or an enemy ship with a prize or friend.”

“Yes, ma'am. I suggest we narrow that down further with an IFF ping.”

“I'd rather we didn't give way our position thank you,” the captain drawled. “Comm, set up a relay to the nearest messenger buoy. Have it ping our IFF.”

“Aye aye, ma’am. It'll take a moment to set up the script and send the orders.”

“No problem. I've got time. In the meantime, Guns, work on where and what we're dealing with and come up with some options if we want or need to play with them.”

“Aye aye, ma’am. Hopefully not.”
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Captain Mochadeyn received the IFF ping and felt intense instant relief as his bridge crew broke out into cheers. “It's coming from where?”

“It's an IFF, but it's coming from a messenger buoy.”

The captain instantly realized what the other captain was doing. “Cute. Trying to pull one over on us. Comm, do the same thing.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me. Send our IFFs to the same messenger buoy and set it off with a script.”
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Captain S'th was amused when she got the report of the IFFs coming from the same messenger buoy she had used. “Cute. Someone over there has a sense of humor.”

“Yes, ma'am,” the XO said all smiles.

“Comm, set up a channel. We might as well compare notes.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

“Nice seeing you! We'll let them know you are coming!” Captain S'th quipped when she opened a channel to the other ship.

The delay was over an hour before she got a response since they were nearly on opposite sides of the solar system. Data was of course tagged to it; each ship's A.I. was sending data in the form of logs to keep everyone up-to-date.

“Hey! Not cool! The least you could do is stick around to watch our back while we're here! There are pirates around you know!”

“What? We're not sticking around for you!”

“Hey! Damn it … a little support would be nice!”

“Captain, they have a Dora class support vessel with them,” the XO said. The Naga captain shifted several eyes to her XO.

“Eh?”

“And we could use the services of such a vessel,” the XO suggested.

The captain sighed. “Okay. Comm, let the Beta Convoy commander know we'll rendezvous with them and remain in orbit with them and in company while we borrow their factory ship. But we're not traveling at their speed.”

“Aye aye, sir,” the comm rating said.

The XO smiled. That might allow them to squeeze some repairs in and quite possibly a little more of a safety net. Maybe even an octave upward. That would be nice; otherwise, they might as well be traveling with the Beta convoy. It would also allow them some time on a friendly ship. It would be nice to see a friendly face after so long away from civilization.
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Tau-1929

“So, is this the new normal?” Governor Farnsworth asked sourly. They'd both gotten the alert of a possible solar storm from the satellites in orbit of the sun. The initial warning had been misinterpreted as a ship passing through until they'd gotten clarification.

Which was something of a relief to both parties. Not that either one was quite ready to admit it.

“What? What do you mean?” Governor Lor, the Tauren governor asked. He was a progressive, and his recent election had firmly put him in command of his battered civilization.

“The Feds? Coming and going as they please?” His crotchety counterpart on Samos asked after an interval. Each segment of their conversation took several minutes to get to one side due to the distances involved. They usually worked on paperwork while waiting on a response. Some had ascribed it to something called HAM radio.

“I certainly hope so. Personally we like it over here,” Governor Lor stated smugly.

“Like it. Sure, you mean you like all the tech and money they are spending.”

“Damn straight! It's helping our economy immensely! Everything's booming. We're rebuilding. I mean, it sucks that the plagues killed so many. We can't get our loved ones back. But we can rebuild. And that's what we're going to do.”

“Yeah, except when the pirates show up and take it all again. Mark my words …”

“Then we'll rebuild again and again. And the Feds will come around and kick their ass.”

“Maybe.”

“Hey, you heard what they did in the capital, remember? That big ass force that passed through here got whittled down to a nub.”

“Not a nub,” Governor Farnsworth protested vehemently. “More like a Binta fruit getting its rind and fruit rotted out only to find the hard spiny core at the center. Remember, two ships got away. One of them was that big bastard.”

“Yeah, I know. And believe me, I know you aren't going to let me forget it either,” Governor Lor said wryly.

“Damn right I won't. What makes you want to make us more of a target anyway?” The human governor wasn't at all thrilled by the media broadcasts from Delos about the government possibly purchasing an inner system shuttle. He didn't like the idea of the Tauren being able to show up on his planet.

Though, he did privately admit he liked the idea of being able to trade goods with the neighboring planet. It would help his planet's economy. And, if Delos was the one who did the major lifting on funding, why not? All he had to do was sit back and reap the profits of them coming to his world. And they'd have to do it on his terms too!

“What do you mean?”

“By joining up with the Feds! Spirits of Space, it's starting up here. People hear the crap you are getting, see all the ships visiting … is that Conestoga due back anytime soon?”

“Not that I'm aware of. She's supposed to make regular runs through here to Lebynthos. They didn't give me a schedule though.”

“Oh.”

“Planning to sell it to the pirates to save your own hide?”

“If I have to, sure.”

“Bastard.” There was a note of amused resignation in Governor Lor's reply.

Shro could have kicked himself over the admission though. He was starting to get some pushback from special interest groups on his planet. His policy of limited isolationism wasn't sitting well with some. Many didn't like hearing that their neighbors were doing far better than they were.

Even if they were benefiting by proxy. He was going to have to rethink his position sometime or find himself out of a job he knew. Not that he was quite ready to face it just yet.

“Yeah well, you're one to talk. How many people did you step over, how many bodies did it take to build your monument and get you in that seat?”

“Low blow, Shro, low blow.”

There was a long pause. Finally, Governor Farnsworth grunted. “Hit a nerve, did I?”

“Yeah. I lost family. I know you did too.”

“I know. If it helps, sorry.”

“Thanks. Same time tomorrow?”

“I've got a full day. Day after?”

“Yeah. And think about it. Think about what I said. The Feds are a hell of a lot better than the pirates.”

“I have. I have a lot. And yes, I agree, they are better. We can hold them accountable to some degree, and they just don't take whatever the hell they want and kill our people. But I'm not going to back this until I see more results, then some trade goods and shit. Have you seen the stuff on their tax rates?”

“Yeah, I have. It's not as bad as you think, not when you factor in that they give us a one-year grace period to get our act together, then it graduates in. And there are write-offs we can use for the first few years. Look, I've got to go. Talk to you later.”

“Roger that. Samos out.”

“Delos out.”
  


 



Chapter 13
 

Tortuga star system

The sudden spark of energy announcing the unexpected arrival of a ship at the Tau-4526W jump point had every ship on alert. Ships scrambled to action. Many thought it was the Feds coming in on an unexpected jump point to avoid the defenses at the Tau-1252 one.

Admiral Ishmael kicked himself for not considering the option and placing a picket there. He was still kicking himself when an IFF winged its way across the vacuum. Intense relief spread through the ship almost like a wave. It hit him as he was picking his way through the ship to his flag bridge.

“Ar, it is friendly, sir, the intruder. She's Saladin,” Kix reported over his communicator.

The admiral stared at it and then nodded. “Replaying the message.”

“Sim Sim, Saladin is here,” a familiar voice said.

The admiral snorted. That was Joe all right, always the ham.

He had to admit, that simple stupid statement was a relief to him. It not only confirmed he now had another cruiser but also one of his old friends. And that stupid saying was something only Joe did so it let him know it wasn't a spy.

“Let them know to make rendezvous with us. Things have … changed.”

“Aye, sir. That's putting it mildly.”
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Saladin broadcast the news of the Federation convoy. It amused Leonidas. He shook his head and sent a call back that they had already tangled with her.

When Saladin arrived at their location three days later, they noted the massive changes to the star system, including the debris cloud where Tortuga had once been. Questions bubbled through the crew like cook's mystery gumbo stew. Captain Joe Hammer dressed in his best uniform and then took a cutter over to the flagship. “What the devil happened here?” he demanded.

“Nice to see you too. And I'd like a better report than that, given our respective ranks,” the admiral drawled.

Captain Cutter grimaced and then noted the admiral was not in the mood to play games. “Sorry, sir,” he said, deciding to play it straight. “We picked up knowledge of a Federation convoy if you can believe it. When we stopped at one of the worlds they'd visited, we got booty they'd traded with the lubbers.”

The admiral nodded.

Kix stood behind the admiral and cocked his head. “And?”

“And, it be cursed booty. We ran into engineering issues in hyper, so I ordered the ship to stop and make repairs. We tried some of the booty, computers and the like. But when the tech was plugged into our network somethin' or other happened. My cyber people admitted the booty was cursed with viruses and such.”

“Ah,” the admiral murmured thoughtfully.

“It delayed our arrival by months. It took a long time to sort it out. We were nearly lost in hyperspace.”

“Just jumping here? From where?”

“From Mykonos. My engineers had to purge the computers in order to get us back on track. Only our bein' so close saved us.”

“Pass on a warning to other ships to virus check all Fed booty before using it,” the Neolion said mildly to his Neochimp flag captain and XO.

“Aye, sir,” the Neochimp replied with a curt nod.

“We heard talk of a plague?”

“Aye. We heard that too,” the admiral drawled, looking over his shoulder to the Neochimp. Kix snorted.

Slowly the Neolion's eye returned to the human captain. “You're a tad late,” he drawled.

“Better late than never,” Joe said defensively. He'd picked up the radio traffic, but it had been encrypted. The flagship had refused to send him the new keys. He was supposed to get them while he was on board.

“Aye, there is that.”

Well, lad, tis a long and sordid story ….” They filled him in about the Horathian betrayal. The captain sucked in a breath and then let it out in a disgusted sigh. “So we are alone.”

“Aye.”

“And the base?”

“The Horathians set the plague off inside. I had no choice but to destroy it to give our comrades mercy,” the admiral stated.

Captain Cutter stared at him. His eyes cut to Kix in disbelief, looking for denial or confirmation. Slowly the Neochimp's brown eyes locked onto his and then his entire head nodded.

“Damn. I guess we did come late,” the captain drawled.

“Aye, that you did. And you stopped at a world that be haunted by memory of the plague so did you pick up booty on it?” The admiral asked, leaning forward.

Captain Cutter considered denying it but there was no point. Word was no doubt getting to his ship. Someone somewhere would admit the truth. If he was caught out in a lie to the admiral, it could mean his throat. “Aye. We did.”

“You have the cure?”

“Cures. We got copies of the data. But when we ran into the cursed booty, we locked it all down. I was sorely tempted to pitch the dross out the lock and be done with it.”

“Don't. I'll have my people check it.”

“Aye,” the human captain said with a nod. After a moment he felt like squirming. Instead, he took the plunge. “I hesitate to ask, bein' the state of my ship and the importance of the booty, but …”

“Yes, we'll compensate you. We'll get the engineers to fix your ship. Have a list sent to them. But it will be the payment.”

“Aye,” Captain Cutter said, annoyed he was getting shortchanged.

“And, since your ship was the first to find the cure, I'll be sure to have the doctors inoculate your crew with the vaccines they make,” the admiral said, seemingly in an expansive mood.

Captain Cutter's eyes widened. He saw Kix almost protest, but he spat in his hand and held it out. “Deal,” he said, realizing the potential profit from that. After all, he didn't have a ship if his crew became plague victims.

“Then we have an accord,” the admiral purred as they shook hands.
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After the human captain left, Kix cleared his throat. The admiral turned to look up at him. “A problem, Mister Baker?”

“It's just … why let them be first, sir? I thought …”

“Ah. There be more to it than my generosity,” the admiral said as he got up and stretched. “His ship can be the guinea pigs,” he said.

Kix caught on and snorted in amusement at the idea.

“You noticed he considered not telling us of the cure?” the admiral asked.

“I saw the hesitation. He thought he had a chance for great profit had he lied and kept his mouth shut. But he came clean.”

“Aye, that he did. Make sure it is the real data he turns over, not a placebo.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“I did take note of one thing,” the admiral drawled.

“Oh?”

“Your report about the ship traffic we saw. You said it was Saladin and it wasn't. T'was Stingy Jack's trail,” the admiral stated mildly.

Captain Baker frowned as he tried to remember to what the admiral was referring to. Finally, he caught on and nodded. “Aye. To be honest, sir, I didn't even see the ion trails.”

“Assumptions are the mother of all frackups. Let's try to keep them down from now on.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“I admit, it doesn't matter now since Stingy Jack is in the hands of madam death,” the admiral drawled. The captain nodded.
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The Arboth class destroyer Slash and Tear picketing Tortuga noted the arrival of a ship on their long-range sensors. It would have been nice to get more details, but they were in the process of carefully cycling the recon drones and satellites in the star system.

It was becoming a problem. Two had been found and destroyed by the enemy. They were pushing the little probe's endurance, and it was showing. Engineering was having to do full teardown and rebuilds on a quarter of the probes that were coming back. One hadn't been recoverable. One other had failed but had been salvaged. Captain Kalua crew was using the guts for parts.

“Another ship. A cruiser,” CIC reported.

The captain nodded. “This should be interesting.”
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Some of the life had returned to the star system over the past several months. A few of the hands had tried to recover what they could. Kix heard a few trying to sell cures to the plague or vaccines. He snorted. Let the buyer beware. And the fools who let themselves be duped deserved what they got.

But, there was one other issue, one that was becoming a problem. Supplies were starting to grow short, especially consumables—food and fresh food for one. The black market was in full force. He was also aware that some were getting shorted while others were hoarding food.

He'd put off doing something about it, but the problem was going to be acute soon. He brought it to the attention of the admiral. The admiral just nodded and told him to handle it.

Easier said than done, the Neochimp thought as he tried to figure out how to handle the situation without stepping on too many toes.
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Captain Wida Dab strolled through the lower decks of the factory ship module. She saw the dark sidelong looks but ignored them for the most part. But after a half hour of going up and down ladders she was starting to get irritable.

It was getting harder to keep her fellow Gnolls in line. The only way was to be brutal, but she couldn't rough them up too badly when they were so shorthanded. She needed every experienced engineer and hand to get the ships going.

When she heard some dark muttering around the corner, she slowed her stride to listen. “Be us pirates or whimps? How long will we put up with this?”

“Yar,” a voice said in agreement. Others said similar sentiments.

“The feds, they be here, watching us, and our ships can do nothin about it! I say it be time we move on. We be the one workin' the most, we engineers!” another voice griped. “We be workin' long hours while others be lordin' it up! Supplies be running short, no more food from the farms on Tortuga!”

“And I take it filling your belly with more than bellyaching is important?” a familiar noncom voice said. She nodded. It was about time she thought as she rounded the corner as the group tried to fade away.

They saw her, ducked their heads and tried to get past her but she blocked the way. Slowly she marched them back the way they'd come, one hesitant backward step at a time.

She put her hand on her whip. She carried it daily now. “These scalawags have loose tongues and too much free time, Mister Bacon,” she said, eyeing the space orc.

“Aye, Skipper, that they be.”

“I think ten lashes for the next man or woman who steps out of line will help them see the errors of their ways,” the Neohyena growled.

More than one engineering tech flinched.

“Aye, ma'am. If we be arrangin' a flogging, we'll throw the schedule off though,” Mister Bacon warned.

“Aye, which is why I prefer to arrangin' them ahead of time. So, I'll let them off with a final warning. Be not testin' my patience again or the admiral's. He be less charitable then me,” she said, fingering her whip handle. “Be off with ya,” she said with a head nod in way of dismissal.

Instantly all six of the scalawags drifted off quickly and quietly.

“That should sink in for a few hours once it be brooded about. But I dunno how long it'll sink in for,” Mister Bacon said in an aside to her. “Some examples might be called for.”

She was tempted. She had to admit that she was tempted to vent some of her frustration and sadism. But she couldn't do it. Not when they needed every hand desperately.

“Aye. But we'll try the soft glove again for a bit longer.”

“Ma'am, if I be higher up on the food chain, I'd be wary of this. And they be right about the supplies. Some be getting' more than their fair share, and we all know supplies are limited. And, some be workin' like dogs, pardon the expression, for not much in profit if any,” he said with a nod to the techs in the distance.

The captain surveyed them and then back. She fingered her whip handle but then nodded. “I'll look into that too. But keep a lid on things or you'll be feelin' my lash too, Mister Bacon,” she said smartly.

“Aye aye, ma’am,” he said, pretending to touch the brim of a nonexistent hat as she made her way off.
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Wida knew about the shortages in supply; it was just one headache of hers among many. She put another email through to Kix, but when he didn't get a response back to her, she arranged a visit to the flagship. She met with the admiral and talked with him alone when they had a quiet moment. “So, we're alone. What do you want, Captain?”

“Am I that obvious?”

“I'd think you were hitting on me, but we're not the same species. Not that it has stopped you before.”

She grinned. “Nay, it hasn't. My current husband case in point,” she said wickedly. “Of course, you had a hand in handfasting us,” she reminded him with a grin.

“True, there be some truth in that,” the admiral admitted, sitting back in his chair. “So? You're here to tell me there is a problem?”

“Ar, be it the supplies or others. Which do you want to hear first?”

“I know about the supply problem. Kix is on it. But it isn't good. Of course that be for us to know and others to guess,” the admiral said. “What's the other?”

“Ar. Not with engineering but with the hands. Tis the pressure. We're wearin' to the nubs. There be no profit in stayin’ overlong, my lord.” She kept her tones formal and ever respectful. She was fully aware of the danger she was placing herself in. Part of her job was to keep the lower ranks in line and to task.

The lion cocked his head thoughtfully for a long moment. Finally, he grunted and began to tap his fingers gently on the edge of the table. “Ar, but this be where the yard is and where the boneyard is.”

She nodded in agreement. “Ar, there is that. But there be talk of movin' on and such. We need to do something. You need to do somethin' or the pirate lords will do somethin' we'll all dislike if you catch my drift.”

The cat's fingers stilled but the tip of his tail and ears twitched. His good eye narrowed ever so slightly. “Have you heard anything?”

“Just scuttlebutt and dross. But it’s' pickin' up. More and more are sayin' such bellyachin’ out loud, if you know what I'm sayin,” she said hastily, laying one finger alongside her nose.

He nodded slowly. “I thank thee for thy support,” he said with a regal nod to her. She bowed ever so slightly.

“You've given me plenty of work, I will admit that,” she said with a laugh. He smiled at her gallows humor. “But do think about it.”

“I have. And I'm still considering the plan. I'll call a meeting and air the points before they fester into a boil.”

“Ar,” she said with a nod. She flicked her short tail and sniffed the air. “My feckless husband seems to be off,” she noted.

He chuckled. “When he heard you were coming, he hopped the first supply shuttle. I'll bet you a gold coin he won't return until you are long gone,” he said.

“Pity, I could use a break and some time to work off some of this stress,” she said, making a show of cracking her knuckles. The admiral chuckled softly. “That's okay; I'll catch up with him eventually.”

“I'll let him know you said that,” he said dryly.

Her eyes twinkled as she winked and then showed herself out.
  


 



Chapter 14
 

The admiral wasn't keen about the pirate lord meeting but he had no choice. He needed to settle things with the lords and quell any potential unrest. And, he needed them to be on board with his plan.

In order to do that and maximize his chances of success, he called in Black Corsage. The excuse was to repair and resupply, but it was a threadbare one at best. He knew Captain Gutt was still bitter over not being able to catch the two Fed tin cans.

When they met up, he couldn't help but twitter the ape over it. “Getting old. Old and slow,” he teased.

The ape snorted, eyes glowering. “Just one. I'd like just one of the bastards to come a little closer. Just one.”

“That's just it, they know your arms’ reach and are smart enough to stay out of it.”

The Neoorangutan gave him a sour look. He shrugged. “Your reputation precedes you.”

Captain Gutt snorted and waved a hand. But his large lips couldn't help but pucker slightly in a smirk. “Well, I can't say it's not nice to be appreciated and feared by the other side.”

“True.”

“So, why the meeting?”

“I think that much is obvious. We need to leave. I'm going to allow the first convoy to go to Dead Man's Hand. I want you to take charge of the convoy and the base.”

“Go as slow as the slowest ship?”

“Nay. They can come at their own best speed. I'll not be havin' any of that. You can go at your best speed too.”

“Ar,” the ape growled in agreement as they walked into the conference room.

He had announced the meeting a day in advance so some ships could get within range of the discussion. Many of the lords attended the conference virtually. They didn't want to risk infection.

“Lively now,” the admiral said, calling them to order.

“Lively? More like lily-livered cowards for not coming over,” Captain Gutt said with a snort. There were some protests from the group.

“Enough. I called ye here to explain my plans. We be leavin' this cursed system soon. Captain Gutt here will be leadin' the first convoy.”

There were yars and ars of agreement over that announcement.

“It'll be on our terms. We take everything we can that's not nailed down. We'll come back for more as time permits, lads and lassies,” the admiral stated.

Heads nodded in agreement. A few looked dubious but others were thoughtful. Most showed signs of relief at finally doing something and getting away from the destroyed base.

Leonidas couldn't blame them; he wanted to get away too. There were too many memories there.
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Captain Dab watched the pilot smoothly follow the buoys that marked the path through the boneyard. Buoys were cheap and everywhere; her machine shops had turned them out when the pirates failed to pick up any they ran across elsewhere.

The solar-powered buoys were also used in nebulas, inside ports, or in thick rubble belts. A small pilot boat like the one she was on was used to move pilots in and out to the big ships. The regular helmsman were just too ham-handed to navigate a big ship in port.

The pilots know the station, base, and yard like the back of their hand. They coordinated with the tug pilots to move the larger ships around through lanes and into docks or mooring spaces.

Ships like the big fat ass bulk freighter coming in behind her.

Logistics were technically not her bailiwick. But she'd had to take a hand into things when the packing had begun. The admiral wanted her people to continue to work right up until he pulled Black Death out. But how were they supposed to do that if he sent the equipment and parts she needed off into the bowels of a ship? She hoped and prayed someone somewhere was keeping a manifest of everything and which ship was carrying what.

She made a mental note to ask Kix about it later. He should know.

Kix had dropped the ball on a few things as of late but seemed to be recovering. Scuttlebutt was that the Horathian betrayal had hit him hard. So had the speculation that his family had been killed. Just about everyone knew someone's brother, cousin, or whatever who'd gone to Horath with the expectation of rising through the ranks.

Now they knew the truth—the bitter, bitter truth. They truly were on their own.

She watched the small pilot boat sneak in-between two larger ships ahead of them. It was a risky maneuver but the pilot had it down. He flipped the tug up on its side perpendicular to the others so there wouldn't be any node interference.

Not that anyone was using their wedges when they were so close together.

They'd made a good dent in the boneyard and prize yard. Actually, there was no more prize yard; every ship there had been serviceable. They were all loaded and getting ready to move out.

And yet, it still had made only a small dent in what they had accumulated over the centuries.

The boneyard had several hundred ships that were going to be left behind along with several dozen station or other components. Her people had worked to strip out as much as they could and loaded them aboard the freighters. Every warship had been stripped to the frame.

She'd found early on that ships that had been in the yard for years were just as worn as those that were relatively fresh. Ships that had come in over the centuries had been picked over and had spent years being neglected.

Ships that had been captured in the past century had been used for centuries with a minimum amount of maintenance. Most had ended up in the prize yard, though some of the small fry or extremely bent-up or old ships had ended up in the boneyard or sold back to the lubbers.

They had a week to finish their checks on Convoy 1. The moment they were clear to go she intended to pull her people and concentrate them on the next convoy. The admiral wanted everything moving and out of the system in a month for security reasons. That meant sleep was about to become a luxury for some.

And that meant mistakes were bound to happen. She'd have to have her people triple check everything with separate inspectors … she frowned and shook her head. That might cause trouble, like finding something missed and throwing the schedule off. But, if they didn't find it and the ship was lost …

She turned her head to the left to note another boat that was docked with a ship. Transfer of pilots between ships could be tricky and dangerous when they were underway. Many did an EVA rather than burn the time for a shuttle to dock. Someone wasn't taking chances. She shook her head ever so slightly at the sight and then turned away.

The shadow of one giant ship made her look up through a porthole. She was one of the three bulk freighters that had just come online. Good. And the tugs had her well in hand, also good. She also didn't need servicing from the yard, which was a bonus all in itself.

If the larger ships tried to use their main engines, the thrust would affect other things around them in the tight confines of the base. If it was used in the yard, eventually the effects would move some of the anchored ships off station.

Big ships were also slower and less maneuverable. The more mass and size they had the harder they were to move and stop.

Things looked well in hand though, so she returned her attention to the paperwork.

The gigs of paperwork she thought in annoyance. What were they, pirates or navy? She tugged on an earring but then sighed and dug in.
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Captain Black scratched an itch as he tried to focus on the job at hand. He'd been exclusively assigned to Black Death's repairs initially, but Captain Dab had pulled him off to work on the other ships when they had to wait on a part or something or other. He was well aware that survivors who had escaped Tortuga were being press-ganged into all of the running ships. They are given a choice, learn or get spaced. Everyone had to play their part—no dross, no dead weight.

He was particularly proud of managing to get three bulk freighters back online. One of the hyperdrives and one of the power plants were what he'd consider iffy, but they were in space and more or less flying on their own. The crew would have to be mindful and attend to their ships needs carefully.

Yesterday Captain Dab had allowed him to resurvey a massive gantry ship. The giant ship rivaled Black Death in sheer size. She had once moved over-sized loads across the stars. The survey had passed muster. Captain Dab had signed off on his idea of putting the ship to work to move the largest parts of the yard.

Which was a good thing considering he had no intention of being left alone when everyone else left.

Now he needed to make his idea work. He scowled as he puzzled over how to fit the pieces. He couldn't move forward with the project and more importantly pitch it to the brass until he had a solid plan in place. Which was turning out to be tricky.
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Leonidas had realized a week after nuking Tortuga that he couldn't do that again. The boneyard was too dispersed as were all the warehouses and such throughout the inner and outer star system. There is not enough missiles to go around.

Nor could he afford to nuke the yard. He has to conserve the few missiles and resources he had left to work with. The same for explosives. He briefly considered sun scuttling the ships, but it would take a lot of work and fuel to move them into degrading orbits to the sun.

Instead, he had settled on stripping the boneyard and loading the material on the prize ships in the various convoys. He'd also agreed to a plan by Captain Black to booby trap random ships in the boneyard and other places. That would keep the Feds at bay. If they were forced to destroy the contents, so be it. Let them waste their missiles and time.

He even let Captain Black make elaborate booby traps with no prize at the center just to screw with the heads of the Feds. They'd think there was something important there, much like the lubbers chased buried gold on old long-lost Terra herself. Needless to say, every warship frame was booby trapped in some way. Most of what he was leaving behind were small fry, ships that had been brought in over the centuries. A few were derelict sections that had come in centuries before his arrival. Those had already been picked over by generations of pirates.

But he'd had them trapped anyway.

And, if they took long enough about clearing it all, the time spent might let him come back for some of the prize later—if he could regroup enough to be confident on raiding the place that was.

Come back with a lot more ships and weapons he thought in anger.

His people began to oversee the final evacuation plan of the star system. Ships that had been brought back online were readied for the journey to Dead Man's Hand, the closest base to him. The four prize ships that had come in were refueled and stuffed with cargo and personnel. They and two dozen other prize ships were ready to go.

When he was confident the first group would survive the journey, he ordered them out with a series of recorded orders for the pirate lords and ships they encountered. Captain Gutt's ship brought up the rear. That was typical of the old ape, to let the others take the first heat.

The personnel and engineers in the yard and orbital works were his most precious resource. He refused to abandon the yard, which meant finding a way to take it apart and move it. A giant undertaking since they had to keep using the thing to get ships ready to move and repair his beloved Black Death.

A germ of an idea was beginning to foment in his mind. He'd have to see the status of a few things and see how the move turned out before he discussed it with anyone though.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Gutt noted the gaggle of ships ahead of him. His people were trying to keep the useless idiots more or less in lines. Twenty-eight freighters, all fat with booty that had been accumulated from all over the area over the centuries. Not to mention hundreds of people, some of them family for some of the crew.

“Try to keep up,” he growled in a transmission to the group. “Last ship gets left behind.”
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The Arboth class destroyer Slash and Tear, watched the pirate movements and activities throughout the star system. The movement of a large convoy force was brought to the attention of the skipper Captain Kalua.

She initially believed it was a reaction force until she was advised it was headed away from them. Then she recalled the activity around the ships over the past several weeks. No doubt the pirates had been stockpiling them with goodies and people at the time.

“They are definitely moving out. It's not a mass exodus, more like a staged withdrawal,” the XO reported.

“I see that. I wonder what they are planning and where they are going,” Lieutenant Commander and ship's captain Angie Kalua stated. She sometimes regretted leaving Caroline for her own first command but not in times like this. Being a picket ship in enemy territory definitely kept one on their toes.

It was also not very conductive to sleep. She had to work out hard sometimes to wear herself out enough to fall asleep.

“From the look of things, they are going to evac north. The question is where they'll stop.”

“Aye. Keep an eye on them and make sure we try to get as much as we can. I'd like to know what they are pulling out.”

“Aye aye, ma'am.”
  


 



Chapter 15
 

Three weeks after the first convoy had left; things were finally falling into place. Leonidas missed Captain Gutt, but he was grateful the other was gone. And he was grateful that they'd managed to send a second and third convoy out along with him.

But, it had thinned out his defenses in the system. No new arrivals had come in, and he knew some would be trickling in eventually. If they hadn't run into the plague he thought with a mental sigh and kick. He should never have gone along with the plan to spread it. He should have seen right through it. Seen it as poisoning his own well.

But he was already damned. He couldn't stop it now, but he'd damn well do his best to keep his people from spreading it among themselves.

Another blasted Fed ship had come in to replace the second. He'd pulled most of the picket back, there was no way they'd catch the little ships. Besides, if he hadn't given the order, he was fairly certain his people would have done so on their own eventually.

He'd sent Saladin out to cover the second convoy. The remaining warships were going to be under his eyes, all guarding the true prize, the yard modules. He was starting to run out of reliable people though, people he could trust for independent command. No matter. A problem to face later.

He'd sent a copy of the cures to Dead Man's Hand with their best doctor. The doctor had promised he'd find a way to make each of the cures. For his sake he'd better deliver when Black Death arrived, Leonidas thought.

Wida and her engineers had stuffed the remaining ships and the big bastard of a transport ship Captain Black had scared up. The thing was ugly, but hopefully, it'd get the job done.

One way or another they'd find out when she tried to enter hyper.

To maximize his chances he'd had the yard engineers split up between many of the ships. They could make what repairs they could while the ship was in flight. It also meant they knew their lives and the lives of their families were riding on their success.

It wasn't quite a mass exodus, but it was shaping up to one. Not quite the orderly withdrawal he'd hoped for, but he'd take what he could at this point he thought.
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Commander Dolon Lycaon was intensely relieved his “wife” Wida wasn't going to make the trip on Black Death. She had elected to stay in one of the bulk freighters with some of the major factory ship components and her core people.

Her people had done what they could for the Death. She was far from what she'd once been, not quite a pale shadow but close. But, she had some weapons on both flanks once more, and all of her defenses on both flanks had been restored. Her stores were only partially recovered though.

All of her reactors, buried deep in the ship's core, had been fine. New plasma runs had been made to patch and repair old ones. The same for control, water, air, and other systems. The ship was even more of a hodgepodge of civilian and military tech than she had been before. All of her precious gun mounts had once been battlecruiser grade. Now they were a mix of types from ships right down to a frigate.

Even the counter missile launchers and missile launchers had been pulled from anything available.

Structural damage had been made good. It wasn't perfect. There were quite a few slapdash repairs and welds that hadn't been ground, but she'd hold. She'd do, and he was confident in her getting them to their new home.

She wasn't perfect, far from it. He was certain though that she'd give the feds a stiff fight and might be able to dish out a surprise or two if it came to blows again. Unfortunately, he was well aware that the feds were working on finding ways to counteract his ship.

But, that was a problem for another time and, for wiser heads than his. He could now focus on the job of an XO, managing the ship and refining her into the weapon she once was.

And, with any luck Wida would be so busy setting up her new yard there she'd completely forget about him.

He'd been tempted to try to put in for an independent command. But most of the ship commands had been prize ships for the retreat. He didn't want to be stuck on some fat half-armed or defenseless prize ship. Nay, he'd wait and bide his time the best he could.
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One of his last acts in the star system was to arrange a picket at each of the jump points. None of the three captains were happy about the duty, but they understood the need to warn their ships that might still be coming in.

Once he had the three set and each had been stocked, the admiral called Brigadoon one last time. Brigadoon was a medium-sized Tauren cruiser. Her Tauren captain was solid and reliable but not very imaginative. His ship was only lightly armed, not that the enemy knew that. The other two cruisers that were to remain behind were light cruisers. “I picked you, Cap'n Hochi, because I believe I can trust you. I can do that, right?”

“Yes, sir. I won't let you down.”

“Good. See that you don't,” the lion growled, eyeing him severely. He was fairly sure that the ships would eventually leave if the Feds didn't drive them out first. They'd head to the other bases and keep a low profile for some time until they thought he'd forgotten about it.

At least, he hoped that was what they'd do. There was no profit in staying around waiting for the Feds to show up. But a few of the crews had kin still out and about.

“Stick to the code,” Captain Baker said over his shoulder. He turned to look at him, but the Neochimp had already turned away.

“I'm putting a bounty out on the first ship to bring proof they killed a navy ship. So, remember that,” the admiral said.

“Yar,” the captain replied, perking up ever so slightly.

“And, we've got the cure. We'll be manufacturing it in Dead Man's Hand. The likes of you get yours for free, mates, for doin' this service.”

“Yar,” the captain said, now standing up straight. He squared his shoulders. The admiral could just faintly pick out the buzz of people talking about what he'd just offered behind the captain.

“Yar, we appreciate it, Admiral,” the captain said with a tip of his finger to his wide brimmed hat.

“Tisn't booty, but it is life. Remember that,” the admiral said as he signed off.

“Captain,” he said sternly, turning to his Neochimp captain.

“Aye, sir. Awaiting your order, sir.”

“Then make it so.”

“Aye,” Captain Baker said as he turned to the bridge crew. “Alert the other ships. Set course for the Tau-33ZD jump point. Tis time we say good bye to this accursed system and on to another,” he growled gruffly.

The admiral tucked his hands behind him as he watched his ship get underway. The other ships in the last convoy to leave lit off their engines and followed. It was a glorious but painful sight. So many memories in Tortuga, now gone.
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“There they go. The last of them are headed out to the Tau-33ZD Black Hills jump point. We've confirmed the course based on our updated navigational charts,” the navigator stated.

“Very well,” the captain rumbled in acknowledgment.

The Arboth class Commander Bentley had replaced Slash and Tear two months prior. They still had a month to go before another ship came to relieve them.

The good news was, with everyone leaving there was less risk of someone finding them. But it was getting a little boring and lonely all of a sudden. Being a cheeky rabbit dancing just out of their reach had been fun.

Even if it went against the grain for a Naga like him. A Naga was a predator; they were supposed to be the hunters not the hunted. The entire thing had seemed bizarre.

But, apparently, nothing lasts forever. The hunters had gotten tired of the chase. Now each of the three cruisers were setting up between jump points. Most likely to allow themselves to ambush or alert other ships that came in.

They might as well be sounding off alarms. They'd been so noisy setting up shop that his people had easily located them and sicced a recon drone on each. Now that they didn't need to cover Black Death they were recalling the surplus recon drones to be able to keep a close eye on the remaining enemy warships.

“I see that,” the Naga captain said dryly. He swiveled several eyes to his XO. “I do have eyes. But I also am not budging.”

“Sir, we could ambush one of them …”

“We're not leaving our station. It could be a trick,” Captain R'x'r'r stated. That was unusual for one of his species, but he'd been drilled to not break rank or orders unless it was for a damn good reason.

“How so, sir?”

“They could have a couple ships jump out at the far jump point while the rest loop back here. We're not going to break station and our mission orders and report it. We keep our butts here and our eyes peeled for any surprises.”

“Aye aye, sir,” the XO said dubiously.
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Captain Baker looked at the video feed of the flag bridge. He noted the admiral stoically standing and watching the large monitor. He switched views and realized it was from one of the stern cameras.

The admiral was watching them leave.

All of a sudden it sank in that they were leaving Tortuga. Perhaps for the last time. Tortuga and Black Death had been his home for over a century. It had been heart-wrenching to destroy the base, and now this.

He'd love to spend some “quality time” with the bastards that had forced such changes in their lives.
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Captain Dab sat back with relief. She was bone tired; the last few weeks had been a killer. She wasn't happy that they'd dropped to half rations; she'd love to have a steak, extra rare. But it was not to be.

If she'd known, that she would have left the ship in someone else's hands and taken the ride on Black Death. She knew that the admiral set a better table than what the freighter had. But she'd been so tired she hadn't thought of that.

Oh, well. Chalk it up to a minor oversight on her part. Hopefully, the only one she'd made.

She snorted at herself after a long moment. Fat chance on that.

She turned the ship's news on but noted the vid feed was of the departure. She didn't care about that. She logged in to the computer and checked out the logs and the engineering status boards. Everything was fine.

She'd need to have a plan in place to put the yard back together ASAP once they were in Dead Man's Hand. Unless of course the admiral wanted to go further. She wasn't sure about that. Once they'd started running, it might be hard to stop.

She fought a yawn but then gave up and let herself yawn. She smacked her lips and looked around, but there wasn't a drink in sight and no one to serve her one. She had her quarters to herself. Her reputation had apparently been enough to insure she had some privacy. She snorted in amusement over that.

She scanned the manifests again but her heart really wasn't in it. She felt her eyes blur and then decided enough was enough. She relaxed, stretching out fully and then let her breathing slow as she settled into a well-deserved rest.
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Captain Hochi knew how the game was played. Sure, the admiral had left him and his two counterparts fully stocked up in supplies, but he'd also booby trapped the supplies in the star system. The lion had also been a bastard and hadn't warned him which were safe and which weren't.

That meant he couldn't resupply nor could the two light cruisers under his nominal command.

Which meant they had a ticking clock, one that he was all too fully aware of.

“How long do we stay?” his XO asked dubiously as they watched the plot. He asked it so softly the first time the captain didn't quite hear it. Only a repeat made the captain's torn left ear twitch toward him and then he turned his massive head as he came to a decision.

It was important to keep the crew firmly behind him. That meant he had to show obedience to the admiral's orders while also looking out for their own. Not that he had much left; none of his family had survived to get off of Tortuga.

“Call the quartermaster. Have her find out how much we've got of everything. Then work with the navigator to find out how long it'd take to get to Virgin Holes with a five percent overage.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me—supplies. Once we have the number, we'll know how long we can stay based on what's left.”

“Aye,” the XO said with a nod. “We won't be followin' the admiral's wake?”

“Nay, for he wants us to remain until we're completely drained. What then? Nay, I see to my crew first. There be no profit in stayin’ overlong. If any come after we're gone, they be on their own.”

The XO nodded. “Sharks be in the water.”

“Aye. There be sharks now. T'would be best we hunt elsewhere soon.”
  


 



Chapter 16
 

Dead Man's Hand

Captain Samoyd Chen was heartily glad to see the stars again as his cruiser Seydlitz wearily escorted her consort into the pirate-held star system.

Seydlitz might be an elderly Admiral Hipper class heavy cruiser with a lot of light years on her, but she was a sight better than the Tauren medium freighter, Booty'licious, they were escorting. Three jumps back the freighter had developed a harmonic in her nodes and had been forced to downgrade to the low octaves of alpha band.

Really low as in the bottom two octaves for their last jump. Which had stretched what had otherwise would have been a five-week jump into twelve. It had been agonizing and draining on both ships’ companies and their supplies.

And, no matter what the ships’ engineers or his engineers for that matter did, they couldn't nail down the root cause. Therefore, they couldn't get the ship back up to speed. There was no way, no way in hell she'd make it all the way to Tortuga.

Which had turned their long journey into an even longer and complicated one.

He turned to the XO. They had already flashed their IFF, and he was confident there wouldn't be any trouble. “Remind the crew that we may be in a friendly port but it's not what it seems. We don't need any loose tongue nor do we want them getting suspicious. If anyone can't play the game, they stay on board.”

“Aye, sir. I know the drill,” the XO said with a nod.

The captain gave him a gimlet eye. “Good. But be sure. I want the bosun on every work party. No one comes on board.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Sir, we've got a course to the port,” the navigator said.

“Understood,” he said, pitching his voice to the bridge watch. “Set course for the base. Make sure they know we are low on consumables and that the ship we're with has an engineering casualty.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Will they even care, sir?” the XO asked in a low aside.

“We're on the same side,” the captain said quietly. “Keep that firmly in mind for the time being.”

“What about that freighter. If we can't get her up to speed, are we going to leave her behind?”

“No. She's got some of our scientists on board, plus equipment and samples. We've got nondiscretionary orders to get her back to Tortuga.”

“Even if she's as slow as a turtle?”

“I think you're giving turtles a bad name; I've seen them faster than that tub,” the skipper replied. “We have to do it. Unless of course you want to see if we can find a ship to transfer them to? I'm not sure it would be a wise idea.”

“Oh, I was thinking an accident during transfer would rid us of some of the fleas, but it could be disasterous for us as well. Understood, sir.”

“Good. We'll play it by ear.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Three days later the two ships arrived in port. By then Captain Chen was in a bad mood. His requests for supplies and engineering support had been laughed at by the base personnel. They'd openly scoffed at his duly-signed orders for support that had come from Horath.

He was ready to ream some ass but was unsure if he outranked everyone involved. And he had to be careful; the damn pirates were imposing. The last thing he wanted was for him or one of his people to get their throats ripped out or challenged to a deathmatch in the dome.

Dead Man's Hand lived up to its reputation. It was a dead port for the most part. It was another hollowed-out rock in an otherwise boring star system. They did have a small boneyard and prize yard, but apparently everything was supposed to be shipped to Tortuga and then on to ports closer to the capital.

The hollowed-out rock was ten kilometers in diameter and lacked the internal hollowed-out core of Tortuga. It was reportedly a warren of passages. There was no docking ring; ships making port had to park and then shuttle over.

He took Seydlitz's pinnance over with a marine detachment. He arrived in full uniform at the boat bay but there was no welcome party. As he looked around, he noted it was dim and foreboding also not well maintained. He could see some stains and patched-together hardware.

His lip curled slightly at such sights.

He nodded to the master-at-arms as the man ordered a detail to watch the shuttle. Given some of the looks by a few of the people slouching around the perimeter of the bay, it was a wise idea. There was no telling if he'd have a functional shuttle to return to if they didn't mount a guard.

When they went out into the open corridor, it was more of the same. Hoses, cables, and such were run everywhere and weren't secured. Or, in some cases they were only minimumly secured. Hatches were open as were covers. There were signs of fight damage too. He idly fingered a blaster scar. Someone had patched it but hadn't bothered to ground it down.

Sometimes he wondered if that was a thing for the Gather Fleet. Were they all slobs and lazy lay abouts? Or was this what they passed for as art? He wasn't sure.

When his eyes caught a man looking suspiciously like he wanted a handout, he went over to him. The balding man looked alarmed but then stood up straight. “You there, where is the commanding officer's office?”

“In the core. But nay go there unless you have to. What'dya need?”

“Support. Fuel, consumables, and engineering support for the ship I'm escorting.”

“Aye, best try the markets. There be some parts there, but I'd pick over them carefully.” He held a hand out, pointing in a vague direction down one corridor. “Follow the signs.”

“Okay,” Captain Chen drawled. He turned to look at the man. The man had the same hand cupped as if he was seeking a tip.

He had been warned about that by Captain Layafette and his time on Tortuga. He pulled out a coin and snapped it in half at the score line, then again until he had a quarter piece. “I'll give you this if you keep watch on my shuttle and give me some names of people who are relatively honest traders.”

“Oh aye, I can hook you up, sure thing, mate,” the balding man said, grinning as he took the quarter piece. He examined it and then bit it to make sure it was real gold. He spat on the deck and then pocketed the piece. “Aye, you'll be needing to talk to Kareem for fuel. He runs the tanker. Dajan has some of the best food. He has an in with the farms and can get you almost anything you want if tis in season.”

“And engineering support?”

“Ye be a bit out of luck there. Dead Man's Hand doesn't have a lot,” the balding man pointed to the hatch to the boat bay. Captain Chen turned back to look and noted a hand staked out above the hatch. “That be the last chief engineer we had. Lost a fight in the dome. Someone wanted to replace the hand that'd been stolen there. This place be thick with thieves and scoundrals so watch yer'self.”

“I'll keep that in mind. But why would they want a hand?”

The man shrugged. “Use it for scrimshaw or to make a goblet or some like. Or one of the canines wanted the bones to chew on, who knows,” he said, spitting again.

“Okay. Well, if you can find me a parts guy and someone who knows a thing or two about Tauren ships, I'd be willing to pay you another quarter.”

“Aye, I can do that,” the man said with a nod. “Regis might have Tauren parts. Thompson might also, but he's pricy. I'll check.”

“The ship has a node harmonic—a bad one.”

“Ah, those parts be scarce here. I'll check,” the man said with a nod. It was only when he limped off that Captain Chen noticed the man had a missing foot. He was also missing a name.

He frowned. And, come to think of it, he'd screwed up in tipping the other man's hand on what he wanted. No doubt word would spread and prices would rise. Not good.

He pulled out his communicator and called the ship to order the quartermaster over. They were going to have to have an expert in on the bartering.

Meanwhile, he decided he could at least try to find the commanding officer. Someone had to lead this asylum. There was no way Admiral Ishmael would leave the inmates in charge.

At least, he hoped not at any rate.
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Lieutenant Chuck Ubber wished the skipper had let him take the lead on the supply issue. The captain had disappeared into the depths of the station in a vain attempt to find someone in charge. He'd had to come over in the cruiser's only cargo shuttle to see what he could find. He'd also posted a guard, and he'd had the foresight to bring a grav lift and some trade goods.

Not that he expected to find much. But at the moment they would settle for just about anything. And he knew from his experience on Tortuga that goods from Horath were highly prized.

The market was a bazaar of tents and awnings. All of them were ragged. Some were bedecked with Gothic gear. Skins and leather were a thing there. So were bones. Live animals and slaves too, though he avoided the slave market. He had a feeling it was going to be tough to pay for the supplies the skipper wanted, let alone the luxuries.

He was heartily glad to be in his own domain but was wary. He felt the eyes on him. He was a newcomer, and he was pretty sure they were trying to size him up to see if he was a sheep ready to be shorn or a wolf in sheep's clothing.

Let the buyer beware indeed he thought, noting some of the shoddy or old merchandise. Some of the sellers were a bit sketchy. One or two seemed drunk, but others were falling over themselves to get his attention.

Those he was particularly wary of as well as the kids milling about. He didn't want or need his pockets picked. That wouldn't sit well with his professional reputation or with the skipper.

He was well aware that the people in port, the merchants, were the real ones who got rich. It was always the way; the outfitters and bartenders made a killing while the hunters tried to scrounge up a fortune. Gather ships had been known to squander their ill-gotten gains in port for a pittance. And, if the merchants knew you were in need of something, you were in trouble.

So, he was doubly annoyed with the skipper for letting the port rat know just what they were after.

“Might as well get this over with,” he muttered as he went to a sign that said Kareem's fuel.
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Captain Fisher shook her head when she got the news that they were stuck in Dead Man's Hand. That was actually what she'd intended all along. She flicked a bit of fluff out from under one claw. As a bobcat she might seem diminutive, but she was quite capable of ripping someone's throat out. She just wasn't normally a violent person, probably why she'd gotten saddled with command over a prize ship instead of an actual warship.

They'd done their duty in spreading the plague. And she wasn't happy about it. Not at all. The more her people had interacted with the techs on board her ship, the more she'd come to realize something fishy was going on.

For one thing the humans kept to themselves and didn't like to interact with her crew. They treated her crew more or less with barely disguised distaste. Like something they had dug out from their shoe.

Which bothered her. Couple that with their mission to spread death for every species, including her own, bothered the hell out of her. You just didn't do that! And why other species and not humans? She'd gotten that out of one of the techs. The slip had been small, but it had made her decide to move from passively following orders to actively doing something about it.

Hence her ship developing a “glitch” in her node harmonics that forced her speed to drop. It was software, and she'd spent enough time in the computers as a navigator to know how to mimic one successfully. Most of her crew didn't even know what she'd done. Those that did were keeping mum about it. That was probably for the best.

Her brief interactions with Captain Chen told her that the man didn't like her. They'd never socialized, and he had not agreed to her request to stop at Harlot's Dream to resupply, which was his mistake.

Had they stopped she would have had the glitch then and there or maybe not. She'd only thought of it after they'd passed Sparkling Seas. It was only then that she had gone through her orders to find a way out of the mess she'd been dumped into. There she'd found the orders for Chen's ship to escort hers. He couldn't move on until Booty’licious could.

She had to smirk a little at that. He was probably foaming at the mouth. And, he had to deal with the port. Good luck with that. Since he was her escort commander, he had to find a way to scrounge up supplies for both ships, not just his own.

And she wasn't going to go out of her way to help him, not until she had to.

With any luck they'd be stuck in Dead Man's Hand for weeks, quite possibly months until someone showed up to take the techs and hardware off her hands. If she had her way, the entire lot would be sent straight into the damn sun.

But, until that happened or the brass showed up, she was just going to sit there and wait.
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Captain Chen was heartily tired of the base by the time he parted ways with it. He hadn't found the base commander; whoever he or she was didn't want to be found. He couldn't even get a name or gender. Everyone he had asked had shrugged it off.

He had come back pissed, but that had worn off slightly into a grudging sulk when he found that Lieutenant Ubber had gotten a bit luckier than he had. A fuel shuttle was attached to each ship. They were finishing up there. And the cargo shuttle had brought over a load of food. The XO reported some of the meat was freezer burned, but at this point he didn't care.

The big problem was the node harmonic. He couldn't just leave the damn ship as much as he'd love to do so. Nor could he take the equipment on board, his cruiser didn't have the room. So, until they found the parts, they weren't going anywhere.
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Harlot's Dream

Commodore Gena Drufeather was not happy about the report of some sort of outbreak in the market, sickbay, and lower decks. She had enough to deal with. Word was that damn prize ship that had come in from Sparkling Seas had brought it. She had just confirmed that the ship's crew were sick. No doubt they'd picked up some bug from their last port of call, and some idiot had spread it throughout the market.

From there it had spread and was continuing to spread.

She'd ordered people to be checked out who were sick. It was starting to hit some of the stations’ departments, nothing critical yet but her department heads were already complaining.

The Neosaber tooth female barred her teeth in annoyance. As if she needed any more trouble.
  


 



Chapter 17
 

Sparkling Seas

Captain Janice Yu grimaced as she read the latest report from Mahoney. Mahoney might be a smaller hospital ship but her crew was the most experienced. They were taking the lead on the trio of hospital ships she was escorting.

Well, hospital ships and two support ships she had to ride herd on.

To be honest, if she'd known that the outbreak was so bad and getting a handle on it would have taken so long, she would have gladly sent Captain Zlanka's division mate, Sybil Harper, back to the capital with the news. It hadn't been that bad at their last stop! Of course, the Governor Magistrate had been one major reason why. The man might be a crotchety, old ruthless bastard but he'd managed to limit the spread of the plagues by strict quarantine. He'd also realized that humans weren't being infected, so he'd used his own species to treat the infected.

He'd also been grudgingly grateful over the services from her ships. They'd vaccinated those who hadn't been infected and had helped with treating the survivors. They'd done what they could for the children at his insistence, starting with a young Neobonobo boy.

She'd given him the basic gift package reintroducing them to the Federation, but he'd made it clear he hadn't wanted to be brought in the line of fire between them and the pirates. Until they saw an end to piracy in the region, they were going to go it alone.

In a way she couldn't blame him, though it was stupid, short sighted, and self-defeating. At least with the Federation, they could draw on aide and provide support to destroy the pirates.

The funny thing was that according to the medics, someone had intervened. They weren't sure how, but there was protein evidence of applied medical nanotech in many of the survivors. A blood check had been puzzling though; there were no nanites present. There were signs that a few of the survivors had been given some sort of vaccine.

But who had done it and why remained an open question. Hopefully, ONI would find some way to shed some light on the puzzle later.

According to the governor's database, a ship had passed through recently, a yacht, the Oliver Twist. She had headed west without any signs of the plague. Janice had been tempted to follow, but instead, she'd headed south to where there were a string of agro worlds.

She'd thought initially Sparkling Seas with its island chains and continents would have been only lightly touched by the plagues. All early indications had confirmed that, which was why she'd sent the light cruiser on ahead before fully grasping the situation on the ground. Now she was kicking herself over it.

What she did know made for grim reading and some sleepless nights. How the hell could the pirates do that? It was one thing to inflict pain and suffering on a small scale, but this? Granted, they were above it all; they never really saw their victims. It still felt like they were cutting their own throats though.

She'd gladly do them the service if they didn't do it themselves though.

“Bastards,” she murmured, looking at the blue marble.

Sparkling Seas was mostly water with a pair of medium-sized continents spaced halfway around the planet from each other—one in the northern hemisphere, the other in the southern hemisphere. The natives did a lot of sailing to move goods between continents, if they did so at all.

The one small bit of a silver lining about it all was that they'd picked up news of a visiting pirate ship. It had been months ago, but according to the surviving locals, most of them her own species of human she thought in bitter self-reproach, had told her people that a prize ship had come by and had headed to a pirate base in the area.

Based on her updated stellar charts, that would be Harlot's Dream. She'd been tempted to scout the base, but Shelby had anticipated her and had issued orders to prevent her from doing so and tipping their hand.

If the news was true, it put the prize ship passing through sometime after the planet had been infected. Which meant the prize crew might have picked up one or more of the bugs when they'd visited the planet.

Which sucked for them she thought with cold satisfaction. Them and their base.

It didn't bode well for the other ship that had passed through a week after the bastards in Seydlitz had. The civilians had been lucky to have missed the pirates. But, unfortunately, they hadn't missed the plagues. They'd taken the warning but had been low on fuel. Since Sparkling Seas was on the doorstep of a pirate base, they'd taken the chance to refuel.

And most likely paid for it with their lives she thought.

The good news was if any survivors on the ship managed to keep it together to get out, they'd be arriving in the capital. And weren't they in for a surprise when they did! She shook her head in amusement at that thought.

She did have to admit they were picking up a good bit of detail while remaining in orbit. The surviving natives loved the idea of the new Federation sector capital being four jumps away. They were also interested in joining the Federation, if only to get rid of the damn pirates.

Which meant two parts of her three major mission objectives was complete in that star system. They'd shown the flag and applied the cures to the plagues. And her people were working on the third, picking up every scrap of intel they could about the planet and surrounding area.

The good news was that they had no problem applying the cure to the natives. The bad was that there were few survivors to give it to. And, those that were still alive were widely dispersed.

In order to get the surviving population completely over to their side, they needed to take out Harlot's Dream and establish a picket.

Given the star system was a crossroads that made a bit of sense. Not that they currently had enough ships to do that at the moment.

Oh, and they had another bit of good news; they had plenty of fish and seafood. Most of the native's fishing fleets were docked, but the few that weren't had no problem supplying her ships and people with fresh protein.

Another week. Just one more to let them sort out the islands on the planet. If the medics tried for longer, she'd send one of the support ships back with news to the capital. She'd been tempted to do so before. After all, it was just four jumps, but they'd needed the support ships.

She shook her head. She should have taken on a courier; she should have insisted on it.

A little late now, Janice, she thought in self-reproach.

In a week Sybil Harper should return with news of the star system they were supposed to be heading to next. She'd planned on being at the jump point by then. Now that was going to change. So be it.

But only a week. Anything more and she was going to send the damn tanker back to whistle up some additional help.
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Tau-1252

Slash and Tear returned with news of the evacuation of Tortuga. Shelby kicked herself for not anticipating the move. Had she done so she might have been able to send a cruiser or two around to ambush one or more of the convoys and returned the favor to the pirates.

Annoyed with herself she checked the clock and then her logs. There was no time to catch the first, not without having to go out of their way to do so.

The first convoy hadn't had much of an escort, just the one cruiser. Would the others do the same? She wasn't sure. Was the Neolion clearing them out while he concentrated his warships to come after her?

That thought made her hesitate further.

She bit her lip as she considered her options. There were only two ambush points her people could get to. The best was Tau-33ZD Black Hills. The destroyed star system would be the perfect ambush point. Nebula and debris clouds, not to mention residual radiation, would give her ships great cover. Better yet it was only two jumps away. The other was much further afield and harder to get to. It was also closer to Dead Man's Hand.

The question was could she afford the risk of uncovering her defenses a little to do so?

She set the thought aside as she considered her other deployment.

A corvette was on its way to the Tau-1929 jump point. She was destined to end up in Lebynthos as a picket with the courier she'd stationed there. The next trip by the Conestoga would bring them material to help support their mission there. The civilian ship had already dropped off some supply pods for the courier. Her next mission would drop off a small cargo shuttle and the core of a modular station complete with solar panels. She would also drop off a gas refinery platform and supplies to keep them on station for several months. Now that she had a functional orbital fortress at each jump point, she planned to use the smaller warships to cycle through Lebynthos and any other picket every six months or so.

She had even issued orders for the Beta convoy to drop an ansible platform in Lebynthos.

She went back to the report from Slash and Tear and cursed softly. Damn! One cruiser, from the report it had to be Black Corsage, covering twenty-eight fat unarmed prize ships. What a haul! Her people wouldn't be able to cover them all but damn!

But, she didn't really have the ships to send. Not at the moment.

Puglia. Puglia might be a good option. But a single light cruiser wasn't enough. The enemy mounted heavy cruisers after all. She'd need help. Her inventory was a bit bare though. She had four heavy cruisers and two light cruisers in her cupboard. If she sent one heavy cruiser and one light cruiser … she didn't like the odds of their stopping Black Death if she came over the hyperwall with blood in her eye.

But the risk might be outweighed by the rewards. No doubt her cruiser skippers would argue that. And would Ishmael anticipate it? Obviously, he hadn't anticipated it with the first deployment. But, then again, had he realized she wouldn't have been able to get ships into position to stop the first one in time?

She shook her head. All the strategic double thinking made her want a drink.

If she did send a heavy cruiser, it would almost have to be Strike in the Dark. Otto had done well in command of the aborted Kill Force. His decision to return had made the difference in the capital's survival.

She hesitated, fingers hovering over a virtual keyboard.
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Boni noted the commodore's indecision. She wished she could help. The human woman would listen to her, use her as a sounding board, but at the moment she hadn't asked.

And, as a junior officer, it wasn't her place to step in and offer advice.

She was curious though—would the commodore play it safe or would she take the risk and try to hammer the heart out of the enemy? Or would she keep her force in favor of moving into Tortuga? She laid odds that the commodore would be more intent on the real prize.

<()>^<()>
 

Shelby shook her head. Hang it, she wanted to send them but she couldn't. She just couldn't. She decided to table the matter for the time being, but she was pretty sure her reasoning in holding them back was sound. If Ishmael did move out, she'd have the ships move in after him. If he didn't and came after her, well, she'd have them on hand to defend the capital.
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Captain Zeb listened to the reports and flicked his feather-like antenna as the ship's A.I. pointed out the deployment of the corvette. He wished his ship was going too.

No, correction, he didn't. Zeng He was needed where she was at. What he truly wished was for his ship and others to go on the offense. He'd love to be in Tortuga ripping them apart.

He was still thinking of possible tactical proposals when CIC reported an arrival at the Tau-1929 jump point.

<()>^<()>
 

Shelby read the report from Donner. Captain Twitch had done right to send the ship back with his logs as well as news of Félicité and even a clone of Felicite's cloned database. Her people were already working on that. No doubt Lieutenant Slatery was a happy camper.

The question was, would Commodore Richards stop and pick the ship up? Should she send a ship to get it? If she did it'd almost have to be a warship. But was the engineering spaces and crew of a warship all the derelict needed to get back underway?

She could see sending a destroyer like Demon Chaser on a run to get a prize crew to the ship. But would the destroyer's limited engineering compartment be enough to get the Mersey class cruiser functional again? Never mind stuffing her with irreplaceable personnel.

What she couldn't do was send a cruiser. And it would bother the hell out of her if she did deploy them and then she found out Commodore Richards had stopped to pick Félicité up.

No. She decided she'd stand pat for the moment. If the next courier reported that the commodore hadn't stopped, she could revisit the decision then.
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A day after Donner's arrival in port the first sublight destroyer was launched from the yard. The Arboth class destroyer Edson had taken nearly three times as long as projected to get out of the yard. She lacked a hyperdrive and many of the components that would normally make her a starship, but only until they could find a way to make good on their absence. For the time being, she was trapped in the star system as a chained guard dog.

Congratulations were sent from all ships and stations throughout the star system. Shelby considered having a ceremony but then decided it was more important for everyone to get back to work. They could do something about a formal commissioning ceremony when the ship got her hyperdrive in the future.
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It seemed like events were picking up as the Sparkling Seas jump point defenders went to red alert at the arrival of a ship.

The Tauren bulk freighter listed a bit but then corrected. An interrogation of her crew had the defenders scurrying to send over a medical team. News had spread through the star system that the ship was a plague ship.

Shelby wasn't the only one unhappy about the news. She shivered. And what a way to cap a week she thought in annoyance. Apparently the ship had picked up the plagues after visiting the mostly water world. They'd been desperate to get the fuel so they could move on. Their risk had exposed their crew, and the survivors had paid dearly for it.

They were lucky to be alive at all. It had been a long four-jump journey to get to her. They'd been turned away from Tau-Bin63A4.

They could have dropped out of hyper and been marooned at any time or never dropped out at all she thought. Then she shook her head. That wasn't true. Nothing in hyper stayed there forever. Once the ship's hyperdrive failed, she would have eventually either translated out or hit a grav wall and disintegrated.

The good news was that news of the Federation had spread. They'd confirmed that. They'd also confirmed that Janice had visited the planet, but Governor Magistrate Scrooge had been a bastard and had refused them medical care.

She signed off on treating the crew and the usual maintenance check on the ship. No doubt as soon as the survivors recovered, they'd want to barter to get any required repairs to their ship.

And, no doubt they'd want a milk run to get back in the saddle she thought, making a note to figure something out.
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Governor Adrienne smiled as she met with Fred Muggs once more. He knew from her call that she was a bit nervous about the plague ship and that some of the ships were leaving. He couldn't help it though.

But, a part of his duty was to be the diplomat and stroke them to calm their nerves. Not that he expected it to do much good.

He was surprised when she didn't have him cool his heels in her outer office but invited him right in. “Sorry, I caught the next available flight.”

“A call might have sufficed,” she said.

True, but she'd given him an excuse to get out of his quarters. Phoebe's rants and drinking was wearing on his nerves. Not that he was going to admit that.

“I thought you wouldn't appreciate the time delay,” he replied instead, smiling slightly. She offered him a drink, and he nodded, taking a coffee. “So, your message said this wasn't urgent but it was in regards to the navy's deployments as well as our recent arrival?” he prompted after a sip of coffee.

The coffee wasn't that great. It was some sort of artificial mix someone had cooked up somehow. He took another sip and then set the cup down and proceeded to ignore it. He'd done his polite duty by sampling it.

“Yes. I know you can't comment on the deployments,” she said with a flick of her hand.

He cocked his head. “I wouldn't think the deployment of a corvette would bother you. Not with the recent commissioning.”

“True,” she said with a smile of her own. “I was asked.” She shrugged. “She headed south, so I'm assuming to a neighboring world?”

“Yes. She'll be a tripwire for us.”

“Ah. Okay,” she said with a nod. “The plague ship though, why didn't those ships you sent out on the Western Mission stop them?”

“Simple, they left before the mission arrived,” he replied with a shrug.

She blinked and then nodded. “So that's how it is.”

“Pretty much. You have to remember, old ships can be slow, very slow. And ships with a plague on board? Sapping their strength?” He shook his head in sympathy. “They were lucky to get here at all.”

She nodded and even gave a little shiver. “But they will recover?”

“Yes to some degree. Some of the worst afflicted are permanently scarred. The survivors are determined to go on though.”

“Ah.”

“I'd expect you'll hear them trying to recruit from your people when they've sufficiently recovered and gotten their ship fixed up by the navy,” he stated.

She nodded and took a sip of her own drink. “I'll remember that,” she said dryly.

“Is there anything else?”

She snorted. “I hate having you come all the way across the star system for that,” she said with a shake of her head. He shrugged. “But, since you are here, I've got a list of questions about Federation membership. We're moving into the next phase, and I'm working on setting up the elections now.”

He blinked and then smiled. That was good news, though not really news. The scuttlebutt had been around for some time.

“If you could possibly help me with a few of the answers now? If there isn't any trouble?”

He checked his implants and then shrugged. “My ferry doesn't leave for another half shift so I'm at your disposal. There isn't any trouble. What do you need to know?” He accessed his implants and brought up the FAQ list and search bar.

“Well … the clarification on a few things like the small business tax code would help …”
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Ayuma was surprised when he had been shipped back to work in the shipyard for a week. True, he had experience, but on other lines, not the construction line. He was also in college, but apparently, the brass was considering that an elective? When he'd brought it up to the chief he'd gotten “the look.” After that he'd kept his mouth shut and done what he was told.

Which brought him to his current occupation, using a buck shape and beading die hammer to get a shape into a panel. The shop steward had said they were working on stamping dies for the dedicated part, but until they got the dies and another press, he was stuck making the parts.

It was tough. He had to hang on to the piece while the die worked, and he had to be careful to follow the line exactly. He understood the importance though; by adding the dimples and lines into a metal, it stiffened the panel significantly.

He just wished they'd hurry up and get the dies so someone else could do the damn job.
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Lieutenant Fixer shook her large heart-shaped head as she inspected the design of the habitat. It was an old one, and it was a problem—a big problem for her. Well, for the people living in it she corrected herself. They were the ones with the real problem; she'd just been called in by the commodore to consult.

She'd seen it when they'd visited and had warned the people when they'd rebuilt the facility. It was all documented and wonder of wonders they weren't disputing it. But they had gotten the governor to ask the commodore for her “advice” on resolving the leak and cracking problems. The occupants didn't want to move into a new habitat. Something about tradition and such, all silly to her. If something was that old and you wanted and could afford to make a new home, do so! But apparently there was some sentimentality involved.

Which meant she had to come up with something for them to try to do on their own. Something budget friendly.

Apparently the original designer, it had to have been a civilian, no true engineer would do something like this, had used what they'd had to create a habitat. It was supposed to be a shielded habitat with the base's water supply held in a water jacket around the exterior of the habitat.

Good in theory, but there was a flaw, one they hadn't handled. The side of the habitat exposed to the sun tended to heat to 300C+. When that happened the water rapidly expanded into steam. On the shadow side, it tended to freeze instantly and also expand, usually bursting pipes if the system couldn't move the water fast enough. It was a good way to crack a habitat. It was why they were constantly losing water and having problems with the hull.

What bugged her was that a water jacket had been used in some ancient habitats. It was old school and well-known for its flaws. A layer of lead and rock was best if you couldn't get away with modern tech. Even water radiators would work if they were designed to take into account the rapid cooling and heating of the fluid within.

Lead was heavy though, so she could see why they'd opted for the cheaper alternative. Lead paint might help if it was put down in layers. But they needed to find a way to restructure the habitat. She could engineer it for them, but she wasn't going to build it. They were on their own there. It could also be expensive, almost as much as building from scratch.

Not that they apparently cared. Nor did they care about “preserving the historical accuracy” of the original habitat design.

Whatever. She banged out the plan and then shot it off and then returned her attention to more important matters.

Her people were being pulled in so many directions. So many! The Dyson sphere project was just one among many that had been added to the growing list of things that they needed to oversee. And everything seemed to have a high priority.

She'd more or less signed off on the yard dog's redesign of the shipyard. It was basically off the shelf, nothing really drastic in changes to the engineering. The same for the base expansions.

The inflated asteroid was another project her people were handling. They'd just had their second success. Getting all the variables right had been moderately tricky. She freely admitted a healthy dose of Lady Luck's blessings might be involved.

On top of that, she had been asked to go over the blueprints for the habitats for the ground. They had worked them out well in advance, modular buildings that could be fast erected to expand a spaceport or city by the grounders they visited. But, with the plague on everyone's mind, the commodore had asked her to redo the hospital complexes with that in mind.

Which was a tall order. She'd made it clear she couldn't do everything. The project had fallen between the cracks, and Mahoney's convoy of ships had missed her redesign.

She was still waiting on catching hell over that, if the commodore had even noticed. One thing she wasn't going to do, call attention to the oversight. Not when she had other things to do. What was it that the Terrans liked to say? Juggling too many balls?

It was a nice time to be an engineer … if they'd let her slow down a bit to enjoy it!
  


 



Chapter 18
 

Tau-1929

Governor Lor was amused when Shro complained about more ships passing through their star system.

He instead sent a greeting to the Federation corvette. The ship sent back a greeting in reply and then a data download of news for his planet. They included the basic news but also the welcome news that his planet's application for trade had been accepted.

“So, my people are happy,” he said to Governor Farnsworth in their biweekly talk. The Tauren couldn't help but rub it in to the stuffy Terran. “We got the contracts.”

“Contracts? What contracts?”

“My lumber mills are back up and running at full capacity. Actually, we're running smoother than ever since we got so much Fed tech in the loop. So much so that we're building up a reserve for export. I just received confirmation that some of the people in Tau-1252 want our products. That's on top of the other stuff we're exporting.”

“Good for you.”

“Yep, so we'll be exporting more flooring, wood, furniture, paper, some food containers, fruit, nuts, and berry preserves to them. That should go a long way to improve things around here.”

“Again, good for you.”

“It's also going to create a lot of jobs here,” the Tauren said, rubbing it in a little. “It means the economy is looking up.”

“Careful, that's usually when the rug is pulled out from under you.”

“I don't use rugs that much. They tend to get dusty and dirty, and you have to take them out and beat them. Like some old farts I might mention. I prefer good Delos hardwoods for my flooring.”

“Cute.”

“You did walk into that one, Shro,” Los replied with a grin in his voice.

“Funny. So, what else did you find out?”

“What, now you want to hear?”

“I'm just curious.”

“Right,” the Tauren drawled. He skimmed the news report. “Well, you'll probably want to chalk it up to propaganda, but we've got reports from the couriers that have passed through the area.”

“All those ship's we've been seeing?”

“Yes. It seems like everywhere the Feds have been they've been spreading seeds of growth. Some are really taking root. With their tech I can see why. Populations are recovering and in some cases growing again. Economies are no longer collapsing.”

“You're right.”

“Eh?”

“I said you are right. I think its propaganda.”

The Tauren snorted. He had to admit, that Knox News report seemed a little too friendly. His world still had some half empty towns. He was pretty sure the problem wasn't limited to his. On every world touched by the plague, outlying areas that were without help sent some towns into a downward spiral. Death hit them hard, and with dwindling services, survivors moved to other places. Some towns were either abandoned or like a ghost town. Half abandoned as towns and cities shrank. Survivors couldn't keep up with the basics. They tended to struggle for the basic things in their day-to-day life. Many worlds were no doubt coming around to the Federation.

So, the pirates might have sown death and destruction, but it was the Federation with their seeds of hope that might reap the greater profit. At least, he hoped so.

“Well, good for them. What'ya want, a cookie?”

Governor Lor laughed. “You are a piece of work, you old crotchety bastard; you know that?”

“Yeah? So what?”

“So, I think my world is going to join. We've officially put the matter on a planet-wide referendum,” the Tauren said smugly.

“You do what you want. But, if I'm reading this right, you have to have consensus on all inhabited worlds or structures. That's not going to happen here.”

“Not yet,” the Tauren replied, wondering if his counterpart would ever see the light.

“Not ever. We're not giving up our sovereignty to you or anyone.”

“So you say. But eventually your people are going to see they are being left out. That you are holding them back. Eventually, you're going to be out of a job.”

“Maybe. Then again, maybe they'll see what the pirates do to you and realize it's not worth the shiny rewards you are promising.”
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Tau-X3301

Captain Darimore felt confusion when his ship cleared jump and found a group of ships in the star system. And so many! For the first few hours, he thought they were from one of the pirate enclaves. Their passage didn't make sense though; if they wanted to move goods or ships, they usually went a shorter route. Canterbury was in the area by chance; he hadn't wanted to take some of the longer jumps to Virgin Holes after stalking the southeastern reaches of the sector.

He had to admit, he had come up dry in ship captures. There was a reason for that; his ship was slow and old. Also lightly armed, she just had a pair of point defense turrets. If he could get one decent score, he could change that. One big one and maybe he could trade up for a proper warship.

But if this convoy was going through the area, it meant they were sucking everything and everyone dry. He sighed heavily. “Might as well hail them,” he grumbled.
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“You mean to tell me that a pirate ship is coming up our wake and they have no clue what we are?” Commodore Richards demanded, clearly amused by the outlandish concept.

“Aye, ma'am. Word hasn't gotten around yet apparently,” Captain Rogers replied with a grin of anticipation. “I was all set to turn her into target practice. She's a privateer. We've run the updated pirate war book we got from the last messenger buoy. She's the Canterbury.”

“Okay …?” Melbourne's A.I. fed her an image of the pirate ship. It was an outlandish thing, something she wasn't used to seeing. Her personal A.I., Lieutenant Florence, enhanced the image a little and did an overlay. A window appeared showing a flashing series of ships that the A.I. were apparently using to try to figure out more on the ship. They finally found it and blinked a ship class.

Canterbury was an asymmetrical hulled warship of a Drua class, an old class of naval multirole transport. The class was named for an ancient Terran Polynesian double-hulled ship that looked like a canoe on steroids. Most ships favored symmetry for simplicity and ease of use. Apparently, someone had experimented back in the past.

“Ma'am, if we can take her …,” Captain Rogers said, looking at the ship's specs.

“Eh?”

“I'm going over her specs. She's lightly armed. But the main thing is she's a multirole ship. Originally, she was designed to move military personnel or rescue personnel to hot zones in a hurry, like disaster relief. She has a couple of big boat bays and a small sickbay among other things.”

“Ah,” the commodore nodded thoughtfully as her A.I. brought up the specs on the ship for her. “And you think we can use this?”

“Yes. I mean, we'd need to take her intact of course. But the sickbay alone would give us another platform for you to use.”

“True. And I like how we would be taking a pirate ship away from them to clean up their mess. So, how do you propose we get her?”

“Well, we can run her down. Boarding is an issue. I've got Marines.”

“Well, we've also got commandos on board, let's use them,” the commodore stated.

“Aye aye, ma’am. Who though? The SEALs? Delta?” the captain asked, cocking his head.

The commodore thought about it but then shrugged. “All of them. It's a big ship. They can coordinate.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

“A problem, Captain?”

He hesitated and then took the plunge. “I'm concerned about sending such assets to a ship that could potentially suicide, ma'am.”

She nodded once. “Ah. Well, there are risks of course. We'll have to watch things closely.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”
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The commando teams in the convoy were used to working with each other. They'd trained together on Agnosta and had trained on the trip out. In fact, it seemed like the only thing they'd done was train.

But now was the real thing. An actual boarding and the commodore was letting everyone in on it, not just the SEALS and Marines.

“All right, people!” the chief said, surveying the group. “Listen up. We're all playing nice. We are doing a hostile boarding. Marines will secure the gangways and companionways. Team Alpha has the bridge. Baker has engineering. Charlie is going after their armory and act as a mobile reserve. Don't screw this up.”

“That means play nice,” the sergeant in charge of the Delta team stated. His team was team Charlie and would work with the Marines in powered armor.

“Unfortunately, we don't have the schematics of the ship. She's that old. Anyone who can interface with the ship to get a download of the blueprints and squirt it to command and control. Anyone gets hurt and I'll kick their ass.”

“What about the pirates?”

“They are pirates, I could care less if they get hurt or not.” There was a chuckle from the group. “But I don't want any in-discriminate fire if we don't need to do so! Remember, they may have hostages and slaves on board. Bending a noncombatant is a no no.”

There was a soft grim nod from the group.

“All right, seal up and final prep. We go in ten mikes.”
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Captain Darimore was pissed at the news that the ships were claiming to be Feds. He'd argued about it, but they just ignored him. A single firing pass by a fighter that had come out of nowhere had turned his weapons to rubbish.

That act had gotten his attention. He'd tried to run, but they'd blocked his path with the cruisers.

When they'd informed him they were sending over the Marines, his panic had been nearly total. He and his crew armed for a last desperate defense.

If it really was the Feds, their lives were on the line. “Remember, boys, they shot first! And if they board, no quarter! Not for them and certainly not for the likes of us! So give ‘em hell!” the captain growled over the PA as he watched the first shuttle dock.

“Docking port Delta! I say again Delta!” he snarled over the PA. He had one slim advantage; he controlled the ship and security systems. His people immediately began to clear a path for defenders to rush to the port side of the ship while closing off hatches that would slow the enemy's advance.

But then he saw a second and third shuttle coming in from the other flank. He groaned.
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PO Jackson primed and then tossed a grenade with a practiced flick. He didn't even have to break cover to do it; the stick flicked around the corner and down the corridor with a clatter. “Fire in the hole!” he snarled.

They were using stick grenades as well as flashbangs to clear the way forward rather than get into a protracted fire fight. The grenades were used to clear a compartment with people who refused to surrender. The good thing about the stick grenade was that it had minimum fragmentation. The long cylindrical design allowed the user to use it as a lever when throwing. That allowed the throw to be further and more accurate. It also occasionally served as a club.

When it went off, he grinned. He tossed a sensor ball around the corner after a moment and then rushed in behind it when it gave him the all clear.

The concussive force of the blast was the primary killing agent, not fragmentation. The thin walls of the grenade generally were vaporized or turned to dust. If the enemy knew it was coming, they usually ducked and covered.

It was a very good CQC weapon in places like bases and ships where you didn't want to do too much damage to the structure and equipment.

Smart grenades were also in use. The smart grenades could shape their charges and blast away from friendly IFF. They could even code it to shape it away from civilians or around a corner or obstacle. Both grenades had a ten-meter kill range, which meant it only took one to clear a compartment.

Weapons fire came at him, but it was blind. The muzzle flash told him where it was, and he shot center mass. His thermals confirmed the body was hit. He went over and kicked the weapon away and then checked the rest of his team. The compartment was clear.

“Engineering clear. We've got six tangos down, two look like they might survive.”

“Roger that.”
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Captain Darimore's bottom lip quivered. He'd watched the Feds blow through his people like buckshot through tissue paper. The hatches just slowed them down. By the time he realized they weren't going to win the fight, the chance to scuttle the ship had ended.

And now this. The enemy was outside his door and coming in. He saw a grenade fly into the room. It bounced off the bulkhead down behind his improvised position. Men and women scrambled to get clear of the thing. He tried to throw himself out from behind the station but the grenade went off, liquefying his internal organs and slamming what was left to the deck.
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Once the ship was declared secure, the medics started to make the rounds. One of the shuttles kicked off to allow a shuttle with a prize crew and backup force to arrive.

Jackson looked down at one of the prisoners. The kid was young, human and holding on just barely. He took a knee next to the wounded prisoner and did a quick assessment. The damage was bad, but if they put pressure on the wound, the kid might not bleed out.

“Put pressure on the wound,” he ordered. “Here,” he said, moving the prisoner's free hand to the wound.

“Frack,” the guy said, sucking in a shuddering breath as he tried to block out the pain.

“Tighter,” the SEAL ordered.

“Yeah, sucks to be you,” the corpsman stated mildly as he arrived and pulled his bag open.

“Yeah,” the prisoner said with a shake of his head.

“This is what we call a teachable moment,” the corpsman stated as the PO stood and turned away.

“Come again?”

“You. You're at a crossroads. A tipping point. You go in one direction and end of the line,” he said as he lifted the hand and slipped a pad in. The pad was laced with a coagulant that would stop surface bleeding.

“Or?”

“Or, you can do the right thing.”

The prisoner eyed him and then sighed, laying his head back. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“Right,” the medic said as he checked for an exit wound. There was one on the back. Based on his scans, the patient had been lucky. None of the major internal organs had been punctured. The blood vessel was only nicked.

“If I help you, they will kill my family.”

“Not if we kill them first,” the medic said conversationally as he leaned the patient forward and scanned the exit wound then applied a clamp to lockdown the bleeder. A spray of biofoam sealed the wound. “Or catch them.” He eased the patient back.

“They are everywhere. You aren't.”

“No, not yet,” the medic said.

The prisoner eyed him. “Tell me this, are you really a SEAL?”

“Me? No.”

“I knew it!”

“I'm a navy corpsman. They are SEALs,” the medic stated, pointing to the shooters in the compartment. “And yeah, they are the real deal—as real as it gets these days.”

“Oh. No wonder we lost.”

“You didn't have a chance in hell.”

“Yeah, I kinda noticed that.”
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Captain Rogers grinned at the report. The ship was secure. And casualties to his force were minor to nonexistent. Better still, they had racked up some actual combat time. They'd have big heads for a while, but he could put up with that.

The prize crew was already sending over information. He looked at the camera feed to Melbourne and was surprised to see it go live.

“Reading my mind, ma'am?”

“Eh?”

“I was about to call you and let you know the ship has been taken,” he said, looking up and glowering at the communications rating. The rating blinked and then pointed to the ship's A.I. avatar.

The captain looked at the A.I. and then down to the commodore. He'd deal with them later.

“Any idea on how long it will take to fix the ship up?”

“I'm still getting reports on that, ma'am. The hot wash is they took the ship intact. Any minor damage our engineers can easily patch up.”

“Ah,” the commodore stated. “Well, the pirates didn't infect this system so we're not sticking around long.”

“We'll have her ready to move out as soon as we jump, ma'am,” he replied with a nod. “And she can follow at her best speed like Félicité',” he reminded her.

“Ah. Yes, well, there is that. Good work, Captain.”

“The operators did most of the work, ma'am. But I'll let them know you appreciate their hard work.”

“Well, they finally got a chance to put all that training to work. Good for them. Okay, get me that information. If the ship does have a sickbay like you said I'd like to see if we can outfit her as another hospital ship.”

“Sounds like a plan, ma'am,” the captain replied with a dutiful nod.

“Keep me posted,” Commodore Richards said as she cut the channel.
  


 



Act II
 
  


 



Chapter 19
 

Tau-1252

Governor Adrienne was amused by the naming contest. It had started in the crèche's and schools but had grown from there as the kids brought the debate home. It was now all over the media thanks to the Knox News coverage.

Everyone seemed interested in renaming their star system. They were tired of the 1252 alpha numeric or the capital label that had started to creep into the boards and conversations.

She was fully aware that many were leaning towards Capital. Some had pitched the idea to name the new capital after the old, though some critics were trying to shoot down the suggestion.

Polls didn't have a clear winner. But, it was time she got behind it and got them organized.
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The launch of the second sublight destroyer coincided with the arrival of Commander Bentley and the formal paperwork renaming the naval base and yard Newport X. It was a mark of how far they'd come that the arrival of a warship at the Tortuga jump point didn't cause panic in the civilian population.

Shelby was reading about the initial hot wash of the first day for Smaland's builders trials when she got the flash priority from the picket at the Tortuga jump point. She frowned thoughtfully. From the sound of the report, the issues with the first ship Edson had been corrected in the yard and things were going smoother.

Which was the way things are supposed to go. Better every time.

“Boni, what is this about?” she asked.

“Ma'am, Commander Bentley has reported the enemy has mostly abandoned Tortuga,” Boni reported as she scanned the incoming transmission. “Three cruisers were left as a picket, but Black Death and every other enemy combatant and noncombatant have left.”

“Interesting,” Shelby murmured thoughtfully.

<()>^<()>
 

Once they had the initial download, Shelby called a meeting with her command team about the news and its strategic implications.

“Clearly Admiral Ishmael doesn't think he can defend Tortuga. And he wants some strategic depth between us. That's the only reason I can see why he fell back and abandoned his main base without a fight,” she stated. She was still kicking herself for not going after the convoys.

“Yes, ma'am,” Lieutenant Slaterly stated.

“So, we just move in?” Captain Otto Corbin asked dubiously.

“Hey, if they don't want to fight and just want to hand it to us, feel free,” Lieutenant Black stated with a grin. “We'd clean their clocks.”

“I don't know,” Shelby said, toying with her lip. “I don't think it is a trap. But I'm still proceeding cautiously.”

“Can we send a cruiser in to at least take the pickets out, ma'am?” Lieutenant Slatterly suggested. She immediately looked at the Neochimp captain.

Shelby frowned but then nodded. “I think we can arrange that.” She didn't sound too happy though.

“I wish we had the time to send a couple ships around to ambush those convoys. We can outrun them. Is that even still possible?” Captain Corbin asked.

“I've run the numbers. It would be very tight. And the interval between the last two convoys has me wondering about it. I'm not sure the risks outweigh the rewards,” Lieutenant Black stated.

“We could do it,” the captain stated.

“It's not that. It's getting the ships out again,” Lieutenant Black stated. “We'd be boarding the ships and trying to handle them.

“And doing so would put our people at risk. We would have had a tight margin between the second convoy and the last,” Shelby stated. She privately wondered if Ishmael would use his own people as bait. After a moment she snorted mentally. After seeing him kill his own people right in front of her? Damn straight he'd do it.

“True, ma'am,” Lieutenant Black reluctantly agreed. She flicked her ears, “If we'd pounced on them, we'd be cleaning up the mess when the warships arrived.”

“I thought of that too. And two cruisers wouldn't have been able to get them all. They could scatter. What we did catch we'd have to board. Unless we shot them out of hand.”

“And the navy doesn't blow up unarmed ships filled with women and kids if it can avoid it,” Lieutenant Slatterly stated firmly.

“No, they don't,” Shelby agreed. “Even enemy noncombatants,” she stated, surveying the table.

“No, ma'am. And we know what they do to anyone they think will fall in our hands,” Lieutenant Slatterly stated. “So, they might do the work for us. Or our people would be stuck in the middle.”

“Agreed. I think it’s all water under the damn anyway. The real prize right now is Tortuga,” Shelby stated. She had to leave open the possibility that Ishmael would take his forces in the reverse direction, jumping through her potential ambush point and then doubling back to hit the capital from an unexpected direction.

Which meant gaming this deployment out just became all the more trickier for her.

“Ma'am?”

“I think we are going to send a force to take it. At the least we can take one or more of those cruisers out. I'd like to catch them if we can, but I doubt that would work.”

“The question is, will they follow the admiral when they run? Or will they split off in another direction?” Lieutenant Black murmured. She pulled up a star chart on her tablet. When Shelby saw what her assistant was doing, she put the star chart up on the holographic emitter in the center of the table.

The lights dimmed as the 3D image came up.

“No, it won't work,” the Neolab said with a shake of her head.

“What won't work?” Captain Corbin asked mildly. He knew some of them were parsing things out or getting data in through their implants. But sometimes they also talked out a brainstorm without thinking it through.

“I was thinking if we could put a ship ahead of them we could drive them. Send in a ship, spook them and then hit them if they run to Virgin Holes. But we can't get there. We only know about this from the captured databases,” she said, pointing to the jump string between Tortuga and Virgin Holes.

“Agreed. So, we work on taking Tortuga,” Shelby stated. “Now, I've already designated Strike in the Dark and Puglia for the job. I think we can afford to send a tin can as well. I was thinking Lightening Strike.”

“Under the theory that two of the ships with Strike in their name is a good omen?” Boni asked in her ear. Shelby ignored the question.

“I see now why I'm here,” Captain Corbin stated. “Roe?”

“Take the enemy picket out if you can. Robotic probes of any base or platform remaining in the system. Do a full inventory sweep. Don't board anything until it's been cleared.”

The Neochimp nodded.

“Three cruisers against two and a tin can are a bit stiff for odds, ma'am,” Boni said in Shelby's ear.

“Use defeat in detail if possible,” Shelby said to the captain. He nodded.

“What about support ships, ma'am?” Lieutenant Black asked.

“I don't want to send anything in until we've got the space secure. And I don't want to spare their services here,” Shelby admitted. “So, the boarding parties can be aboard the assault task force. But I don't see a lot of ships they can board other than the pirate ships.”

“The derelicts, ma'am? What about them and the bases and platforms the pirates left behind?”

“I think engineers will be needed. But we need to know if they fully abandoned them,” Shelby stated, looking at Lieutenant Slatterly.

She nodded. “We're working on that now.”

“Good. Now …”

<()>^<()>
 

ONI had its hands full with the processing of the radio intercepts. Some things jumped out right off. Those were compiled and processed by bots that looked for specific word choices and identified speakers.

Three days after the destroyer's arrival, Lieutenant Slatterly had enough to hold another briefing on the radio intercepts with the commodore and the command staff. “I think we now have a good handle on the timeline of events that transpired,” Lieutenant Slater stated. “Based on the radio chatter we've intercepted, we've reconstructed the mishap. Which wasn't really a mishap at all.”

“Oh?”

“As we speculated earlier, the infection was deliberate. When Black Corsage and Black Death returned to port, they called the pirate lords and sent shore police to arrest the Horathians on the station. Many didn't survive the arrests. Word had spread through Tortuga and mobs tore them apart.”

A few people around the table grimaced.

“I'm starting to regret that big breakfast,” Captain Corbin quipped. He was rather happy, mainly because he'd been tapped for another independent command. His XO was handling most of the prep work involved for the moment.

“I'll spare you the video then,” the lieutenant stated dryly.

“Yes, please. I don't mind hearing that bastards like that got their just deserts, but I'd like to keep mine internally,” Captain Corbin said, patting his belly.

“And such an ample belly it is. Time to hit the gym some more,” Shelby teased.

The ape gave her a sour look. There was a soft chuckle around the room.

“What we know is that a Doctor Goethe, referred to as the Bitch in most intercepts managed to infect herself with a number of plagues before she was caught and torn apart. Based on the data in 8116,” the spook paused to pull up an ID tag of a woman. “This is her.” The image of an unassuming human female dressed conservatively in a white medical smock appeared. “She was an assistant to this man,” the lieutenant paused again to change the image to a male. “A Doctor Wilhelm. He held a commander's rank while she held a lieutenant commander's Rank. They were both from the Ministry of Purity and Enlightenment.”

More than one person grimaced at that news.

“Doctor Wilhelm was an assistant in their bioweapon plans. He developed the Akion T-4 plan. T standing for Tau. He specialized in Tauren bioweapons research. He came here specifically to oversee the deployment of his life's work.”

“I take it he came to a bad end?”

“Yes. According to the radio intercepts, he was the first to be torn apart by the pirate lords themselves. Apparently, he had no idea they were on to him when Black Death returned to port.”

“Oh.”

“So, you've confirmed they are both dead?”

“Yes. Torn apart actually. We have video. Apparently the Tau pirates shared it to show others.”

“Spare us.”

“Well, I for one am glad. And I'm glad the pirates did something right for a change. A little late, but at least they put both down. Pity they didn't suffer,” Captain Corbin said with a growl.

A few heads nodded in grim agreement over that sentiment.

“I never thought I'd say that,” Lieutenant Black admitted quietly.

“I never thought I'd agree with that. Maybe they aren't all bad,” Captain Corbin said.

“You do remember the part about tearing people apart? And let's not forget these are the same pirates as before who had been preying on people in the sector for centuries. Who held hunts to hunt people for sport. Who, when presented with the weapon, spread it. Who shot their own people rather than let them surrender to us. Those same people,” Shelby stated tartly.

“They were following orders,” the captain said, playing devil's advocate.

“Spare me that argument, it doesn't wash. For their own self-preservation, they should have flushed the shit into the sun along with those who'd created it. But they didn't. Now it's come back to bite them. They've had a small taste of what suffering they've unleashed on the sector.”

“And I bet they hate it,” Boni murmured.

Shelby glanced at her holographic avatar and then nodded. “Personally, I hope they choke on it. Unfortunately, a lot of innocent people are doing the dying right alongside them. That we need to find better ways to halt. But first we've got to stop the deliberate spread of the plagues once and for all.”

The growls and aye ayes in the room were loud and vehemently in agreement with her.
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Shelby read the latest report from ONI. It confirmed something she'd suspected, that Ishmael hadn't left tamely. According to multiple intercepted radio chatter logs, they had a problem. There were booby traps in the system, specifically in the hardware that had been left behind.

“We can try to deduce where. And of course, anything that didn't get visited might earn a pass,” Lieutenant Slatterly stated.

“We need to get EOD in on this,” Boni suggested.

“Agreed. And the Marines. We'll need robots to clear each structure or frame. That's going to be tedious. And everything is going to have to be checked. We were planning that anyway, but this will slow us down.”

“Which might have been his plan all along,” the spook stated slowly.

“Ideas?” Shelby asked.

“I'm wondering about the triple think that could be going on here,” the lieutenant replied with a shrug. “If he knew we broke his code, he might have fed it to the net and let us get it.”

“To what, make us think twice?”

“Yes.”

“An interesting theory. Anything to back it up?” Shelby asked.

“Honestly, no. It's too widespread. We won't know for sure until we send our people in. Boy, I wouldn't want to be one of them though,” the lieutenant stated.
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Governor Adrienne immediately called Mister Muggs when she heard the news of the deployment. “Are you seriously going to draw down the warships even more?”

“Again, ma'am, it isn't up to me or you. It is a navy decision.”

“Okay, and they are just what, sending those ships off to die?” the governor demanded.

“Well, there have been a few changes since we last spoke. No doubt you noted the recent arrival of a destroyer from Tortuga last week …”

“I did. It's become something of a routine. Something you can almost set your watch by, if I was into that sort of thing.”

“Yes, ma'am. Now, this is classified, but I was cleared to inform you and only you.”

She nodded. “I can keep a secret.”

“Good to know, ma'am. The news is good; the pirates have mostly pulled out of Tortuga.”

“You say mostly. By mostly you mean …?”

“All but three warships have left the system. They headed north, most likely to their nearest base in that direction.”

“Oh.” There was a pause as she seemed to digest that and then her eyes went wide. “Oh!”

He smiled indulgently. “Yes, ma'am. We don't have to fight for the base or what's left of it. They took everything they wanted or could carry and ran.”

“So, we can move in …?” she smiled.

“Well, the navy can. From what I understand, Commodore Logan issued orders for these ships to scout the system and kill or capture the enemy forces left there. Once the system is secured, the navy will send in teams to finish securing the star system.”

“Ah. What about a naval base there?” she asked carefully. “Will they move there?”

He shook his head. He'd been prepared for that question.

“From what I understand, we're just going to strip the system clean then pull out. But that will take time, quite possibly years. There might be a naval station there, but it will serve as a picket and to kill or capture any late pirates who arrive in the star system. Most of the navy's energy will be spent disarming any booby traps left behind and then surveying and recovering anything of value.”

“Oh.”

She turned her head to the video screen where the Knox News anchor was showing the deployment of the Strike in the Dark force. “Okay. Well, then I wish them the best of luck.”

“Me too, ma'am. Me too.”
  


 



Chapter 20
 

Tau-1929

Captain S'th finished her talk with Governor Lor and then checked the status of her ship. Belfast had refueled in Lebynthos so she had no need to stop for a layover in Delos orbit for more. She dealt with the disappointment of the governor as professionally as she could. No doubt there would be other times and of course other ships.

She had parted company with the Beta convoy after getting a much-needed repair months ago. The repairs had been the best that the small support ship could give her. It had allowed them to pick up several octaves, speeding up their return journey significantly.

In another thirty-two hours, they would be at the jump point to Tau-1252 and a much overdue reunion.

<()>^<()>
 

Tau-1183 Lebynthos

Lebynthos had recently seen the passing of Belfast and then the Rho Mercy Mission I passed through their star system earlier in the month. The arrival of the Beta convoy a week later had them excited. The corvette captain passed on orders from the commodore for an ansible platform to be deployed. That was a welcome delay to the crews of the ships; it meant they'd have some time to have some liberty on the planet.

But, when the Rho Mercy Flight II arrived just as the Beta Convoy had made orbit, it had the population practically doing backflips.

Commodore Richards put a call in to Captain Mochadeyn. The captain grinned when the link was established. “Good to see you! Caught up to us, ma'am? I expected as much.”

Helen couldn't help but smile at the other man's exuberance. She had a lot of sympathy for him and his crews. They were the tortoise; she was the hare. She kept stopping to help people while he plodded along. But she was fairly certain he wasn't going to win this race. “That we did. Home stretch?”

“Not quite, ma'am. We've got orders to deploy an ansible here. We were about to do so when your convoy arrived and spooked us.”

“Ah. Well, don't let me stop you. We'll be making contact with the planet and then most likely moving on.”

“Aye aye, ma’am. Damn good to see you here.”

“Thank you, Captain. It's good to be here too I suppose.”

The captain's face fell a little more into professional decorum. “Aye, ma'am, I wish it was under different circumstances,” he said.

She nodded. “Me too.”
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The Omaha class light cruiser Marblehead arrived at the Mykonos jump point in the usual sparkle of dissipating energy.

Captain Fitzgerald watched as his navigator walked them through maneuvers to clear their hyper wake. Within minutes of their arrival, the active sensors were busy drinking in everything they could see and hear. He studied the distant glitter of the planet beyond.

By rights he really should have stayed and gotten what they'd needed in Mykonos. But one big thing had stopped him.

Mykonos had the plague. The Feds had visited it and had applied the cure to some of the plagues, but apparently not all. Or, so the native lubbers said. They could very well be lying; he wasn't sure. Either way, the silverback Neogorilla hadn't been happy about trying to land on the planet to get what he could. The risk to his own life and ship just wasn't worth it in his eyes.

Which was why he'd taken the risk and made another jump. It wasn't risky to his ship so much as to his own person if he came up empty. The admiral had impressed on him the importance of a timely delivery. He'd already delayed longer than he'd wanted.

If at all possible, he would much rather catch a Federation ship and extract it from them. That would minimize the risk to his ship and crew. Which was why he'd jumped on to Lebynthos. He'd been confident that there the Feds would have cured the plagues and any lingering crud would be long gone making it safe for his people to land.

And, once he had the cures, he'd make sure his crew was vaccinated or whatever, then they'd have a bit of fun with the lubbers.
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The arrival of a ship at the Mykonos jump point didn't go unnoticed by the Federation warships in the star system. Despite having a lot of their crews on the ground enjoying liberty, the skeleton watch immediately followed protocol and ordered the ships to go into stealth. As a few hours passed, their probing passive sensors picked up the neutrinos from the ship and then an image of her. The data was enough to give them a rough ID of the ship.

“If he sees us, he'll run,” Helen warned. She'd been called in from her tour of the native's medical facilities.

“Oh, he'll see us. But we're going to make sure he sees what we want him to see. I'm pretty sure he'll take the bait,” Captain Rogers stated. It was just his luck that he and the TAO had been on Remarkable when the enemy had arrived. He had refused permission for the shuttles to lift to his ships unless they were obscured by the planet.

But he had no intention of remaining in orbit for long. Already his ships were getting ready to get underway.

“All right, this is your show, Captain. Give ‘em hell.”

“Thank you, ma'am.”

Captain Rogers ordered both convoys, which couldn't go into stealth to flee to the Tau-1929 jump point. The corvette ran with them, broadcasting as their escort and even putting herself between the enemy cruiser and the gaggle of unarmed ships.
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Captain Fitzgerald wasn't the only one to gloat at the report of the convoy. “This is getting better and better!” he said with a toothy grin. He took out a toothpick and picked at a bit of food stuck around his gold canine. “Look at that herd of sheep bleating as they run!”

“Yar!” a couple of the bridge watch said. His tactical officer grinned fiercely and then began to work on plans to catch one or more of the ships.

“The good news is we can take a pick of the lot. Let's make it good,” the Neogorilla said. “I'd like to catch more than one if we can.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

The XO frowned. She was all for going after the ships; it beat sitting around and waiting for one! But she wasn't sure if the ships actually had the plague. Many of the drives were freighter signatures. “Sir, what about the planet?”

“What about them? Those are hospital ships. We can get the cure from them, and if we catch a few, we can drag them back with us. So, we'll get some booty while doing our good deed,” the captain explained.

There was a chuckle of anticipation from the bridge watch.

“Yes, sir,” the XO replied with a dutiful nod.

“They've got a what, pissant destroyer covering the convoy?” the captain asked. He was basing his assumption on the reports from Black Death. The flagship and her consorts had encountered an enemy hospital ship being escorted by a destroyer. They'd gotten a piece of it before both ships had managed to escape.

Apparently not a big enough piece though, they'd managed to run all the way to Tau-1252. He was heartily glad he hadn't been around for that holocaust.

“No, sir. It looks like a frigate or corvette. We might be wrong due to the distances involved, but it doesn't have the sensor profile of a larger ship.”

“Ah. Just like that tin can reportedly escorting their hospital ships. The bitch shouldn't have sent them out with so little escort,” he said with a shake of his head. He grinned suddenly. It wasn't a particularly nice grin. “We'll just have to educate her on that error,” he said.

There was a soft guttural chuckle from the bridge watch.
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Three days later the cruiser had fallen into the trap. The squadron and CEVs had set up a kill basket with the cruiser in the center. No matter which directions he broke they'd have at least two ships to be able to engage her.

When the captain recognized that it was time to end the game, he called the cruiser with an offer to parlay. He was quite frankly surprised that the enemy captain responded. “This is Captain Obadiah Rogers of the Federation Navy to incoming hostile ship. I'm ordering you to heave to and surrender.”

Captain Fitzgerald heard the recording and snorted. His people had set up an air gap on his communications per the admiral's orders so there was a minor delay. His people had confirmed a hacking attempt. He shook his head and then decided to have a bit of fun with the enemy ship.

“You're a pissant corvette! I don't care what you've got on board that ship; you're toast! I want you to heave to and surrender, or I'll blow your ship and then take my time with the rest! I only need one,” he growled, pounding one meaty fist into the other meaningfully. “If I were you, I'd be the one surrendering or running.”

“Who said anything about just having a corvette?” Captain Rogers asked whimsically as the rest of the warships cut their stealth. “The cards seem to have changed in my favor, Captain. Funny how that sort of thing happens,” he said maliciously.

The Neogorilla pirate captain blinked and then instantly cut the channel and ordered an abrupt course change.

“Sir, the signal has been cut,” the ship's A.I. reported. “No joy on the cyberattack.”

“They are running,” CIC warned. “Course is directly away from us and back to the Mykonos jump point. They'll be in extreme range in seven minutes.”

“No surprise there. Well, they had their chance. Guns, on your call. Take them out,” Captain Rogers ordered.
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Helen read the after action report and smiled in satisfaction. The cruiser had been destroyed; there hadn't been any survivors. There was little wreckage of the ship to sort through.

Pity about that.

“They tried to run, couldn't. They tried to fight and couldn't do that well either. The quote goes that you feel sorry for them in the end, but I honestly can't say that. They are fleas and parasites, so it was like stepping on a cockroach,” Captain Rogers stated. The convoys were returning to the planet while the warships wrapped up their SAR duties.

“And one less cockroach to deal with,” the commodore agreed with a nod. “But, it does open up a can of worms. A corvette isn't enough to defend this system.”

“No, ma'am. The ansible alone is a big prize.”

“That it is. So, I think we're going to detach a cruiser. Didn't I hear that there is a pirate jump line to Tau-1929 too?”

“Yes, ma'am?”

“Well, I'd love for you to deploy a ship there too, but I think we should order the corvette to deploy there. That way Delos and Samos has some coverage.”

“Ma'am, shouldn't we run this up the flagpole with Commodore Logan?”

“I'll square it with her, don't worry. Just remember, the last order from a senior officer applies.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

“Make it a light cruiser if you can, Obadiah,” the commodore stated. “I think that Shelby will be counting on your heavy hitters.”

“Aye, ma'am.”
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Tau-9SC441

Captain Naomi Vasper checked the status board, and then the log. They hadn't had the time or ability to outfit Félicité with an A.I. like she'd hoped so her crew had to make do. At best the prize ship had a basic smart system. Her software had been cleared of viruses, but it wasn't very impressive. The lack of an A.I. was probably for the best given that the ship was going to eventually be rebuilt. No doubt her computer hardware would be yanked and given to ONI to play with while a new one was grafted in.

But that was a problem for another time. For the moment she had to deal with her prize ship's slow speed. They hadn't been able to make many repairs on top of the basic work to get the ship functional again. They hadn't touched the hyperdrive at all, just confirmed it was functioning and then left it alone. Which was one reason she was barely pushing the mid-alpha octaves.

Which meant the cruiser was going to toddle along in the wake of the convoys at her best speed. There was no point risking her by pushing her beyond her limits. And her crew was having all they could do to keep up with her day-to-day operations and maintenance. There was no way they could pull a rabbit out of the hat and find something to tweak to squeeze a bit more speed out of the old girl.

But, they'd get there eventually. And, she didn't have to stop for prolonged layovers to help with the people on the planet. She might even be able to catch up to the convoy if they stopped somewhere long enough.

<()>^<()>
 

Sparkling Seas

Janice shook her head as she read the status report. The return of Sybil Harper had pushed her into moving on. Sybil Harper's report had emphasized that someone had carried the plague to Purple Skies. Sybil Harper's medics had given them the data on how to make the cures and as much medical material as the ship could handle before they'd left.

She'd also received a courier with an update from the capital. Shelby had left orders for the courier to remain with her convoy until she needed to contact the capital. In her dispatches she'd stated that she intended to send a follow-up mission, probably a smaller one when one or both of the Rho Mercy Missions got to the capital.

She checked the countdown clock—five more minutes. Five more minutes and it would be her ship's turn to take the lead. She was taking Captain Zlanka on ahead as point after receiving Loni's report. The Neochimp skipper had emphasized that the people needed help, far more help than his cruiser could handle. She'd agreed. She'd even considered taking one of the hospital ships with her but had stepped on the impulse firmly. Her ship could squeeze a few more octaves out than the Liberty class. Hell, an entire band if she pushed her people. She just might do that. The need of the people on that world was strong.

It was also why she'd had her ship loaded up heavily with as much medical supplies as they could carry. Also stun weapons since Loni had reported that many of the afflicted natives had gone primal. There was something of a war going on along with the medical crisis.

The good news was whoever had taken the plague to the planet had moved on south with it. More than likely they were dead in hyper, but she'd have to check. The bad news was that the rest of the mission would be at least a week behind her. She'd be all on her own for at least ten days before they got to her and were in orbit and in a position to help effectively.
  


 



Chapter 21
 

Harlot's Dream

Commodore Gena Drufeather doubled over in a coughing fit as the crud in her lungs threatened to drown her. When she could finally breathe again, she sat back up, exhausted. Too exhausted to even get a drink.

The crud had hit everyone hard. She'd been one of the last afflicted with whatever the hell it was. She'd been forced to barricade herself into her office on her own life support in order to avoid exposure with anyone else while the entire base tore itself apart. Madness had stalked the halls; people who weren't sick had been going insane. In some parts of the base if you even looked sick, they spaced you.

And then there were the ships. The ships had fled when they'd realized the base was cursed with the crud. No doubt they were spreading it further, if they even survived to get out of hyper. She wasn't sure if she could wish them luck or not. She felt the tickle in her chest, the pain of her abused and tortured muscles. She laid back, every fiber of her being aching.

She didn't care. Not really.

Everyone who could run had done so by now. She'd realized there weren't any functional ships left. Even a few of the prize ships in prize row had been jacked by desperate idiots. She wasn't sure where they'd end up if at all.

Those that remained were the poor, the stupid, or the terrified. Some were human but not all. The humans and some apes tried to keep things running but it was getting harder to do every damn day. Her watch bills were wrecked. She sometimes had no one covering the power plant for an entire shift. The same for life support. They could only go on for so long before something bad really bit them in the ass.

She shook her head wearily but then stopped herself when the room spun. She fought the urge to vomit, pushing the nausea down. As usual she lost the fight. Luckily she'd gotten the trash can in time.

When she was finished, she rinsed it out to get rid of the smell and then took a long drink. It helped clear the taste. Surprisingly every time she barfed she felt better for a brief period.

Damn whoever had brought the crud to her doorstep. Damn them to hell and back. Only sheer cussed willpower was keeping her alive. If they didn't figure something out soon, she might as well eat her own pulser and get it over with.

Her eyes turned longingly to the bottom drawer in her room. It was tempting, very tempting. More tempting every night. She knew she was running low on food. The water had cut out last night. She had a couple jugs stored and her liquor cabinet, but eventually …

She shook her head. She just needed to survive it. Get through it, whatever it was, and her immune system would have a way to stop it from hitting her again.

But oh how she'd love to get her hands on the bastards who'd brought it to her!
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Dead Man's Hand

Lieutenant Chuck Ubber shook his head as he logged the latest inventory. He was fully aware that many of the senior officers were in various states of despair and frustration over being trapped. He was too. They were drawing down on the ship's ability to pay for goods and services. Dangerously so. Based on his last estimate, they could remain in port another six months before they had to leave.

Had to leave. But where they could go was anyone's guess. The skipper refused to re-write his orders to leave the damn crippled pig of a Tauren freighter behind.

He did know one thing; he needed to stay as far out of the skipper's sights as possible. The skipper was beyond being in a foul mood. Scuttlebutt said he was handing out harsher and harsher punishments for minor transgressions the crew got in trouble for.

He shook his head. The captain wasn't the only one frustrated; the crew was too. They were trapped on the ship. Booty'licious had her crew going into port, but the captain was holding his crew back. And they were beginning to act out. His landing down on them hard was only burying the resentment not facing it.

And everyone knew he was taking some of his frustration out on them, which just ramped up the frustration and resentment even more.

He'd been forced to cut the ration of alcohol last week. The ship's still was down, so that wasn't the helping the situation. Nor was the crappy food he could afford to trade for.

Something needed to break and soon in his estimation.
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Captain Fisher kept her ears erect with a professional expression even though she was grinning inside.

She could taste the human captain's intense frustration over the situation she'd engineered. She had no intention of letting him know of course; she was still playing it out.

“So, no progress at all?”

“No. My people aren't coders, nor do we have the proper rig to test a node. You and I both know that.”

“Damn it …,” the human ran a hand through his hair. She could see enough of the background behind him to realize he was in his office bedroom not on the bridge. “What about a swap?”

“Which node? The nodes are tuned to each other. If I try to swap them, it will mess them up. If we reset them to default, we lose everything the computer had built up to fine tune them.”

“Can't you copy those files and reinstall them if you put the nodes back?” he demanded.

“Again, which nodes? We can't even figure out which nodes are the culprits. We know they are in the bow, port side, but not the specific ones. We've narrowed it down to four. But, when we tried taking them out of the loop and bypassing them, we had instability elsewhere,” she said.

“Damn it!” he snarled.

“You know how it is, Captain; these things are tricky. Nodes have to be balanced properly. Change one variable and it throws everything else down the line off. I'm afraid we need a specialist and special rig to get this sorted out. Sorry.”
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Captain Chen fumed silently as the connection was terminated. At least he'd chosen to hold the call in his office rather than on the bridge where there would be witnesses.

He wanted to throw something in frustration but didn't. He'd done that before, and it might have helped him vent but hadn't done the picture frame any good, nor had it mattered in the end.

Seydlitz was stuck. He was beyond exasperated. He'd sent his best engineers over to Booty'licious; none of them had come up with a fix.

He scrubbed his temples and then tried to figure something else out. The base was useless; the few techs they'd brought over had even less of an education on force emitters and hyperdrives than his own people. The only thing his people had said consistently was to try taking a node out and swapping it to see if it narrowed down the problem. But they'd have to do it more or less at random, and a node swap wasn't easy. First, you had to have the parts. Tuning the new node was also a headache, but they had to pass the first hurdle.

And since the ship was Tauren, they needed a Tauren node. None were in the inventory of the suppliers on the base, so he had to find it elsewhere or trade for it. Unfortunately, the quartermasters had tried to trade for it with the few ships in port but all had come up empty.

So, the place of last resort was the boneyard again. He went back to the list hunting for a compatible ship. Unfortunately, the list was far from complete and had been picked over several times by the engineers.

When he thought he'd found something, he came out and hunted a tech down. The chief was busy overseeing maintenance, so the captain ran his idea past CIC to at least find the ship and see if it was of the right type.

“Sir, they've most likely picked it ….” A glare shut the rating up. “Aye, sir,” she said, coughing into her fist. “We'll get right on that,” she said, poking her techs into action.

He'd noted that most of the warships had already been picked over, the few that had been there in the first place. Most had been salvaged and restored or transferred to Tortuga. The best prizes had slowly worked their way to Tortuga.

There were pieces of ships. There wasn't much bigger than a battlecruiser though. They only had one battlecruiser in the boneyard, and she was off limits per the admiral's standing orders. The Tauren ship had already been stripped, no doubt for parts to keep the admiral's personal yacht moving he thought with a nod.

“Sir, I think we've found what you are after. She's about a hundred thousand tons under Booty'licious's dry weight,” the sensor chief stated, turning to him.

He leaned over the sensor tech's shoulder to see what she was talking about.

They didn't have a clean image of the ship; it was obscured by ships nearby.

He knew it was a shot in the dark. Most likely the nodes were gone. They were rare and therefore highly prized. But he had to try something.

“Get me a shuttle. Find someone who knows something about nodes, and we'll take another look. Maybe someone left something behind,” the captain said.

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Tau-G946 Long Sands

Captain Gutt shook his head in disgust at the gaggle of ships. He was riding shepherd on twenty-eight bumbling prize ships, all loaded with precious material and people. His beloved Black Corsage was the only warship too, something he hadn't questioned when they'd initially set out.

They were barely keeping up with him; that bothered him. But they were past the halfway point; if the Feds had wanted to come after him, they would have hit him by now. Which meant he was most likely going to get to the base intact.

But damn it was taking a long time!
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Doctor Tegan Perez scowled as she tried to squeeze blood from a turnip. The captain and Captain Gutt didn't understand what was involved. That was both good and bad. Their breathing down her neck to demand reports on her progress wasn't helping any. She'd carefully laid out the problem and her needs, but they weren't interested in “excuses” just “results.”

She didn't have much to work with, just the data from the late Doctor Sho and whatever they had on hand—oh, and the data from Saladin, which was reportedly from the Fed files. She had scads of data. She had data coming out of her ears.

But, she'd found out that the data wasn't enough.

First, she had to keep the Fed files and hardware from interfacing with the ship's systems. In fact, the engineers had isolated her entire system. Good in theory but she had only so much processor power.

Second, she needed to have her people diagnose each plague so they could treat it. She'd laboriously copied that over to a fresh tablet and then distributed it to the medics in the fleet. They now knew what to look for, how to identify some of the plagues, and how to begin the initial treatments.

Unfortunately, all too many were terminal, which meant they had to give the patient mercy. That brought her back to what the admiral had done in Tortuga. He'd done the right thing in some ways.

Some ways but not all for those who had been immune she thought with a spat of anger.

It had surprised her that the population of Long Sands hadn't been infected by the Seydlitz mission. Apparently, the two ships hadn't visited. That was a good sign but frustrating since again she had no samples of the plagues to use.

But the real problem was she didn't have a lab. And she'd found that the only way to engineer a cure was from a sample of the viruses and bacteria. Essentially, she needed them on hand to tease and weaken them with carefully administered doses of poisons and other chemicals in order to come up with a weak or nearly dead virus to use as a vaccine.

That was the major problem. Without it she was just spinning her wheels and becoming as close to an expert as she could in theory.

But once she did have samples, she had plenty of other hurdles to overcome. For instance, she needed to find the right mix to weaken the plagues and the right vaccine to immunize the patient without killing them.

And to do all that she needed a lab. A place where the plagues were contained and she could work in quarantine, most likely in a hazmat suit.

The good news was that the Feds had taken a lot of the basic research out of it. They'd explained in excruciating detail what to do and how to do it. They'd dumbed it down pretty well; she was confident she could handle it. She'd carefully hand copied their notes from their files to her own computer. But the images and videos had to be copied over another way.

The lab—it would all start with the lab. If, she didn't run into the plagues first without one. As long as she had access to a lab, there was hope. If she didn't she was screwed. Her own people would tear her apart just like they had with the Horathians.

She shivered a little but then got back to work.
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Tau-33ZD Black Hills

Captain Hammer hadn't realized how tense he was until the convoy Saladin was escorting had made it to the Tau-R1344 jump point.

He'd been aware of the dangers of passing through the destroyed star system. Not just the navigational hazards but also the keen awareness of a possible ambush. If he had been in charge of the other side, this was where he'd do it. But they hadn't shown.

Of course, the star system was so wrecked there was no way to find an ion trail in the soup. And their sensors were useless beyond twenty million kilometers.

But, no sign of the enemy. So far, so good.

The admiral had gotten the yard engineers to make good on what repairs they could. Saladin had gotten some of her oomph back, but she wasn't back to where she'd once been. Definitely not fleet of foot. The only reason he'd agreed to the escort mission was to get his ship's speed back. So much for that.

At least none of the thirty-four sheep under his stern gaze could outrun him if they dared.

They were making their final jump preparations when CIC reported an IFF signal.

“How the hell can anyone see through this mess, let alone punch a signal to us?” he demanded.

“It's a broadband, sir. It's from Black Death.”

“So, the admiral is behind us.”

“Aye, sir. Should we wait for him?”

“Oh, hell no! He wouldn't do the same for us! No, he no doubt kept the faster ships for himself. He'll probably catch and pass us in hyper. No, we proceed as planned.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Comm, send our IFF and a log letting the admiral know we're here and about to jump. He can play cat and mouse in this cursed system; I've had my fill of it.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Admiral Ishmael felt a bit of relief that Joe had passed through the star system unscathed.

It had occurred to him early on that the system was a perfect ambush point for the enemy. It had been one reason he'd structured the three convoys as he had. If Commodore Logan had taken the bait, she would have sent at least a couple ships to try to catch one of the earlier convoys.

After all, it was what he would have done. He was an aggressive leader; that's what they did. He'd been surprised when he didn't see any sign of one. A little put out too. Had she turtled, seeing the forces in his last convoy? That was quite possible.

He'd hoped the first two convoys would have enticed her to send a couple of her warships after them. That was why he'd timed things as he had, though he hadn't expected the problems with the Gantry ship to slow them down as they had nor had he anticipated Saladin's own lack of speed would have altered the interval. Only Lady Luck's blessing had kept it relatively close.

If the enemy had come, he might have been able to pick them off for the sacrifice of one or two of the convoy ships. Joe wouldn't have fought to protect them; the code said, fight to run away. Picking off a few of the enemy warships would have helped him attrition her forces and doing so in the nebula would have negated a lot of their advantages to allow that to be possible.

But, it was not meant to be apparently. Which meant there was more frustration from his crew over not getting some revenge.

It was sorely tempting to turn his warships south and to come after her again. But he refused to do it. Again, the code said, fight to run away. There was no profit in going in and getting killed. Black Death might be a functional warship again but she'd lost much of her fighting trim. He needed time and the parts waiting in Dead Man's Hand and elsewhere to get her right once more.

Besides, he had no intention of breaking his teeth and claws on her fixed defenses. No doubt she'd improved on them since his last visit.

No, he'd keep on course for Dead Man's Hand and then see if things could be turned around there.

<()>^<()>
 

Kix looked at the plot and frowned thoughtfully. The admiral had cold-bloodedly dangled Saladin's convoy out as bait, but apparently, the enemy hadn't gone after it. Either they hadn't gotten the word or the commodore was smarter or more cautious than they'd thought.

He still refused to relax until they were in hyper once more though.

He'd honestly thought the admiral would have had a change of heart and turned back. He was fully aware that some might be considering that the admiral was a broken man, that he'd lost his confidence. He was definitely quieter.

Black Death had twenty-six other warships with her, plus twenty-five prize ships of various sizes. They had to travel at their best speed, which had turned out to be the gantry ship carrying the core of the shipyard.

Which meant it was going to be a long drawn-out run north to Dead Man's Hand.

If there was no plague sign in Long Sands, would the admiral order a layover? He hoped so but doubted it.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” he growled when he caught a tech giving him a sidelong look. “That means on your instruments and not on me, Mister Kinian,” the Neochimp growled.

The unfortunate sod winced but then went back to staring at his instrument panel.
  


 



Chapter 22
 

TauR15-1 Purple Nights

The orbital fortresses and picket ships on duty at the TauG16-81 Stunning Sunsets jump point surged to full alert when an unknown ship arrived at the center of the jump point.

The ship was identified as a warship so they went to full alert. When she didn't transmit an IFF, a warning was sent out for the ship to stand down or be fired upon.

The ship tried to turn but a shot from the command fortress across her bow glanced across her shields. The capital ship graser overloaded the ship. The cruiser listed and then tumbled as her shields died. A boarding shuttle was dispatched to capture the ship.

When the Marines boarded the ship in their armor, they were appalled to find most of the crew near madness. “It's a plague ship,” a Marine reported back to the command fortress. “They aren't in much of a position to fight. They were driven by madness to come here.”

“Another one,” Admiral Broken Tooth said. “Finish securing the ship and I'll report it to higher command. Full decontamination protocols are to be enacted.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

The admiral scowled as the transmission ended. It was the second ship to have arrived at the jump point in the past month. The first had been a civilian ship running from the plagues. This was a problem though not a big one. Both ships would be interred until higher decided in their sweet ass-dragging time what to do with them.
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TauG5R19-11 Minox IV

Director Blacksight shook his head at the latest news report from Purple Nights. The navy was on top of that problem. He glanced at the latest report from his CIB agents in the field. For the past century, his people had been chasing an elusive rumor of a Federation sleeper yacht trying to make changes to the sector. “Oliver Twist,” he murmured.

According to the latest report from Tau-O79XP the ship was there in orbit trying to treat the plague. It would be nice if his people could catch that ship, but he didn't have any active assets in the area available to generate an intercept. The navy wouldn't allow him to “borrow” a ship to go after them either.

He checked the field reports again. Many of the worlds that had the plague had gone dark. According to the last report from the last surviving agent in Lebynthos, a Federation convoy had stopped in the star system, and he'd been forced to enact the final protocol.

The Federation, if it didn't rain it poured, he thought in annoyance. How the hell had the spirits of space arranged that? The plague, the Federation … all coming together in the same time period?

Maybe some of the conspiracy nuts in the government were right and the Feds were behind the plague? He was pretty sure some of the government would push for his people to craft intelligence to reflect that. Not that it was true.

Besides, the news of the plagues were out there in the wild. And the herd knew that the pirates had been spraying worlds. He'd let that information out over a month prior. The herd was incensed about that and a call for action had been started in congress.

Not that he expected it to go the way the liberals wanted. The liberals were finally getting behind the idea but only as a way to help the populations afflicted by the plagues. He was pretty sure the resistance to that idea would fade in their counterparts once they realized the liberals were giving them the opening they needed to begin enacting their plans to expand the Confederation. And, the bastard pirates had started their cleansing program for them, hammering away at many of the undesirable species. It was leaving behind open and ripe worlds for his people to pick.

And, no doubt he'd start to get calls for proper intelligence on those worlds. Which was why he needed to deploy more of his agents into the field to restore the cells that had been lost.

He had a lot of egg on his face with the Federation though. He and the other intelligence directors. He needed intel on them; he needed it badly. Trying to figure out which way to jump with priorities was going to be fun he thought, wuffling a sigh.
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President Bent Tip shook her head as she listened to the debate raging in the Confederation congress chamber. “The time to do something is now! While we wait billions of our brothers and sisters are dying or going mad from these plagues!” the honorable Fatgrass growled, banging his fist onto the podium for emphasis. He was so incensed his cheeks were red and his jowls shook.

Of course she knew a good part of it was theater. Fatgrass was well-known for his theatrics when he spoke. It was entertaining to some and definitely kept them awake and paying attention to him.

Unfortunately, he was a member of the active military policy—those who wanted to go on the offense and take back the entire sector. Fatgrass might find some reluctant allies in the Liberals, but she knew it was only a temporary alliance. Already the liberals were trying to temper his party's urge for conquest to just medical relief.

She rubbed her brow gently as she closed her eyes and sat back. She'd seen most of the reports from the agents in the sector. The plagues were bad. But, the Federation was worse. She had no idea how they were going to react to some of the government's policies she'd inherited. A cover-up could just create more of a problem.

So far luck was on their side; the Federation was occupied by the pirates and the plagues. So occupied that they had only sent one medical relief convoy in the Confederation's direction.

She frowned as Fatgrass began to gas on about how the Confederation was the rightful inheritors of the sector. He was hitting a nerve; she knew it. She also knew he might be trying to get her to react and get him off the floor.

Fatgrass had the clearance to know about the Federation resurgence. He considered the Irons Federation as illegitimate. He was also urging them to move and strike without waiting for them to get agents in place to find out what was truly going on.

No. She flat-out refused to move until she was ready to act. Not until she was ready to enact policies that wouldn't cost her the position she'd spent a lifetime building up to. Nor did she want to enact a war of conquest that could have them going toe-to-toe with the new Federation. No one wanted a repeat of that.

Well, no one in her camp at any rate.
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“You do realize that if we took Stunning Sunsets we'd almost have to take the neighboring star system behind it. And what of the defenses in Purple Nights? We've spent ages building them up. We'd have to move them out to Stunning Sunsets. And if we went further? How far are we going to go? How will that affect our deployments? We would no longer need the front line force we currently have in Purple Nights and elsewhere,” Clipped Toe demanded. That set off a rumble in delegations from Purple Nights and the surrounding area as well as those that had an extensive naval picket.

Realization began to sink in that if they did move into their neighbors it would mean an end to the fat naval contracts the locals were getting. Not to mention the money they were drawing from basing rights and the money the sailors and Marines spent when on liberty and their families who were housed there.

Clipped Toe nodded to Fatgrass who looked nonplussed and drummed his thick fingers on his blotter. “With respect to my learned colleague, we need to think these things through very carefully.”
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Admiral Silvertip shook his head as his fingers stroked the scars on his left cheek. They were a legacy of his time as a lieutenant when he'd talked them into surrendering, only for his CO to go against is word. It had been a bitter learning experience for all parties. For him, in that he'd found that there was no give in the policy that his people had enacted in Kai's name ever so long ago.

He didn't blame the Neo female for lashing out as she had. They and other non-Tauren species were trapped in a system stacked against them. It hadn't always been like that, but the great Kai had put them on that path of isolationism long ago.

The hijackers had only wanted out of the Confederation. They'd been cornered. Desperate people did dangerous and stupid things or so he'd thought when the fleet had cornered and disabled the ship.

She and the other hijackers of the ship they'd desperately managed to take had been tried, sentenced, and in the cases of the leaders, executed. The women and children had been sent to the internment camps. Now there were reportedly few if any children left. The government had enacted a policy to lace the food with drugs to sterilize the population and to keep them more docile.

There were some non-Taurens still out there, and even some Taurens who secretly supported their efforts. Many were radicalized. They didn't understand or didn't care that the occasional mass casualty event they engineered worked against them in the public eye. The herd saw those times as clear proof that internment was the right course of action. He saw it as people lashing out in despair since they had no other recourse to fall back on.

He pitied them for that. He pitied their victims even more though.

He'd done his homework in history class; he knew it hadn't been that way before. It wasn't the path Kai had set them out on initially. Historians pointed to the Great Kai having non-Taurens in his cabinet as well as friends. Non-Taurens had served in the military and government for decades until the conservative isolationist movement had stripped them of that.

The trend Kai had started in his latter days in office had snowballed. And, because non-Taurens couldn't be trusted, the government had closed the borders to prevent them from emigrating elsewhere over two centuries ago. They'd done it on the pretext of the raids by the pirates at the time, but he knew it was to keep knowledge of the Confederation out of the hands of others.

After all, had others known the jewel they'd had they would try to come to the Confederation. They'd swamp it with refugees.

Apparently, no one had taught his ancestors about sharing. Or, they'd forgotten those lessons he thought in annoyance.

It didn't matter. He had his duty. He took refuge in that, that he was doing his duty to protect the Confederation.

Sometimes though it sucked. His eyes turned to the news report. Recently some factions had begun to press the government to expand the borders and even extend the cleansing program to those as well. The plagues had roused the population into terror and fury, even more so when someone had leaked that it had been a deliberate plan of the pirates.

He was pretty sure the commentators were right that it had been a liberal leak to try to discourage the war faction from their push to go on the offense. Either way it had only stalled what some were seeing as an inevitable desire to expand. Most likely the corporations were really behind the push. They wanted new markets to exploit, but it could be more than that.

He went from scanning the news report to the latest ONI feed.

According to ONI and CIB, the Federation movement was indeed real. Their surviving agents had confirmed some of the tech involved. It was a major black mark with the ONI, Confederation Intelligence Bureau, and the other intelligence circles that they'd been blindsided by the appearance of the Federation on the sector stage.

He grimaced afresh. It hadn't gotten out yet; neither side was willing to leak the news to the public at least until they'd gotten confirmation. The problem was they were dealing with vast distances and the plagues. Many of the spy cells had gone dark due to the plague. Their people might be immune to most of the plagues, but that didn't mean they were immune to the violence sparked by the madness it had engineered.

He tugged on his right ear. He was aware of a fear among liberals that the effort of the government to round up, inter, and sterilize the non-Tauren population would be a serious image problem. They were right of course. It was all terribly embarrassing to the government. It was also something that could spark a second war.

He didn't want a confrontation. He knew that the Federation Navy's presence was limited, but he had no idea what was behind it at the moment.

He was determined though to defend the Confederation borders and if necessary enact whatever policy the civilian government ordered. It was his duty to the herd to make sure if there was an eventual confrontation and second interstellar war that this time it turned out differently.
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Admiral Fiddlybit shook his head as he read the latest report from Purple Nights. The captured ships didn't have anything of value as far as engineering for his people. He signed off on destroying both ships once the intel spooks finished cloning their databases.

The spread of the plagues bothered him. It wasn't technically his concern; after all, he was the Confederation navy's head of BUSHIPS not BUMED. But it still bothered him.

He ran a check on the yards—so far, so good. They had a ways to go before the next super dreadnought launched. Funding for another squadron had been hung up in congress for over two years so his techs weren't in a hurry to finish the job and then stand idle.

He opened up another file and scanned it. Ever since word of the Federation's return to the sector had come through the classified intel dump, he'd started to research how they'd fought against capital ships.

One of the biggest weaknesses of his people's navy was the emphasis on large capital ships and fixed fortifications—large slow capital ships and not carriers, fighters, bombers, and other craft. A Tauren just didn't like the close confines of a cockpit. Those same large ships and fortresses took ages to build. They were also extremely expensive, which was why they had a limited number in the various fleets around the Confederation.

At one point in their past, they'd had carriers and a proper mixed fleet. That had been when other species had been a part of the Confederation of course. When they'd been phased out, the carrier communities had been scaled back and then regressed out of the navy. The thinkers and strategists at the time had found all sorts of justifications as to why a carrier and fighter group was obsolete.

Now he wondered how much of that had been pure self-serving blind bullshit that was going to cost them dearly.

His people had no problem with innovation though. If it did come down to fighting against a carrier force would their gunships work? He frowned and then put in a request with BuTactical to take a hard look at that.

He might need to alter his list of priorities for the next financial cycle depending on the outcome.
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Lebynthos

Fat Ear tugged on his ear again and then sighed. He was the only one of his twelve-person cell in Lebynthos to have survived the plague. The others had been caught out in a riot and killed by the poor primal people.

When the Federation ship had showed up, he'd enacted the final protocol and had dumped his logs and then remote commanded the destruction of the ansible platform. That had been a painful decision, but he'd had no choice, not with Federation ships in the star system.

There were a lot of changes to Lebynthos and the surrounding area; he'd noted the incredible uptick and surges going on. But, now he had no way to report them. He eventually decided to travel to the new Federation capital as a passenger to get closer to the action and keep watch on them.
  


 



Chapter 23
 

Trajin Cluster

A courier arrived as scheduled from Rho. The small antimatter powered ship carried a handful of extra passengers along with more vital things like keys and electronic promotions. The captain confirmed her arrival with the ansible and even alerted Lebynthos of their arrival and her planned itinerary.

She then ordered her ship to orbit Alpha for a one-week liberty and resupply.

She exchanged pleasantries with the cruiser skipper, but she was intent on getting down and seeing some sun again after six months in hyperspace.
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Tau-O79XP

Captain Charles Dickens looked at doc's latest report and then sighed. At this rate the doc was going to use up most if not all of her keys on the one planet. He shook his head. He didn't even want to think about what would happen if they ran into the plague on the next world or the one after that.

His yacht, the Oliver Twist, been in orbit of the agro world for quite a while, nearly four standard months. It had been a long voyage for the slow yacht. Time and her damage hadn't been a friend to her.

His wife, Carol, didn't seem to mind the delay, nor did any of the crew, and for good reason. They had no intention of leaving while the plague continued to rampage unchecked across the planet. They were exhausted and had come out of the closet a bit with the natives, but so far everyone was just grateful for the help.

He had confirmed something, that the pirate cruiser Seydlitz and a Tauren freighter she had been escorting were responsible for the plague. They'd infected the planet and had ignored the space colonies.

It hadn't done the colonies much good in the end though. They'd still had to trade with each other and the planet, and eventually, they'd been infected as well.

Fortunately, Oliver Twist has come along and had the ability to do something about it.

For over a century since they'd woken from stasis, he and his crew and their A.I., Oliver, had done loops around the sector trying to make changes and improvements to the natives. His ship and crew were displaced from history; during the Xeno war, they'd been working to help the refugees survive before a hyper mine had nearly killed them. Instead, it had left them adrift for six centuries until they'd come into a friendly star system and the fuel to restore the ship.

Their last stop had been over a year ago. They'd done their best to cure the plague and make some changes to the local governor. They'd put a bit of a Christmas scare into the man in hopes that he'd change.

And now this he thought. They should have realized when they'd found evidence of bioweapons that if they could be used on one world they could be used on multiple worlds. He shuddered to think of what it meant.

The one small glimmer of hope was that doc had reported some odd intervention. He didn't understand what it meant, and he was pretty sure she didn't either. But something had intervened around Christmas time, the same time they'd been doing their good deeds to help the people survive a little longer.

Something like that helped to renew his faith in the Spirits of Space but also question it too. Why would they help so little and not just stop the bastards? He would have done it in a heartbeat if he could have!

But he couldn't. So, they were stuck cleaning up their mess.

As much as he'd love to get his hands on Seydlitz and her consort, he knew better. There was no way his little ship could take on a pirate cruiser. It was just as well he stayed well out of their gun sights.

Even if it galled him to follow in their wake of misery, death, and cruelty.
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Tau-1252

Dasher won her informal race with Blitzen when she returned to normal space thirty minutes ahead of the other courier. Shelby read the report of their arrival and snorted.

She had sent Blitzen to Lebynthos with the anticipation that the ansible would be set up soon. She'd been right. And now that she knew it was there, she would continue to send a courier every six weeks or so to keep things up-to-date until the ansible convoy arrived in the capital and she had one of her own.

Dasher had returned after confirming that both Mercy convoys were on schedule. They'd even confirmed that Félicité had been picked up and that Mercy Mission II had picked up their own pirate ship and that was coming in with a prize crew at her best speed.

And, on top of that, they'd confirmed Belfast was on her way. The overdue light cruiser had survived and had found her way home, or at least, almost home. Good news indeed.

All in all it was a good week so far. And it would get even better when Mercy Mission I arrived at the end of the week as scheduled.

Her good mood was tempered a bit when Commander Coglin put in an appearance for her command staff meeting. The Neocheetah was aggressive, and he tended to be the voice of aggression urging her on. There were a lot of officers and enlisted who wanted to take the fight to the enemy.

She just didn't think it was the right time. They had yet to make up their losses from the battle, at least the losses in ships. She had to admit their fixed fortifications were five times what they once were. She was even considering opening up a war-craft production line.

“Ma'am, I realize we're moving in different directions, but shouldn't we consolidate Tortuga and then go after the enemy? Run them down? Wherever they end up, people are going to get hurt,” the commander stated.

“He makes it sounds like you are being timid,” Boni stated in Shelby's ear. “There has been a growing concern that you've turtled like Admiral Irons,” she stated.

Shelby shook her head. “Now is not the time to be too aggressive and go off halfcocked. We don't know if it is a trap. We don't know where the enemy forces are, not for certain.” She kicked herself sometimes for not sending a ship to follow them.

“But, with respect, ma'am, we don't know it isn't,” Lieutenant Black stated.

“And we don't know it is either. We don't have any intel once they left Tortuga,” Lieutenant Slattery pointed out.

Shelby turned to the Neodog. “That's true, but I don't know if Tortuga is a trap either. He pulled his warships out in a concentrated force. That force could double back and hit us when we move in or come around through Black Hills to hit us from an unexpected direction. I have to play it safe. We've got too much to lose to go hog wild. And remember, the more cruisers we deploy now, the less there are here.”

“Ma'am, we play it safe and we let opportunities slip through our hands,” the CAG stated doggedly. “Sometimes we have to take risks,” the Neocheetah stated stubbornly.

“No, but I've got too many irons in the fire. Also, the pirates proved that fixed defenses aren't going to stop them if they truly want to get in. They can jump short, go around mines or defenses, whatever they want to do to get in they'll do. Having mobile forces able to get in their way and stop them is the only way to be sure we can stop them. So, I'm standing pat until reinforcements arrive. Once I've consolidated my forces, then I'll reassess the situation and go from there.”

He nodded. He'd seen it; she was right. It just hurt to not go after a retreating enemy and snap up the ground he was leaving behind while also hitting him while he was on the move. “Aye aye, ma’am.”
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Commander Coglin flicked his ears as he thought about the situation. In a few more months, the other convoys would arrive. When they did their firepower would double.

From the dispatches they'd received, he knew that the other convoys had CEVs. Those ships were chock-full of spare craft and pilots to thicken their ranks. But they were still a month or more away.

What he'd really love to do was to concentrate the carriers in one force and then go out and kick the pirate's ass. Using the fighters and bombers would allow Shelby to preserve her main force. It was cold blooded but he was honest with himself. Losing a fighter or bomber was better than losing a tin can or cruiser. He'd always known that. In the cold calculus of war, he knew that any good leader would trade an enemy warship for one of his people. Even though they'd hate doing it, they would.

It remained to be seen if the commodore had the stomach to do it or not.

Still, it wouldn't hurt to draw up a plan and submit it to her. At the least it might get her thinking in the right direction.
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Belfast's arrival at the Tau-1929 jump point was anticipated, though the defenders hadn't known the ship's exact timing.

“Glad you are back! We've missed you,” Captain Runyon stated as IFFs were brought up around the jump point.

“We're glad to be missed,” the comm tech on duty replied before turning the channel over to his CO.

Captain S'th was on auto pilot as she spoke with the other captain. She was in awe of the sights around her ship and further afield. The depths of the star system promised a wealth of material and opportunities to finally right her ship the proper way.
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Shelby got the initial hot wash download from Belfast. It took her an hour to read it. When she did she couldn't decide if she was furious, appalled, or just exasperated. Either way a certain Naga had a long overdue tongue lashing coming.

The good news was the ship hadn't gotten lost or destroyed. And she had taken one enemy out, scouted an enemy base, shown the flag, and had gotten a piece of Black Corsage.

But the risks she'd taken, had it been worth it? In tangling with Black Corsage, she'd tipped their hand to the enemy.
  


 



Chapter 24
 

Three days after her arrival Belfast arrived at the Newport shipyard. Arrangements had been made while she had been in transit for her to take the repair slip right away. That was excellent news for Captain S'th.

Once she was certain her XO had things well in hand, she took a cutter over to the naval base.
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Captain S'th wasn't disappointed as the commodore ripped into her for the stupid first battle.

“What the hell were you thinking? Ignoring your orders, endangering your ship ….” The human female leaned forward imposingly. Beside her an image of the battle was on a repeat loop.

The Naga's tail tip flicked. Her mandibles moved as if she was about to say something.

“I'm not finished,” Shelby said, stepping on the Naga's impulse to explain or excuse away her actions. “You took on an enemy ship with a greater throw weight than your own. That was reckless and stupid. You endangered your ship and your mission in a vain attempt to earn your spurs. I get pride, I do,” Shelby shook her head, “especially a predator's pride. And I get it that we're here to do a job, and that is to root out the pirates. But that was stupid.”

“Yes, ma'am,” the Naga replied.

Shelby judged the contrition in the other being's voice as genuine. She had to admit, the Naga hadn't pulled any punches about the mistakes she'd made in her report. Nor had she glossed over any as far as she was aware.

And, most likely the Naga had kicked herself every day afterward when she realized the damage she'd inflicted on her ship and the losses to her crew. If, that was, she'd had a leg to kick with she thought, looking at the long tail.

Well, she could do the Naga's kicking for her. It was definitely long overdue.

“Judging solely for that action you should be court-martialed. But you did better in the second battle, and the risks you took to verify the pirate base were high. You did come back all right,” Shelby said.

“Yes, ma'am. I make no excuses for the first battle. You are correct; I screwed up.”

“Damn right you did. And you and your ship paid for it later. I don't know if we can see the later actions as a way to balance out that sort of screwup. Hopefully, and from the sound of it, you learned from it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Shelby studied her and then slowly sat down. After a moment of studying the Naga, Shelby nodded. “Good. Your ship is going to be in the repair slip for quite some time despite what repairs your crew and the Beta Convoy could do. The yard dogs have to assess it all and probably yank out the temporary repairs before they can start clean. In the meantime, your crew is going to go through the reviews while also enjoying their long overdue liberty.”

“On behalf of them, ma'am, thank you.”

“I didn't say the review will be pleasant for you or them,” Shelby stated, eyes flickering again. She personally wondered how the review board would land. The Naga could very well find herself unsaddled and no longer considered fit for command. Or, she could find herself demoted.

She sighed internally. For the moment that was something she'd have to face later. “We don't have a large JAG presence. Before your crew scatters to the wind, I want you to go over your reports with your JAG expert and XO and prepare yourself. It's a battle you aren't going to enjoy.”

“Understood, ma'am.”

“A room will be assigned to you in Captain's Row. If your ship is in the body and fender shop for more than a week, expect me to be poaching the crew for other assignments. Many are long overdue for a promotion.”

“Also understood and anticipated, ma'am.”

“Glad we're on the same page then. I too had to endure that when Prometheus returned to Pyrax. Go get squared away.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”
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Captain S'th noted with relief that Puglia was not there. Her news update had informed her that Puglia was on her way to Tortuga. It was a bit of a relief to not have to face Ed just yet. He'd no doubt rub it in that she'd taken her sweet-ass time getting to the capital.

But neither one of them won the bet of blood wine since neither had gone back to the Trajin Cluster she reminded herself. So, the bet was off.

Of course, if she was sent back in disgrace, she'd get there ahead of Puglia—not that she expected that to happen. But the commodore's reaming had reminded her that what she was facing wasn't pleasant. It wasn't meant to be either. But it was another thing she had to face.
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Lieutenant Slattery processed the data from Belfast as soon as her office received the full data package.

Once she noted her conclusions were running concurrent with the opinions and reports of the bridge crew, she called a briefing to go over her findings with the senior staff.

“We're going to take this one thing at a time. I'm not going to review the combat incidents; I understand a review board will handle that,” the lieutenant stated.

Shelby nodded. The questionable decisions in courting combat with a ship clearly above their throw weight was weighing heavily on her mind. There was confidence and then there was reckless stupidity.

But, Belfast's ability to scout Virgins Hole was big, very big. Not quite game changing but damn important.

“They've got a refueling station. It is around a class 1 gas giant. It's massive with plenty of fuel obviously,” the lieutenant stated, showing them a reconstructed 3D image of the base.

“They've added to it over the years; we've picked out some sections from other stations. Some of the ports look like they've had a ship grated on or something. It's quite vast but not as large as Tortuga.”

Shelby listened as the lieutenant went over the star system and defenders. “The system is a bit soupy because of its vicinity to the nebula. The nebula's material is being drawn in by the star's gravity. Belfast noted one tug harvesting some of the material with bussard scoops. It makes a lot of sense to have chemical works in the station.”

“Yard?”

“That is minor. No true shipyard, just the orbital docks and whatever factories and machine shops they've got internally.”

“Defenders?”

“At least a dozen warships. There are about two dozen ships in their prize row and forty ships in their boneyard.

“What about a picket?”

“None though they do keep some sort of watch. Based on what we know, they got in and out clean,” the lieutenant stated. “I ordered a check of our files and prisoners; none noted Belfast or an unknown ship arrival and departure at Virgin Holes while they were in port. So, the enemy doesn't know we have that intelligence.”

Shelby nodded and made a note on her tablet.

“One thing of note, there was no sighting of the missing Tauren dreadnought.”

“Darn,” Lieutenant Black murmured.

“I know,” Lieutenant Slattery replied with a shrug.

“We've confirmed it isn't in two locations. It isn't in Tortuga nor in this Virgin Holes. That leaves the other two star systems,” Shelby observed. “Two down, two to go.”

“Unless they have it in another location we don't know about,” Lieutenant Slattery stated.

Shelby raised an eyebrow. “Another base?”

“Not necessarily. The ship is, or I should say was, a derelict. They reportedly salvaged her at some point. They could just know the location or it could be in transit. If it is in deep space, it could eventually become a base if they decided to do that.”

Shelby nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, if they did we wouldn't know where. It's not in the war book?”

“No,” the spook replied. “My personal opinion and I admit this isn't supported by facts so it is purely speculation at this point, but my personal opinion is that only Admiral Ishmael and his closest followers know where the ship is. We've asked the prisoners we've got. None of them have seen it.”

“A hold card,” Shelby murmured with slight nod. All eyes turned to her. “It'd be like him to keep the best for himself. And what's better than a battlecruiser?”

Heads nodded grimly over that idea.

“I'm worried about it being out there. If it is immobile, it's not as big a threat at the moment,” Lieutenant Black stated slowly. “But it is there, hanging over us like that sword people keep talking about.”

“Sword of Damocles. We get the point. But it could also be a rallying point. If not many know about it, we wouldn't get the data unless we got lucky. Ishmael could use it as a new hidden base if he played his cards right. The hull could become a base.”

“Not a pleasant thought, ma'am.”

“I know. But, we've got to be thinking of these things now,” Shelby said with a resigned shake of her head.
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Shelby wasn't the only one to celebrate the arrival of Rho Mercy Flight I in the capital. Everyone was grinning, mostly from relief at the news. Finally, things were about to change and hopefully for the better.

“As soon as they get here, I want them resupplied. I've got a mission for them,” she told Lieutenant Black.

Her flag lieutenant nodded. “Aye, ma'am. Are they going to get a liberty?”

“A week, no more. I want to send one or more of them with an escort after Janice. They'll go west. And we need to have someone go back and check the areas we missed. The star systems off the beaten trail or where we didn't visit to see if the plague got to them. We need to get out ahead of it and stop the spread.”

“Aye, ma’am. Definitely. A vaccination program?”

“Most likely,” Shelby replied with a nod. “But we'll see what the experts say.”

“Aye, ma’am.”
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Lieutenant Black hadn't expected a lot of warships with either force. The commodore hadn't ordered them forward once they'd gotten into familiar territory either. At least some of them could have been advanced at their best speed to the capital, but Shelby had allowed them to remain with their respective convoys.

Many of the ships in the convoys would be needed to escort the hospital ships. In fact, if they were split up to take on multiple areas, she'd need to assign additional escorts for their own safety.

“Okay, so, we're on our own,” Lieutenant Black said, looking at the commodore for support.

Shelby nodded. “Pretty much,” she said, studying the group. “But,” Shelby said slowly.

Lieutenant Slattery stared at her and then cocked her head in inquiry. “But, ma'am?”

“But, we can take a page from Admiral Irons,” Shelby replied with a shrug, eyes gleaming.

“Ma'am?”

“Maine. Bounty, all of the others. He took them from the pirates,” Shelby said with an evil smile.

Slow dawning comprehension hit her staff. A few people seemed to relax and grin back.

“And, Tortuga is sitting right there, one jump away,” she said, indicating the map.

Lieutenant Fixer bobbed a human style nod. She now understood why the commodore had insisted she attend the meeting. “There are potentially dozens of hulls waiting there. All concentrated from what the pirates took or salvaged over the centuries—warships and civilian ships. We can save and free the slaves too. We'll have to compensate them, but that's fine.”

“Some might even join us!” Lieutenant Black stated.

“True. But we can't count on any of that,” Lieutenant Slattery stated. “And I don't think there are any slaves left in Tortuga. There might be some on the ships, but most probably died with the base,” she reminded them.

“Oh, I must have missed that,” Lieutenant Fixer stated, her antenna bobbing.

“Not your fault, you've been a tad busy,” Shelby stated. The bug's head turned to her and then nodded once.

“Do you think the virus hit them elsewhere?” Lieutenant Black asked, turning to their local spook for an answer.

The lieutenant frowned thoughtfully. “If they had any sense, no. They were spreading the filth. I doubt they'd do it to themselves though it would be a little poetic.”

“Both would. Taking Tortuga and their booty away and watching them suffer from the plague their people unleashed on the galaxy,” Lieutenant Fixer stated.

“Agreed. Hoisted on their own Petard as the saying goes,” Shelby stated. “No doubt they've got ships out there making the rounds. And, if they needed supplies or were just too ornery and stupid, they might ignore a warning and try to land on an infected world.” A few people stared at her. She shrugged. “They may or may not make it alive to their next port of call or even their base.”

“Talk about plague ships!”

“If we're lucky, they'll take themselves out of play for good. Get the plague and die in hyperspace somewhere. Like the pests they are,” Lieutenant Slattery said, catching on to the idea.

“Or, take it to their base like the commodore said. Boy, that really is poetic justice!” Lieutenant Fixer stated.

“Agreed. For the moment though, it's not our problem. I want us to start planning on a follow-up mission to Tortuga. That means we'll be setting up a temporary base there to go through their booty and then ship it and hulks here,” Shelby stated, looking at Abdul. “You are going to lose some support but get a lot more work.”

“Yes, ma’am. As long as we can prioritize the work, I think we'll be fine.”

She nodded. “Agreed. Obviously warships above other ships.”

“Other ships but not hospital ships,” Boni interjected.

Shelby nodded to her. “I stand corrected. Now …”
  


 



Chapter 25
 

Tortuga

Captain Otto Corbin's brown eyes were intent on the plot as his force dropped out of hyperspace. He listened with half an ear as the navigator confirmed they had dropped out in formation and where they wanted to be.

“Good job,” he murmured. “The Tortuga assault force has arrived. Status on the system?”

“Still trying to clear our hyperspace wake, sir,” CIC warned.

“Roger that. Comm, get an omni broadcast with our IFF out to Xiphos. Let them know the cavalry has arrived.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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“That's it; there goes the neighborhood,” a rating said in disgust when CIC reported the arrival of three ships well outside the Tau-1252 jump point.

Captain Hochi frowned. A few sidelong looks were shot his way. He didn't say anything, not even when the plot was updated with tentative IDs by class.

“It's just two cruisers and a tin can, right?” the TAO asked. “We can take them, right?”

“Yeah, but there is a tin can running around here somewhere,” the tactical officer said in disgust. “If their ships are that good at stealth, it means they've got the full tech package. I don't want to tangle with them even if we had mass and firepower on our side.”

Captain Hochi nodded. He'd expected to hear as much. It was one thing to go after a fat helpless civilian ship or city, quite another to go after something that had teeth and bit back. They had turned two ships around. One had complained they hadn't the fuel to get to another base. That was their problem. As far as he saw it, they'd done their duty. It was time to go.

“The Feds are a bitch to fight. I'm not going to break the code,” he rumbled.

All eyes fell on him.

“The code, sir? Oh, fight to run away?” the tactical officer asked.

“Exactly. There is no profit in fighting them. We'd just end up with a beat-up ship afterward. It's time to run.”

“Aye.”

“What of our orders, sir? And of anyone else who comes in after we're gone?”

“Their problem. There is no profit in being dead.”

“Well, that's certainly true.”

“Helm, make for the 101 jump point. Let the other ships know it's time we be leavin,” the captain growled. “First come, first serve. Any who be laggin' be left behind.”
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Xiphos's CIC reported the arrival of a larger than expected force at the Tau-1252 jump point.

Captain V'r'w'll had moved his ship off station and into position. Destroyers did not have tachyon transmitters, just receivers. They received an omni ping but couldn't respond without revealing their presence.

Each picket destroyer that had come into the star system had brought a small load of material with them. Fuel, a small caches of supplies, six missile pods, and two weapon platforms. Over the course of the past year, they had built up a small but growing stash in the star system, most of it in deep space around the Tau-1252 jump point. The idea was that they could use the material to resupply or take out a pirate if they had a problem.

The Veraxin captain had noted that things would be different once the enemy had left so had taken steps accordingly. When his ship had been left alone, Captain V'r'w'll and his crew had hit up on a plan. It had taken a bit of careful work. They'd had to draw on some of the stockpiled fuel, but they'd quietly made runs to move the weapons into position over the course of the past two weeks. They'd just finished their last run and had been sitting near their final ambush site when the relief force had arrived.

He was certain the enemy had gotten a sniff of them a time or two, like when the ship had occluded the local star but they hadn't been caught.

The enemy cruisers had been updated with better software and some equipment, but their crew skills were sorely lacking from actual training. They had also not changed their encryption randomly. Xiphos had easily intercepted the omni broadcasts between the distant ships. They had the encryption keys so had listened in to their chatter in real time.

At one point it had been sorely tempting to ambush one or more of the ships. But their orders had been to hold off and wait. When Strike in the Dark's force had arrived, that time had come.

In the intercepts the destroyer had picked up; they'd listened to a lot of griping. Picket duty was a lonely affair, best to gripe and joke with someone else to share the pain. But, along the way the cruiser crews had let slip their plan not to follow the admiral to Dead Man's Hand but to head to Virgin Holes.

Captain V'r'w'll had left the cache of supplies and fuel in the hiding spots near the Tau-1252 jump point but had moved the accumulated missile pods and weapon platforms to an ambush site near inner edge of the Tau-R6101 jump point zone. The 101 jump point was apparently a jump line shortcut between Tortuga and Virgin Holes. It crossed through a series of destroyed star systems to get to the other base.

Xiphos sailed in to her ambush point with exquisite care and then sat and waited like a spider at the center of a web.

Or, more appropriately, a mantis waiting to strike.
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The geometry of the star system had allowed the three pirate ships to make easy runs to the 101 jump point. That had been by design; they'd always known a federation force would arrive at some point. There was no point making it easy for them.

And, Captain Hochi wasn't at all surprised when the three ships had fallen into a stern chase. What he was surprised by was that the other ship, that damn tin can that had been lurking around the system, had yet to put in an appearance.

He never trusted someone when they did things his way. Not until he was damn sure it had all been done right and to his satisfaction.
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As the plot solidified, it became clear to the tactical department in Xiphos that the enemy's approach to the jump zone wasn't quite what they'd hoped for. The three ships were coming in at their own best speed, not even attempting to form up. They were also coming in at different angles since they were coming in from the positions the picket ships had taken up in the star system. “Based on this, we've got good locks on Tango's Two and Three, moderate locks on Tango One. We'll go for the small fry. I'd rather get two birds in the bush over one,” the TAO stated, turning to the captain for confirmation.

The Veraxin captain flexed his mandibles and flicked his feathery antenna as he considered the tactical problem carefully. Normally they would concentrate their fire on one target, not two. Going for two meant they'd divide the finite number of missiles and graser shots. It would also be a bit trickier for his tactical computers to handle.

One leg ticked on the deck, a sure sign he was thinking. The bridge crew knew it was one of the captain's tells. Unfortunately for them, the skipper knew it and sometimes used it to bluff during their weekly poker games. “You don't want to shoot for the medium cruiser?”

“She's got better point defense, sir. And we don't quite have the right angle or range, sir. At best I can get two, maybe three of the missile pods to solidly lock on her. I'd considered concentrating everything we had on them but rejected it. Besides, the more cruisers we can kill or cripple here the less someone else has to face later.”

The captain studied the TAO and then nodded. “Understood. Fight the ship, Guns.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Tango Two about to enter the edge of the kill basket.”

“Roger that. Status on Tango Three?”

“Tango Three ETA three minutes.”

“Set up the shot for two minutes thirty seconds for Tango Two. Tango Three target package is to go off at the three-minute mark. We don't want to give them too much time to react and get to general quarters.”

“Aye aye, sir,” the ATO stated.

“Pity we couldn't coordinate with the other ships. If we could get them to act more like beaters, we could have fixated the enemy's eyes on them, and they'd really be in for a surprise,” the TAO stated, looking at the captain.

The Veraxin cocked his head as if he would seriously consider the idea but then shook it as his truehands signaled first-degree negation. “We're running ultra silent. And, as you just pointed out, there is no time.”

“Aye aye, sir,” the TAO said as he glanced at the clock and noted the cascading countdown.
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One moment they were starting to feel relief over winning the race, or, about to win the race with the enemy force and the next thing all hell broke loose.

The CIC departments went from professional decorum to near bedlam as they reported the weapon's fire ahead and on either flank of them.

Initially, shock hit the crew before they rushed to battle stations.

The Tauren light cruiser Bitchin' had always been lax about her crew standards. They'd never had to deal with an enemy that could fight back let alone turn the tables on them. Her crew was still trying to close up and get to battle stations when the missiles went into final acquisition mode and began spitting out submunitions. Their point defense managed to pick off two missiles before the submunitions began to go off, tearing her shields and then her hull apart.
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Captain Hochi swore as Bitchin' was torn apart. Red Horn was taking fire as well. His Brigadoon had started to take active lidar hits from what CIC and Tactical was reporting as weapon platforms. If they were anything like the weapon platforms reportedly encountered in Tau-1252, they spelled trouble. Only two missile pods had been targeted on his ship. He ordered his ship to fight for herself first. He was relieved to see Tactical had picked off a quarter of the missiles before they'd deployed their ECM or submunitions.

“We're no good to anyone dead. Don't worry about them; they'll take care of themselves or they won't. Keep us alive!” the captain snarled. “Reinforce our shields. Guns, kill those damn missiles!”

“Sir, what about the platforms? I need power to fire on them.”

“No! All other power to the drive and hyperdrive. We need to get the hell out of this hell hole, not waste another damn minute here getting shot at!”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Xiphos used twenty of her twenty-four missile pods in the initial blow. Ten had been targeted on Tango Two, eight on Tango Three, and two missile pods on Tango One. Four missile pods had been out of position to get a solid lock and had been stood down for later recovery. The destroyer's tactical computers were hard pressed to control a hundred cruiser grade missiles in flight at the same time, let alone manage their ECM.

The destroyer had been prepared for battle and had her shields spun up and her systems at full battle readiness before the missiles had gotten to the halfway mark. Once the first missiles cleared the final acquisition mark, they were on their own so the tactical department switched to the weapon platforms.

The weapon platforms needed active lidar to target the enemy ships. The eight cruiser grade graser weapon platforms sought out the three targets quickly. Their computers had been continuously updated by whisker lasers from the control ship, but it still took a moment for their OMS to warm up and put them in the proper orientation to fire.

Each of the weapon platforms could fire one shot every five seconds for a total of six shots before their hyper capacitors were drained. Tactical commands updated the cue to prioritize Tango 3 and Tango 1. When they had a lock, they fired. It only took three shots to Tango 3 before her shields buckled once more and collapsed. Fresh orders were sent out to reprioritize all fire on Tango 1.

It took several seconds for the weapon platforms to recharge while those not oriented on Tango 1 shifted to it. Meanwhile Xiphos dumped her two fighters out of her boat bay before her shields fully spun up. The two fighters came around their mother ship and then went into stealth on separate courses that would cross paths again on the stern of the fleeing medium cruiser.
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“Sir, weapons fire detected near the 101 jump point. We're still over forty million kilometers out,” CIC reported. A fresh set of icons appeared on the plot just as the captain looked up.

“It looks like Xiphos started the party early,” the TAO stated.

The Neochimp captain studied the plot and spangle of icons. His lips pursed thoughtfully. At least now he knew what V'r'w'll had been up to. Most likely the other captain had run silent in order to set up the ambush.

He nodded slowly as his eyes studied the plot with intense ferocity. He hated that the three pirates had been on track to get away more or less clean. Now it seemed their plans had been upset. He had no complaints. The ship's A.I. zoomed in and the plot cleared to show the icons of missile and graser fire. “That she did. And her dance card is filled with heavy weights.”

“Aye, sir.”

The captain turned to the ship's A.I. “If we launch the fighters, can they get there in time?”

“No, sir. Whatever Xiphos is doing, they just threw their best Sunday punch. The majority of the missile pods fired on Tango Two and Three. CIC just confirmed the destruction of Tango Two. Tango Three has lost her sublight engines and she's tumbling. Tango One is running.”

The captain nodded. According to the long-range sensors, the weapon platforms were still firing on Tango 1, but she seemed to be rolling in order to spread the damage on her shields. Whoever was over there was a smart bastard.

“Ah. Well, there is that. We wouldn't have gotten a piece of them anyway. At least someone gave them a sending-off present.”

“Aye, sir, there is that,” the XO said with a nod.
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Captain V'r'w'll noted Tango 2 was down. Tango 3 was crippled. Before he could say anything, the TAO had switched fire to Tango 1. The range was long though. They managed to pump a couple grasers into the enemy cruiser, but she rolled with each shot, presenting a different aspect of her shields to the grasers to keep them from overloading any one section and getting to the hull.

She spat fire at the fighters, but CIC reported most of her energy was going to her drive, shields, and her hyperdrive. The two fighters scissored off, one taking a glancing hit before she got clear. While they were off in a loop, the cruiser's hyperdrive went into final countdown.

“Damn,” a watch stander murmured softly.

“I think they got away,” another said, equally softly.

“Not yet,” the XO stated.

But, his wishful thinking was not to be. The ship vanished into hyper as the two fighters aborted their runs. A final graser shot passed through the turbulent space where the ship had once been.

“Well, not quite the clean sweep I was hoping for but two out of three isn't a bad second place I suppose,” the captain replied. “I believe we need to let Strike in the Dark know what's going on. Comm, send them our IFF and a brief log. Let them know we're going into SAR,” he stated.

“Aye aye, sir,” the tech said as the bridge crew applauded their victory.
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Captain Hochi didn't breathe a sigh of relief until his ship had been in hyperspace a full five minutes. Sparks went off from a shorted-out panel behind him. Damage control was reportedly all over the ship busy putting out minor fires and minor damage. They'd only taken one hit to the hull, a glancing blow.

He probably should have fired a missile to take Red Horn out. But he hadn't wanted to waste the missile, nor had he wanted to expose his ship to do so. His escape had been close. Whatever happened to them, it was out of his hands.

Lady Luck had been with them to some small degree. But he wondered for how much longer. Apparently the tides of their luck were turning in an unfavorable direction.

Perhaps it was time to find a new line of work he mused, or better hunting grounds elsewhere.
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“Damn good bit of work,” Captain Corbin stated when the pirate cruiser had jumped. The wayward destroyer lit off her IFF. It was a bit late but he appreciated the formality. A follow-up message was curt; they were switching to SAR operations. “Comm, lay a line on Xiphos and let them know they can shoot above their weight anytime, as long as they hit something, but next time keep us in the loop.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“I'll leave teasing V'r'w'll about biting off more than they can chew for a later date, probably when I've got V'r'w'll in the same room,” the captain said in an aside to the XO.

“Yes, sir,” the XO said with a smile.

“Get SAR on the deck. Let Xiphos know we've got our people up and ready to assist,” the captain ordered.

“Aye aye, sir.”

“As soon as we're sure this system is clean, we'll send Xiphos and possibly her prize ship back to base with the good news. The commodore will want to send in a follow-up team ASAP.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“I want a SITREP on Xiphos's status, her logs, and a status on the prize ship. I hope V'r'w'll won't complain if we send over our Marines to lend him a hand.”

“I think the Marines won't mind sharing the glory on that one, sir.”

“Good.”
  


 



Chapter 26
 

Tau-1252

Shelby had a lot on her plate once things got going. Boni processed the new keys that had been brought in by one of the couriers from Rho Mercy Flight I. She could have used them earlier but couldn't complain about it much.

The keys did change things a bit for her, improving things in the yard. She also had to sort out what to do with the ships in the Mercy Flight. She'd already hit upon a plan to send Good Hope, one cruiser, one or more couriers, the tanker, and one support ship west. Eventually Janice would catch up with them when she returned from her side trip south.

Shelby had spent hours planning what to do with the rest of the force. Of course, her plans were hinged on their resupply and refit. The initial surveys were promising though, so she went forward with cutting orders with Boni.

The two destroyers would remain in the capital. She was picking their crews over, especially their senior staff to man future construction. She'd gotten a few complaints, but they had died when the COs had realized grudgingly that their people deserved to be promoted.

Florence Nightingale would go with the Eastern Mercy Mission III once it was completely assembled. It bugged her to send the Liberty support ship with the Western Mission II. She'd much rather send a Dora support ship and keep the ship for Tortuga. But she was pretty sure that a Dora wouldn't be able to keep up with the needs of the mission when they faced a planetary crisis.

There were spots of other good news from the yard. They had just launched their third sublight destroyer and the fourth and fifth were coming in behind her. The pace in the yard was picking up. They had yet to hit the stride yards like Pyrax or Antigua could do, but they were getting there. They even had the heavy cruiser Hudson three days ahead of schedule.

Which just meant she was a little bit further ahead than the four week slippage that had been experienced in her schedule. But, they were getting there.

Now, if she could just get a dozen more cruisers and other ships she'd feel more comfortable. Toss her a battlecruiser or two and she'd go after Ishmael and run him to ground no matter where he tried to hide.
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Lieutenant Carl Talon, quartermaster extraordinaire, was starting to regret his self-imposed title. He had to deal with the day-to-day logistics on Prometheus but also the various bases since he was the senior quartermaster.

The good news was by dabbling in the oversight of what was essentially all logistics of the star system he knew where stuff was and how to get his hands on it if he had to do so in a hurry. The problem was that everyone knew that and was coming to him in order to shortcut the system.

They really needed to activate one of the dumb A.I. templates the commodore had and set it up to do the job or at least assist him.

On top of keeping track of everything, he also had to field contract requests from the local start-up civilian industrial companies. That meant reviewing each. Fortunately, he'd come up with a background check as well as a review system with Boni.

The bad news was that there were more and more of them and not just in the capital these days. He was starting to get requests from companies in Delos and Lebynthos.

The most impressive to date was an electronics manufacturing start-up in the capital. He wasn't sure where they got the equipment, but they apparently had enough to start making small parts. Whether they could handle MILSPEC was anyone's guess.

They were offering finished products too, which meant they had to have a handle on every aspect of the process—from the chips to the boards, to the LCD panels, to the plastic bits, all of it.

Even if they could make just servers, tablets, and Wi-Fi nodes, it would be a major improvement over using Federal resources to do it. He was fairly certain from Boni's read on them that they were fishing for a big contract in order to solidify themselves. Which made him want to throw them a bone, but also be a bit wary of someone biting off more than they could chew.

He put an inquiry in for a sample. If they could handle the contract in a timely manner, he might look into extending it or negotiating a new one. Hell, he might even look into getting them to offer shares or something.

Wait, no, that'd pop a flag in his implants, he realized. Okay, no, maybe not shares for him, but if he extended contacts to others, played intermediary, they might pick up contracts in other civilian markets and be grateful to him for a while down the road …

His tongue played over his slightly pointed teeth as he considered how to best word the exploratory contract.
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Shelby kept her hands off the review board as they sat on the Belfast captain's actions. The board was made up of ship captains or fortress commanders, so it took them a bit of time to review the mountains of evidence and then come down with their final verdict.

The consensus was that Captain S'th had been too aggressive and had endangered her command in attempting to ambush Black Corsage. They did not recommend a court-martial however. Instead of being drummed out or demoted, the board took into account the Naga's actions after that engagement.

No, she was not demoted but her next two promotion cycles were to be skipped. Shelby had her pulled from Belfast and given command of the newly-built sublight destroyer Nashville.

Shelby reviewed the new command with the lieutenant commander. The Naga closed her eyes briefly but then nodded.

“So, effectively a demotion without an actual reduction in rank.”

“Yes, Commander. The navy has a lot invested in you, and we believe your career can be salvaged. Hopefully, you take the right lessons from this and learn from this experience.”

“Hopefully,” Boni murmured in Shelby's ear.

Shelby studied the Naga and then decided to counsel her. “You were too aggressive; we know it. You know it. It happens; that's what we're here for, to be aggressive and take the fight to the enemy.” She paused for a moment and then crossed her arms. “You know that a good friend of mine had her own experience with the board for her actions in ET.”

The Naga's tail flicked. “Yes, ma’am, I heard.”

“And she bounced back from it. I expect you to do so as well. Come back older, wiser, and with that blood thirst tempered but still there.”

“Aye, ma’am. I'll try.”

“Good.”

Once she was gone, Boni's avatar appeared on the desk.

“Damn, I hope she does learn from this. We probably could have landed harder on her, probably should have to have her serve as an example. But I'm short on good skippers. She's got the fire in her.”

“Yes, ma’am. She'll bounce back.”

“We'll see,” Shelby said dubiously.

“But, that opens up another can of worms; Belfast needs a new captain. You promoted the XO off as well as most of her senior staff.”

“True but I've been told she's going to be in the body and fender shop for several more weeks. And like you just said, we're poaching her crew to man the other ships. Her XO that you just mentioned received a promotion and is going over to assume command of Fortress 2 at the Tortuga jump point for a tour.”

“Ah. So, no hurry, ma'am?”

“Well, some. I'd like to get Belfast back into space. She's a cruiser, and we've got so few of them.”

“Understood.”

<()>^<()>
 

Helen and Shelby had their first face-to-face meeting after hours. The convoy had made port in the late evening. Helen surprised Shelby by hopping a shuttle and coming over to the base for a meeting.

Boni gave her a heads-up when the commodore arrived. She met Commodore Richards for a late evening meal in the officer's mess. Shelby kept the meeting informal after they exchanged salutes. She was well aware that everyone was watching, and she wanted them to strike the right note right from the beginning. “Actually, we've spoken before on ET but only briefly,” Shelby said with a tired smile. It had been a long, rather full day for her.

Helen looked thoughtful and then nodded. “I vaguely remember it. I know I've been busy.”

“Well, given that you were managing the entire planetary administration, I don't doubt it,” Shelby replied with a smile.

“Well, I hope you won't hold that against me,” Helen said as they made their way to Shelby's office.

“By no means.”

Once they were in private, Shelby offered her a drink. They sipped at some replicated wine while Shelby showed her the map of the star system and what they'd accomplished so far.

Within a half hour, Shelby was comfortable enough to offer to drop their titles while in private. “I don't mind going by first names if you don't,” she said.

Helen raised an eyebrow and then slowly nodded. “I admit, it is a relief to have someone call me by my given name, not commodore this or that.”

Shelby cocked her head. “Getting tired of all the bowing and scraping?” she teased.

Helen snorted. “Oh, hell no! No lady gives that up if she can help it.” They leaned in and shared a chuckle together.

“So, what's your plan? You can't tell me you didn't come up with one,” Helen said, changing the subject.

“Well,” Shelby frowned. “You know I've got a couple irons in the fire. The yard is wrapping up the first rounds of refits for the Mercy mission ships.” Helen nodded. “We'll be dispatching a follow-up force to reinforce and expand on Janice's Western Mission.”

“Captain Yu?”

“Yes. We go back a ways,” Shelby replied with a brief smile. “I've got the Tortuga mission going, and we're planning at least one, possibly more than one, Eastern Mission to go back the way you came. I don't suppose you want command of that?”

“I'm tempted. I'd like to overhaul your medical section here.”

“Well, you've got a couple of weeks to do that.”

“It'll take more than a couple of weeks,” Helen replied with a snort. “You need medical training; I mean good medical training here. Not what you've got.”

Shelby took the criticism with as good grace as she could.

“Understood and I agree,” she said with a nod.

Helen studied her and then nodded. “From there I believe you want to go after the pirates?”

“Yes. Now that we've consolidated the force here, I plan to build a strike force around the heavy ships, which will limit the number of cruisers available for escort of the hospital ships.”

Helen frowned but then nodded.

“I want to get a handle on the pirates and stop them from deliberately spreading the plagues.”

“Oh, no need to justify your actions, I get it. I even agree with it. I see now why you waited.”

“Indeed. I'm confident we have enough forces to do some of the jobs I've got in mind. The support ships will be running between Tortuga and here too. I'm going to organize a series of teams, most likely around the Spacebees to pick through what the pirates left behind and then ship it here on a priority basis. That is going to be … moderately tricky. I understand they booby trapped some of the hulks and hardware.”

“Oh, joy. Lovely,” Helen sighed.

“Yeah, I know. I'm still considering who will go. Most likely Prometheus will form the center of that group.” Helen nodded.

“I understand you have two MASH units?”

“Yes. And you've got another engineering group in the form of a double squad of Army Corps of Engineers,” Helen replied.

“Which, I will most likely lend to you. They can build hospitals and infrastructure for the natives,” Shelby said.

“You don't want them in Tortuga?”

“As I understand it, the Army Corps of Engineers specialize in ground-based construction and engineering projects. They do not have a lot of experience or training with ships though I bet they tried to cross-train as much as possible on the ride here.”

Helen nodded. “Well, I'll take them. And I think I'll break the MASH units up. Maybe send one with the Western Mission,” she said, eyeing Shelby.

Shelby realized she was being tested but nodded. “The medical missions are your bailiwick,” She said with a nod.

“Thank you. You haven't left me a lot of toys to play with though.”

“I'm working on it,” Shelby sighed.

“I know. Just remember what a famous guy said, ask for anything but time. And perfect is the enemy of good, or in this case, good enough. While we try to get our I's dotted and our T's crossed people are dying out there.”

Shelby closed her eyes in brief pain and then nodded. “I know. But they will still be dying if we can't get the resources they need to them safely.”

Helen grimaced at the retort. “Point.”

“Thank you. Now …”
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Abdul Sulistyo wanted to scream. The yard had work coming out of its ears. It should be a good thing, but it was really saturating him and screwing up with his plans.

Not that he hadn't anticipated it. He just hadn't anticipated the commodore's demand to get everything done right this second. Already he'd pulled everything from the expansion project.

And it hadn't helped much. They still had work coming out of their ears. The single repair slip was overworked. The two factory ships he had access to had stepped up to help recondition the ships but that made some of the other projects slip. It also put a dent in their lead time for logistics, something Carl was starting to complain about.

At least the complaints were in email form for the time being. He didn't need the chimera breathing down his neck in vid chats at the moment.

The last conversion project was out the door. Four more destroyers were in various stages of completion. A second cruiser has been started. If Hudson could get out into space, he'd delay laying the next hull to shift resources to clearing his backlog.

If.

Despite Commander Coglin's entries, the commodore had yet to authorize building a CEV for which the Neoorangutan could only be grateful. Retooling the destroyer line to handle it would screw him all up. He'd much rather build a dedicated line from scratch, which was what he'd fully intended to do.

If only people would stop wanting everything now he thought as he scrubbed his face. He used his index finger to play with his large lips as he crossed his eyes and made a “bubada” sound for a few seconds. It always made him feel a little better when he went nutty like the rest of the universe.

Still didn't change what he had to do though.

Well, the good news was that Boni had gotten him the priority list on the Rho Mercy Flight II ships. The cruisers were at the top of the list, no surprise there. But they had come in with some support ships. Now, if he could get a chance to borrow them before the crew went on liberty …
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“It's Christmas, more keys,” Shelby replied with a smile when a courier brought in an armored case the following morning after her late night meeting with Helen. Each of the Mercy Missions had carried keys for her and the personnel under her command. The Beta convoy of course didn't have any.

“And promotions too!” the lieutenant said, hefting another case.

“My, you are full of surprises. My people will be grateful. Some I've already promoted, but it will be nice that BUPERS finally caught up with them,” she drawled as they opened the case.

Boni set up the interface as Shelby accessed the memory crystals. She downloaded each of the key packages into her protected storage and then unpacked them after a virus scan.
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Commander Coglin found himself very busy. In the first three days of the latest convoy arrival, he'd arranged a conference for all of the CAGS and carrier skippers. To his surprise they and several of their senior squadron leaders had attended.

They shared updates on tactics and made sure their software and codes were up-to-date and cohesive. They then worked on plans to train while integrating the forces. All that was contingent on deployments and a need to combine their training with Fortress Carrier Command. Within hours of the conference though, the other CAGS and captains were emphasizing a need for more incoming pilots and ground crew.

“That's a big problem. I've been on the commodore about that,” the Neocheetah stated. “I haven't had any traction with her. She's right; up until now, we haven't had the pilots. But that is slowly changing.”

“I think we all need to light a fire under her butt then, respectfully of course,” a captain stated.

“Oh, of course.”
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Shelby received the email plan from the CAG conference. She wasn't surprised that they were on top of trying to stay current; as soon as they'd arrived, the two CEV attached to the Rho Mercy Mission had been performing flight ops to blow off the rust.

What had surprised her was the request for more flight operation centers as well as carriers and pilots. She frowned thoughtfully.

She had planned to build a carrier production line but not for another six months. Currently, she could build an escort carrier or fighter barges of virtually any scale. But the barges and carriers would be sublight. The same went for orbital carrier fortresses.

She tapped her toes as she reconsidered building a CEV. They had enough shuttle and tug pilots in the star system to justify building one. Having one as a mobile ship was better than an immobile and vulnerable fortress too. But in doing so she'd deny other fields the necessary skills since those same pilots were needed to fly the shuttles and tugs.

Besides, Admiral Clifton Sprague might be at capacity, but now that they had replacement pilots, she intended to promote some to the forts. That would open up the ranks for rookie pilots. They might get one or two … Which just reminded her that they needed a training facility complete with simulators. Another thing to add to the growing to-do list.

They did have a point though; a CEV took only slightly more resources to build as a destroyer did. Yet, it was exponentially more versatile. She'd gladly pit a CEV against a cruiser division. She couldn't say the same for a single tin can. That meant shifting her priorities in the future. It also meant seeing Abdul slowly pulling his fur out when he found out about it.

She couldn't help but smile over that mental image.

The problem was still the craft and the people to man and support them. She could build the ship, but they were useless without the flight wing. She also had another priority from Admiral Irons, to build antimatter production facilities.

Well, she at least had the Dyson sphere project to power them.

She shook her head and looked at the clock. It was well past 10 p.m. She needed to go to bed before everything really fell apart or at least appeared to do so.
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The Spacebees were still strung out working on various projects. Lieutenant Fixer had been made aware that they were going to be assigned to the Tortuga follow-up mission soon. The T'clock wanted to wrap things up in the capital or hand them off to someone else though, so she pushed her people to get as much outlined and planned out as they could.

While they did that, she somehow found the time to meet with the human lieutenant in charge of the Army Corps of Engineering unit. The group was technically a short platoon of two eight-person squads, far more than what she'd been given.

She found out right off when she tried to hand off some of their tasks that they were not oriented to follow in her footsteps. Even overseeing the construction of the bases and orbital fortresses seemed a bit out of their playbook.

“We'll do what we can with whatever project you give us,” Lieutenant Kellogg stated.

“Good to know.”

“But, you should know we're oriented for ground operations and construction projects. My people know the theory of space engineering, and we can handle some of the internals. We learned that much en route, but we're not certified for anything big.”

“Also good to know,” the T'clock stated. She made a mental note in her implants. Never hand over a command to someone who doesn't think they have the skills or ability to do the job and comes out and says so up front.

“But, like I said, ma'am, we can help. I don't know how long we'll be here for though, Commodore Logan's assistant shot me an email to let me know we'll be going out with one or both of the Mercy missions as support,” he said.

The bug flicked her mandibles and antenna. “Understood. But, since you are here and I'm here, I'll try to find something for you to do.”

“Thank you, ma'am.”
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Shelby met with Captain Rogers when she found the time. She had to feel him out since he was now her senior field officer. From his record he had good scores in tactical and training. Once she had a read on him, she gave him the option of leading a hospital group or a support mission. “I came here to serve, ma'am, wherever you need me.”

She nodded. “Good answer.”

“But, if I can kick some pirate ass along the way, I'm all for that too,” he said with a grin.

She snorted. “Also noted and also a good answer. We'll see if we can arrange that.”

“Thank you, ma'am.”
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Boni dealt with making sure the recruiters and trainers were comfortable. They joined the small echelon that had come in with Alpha and the other convoys. They also helped thicken the ranks of the war college slightly, though every single one of them complained about needing more facilities and students.

She determined it wasn't worth passing on to the commodore for the moment. The commodore was fully cognizant of it from other conversations. Instead, she focused on other problems.
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Ayumu plugged the lines in and then waited. The data log runs of the craft helped to train its computer. The computer had to diagnose problems to help dial the craft in to flight ready status.

Ayumu had gone from his tour in the machine shop to a brief tour in the plastic injection molding line and then from there the carbon fiber line and then to product assembly and now this. He had started to realize there was a method to the madness of being thrown around; someone wanted him to get a taste of each field.

Now he was on the quality control line, the final part of the production line. Work on the testing was critical; they had to get it right. Lives were riding on their attention to detail.

It was all leading up to the test flights. That meant they had to get it right. That was one reason the test pilots worked so closely with them; they knew their own lives were riding on the craft. The pilots never took anything out they weren't 100 percent confident in.

He had realized that he needed that confidence and to be worthy of it.
  


 



Chapter 27
 

Tau-1252

Captain Mochadeyn felt intense relief as the Beta convoy arrived at the Tau-1929 jump point in the capital. They'd done it! The long torturous slog was over. His primary job was done, and he was heartily glad of it. He was also very much interested in using up a lot of the liberty he'd accumulated on the long voyage out.

“That had to have been some sort of record,” he said with a shake of his head. “And I know BUPERS isn't going to be thrilled about finally coughing up our pay!” He grinned.

“What are you going to do with yours, sir?” his XO asked.

“Buy a bar and drown in it maybe. I don't know,” the captain said. “After we get the ansible set up. I can almost hear the commodore champing at the bit now.”

“Speaking of the devil …,” the ship's A.I. stated.

The captain groaned but then shook his head. “Put her through. Hopefully, we can get this over with fast and get to that liberty.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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It took the better part of three days for the ansible ship to set up the platform, then another day of ticklish work to move an ansible core into it. Two days later the traditional signal “can you hear me now” was transmitted to the capital in Antigua.

Shelby had just gotten the good news when a call came through from White Station. She'd been considering the priority on refitting the Beta convoy ships and where best to use them. She immediately took the call.

“Commodore Logan,” a familiar voice said. Her eyebrows widened as Admiral Irons image appeared in uniform in front of her.

Despite it just being an avatar she still shot to her feet. “Sir!”

“I wanted to congratulate you and your people on a job well done. This is phase 1, and obviously you've run into more than we bargained for with the pirate plagues,” the admiral said. “But damn fine bit of work. I've been reading your reports as they come in. You've been building brick buildings with barely enough material to do the job. Somehow you are making it work.”

“Thank you, sir,” Shelby stated with a nod. She noted the admiral wasn't looking at her, and his voice lacked any sort of emotional timber. No doubt the system was set up to translate his voice to text and then back into voice on her end.

She looked over to the door as someone knocked on it. Before she could say anything, Commodore Richards slipped in.

“Admiral Irons, good to see you again,” Helen stated.

“And you, sort of, Helen. I was telling Shelby I'm proud of the work she's done. That you've all done. But it's far from over.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I'm monopolizing the bandwidth for this for a moment. You'll get the usual congratulations and news updates once I'm clear. But, for the moment, we have something to get done,” he stated.

“Sir?” Shelby asked.

“Attention to orders,” the admiral intoned. Shelby came to attention instinctively.

“Commodore Logan, for exemplary leadership and for the growing needs of your command I have seen fit and congress has seen fit to approve of your promotion to rear admiral.”

Shelby's eyes widened. Her eyes looked at Helen. Helen only smiled ever so slightly.

“There is a courier coming in with the full key package as well as additional keys and updates,” the admiral stated.

“Thank you, sir. I don't know what to say, honestly.”

She had been promoted to rear admiral. That was still sinking in to her. Exultation rushed through her a bit. “This solves a lot of problems, Shelby, most notably with logistics. Obviously, I can't send you components like hyperdrives. The keys are the best way to do this. Use them wisely.”

“Aye aye, sir, I will,” Shelby said, still a little stunned.

“Additional medical keys will be coming in as well, also a new part of your mission. You'll get it all when the courier arrives in a few months.”

“Thank you, sir. I'll attend to them carefully.”

“I know you will. I'm going to transmit the public keys I can through the ansible. For security reasons, I can't transmit the higher ones. But this should get you started.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Good. I look forward to hearing more things from you two. Now, I'll let you get back to work.”

“Thank you, sir. We'll do our best.”

“I know you will.”

The admiral's image faded and then winked out. Shelby looked at Helen and then sank into her chair as if her knees had given out on her. “Admiral!”

“It makes sense. There was some flack over who should be in overall sector command, you or me. This solves that. You can focus on the overall mission while I can focus on the plagues.”

Shelby nodded.

“You'll do fine. You'll grow into it.”

“Yeah,” Shelby murmured. “I guess I don't have a choice.”

“Nope! Now, I wanted to pick your brain about the hospital training program. We need more facilities and equipment obviously …”

Shelby shook off her reverie and focused on the task at hand. Life and duty went on; she did indeed have work to do.
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Fred was a bit nervous about his diplomatic report card but didn't hear back from Secretary Sema. He wondered why until he checked the ansible. For the moment the military was taking up half of the bandwidth. The other half was being taken up by news downloads. He resented that initially but then realized it was going to a good cause, welding the Federation back together.

Besides it wasn't like he was eager to get his hand slapped for not making more progress. At the moment he had two star systems on the final phase of joining the Federation. It was a dismal percentage considering the number of star systems they had visited along the way to the capital. The fact that the Trajin Cluster had turned over a new leaf and had formally joined was only a minor feather in his cap.
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The news from Rho sector hit the capital like a wave. Rachel Trejo at Knox News was in her element, dolling it out as it came in and when her growing staff had the time to process it and have some supporting material for her to use as a backdrop to frame it.

Shelby was not happy about the news of the aborted rebellion in Bek nor her father's prosecution there. She was relieved when follow-up news reported that her father had been exonerated by Admiral Irons and had left Bek in order to take up his own assignment as senior officer in Pi sector.

That told her it was going to be a lot more years, quite possibly decades, before she saw her dad again. But, once he had an ansible set up, she could at least exchange emails with him.

That brightened her mood a little.

Miss Trejo seemed continuously flustered but excited by all the news as it rolled in. Sometimes she got news during a broadcast and shifted to that news. She hit on news about the war front, the Cadre's first deployment on Destria, and other things. Some things she couldn't put in her news casts were put up on her station's website for further review.

Shelby was amused and a little embarrassed when news of her promotion spread through the capital. She received congratulation calls from Governor Adrienne and even a grudging email from Admiral Subert. That had surprised her. It was only later, when Boni showed her the paperwork, did she find out that the admiral had sat on her flag board and had approved of her promotion.

That had sent her into an hour of puzzled thinking as to why. The admiral hadn't been happy about her promotion to captain let alone to senior grade captain. Why had he had a change of heart? She shook her head. Only he knew why, and he wasn't telling her.

She eventually managed to shrug such things off.

The new keys were going to be welcome, especially when it came time to salvage the Tortuga ships and hardware. The keys that the admiral was able to send over the ansible helped her a lot, she had already informed Abdul to plan to bring the destroyers and the cruiser Hudson in to be upgraded to full starships once the convoys were cleared. And all ships in the pipeline from henceforth would be outfitted as proper starships from the beginning.

Things were definitely looking up.
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Captain Mochadeyn wasn't impressed with the places he could visit in the star system. There were no true recreation facilities. “Damn,” he muttered. He really wanted to get down to a planet and stretch his legs—see a horizon, see a bit more than four walls. He'd dealt with bulkhead fever before but damn.

The good news was that the newly-minted admiral had no initial plans for his force. All of the Dora class ansible transports would remain at the base. His escort frigates, Lancelot and Scratcher, had been stood down and stored in parking orbits. Scuttlebutt was that the crews wouldn't be returning to their ships but would instead be used as the core crew of a newly built destroyer or cruiser.

He wished them the best of luck.

The tanker and tender were already slated to go to Tortuga to help salvage the ships there.

He frowned. Well, if they weren't going to have his ships go anywhere anytime soon, he might put in for a temporary command there. He would get a kick out of taking a ship like a warship over to the capital.

And, who knows? They might even let him keep it!
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Ayumu received an email notice he had earned his first bachelor’s degree in engineering. He had already earned three other associate degrees, in electronics, coding, and machine shops. He had a host of certifications under his belt too.

When he went to his section chief, the chief quietly counseled him that he would be accepted to OCS once he had a stint in the yard or a fort as well as shipboard tour of duty. With the BA came a promotion to Petty Officer 3.

He immediately shot an email off to his parents with the good news. His father responded with pride, but he heard nothing from his mother. He was a bit hurt and disappointed by her intransigence.

He was flabbergasted to get an email congratulating him from the commodore. It was just an email, but it felt good to be recognized a little for his hard work.
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Fred was practically strutting when he went to see Shelby for their weekly report. Shelby saw his happy smile and couldn't help but tease him about his son's hard work. “You do good work. With his attitude he'll go far.”

“Thank you, ma'am.”

“He's a good kid. He's kept his nose clean, and he's busted his tail. I understand he'll get another degree at the end of the year if he keeps it up.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. The smart ones realize the learning never stops. There is always something new to learn. And it's important to pass it on too.”

“Most definitely.”

“Between you and me, I've read his service file. He's been noted for his initiative and hard work. He's a good leader. Those are all gold stars in his favor for OCS. As soon as he completes his current round of schooling and two tours of duty, a slot will open up for him in OCS.”

“Thank you, ma'am,” Fred replied. He cocked his head, eyes cutting to her second star. “And may I congratulate you on your second star, ma'am?”

She looked at her left shoulder board and then smiled. “Admiral Irons did it over the ansible. I'm only frocked until the courier comes in with the official keys and promotion files. But it's good to have the rank. It sorts out some issues that might have come up, and it gives me the rank I need to hold more advanced keys.”

“Ah. Well, that's good, ma'am. Very good.”

“Okay, so, progress?”

“Governor Adrienne is about to wrap up the vote preparations to join the Federation in the local congress. Lebynthos has already scheduled a date. Delos has asked but we can't go forward with it if only half the star system wants in.”

She nodded.

“I've been going over some of the data about interactions with the locals that the various convoys interacted with. Given more carrots and some progress with the pirates, we might see a change of heart in Rolling Meadows again, plus other locations.”

“I'll keep that in mind,” Shelby replied. “We'll be dispatching another convoy back that way to hit the areas we missed.”

“Good to know, ma'am,” Fred said, making a note. “Do you have a timetable on that?”

“Not yet. We're still resupplying the ships and sorting out who will go. They obviously need a cruiser but I want the cruisers for other things. So it's all about finding the proper balance.”

Fred nodded. “Understood, ma'am.”

“What about recruiting?”

“That's a bit iffy; the planets that are on the cusp of joining are of course sending some recruits. But they've been hit with the plague. Other worlds we've applied the cure to will no doubt send people eventually. But again, the man pool is shallow at the moment. They need all the hands they can get to man the farms and local industry.”

Shelby grimaced but then nodded.

“The same will most likely go for other worlds that are being hit by the plague. Some might even be wiped out,” Fred said with a grimace as the room seemed to darken.

“That I find hard to believe. The plagues do not target humans. And they are only partially effective with apes,” she said with a nod in his direction.

“Even if they aren't as effective it can still destabilize a society, ma'am. If a human is left and has no idea how to support themselves, it could be a long, hungry, cold winter,” Fred said.

Shelby thought about it and then thought about all the kids who were no doubt suffering too. She nodded. “Noted. I'll look into speeding up the resupply and selection process.”

“Good, ma'am. Thank you.”

“Now, what else?”

“Well, we obviously haven't heard anything back from the Western Mission. I'd like to get some intel there. Is there any way you can cut orders to send another courier and have them keep us up-to-date?”

Shelby thought about it and then nodded. Boni made a note on her HUD.

“Good idea. I've been hoarding my couriers. I suppose it's time we used them more.”

“I understand the risks involved; they could get caught by a pirate,” Fred said.

She nodded. “That was one reason—that and the long distances involved. But I'll use them. Some of them at any rate.”

“Thank you, ma'am. Do you have the next candidate for an ansible yet? Is it Tortuga?”

“Not Tortuga. I'm not sure yet. Definitely a place we're going to stay and hold.”

Fred nodded. “Understood. And you're planning on using couriers to fill in the blanks?”

“Yes. Once we reduce the piracy in the area a little more, things will start to improve dramatically.”

“It already has. I saw the latest economic numbers for here and abroad, they've gone up by five fold. The GDP is rising like a rocket.”

“Good!” Shelby replied with a grin. “And with it, hopefully education, medicine, and all the other perks of being a civilized industrial society too!”

“Here yes. It's hit or miss elsewhere. But we can work on that too or at least the other departments can.”

“Understood.” Shelby thought about it. “Did we get anyone from the government for the other departments? Education and such?” Boni shook her head on her HUD. “Well, apparently not,” she said to Fred. “Guess you might be stepping into those shoes for the time being. Lucky you! At least until we can find someone local to do the job.”

Fred grimaced but made a note of his own. “I guess we'll save that discussion for another time. I'd need staff and budgets and all sorts of things.” Shelby grimaced and then nodded back. “Okay now …”
  


 



Chapter 28
 

Asterion IX

Captain Fabulous Fanny was not in a good mood. Scuttlebutt was rife on her ship, only growing with the retelling. Most of it stemmed from their last two visits.

According to what they'd picked up from the lubbers, the Federation navy was indeed in the sector, the real Federation Navy. They were also patrolling the area and had captured several of their consorts. She was a bit contemptuous of a few people who were quaking in their boots. They had a point though; you fought to run away. No one profited from getting into a shooting match with a Fed warship; that just got you dead.

And, if you did survive, repair bills and resupply was expensive. Not to mention that finding ways to pay for it with the Feds running around … missiles were already in short supply. She shuddered to think about how the prices for them and other parts were going to skyrocket.

Her mother had been right; she should have gone into supply rather than trying her hand in the fleet and building a fortune that way.

CIC had reported that there had been recent ion traffic. Quite a lot of traffic. They'd put it within the past three months or so.

That was a little unnerving to say the least.

And then there were the plagues. She wanted no part of that, so she didn't want to land on any planet for booty. She had no idea how to screen for the plague. The fools who had authorized it to be spread were hopefully dead choking to death on their own blood.

If only she thought.

“Comm, wake the lubbers up. Let them know we're here and we expect fuel, supplies, and booty or we'll come down to get them,” she growled.
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“Governor, it's a destroyer. Not one of ours,” the tech who was monitoring the feed from the navy satellite informed him. She showed him a grainy image of the ship. He had no idea what make or model it was but he didn't like the bow of the ship. The long ship had a shark's mouth on the bow made out of triangular metal panels for teeth. Eyes were welded on as well as panels that simulated gills.

The ship had settled into a polar orbit over the planet.

“Let the population know,” Governor Iapyx stated gently. They'd already expected it to be a pirate. The good news was that the warning from the navy satellite, which was monitoring the jump point, had given them several days advanced notice.

And letting them know it was a destroyer told him that the enemy ship was limited on how many people they had on board.

“Sir, they are demanding the usual fuel, provisions, and booty,” a communications tech stated.

“Ah, well, ask them their name. And make sure you reply with a nice and nasty cough.”

“Sir?”

“Cough. Let them know we've had the plague. Let's see what that does to them.”
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The muttering began on the bridge the moment the return call came though. Captain Fanny ignored it as she scratched her ample rear and then adjusted her bodice so one of her trademark dagger hilts wasn't poking her so much.

“Comm, put them through,” she growled. When the communications rating nodded and then signaled her with a hand sign, she cleared her throat. “This is Captain Fanny of Choker. You know the drill. Don't give me any shit or we'll pay it back in spades. I want what's coming to me,” she growled.

“Ah, Captain Fanny, did you say?” a voice replied. “This is the governor. We're still recovering from the plague; you know the ones your people spread? I'm surprised to see you here, this being Federation territory now,” the voice said.

That got her bridge watch really chattering. She snarled for them to settle down and then thrust herself out of her chair. “Ah, is it now? Then I be expectin' double the usual booty,” she replied.

“Ah. Well, we can send it up if we've got it. You haven't exactly sent us a list. As I said, our people are still sick with the plagues,” he said.

That alarmed quite a few of the pirates.

“And then there are the navy warships. They might have something to say about your 'request,'“ he replied.

“Navy warships?” the captain demanded. She hit the mute button and then snapped her fingers to have her people do a scan. She hit the transmit key when her tech shook his head. “Nice try, lubber, but there aren't any on our scopes.”

“Ah, but you wouldn't see them, would you?” the voice replied. “They could be here, right under your nose, and you wouldn't know it until they took a bite out of your ass. That's how they took a few of your friends. They are rather good at it,” he said. “I'm actually looking forward to watching.”

“Cap'n, ma'am, we don't need the supplies. And if there be a navy ship stalking us …,” her TAO tapped his index fingers together. “We be lackin' in missiles right sore now. Not good,” he finished lamely.

She pursed her lips. She wasn't sure which unnerved her more, the plagues or the idea that the tables had turned and she was the one being hunted.

“Are you still there?” the voice taunted.

She made a slashing sign across her throat to the comm tech. He cut the channel. “Helm, break orbit. Get us the hell out of here.”

“Destination, ma'am?” the helmsman asked neutrally.

She waved a hand imperiously as she sat heavily down in her chair. “Back the way we came. We need better hunting grounds. Somewhere that the plagues haven't touched and the damn feds aren't running around.”

“Amen,” the XO murmured.
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Governor Iapyx couldn't help but grin at the news that the pirate ship was leaving the star system. It had been a close call but his bluff had worked. The pirate had been unnerved by the threat of a phantom naval ship.

It wouldn't work the next time of course. He needed to contact the Federation and find a way for them to put a picket in his star system or at least extend patrols in his direction.

He was fairly certain with their limited resources they wouldn't go for the picket. But that might change if he got behind the initiative to join the Federation and pushed it.

He called his staff in to discuss it. “The sooner they take out the pirates, the better. So, anything we can do to help that alone, I'm now all for it.”
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In Hyperspace

Captain Hochi shook his head in annoyance at the damage. His Brigadoon had been fortunate to escape. He'd ordered everything to be documented, not that he expected to see much sympathy from the admiral when they finally did cross paths.

The damage had cut his speed significantly. Supplies were going to be tight when they arrived in Virgin Holes. He had already ordered mandatory half rations to make sure they had enough supplies to get to port. That hadn't gone over well with the crew. He'd also used up his last line of credit there so he wasn't certain what he could do to get more supplies.

Without supplies his crew would begin to desert him once he was in port. On the one hand, he couldn't blame them; he'd do the same. But on the other he needed them. He'd just have to find a way to deal with the problem.
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Tau-R1344

Captain Hammer wasn't surprised when Saladin's CIC reported the arrival of the admiral's force arriving in the same star system. His ships had managed the long jump to the destroyed star system fairly well, but he hadn't had much of a lead on the admiral after their last encounter. Apparently, the admiral had lingered in Black Hills for a short time for some reason or the ship carrying the core of the shipyard was slowing them down in hyper.

He had his comm section open a channel to Black Death. “Greetings again, Admiral. Shall I heave to and merge with your command, sir?” he asked, aware that it would take hours to get each response.

“Why?” the admiral responded several hours later. They were making great time across the star system Captain Hammer noted. Of course, he only had a handful of blundering fat-bottomed freighters to slow his convoy down he thought in annoyance.

“I thought you'd want that, sir,” he replied.

“Nay. I want you to get the lead out, Captain,” the admiral growled.

“We're trying but I'm saddled with a lot of dead weight,” the captain complained. “And we need to stop at Long Sands for resupply.” He wasn't particularly looking forward to that stop. Yes, they needed the supplies, and he was fully aware bulkhead fever was rampant on the ships. But wrangling so many people was going to tax him. He wasn't going to enjoy the stop at all.

He was also very concerned that the plague might have been spread there. If Seydlitz and her consort had stayed on mission, the planet would be untouchable.

And, with so many convoys passing through the system, he was fairly certain it would be stripped of the best materials. There wasn't a lot to pick from the desert world to begin with. What he would be left with would most likely be heavily picked-over leftovers. There was something to be said about raiding a world too often.

“Ah? And why pray tell is that?”

“Sir, I strongly advise you for us to stop there. We've got a lot of people crammed in like sardines and we need supplies.”

“Aye, then. Tis a grand idea. We'll see you there or not.”

“Gee, thanks,” Captain Hammer growled.

“Best be movin' quick-like then, Captain. Put the hammer down if you have to,” the admiral growled, all playfulness out of his voice.

“We'll keep that in mind, sir,” the captain replied as he signed off.
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Leonidas sat back and contemplated his plans once more as his convoy slipped in to the jump point. They were only a few hours behind Saladin's convoy. Joe might think he was dogging his heels, and he was right.

His warships had fanned out from the last jump point to search for any illusive sign of an intruding ion trail. None had been found. He still wouldn't relax until he was past Long Sands and in port though. Perhaps not even then. He could no longer feel safe in any port.

His girls had heard the rumors rife among the ship, the whispers that he'd lost his stomach and that was why he was running. But his supporters reminded those who talked out of turn that the code said, fight to run away. There wasn't any profit in fighting a losing battle.

Long term he needed to restructure his people. He was well aware that he couldn't convince his people to turn around for an offensive force. They didn't have the organizational skills nor the materials, training, or backbone. Pirates were murderers, sadists, rapists, and thieves, but they picked on helpless prey.

Fighting someone who could fight back like the navy could wasn't going to happen. But, how to deal with the navy?

Singly his ships were no match for the enemy. Even Gutt had to have realized that. Gutt was lucky to have survived his encounter. No amount of guile made up for the imbalances in their forces, which meant he had to fight smart.

The best way he could think of was to hunt in pairs. Usually a ship went out with a freighter to take on booty it collected. Some crews did work in pairs. No, wait, they called them divisions he reminded himself. He frowned thoughtfully, scratching at his beard.

He had spent a great deal of the journey dredging up old navy material. He'd wanted his old texts, but they had been in Tortuga and therefore lost. A lot of his files had been lost there. He regretted it, but it had to be done.

Training was a real issue. So was the tech imbalance. Well, they'd just have to work on that. He had started fresh training when he'd gone on the hunt for the Federation convoy. Obviously, it hadn't been enough.

And it had to be on more than just his ship he realized. It needed to be across the board. They needed to learn to fight as a proper warship as well as a fleet.

He grimaced. That was easier said than done with his people. They were all selfish bastards, and when it came to fighting, it was usually every hand for itself.

Long term he didn't like his options. His people were used to getting their own way. They were used to being the alpha predator in the quadrant, not prey. And they were used to getting some sort of profit for their ventures. The risk-reward calculations were normally in their favor.

But not now. Not with the navy in the space lanes once more.

One thing that had intrigued him was that the navy was pushing to redevelop the sector. His stops stalking the convoy had confirmed that much. Given enough time the seeds would grow. If he could find ways to get his ships to work around the jump lines, hit them from behind … it might work, at least, for a while until Commodore Logan adapted and altered her patrol patterns.

He wondered if she'd captured the navigational databases intact. It was quite possible; his people might have fallen all over themselves to surrender in Tau-1252. Or, she might have picked them up elsewhere.

If she had that data, she no doubt had the location of every one of his bases. And she might have many of the commonly known jump lanes that his people used. That was a problem.

His claws ticked out as he checked his secure database. The terminal was not connected to the ship's network and kept his greatest secrets.

Including the location of booty he had saved for himself. It might be time to dig it out and do something with it.

<()>^<()>
 

Kix received the orders from the admiral to improve training on the ship and elsewhere. He apparently wanted them to meet some sort of standard, though that part was left open.

And the admiral was right. They expected the gun crews to meet a set standard, the watch standers, the techs … so they did need to train.

But, the ship was full and still under repair. It would be hard to train effectively. He decided though that it would be a good diversion for the crew, so he called in his department heads to start outlining plans to find ways to train and improve on their performances.
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Captain Dab grimaced as her latest teasing entry to get her “husband” over for a visit was ignored. She'd expected as much. The wimp was avoiding her. So be it. She'd find the time in port to look him up later.

When was a problem though; she planned to hit space with the yard as soon as they stopped for good. She did have to wonder if they were going to stay in Dead Man's Hand though. It would be stupid to set everything up only to have to run again.

And why Dead Man's Hand? She understood the reason not to go to Harlot's Dream. It was further away and a pain in the ass to get to with the navy in the way, but why hadn't they gone on to Virgin Holes? There was fuel and a small repair center! She shook her head at the well-worn thought.

T'was done. What was done was done; they couldn't change it now.

She frowned thoughtfully and then looked up what she had on Dead Man's Hand once more. In order to get the yard up and running smoothly, she needed to get a handle on logistics there. The admiral had made it painfully clear he wanted it done right away.
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In hyperspace

Doctor Tegan Perez smiled in relief as she checked the countdown clock. In another hour they would be arriving in Dead Man's Hand. In a few days after that, she'd be off the ship and on to other things, though she doubted they'd let her do her research on the base itself. That would be foolish.

Where was a big question. She frowned. She'd already put in a request for a proper lab and staff. She'd learned a lot from her journey but had realized she hadn't had many to share the information with. The ship's medic was barely a bone setter, unable to grasp the concepts in lab work. That was a problem for her, one among many that she had to find a way to solve.

She had a feeling she wasn't going to be given much more slack before a certain hairy ape started to get in her face demanding results. Results she wasn't sure she could produce.

Maybe … could she fake it? She decided to look up a placebo and see if she could use one to get out of trouble if the pressure on her grew too great …
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Dead Man's Hand

Captain Gutt was on the bridge as usual as Black Corsage led her sheep across the hyper wall and into real space once more. His duty to the admiral was done. At least the first he thought looking at the base.

“Let them know we're here,” he growled to Squint. The small elf XO nodded and then quietly passed on the word to the comm section.

A few hours later the elf called him in his office. “Eh?”

“Sir, we've transmitted our IFF. We are receiving IFF pings from all over the star system.”

“Good, good.”

“They include a pair I thought you'd like to know about right away,” the XO said.

“Eh? I'll be right there,” the captain growled.

He was thinking dire thoughts about how this better be good as he stepped through the hatch and onto the bridge. His grumbling died abruptly as his eyes locked onto the main plot. Two IFFs were highlighted.

“Seydlitz,” his voice purred.

“Aye, sir. I thought you'd like to know right away.”

“Ye be right, XO, ye be right as rain,” the captain said, flicking one of the XO's antennas absently as he stared at the plot.

“This just gets better and better,” the Neoorangutan growled, eyes gleaming. “We're going to have to play this very carefully to make sure we don't have any unexpected problems.”

There was a subdued yar from the crew.

“But, if we do, we be getting a lab for that pest of a medic and something almost as valuable,” he said, teeth gleaming. “Revenge,” he growled.

The crew cheered.
  


 



Chapter 29
 

Dead Man's Hand

Black Corsage's convoy of twenty-eight freighters didn't go unnoticed to the pirates in the star system. They had never seen so many ships arrive in one force in living memory. At best the admiral would come by with a dozen or so ships every year or two. This was something completely different and unexpected.

“Tongues be waggin’ but there be no one to say anythin' about the betrayal,” the captain growled to his crew. “Make sure all ships know that. I'll have the tongue and the mangy hide of any who break that order,” he growled.

“What of Seydlitz and Booti'licious, sir?” his XO asked. “Captain Chen has asked to speak with you.”

“Oh he has, has he?” the captain purred. An idea gleamed in his mind. It wasn't without its risks but if done properly they'd get fresh prizes. And that pest of a doctor would get the facilities and materials he needed to get the vaccines in order.

“Aye, sir.”

“Well, tell them we'll be over to talk about what happened face-to-face when we make port.” He paused as a fresh thought came to him. “Tell them we've got orders to hand deliver to them,” he said after a moment.

“Ar,” Squint replied with black humor.

“And don't let them know we are on to them or I'll keel haul ya! I want my visit to be an appropriate surprise,” the captain said with a grim chuckle.

That got the crew chuckling as well.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Chen was nervous about the news of the convoy arrival. Rumors that Tortuga had been evacuated and of a battle had him even more nervous. He was not happy about the little he'd been told. He had inquired about Doctor Wilhelm as well as Captain Layafette but hadn't heard anything back other than a repeat of the orders from Captain Gutt. A party would come over to hand deliver the classified briefing to him when they were in port.

He wasn't sure if he should welcome them with open arms or not. He did wish they'd chosen to meet at the base though he understood why it wasn't worth the effort. He rarely went there anymore.
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Three days after entering the star system, Black Corsage and the convoy settled into parking orbits near the base. The battle-scarred heavy cruiser sent over a shuttle to Seydlitz.

Captain Chen had organized a formal welcome on the off chance Captain Gutt came personally.

He was even on hand personally to oversee the boarding ceremony but then Captain Gutt shrugged as he stepped off the gangplank onto the deck with his delegation behind him. They fanned out as the ape pantomimed a return salute. “To be honest, I'm not one for ceremony.” He put his fingers in his lips and whistled.

Pirates came boiling out of the shuttle and began to take the officers and enlisted hostage. “Nor am I much for working with traitors,” the captain said as he reached out and strangled Captain Chen.

Once Chen was unconscious, Captain Gutt dragged him aboard while he waved his people into action. Some of the prisoners were spitted or had their throats slit on the spot. Those were the lucky ones.

Teams left the ship in suits. They worked their way through the ship, killing or capturing the crew one compartment at a time. Captain Gutt had strict orders to not fire indiscriminately, nor loot or pillage. He wanted the ship intact. More importantly, he didn't want some fool to set off a bomb or a sample of the plague.
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While Seydlitz was being secured, Squint arrived in Booti'licious with his own boarding party.

His team were all suited up. They took custody of the terrified human techs while in hazmat or space suits. “Be damn careful,” the XO ordered. “Don't break anything. We may need it later,” he growled.
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Captain Fisher was not thrilled about having a boarding party on her ship. She didn't interfere though; they looked like any back talk from anyone would get the person killed. Once they secured the holds with the plagues in it as well as all of the Horathian techs, she finally caught on that something was amiss.

“I'm guessing something happened? Someone found out something?” she asked, eyeing the small elf in charge of the boarding party.

The elf turned goat-like eyes on her. “Cap'n Gutt will want to talk to you when he's ready.”

“I'm looking forward to it,” she replied, lifting her chin. “Are you goin' to interfere with my ship?”

He eyed her coldly for a long moment. “You stay outa my way, and I'll stay outa yours,” he finally said, turning away from her.

“That's captain or ma'am,” she said, testing him.

He turned back, antenna bobbing for a moment. She looked at him firmly. Finally, he nodded. “Aye, Cap'n.”

“Good. Let me know when I can see Captain Gutt. I think we need to talk.”

“Aye, ma’am.”
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Once the all clear was sounded, Captain Gutt ordered a thorough inspection and decontamination of the cruiser before he boarded it. Once he did so, he took himself on an inspection tour of Seydlitz. He could see that his XO wanted the ship, wanted it badly but he made no comment.

“I see they were holding out on us,” he growled, noting some of the advanced tech. “The humans kept the best for themselves,” he growled. Technically, that was an unwritten part of the code but he was still angry over the betrayal.

He ordered his people to copy the files and to transfer selected booty to his ship and install it. “After all, we paid in blood for it. We might as well be the first to enjoy the spoils of victory.”

He took a round with the prisoners. He wasn't surprised that there were few. The few that were alive were battered. Each had been tested for signs of the plague.

“Have them bundled up and sent to my ship. I'll need some entertainment to pass the time while we wait on the brass to show up,” he said with a wave of his hand.

“Aye, sir. Sir, Captain Fisher would like to speak with you,” a Neodog stated.

“Aye, her,” he grumbled. He checked the clock and then snorted. “Tis the wee hours of the morn. Tell her I'll see her tomorrow evening,” the ape said with a shrug as he departed the ship.
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Captain Fisher was unsurprised that she was summoned over to Black Corsage the following day. She was surprised that she had to do so in a suit. Only after she cleared a rather thorough and invasive decontamination was she allowed to meet with Captain Gutt.

She came to attention once they were alone in his office. She let her eyes roam the room since he had his back to her and wasn't paying attention to her. It was a stately affair, wood paneling, and trophies of his conquests. He had quite a few. Some glittering trinkets and of course a nice weapon collection. She was a bit confused by the empty display case and several plaques on the wall. There were heads mounted to several others but a few were empty. There were even brass name plates attached to the them. She could barely read the closest one, Diego.

“So, you be havin' some questions for the likes of me,” he drawled, finally taking the time to look over his shoulder to her.

She squared her shoulders and nodded. “I knew something was amiss, that's why we're still here.”

“I did hear some scutt about your ship pickin' up a nasty harmonic,” the orangutan said, turning to her.

She smiled, ears flicking.

“And I see it was more than just a harmonic,” he said.

“I'm guessing we had some sort of falling out with home?” she asked.

He snorted. “Home be our ships now, lass. I'll not fault you for your part in this mess. You be just followin' his high and mighty's orders,” the captain said.

She nodded, feeling a bit of relief.

“As I was sayin', we be split twain from the Horathians. They betrayed us, all of us. The scallywags ….” He paused and then spat on the deck, large lips writhing in contempt. “They betrayed all who flew under their flag except humans. They cleansed Horath of all but their own kind, then sent those traitors to do the same to us.”

She nodded slowly. “I never liked the plan,” she murmured, unsure of what to say. “But I did my duty.”

His eyes gleamed at her. He slowly nodded.

“Now, what's this be about the harmonic bein' nothin' of the kind?”

She slyly admitted she had sensed something was up and had delayed them. “It's all code; when I realized how they hated anyone not human, I decided to stall here rather than go on.”

“Ah,” he said. He wasn't sure if she was seeking praise or not.

“What do you want with my ship now? Shall we send the cargo to the sun?”

He shook his head. “Nay, for our medic needs it or so he said. He needs the droth to cook up vaccines for the plagues for our crew.”

She flicked her ears and tail and then nodded. “It makes sense. I always wondered why they didn't offer us one,” she said.

“Aye, that never did sit well with me,” Captain Gutt said with a nod. “Come then, we be entertained this fine eve with the screams of those accursed traitors while we eat dinner. I'd serve you soup made from their bones but it'd take too long to steep. Maybe later.”

She smiled a feline smile. “May I ask for one of their livers? I'd love to snack on one.”

Captain Gutt threw his head back as he came over to her and rested one of his long arms around her shoulders. “Be a lass after my own black heart! Sure! Sure thing!” he said, leading her to his wardroom.
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Once the two ships were secure, Captain Gutt lifted the prohibition on chatter with the ships. He also allowed liberty for his people, though he kept a core crew just in case trouble came over the horizon. He could no longer feel secure in port, not anymore.

As they entered the base, the raucous pirates chattered with the natives about the changes including the fall of Tortuga. Some brought along trophies like a severed hand to hang from the rafters above the entrances in the boat bays. The hand was normally changed every few months, usually when the rotting flesh grew too rank to have to smell. Sometimes it was a little too fresh and dripped blood on those who passed under it. The crew didn't care. They were welcomed by locals, some friends, some bitter rivals or enemies. But all wanted to buy them drinks to hear what had really happened in Tau-1252 and in Tortuga.

The crew from Black Corsage replaced all of the hands with the severed hands of Horathians. Captain Gutt nailed up the severed hand of Captain Chen personally.
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“Now we're getting somewhere,” Doctor Perez said as she entered the lab spaces in the hold of Booti'licious. The lab was basic but it would do. It was a sight better than what she'd had access to on the way to the ship.

“Are you sure you know what you are doing?” Squint, the diminutive XO, demanded.

“Aye. I've got the road map from the Feds,” she replied. According to Captain Gutt, Booty'licious was to remain away from the rest of the fleet in strict quarantine. They were even in the process of pulling her nonhuman crew.

She turned to the cowering Horathian technicians. “And I'm sure if I have any problems these scallywags will be more than helpful in helping me figure it out,” she said.

The elf turned to them. “If they know what's good for them, aye,” he growled.

Two of the scientists flinched outright. They had thought they had been scared before but the menace in that tiny being left them ready to pass out in fear.

“Let's get to work then, shall we?” Doctor Perez said briskly.

“I'll leave you to it, Doctor. We'll be watchin' you,” the elf said, pointing meaningfully to a camera with a small stiletto knife.

She turned to the camera and then back to the elf, but he was already walking away.

“Look, Doc, we didn't know it was like this …,” a tech implored, but she raised a hand to stop him.

“I don't care. Get to work or be the first one to walk the plank. Your choice.”
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Captain Fisher wasn't happy about being unseated from her command. She had no choice though, and there was no way that she wanted to be anywhere near the damn place once Doctor Perez got going.

Of course, she'd been on the ship before with the lab techs brewing their poisons. This was different though; those same techs were scared and being forced to try to make a cure. After hearing what that bitch of a doctor had done to Tortuga out of spite and spleen, she didn't want any part of that sort of exposure, which left her adrift and trying to figure out what to do next.
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The news and Captain Gutt's arrival shook up in those in the command structure in the base. Some disappeared; others welcomed the change with open arms.

Everyone seemed shaken by the losses. The loss of Tortuga, not to mention the plagues had some questioning what they were going to do. The arrival of the mythical Federation had others scared that a navy ship would show up at any time.

Captain Gutt wasn't impressed with the command structure of the base. He cut through the dross to the commodore only to find that he'd died some time ago. Apparently, the commodore's lover had been running the place as his ghost, keeping up the illusion by avoiding any face-to-face meetings.

He shook his head in admiration of the sheer chutzpah that the entire act had taken to run that sort of con. He was tempted to keep her but he knew better. She'd cozen up to him but then lovingly slip a knife in his back or ribs the first chance she got.

Which was why he'd handed her over to the crew to have their fun before her remains were spaced.

Her departure did open up a big hole in the command structure of the base. It also exposed him to something he hadn't expected, something in all of his years visiting the base he hadn't noticed up until then.

The base had a tormented civilian grade A.I. in its computer core. The A.I. managed some of the systems on the base, kept the database virus free, and did the occasional coding job.

His introduction in the command center wasn't without its charms. The command center was more of a voyeur center with video screens on all the walls and even the ceiling. Each screen was divided into panels showing various video feeds around the base.

He wasn't surprised that there were few indicating the actual status of the base. Apparently, that was too much to ask for. The late Commodore Blasky and those who had come before him were idiots. They'd either been paranoid or too stupid to pour piss out of a boot with printed instructions on the heel.

No wonder the dumb bastard had shuffled off. He just wished he'd been the one to do the shuffling.

“You say this A.I. runs the base?”

“The operations, aye. Some of them. We call in the various departments every few hours to get confirmation,” a cowering human tech said. He was missing an ear. His nose was crudely bandaged from when the captain had tried to pick it with the tip of his cutlass.

“Jello say hello,” the man said, looking at a camera feed.

“Hello he says, hello,” a disembodied voice said, then cackled. “Welcome! Welcome weary travelers to Dead Man's Hand! Should be Dead Man's hands plural not hand. And some aren't men at all!” the A.I. said, nattering on to itself. “Dead men tell no tales,” he said over and over.

“Is it daft?” Captain Gutt asked.

“Some parts are. But it does the job.”

“Ar, well, if it can't, it be put out of my misery soon enough,” the captain growled.

“What are your orders, sir?” the human asked.

The captain's eyes gleamed. “Refuel my ship and resupply her. Then I want your techs to go over the other ships and then we'll get on looking into the rest of the mangy lot. The admiral be comin' soon enough, and you best be ready for his inspection. He won't be as … forgiving … of this mess as I've been,” the Neoorangutan captain said with a grin that practically matched the crazed nattering from the base A.I.

“Ah, yes, sir. Right away, sir!”

“That be more like it,” the Neoorangutan said, spinning the command chair a few times before he hopped into it and sat with his legs propped over one arm’s rest.
  


 



Chapter 30
 

Tau-1252

Shelby studied the latest strategic simulations and the tactical sims. Even if they broke off and didn't press home an attack, Coglin's idea was sound. Concentrating her forces and her carriers in the capital had finally made her confident enough to go after Dead Man's Hand first over going to Virgin Holes. Once Ishmael was done with or running again, she could reorganize and hit Virgin Holes and Harlot's Dream in succession and take them out as well. Meanwhile, she and Abdul would be building new ships to scatter around for patrols and to catch any pirates that were out and about or who fled the capture of their base.

She was still considering her options and field commanders carefully. The commander of the op force would almost have to be Rogers. He outranked just about everyone else and he had the most experience. She also needed to have a cruiser with each hospital group. The near-death experience of Shrill Kill had taught her that much—not that their escape had saved them in the end. The tin can had bought it in the battle over a year prior.

The need for cruisers limited her offensive punch.

She checked the yard status board and then shook herself. She couldn't help but be a little impatient to see another cruiser launched.

A knock at the door surprised her. She turned as the door opened.

“I hope you don't mind but I decided to drop by,” Helen said, brandishing a bottle of wine and two glasses. “It's well past five,” she said.

Shelby snorted. The two of them had hit it off quite well, on par with her and Cynthia. She was going to miss it when Helen had to leave; they'd built a comfortable rapport in the short time they'd been together. Each of them appreciated the other’s work ethic and dig-in attitude. “So, you want to ply me with wine?”

“Nonsense. Wine has great oxidation effects,” Helen said as she pulled the stopper and placed the glasses on the desk. She sniffed the stopper and then poured each of them a draft before replacing it in the neck of the bottle.

She picked up her glass as Shelby picked up hers. “To your health and to the health of the Federation,” Helen said.

“Trust a doctor to word it that way,” Shelby murmured as she took a sip.

“I could take it back,” Helen offered.

“Don't you dare!” Shelby said and then smiled. “I rarely get to drink with friends these days. Most are out and about playing with their commands.”

Helen nodded.

“So, I've been going over the deployment proposals. And I'm making do with what I got since I'm down a cruiser,” Shelby said, eyeing Helen.

Helen shrugged as she took a seat. “I thought it was appropriate given the circumstances,” she stated.

Shelby nodded. “Oh, it was. But I'd like to be kept in the loop,” she said mildly.

“Is that a roundabout pointed hint to communicate more when possible?” Helen asked. “And not to step on your toes?”

Shelby snorted. “You did fine. And I actually like your revision to my plan. I may even claim it as something I was going to do anyway,” she said with a teasing smile as she raised her glass to her lips.

It was Helen's turn to snort in amusement. “Well, the good thing is, I'm not going to be around to bug you for much longer,” Helen replied with a shrug.

Shelby nodded. They were waiting on one last ship conversion before she launched the wave of ships. Well actually several ships. Several ships were in the repair side of the yard and one of the transports Helen had brought was being converted into another hospital ship.

Fortunately, they had the minimum equipment and Abdul's yard dogs had their prior experience to get the job done in hopefully a timely manner.

They did have one minor complication; another civilian ship had come in and requested the usual free checkup. Apparently, news of the Federation was starting to get around.

“What are you going to do about the pirate patrols?” Helen asked.

Shelby grimaced. She would ask that.

“I … am going to have to limit them to tin cans in areas we have established a presence in for the time being and put frigates on pickets. But I only have so many of both of those to go around.”

“I thought you had plenty of frigates and corvettes?” Helen asked.

“I have a few, but I've been pulling the crews to man the new construction as well as the forts as they come online.”

Helen blinked and then nodded. “Ah.” She hadn't thought of that.

“To be honest anything smaller than a cruiser is a death trap. The pirates are fielding cruisers for the most part. Oh, they have a few privateers and destroyers in their fleet but not many,” Shelby admitted. “I wish I'd known that before I'd built the first frigates. I would have skipped right to tin cans or bigger. Sometimes I even regret building them! We didn't fully grasp the threat of the pirates until we arrived in the capital.

Helen grimaced but then nodded once more.

“Also, the smaller ships can't resupply themselves easily. They lack an internal boat bay to support a shuttle. They are reliant on another ship or a station for resupply.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah,” Shelby sighed. “And I have only so many cruisers to go around. I need some here to defend the base, and I need some to go with each Mercy Mission. And, I need some to form the core of an attack force to go after Ishmael.”

“So, you are going after him?” Helen asked.

Shelby nodded. “I'm planning to send a scout when Prometheus goes to Tortuga.” She snorted after a moment.

“What?”

“I was just remembering Troll has been promoted. Well, officially promoted,” Shelby explained. “I promoted a lot of people over the past two years. But I can't promote anyone to full captain or above at the moment.”

“And why is … oh wait, a captain's board?”

“Yes. And I have to run everything up the flag pole to BUPERS in Antigua. They have found the joys of red tape bureaucracy,” she grumbled.

“So, cruisers for escort, for an attack force, to defend, and what else?”

“Some will be in the yard for refit and repair. We've been pretty good about that now while the ships were in the capital. But, when they are deployed abroad I'm going to have to factor in replacement ships. So, when I send a ship out, I'm going to be down two until the other returns and is serviced.”

“Ah.”

“The good news is our people are accruing a lot of experience in day-to-day operations. And some are rocketing up the ranks. But we need more people.”

Helen nodded. She swirled her drink for a moment. “Well, I played my part in picking up two ships for you.”

Shelby nodded. “They will be much appreciated … when they ever show up.”

Helen cocked her head and then shrugged.

“Oh, I'm not complaining. And yes, they are old and will need a thorough refit before we put them in service. But I'm all for having the extra hulls. We'll find a way to put them to use.”

“I know. I'm looking forward to Canterbury joining the hospital ship ranks,” Helen stated.

Shelby smiled crookedly. “Fishing for a compliment? I admit, you did luck out there, finding a troop ship.”

“Not really a troop ship as I've been told, a multipurpose ship. A JOAT as Captain Rogers explained it to me. It can do a bunch of missions like a cruiser can but not any particular one perfectly.”

Shelby nodded. “I wonder if there are any troop ships in the sector. I doubt it, but they'd be the next best thing to finding an actual hospital ship. I've read the specs. They've got a full carrier deck and small hospital on board. That's something I believe you could really use.”

“Which is why I mentioned Canterbury. She has most of the fixings of a troop ship, just smaller. Platoon size. According to my research, troop transports supplemented hospital ships before and during wars.”

“And no doubt some were in the refugee fleets,” Shelby murmured.

Helen took a sip of her drink and then frowned, staring into it. “Whatever happened to them?”

“What?”

“All those refugee fleets.”

Shelby frowned thoughtfully. “Some scattered to the unknown regions. Some might have been sabotaged in hyper. Some might have run out of fuel or into an exploding star system. Some ended up settling on worlds in various places. ONI has found a few. One world tried to use their ships to terraform the planet out of an act of desperation. It only partially worked.”

“Ouch.”

“The truth is, we don't know where they all ended up. It's part of ONI's job to eventually figure that out. We might never know where they all got too. The registry has a lot of MIAs on it for a reason.”

“Ah. Point. But maybe we should find out or at least try to.”

“We will when the war is done. But we'll proceed carefully. The last thing we want is to open up a ship infested with the Xenos.”

“Definitely don't want that. Okay, I concede your point.”

“Good.”
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Abdul shook his head as he read the latest report. The newest ship in port was a civilian Tauren bulk freighter. The ship was surprisingly old but still serviceable. Apparently, the crew had been training their kin and new blood on how to run routine maintenance and diagnostics to maintain their home for centuries.

But, they'd missed a few obvious points, like the net. Every ship had a separate network for the control of the ship. Each network was routed through different parts of the ship to make sure the crew could maintain control of the ship's systems at all times. It was commonly known as a back-to-port system.

But, the freighter's alpha network had been compromised in a bad patch job. For nearly a century, the crew had thought that the Alpha net was in use but it in fact wasn't. His engineers had pointed that out to them, and the civilian engineers had been a bit put out over that fact. They had been spending years fixing it, but it was stuck in a loop sending garbage. It was all on account of bad chips and wiring.

The Tauren chief engineer crumbled a chip into flakes, clearly disgusted. “Trash. This garbage was useless.”

“Oh, I don't blame you,” Abdul said.

“I don't. I blame the people who made this.”

“They made it just fine. Something cooked the chip.”

“Something?”

“I don't know. I guess we'll never know since you just destroyed it,” Abdul replied with a shrug.

The chief engineer flicked the pieces into a trash can.

“You shouldn't blame yourself either. You didn't know. Chip diagnostics are hard enough in the field; doing it without the right gear and knowledge is nearly impossible. Trying to do it with what you know and have access to?” he shook his head. “You and your ancestors did just fine with the little you had to work with.”

“Ah. Well, thanks.”

They made one other stop before Abdul was to end his tour. They watched from the open hatch as a work crew worked on a teardown. An inspection of the space had found an old fire on the ship in several compartments. The areas had been partially repaired and even painted over. Someone had tried to make good on it but the structural scan had found hidden structural damage from the stressed and overheated metal.

“Heat warmed the metal attached to the truss. Over time it warped a bit. That's why you've got a racket in here when you are underway,” a structural engineer said, pointing to the beam.”

“Can it be fixed?” the Tauren chief engineer asked.

“Oh, aye. We're working on setting up a temporary support brace before we finish tearing this out and rebuilding it. But we should get it done in another shift.”

“Aye, then, we'll leave you to it,” the Tauren said, tipping a finger to his hat and then backing out. Hastily Abdul got out of his way. He didn't want to get squashed by the massive Tauren.
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Boni noted an email from the various bots and A.I. running ONI. She checked it and was intrigued enough to set aside some cycles in her schedule to inquire further.

The initial inquiry was for updated information on the plagues. That had been supplied, but apparently, someone in Antigua had compared what they knew and what Dancer had carried. Dancer had apparently provided more intelligence than she should have had on the plagues.

That stopped her for a full microsecond. How was that even possible?

She ran a search and noted in several files it was mentioned that Dancer's information had helped a great deal. She checked the compressed copy of Dancer's log with the bullet points ONI was pointing out. There was indeed a discrepancy.

It was not possible for Doctor Taylor or some of the other medics to have provided the details they had. In fact, a scan of the material and a scan of their logs found that information but logged well after Dancer was dispatched back to Rho.

An organic would have referenced a chicken and an egg analogy. Of course that ancient riddle had been resolved ages ago by the understanding of evolution. This one had a temporal paradox for an answer, one she didn't like or understand.

She flagged it and sent her findings through the ansible to ONI. Commander Fletcher replied with a short note about a temporal distortion. That was illogical. She was not sure what it meant or how the data got into the courier's computers, but there was no way to resolve the issue.

She filed the problem under a possible recursive loop error and put it out of her active memory for the time being.
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Captain Trudy Cooper grinned as the crew finished their survey of the rock. They'd done a rather thorough survey of the rock given its high value status as a metallic asteroid.

Nearly 80 percent of the four hundred plus megaton peanut-shaped rock was high value minerals and metals too. The shipyard was going to have a field day with it once her Pensacola got her back to where a tug could take care of it.

The even more fun part was that they'd found the rock by chance while on a training exercise. They'd set a beacon on her and then come back after the exercise had been completed.

“Captain, we're getting some sort of flack over the rock,” a comm rating said, shaking her head.

“Excuse me?”

“We're getting some flak from a civilian miner. He's claiming the rock as his.”

“Put it through,” the captain said, drumming her fingers.

“This is Cap'n Sorely; I claimed that rock as my own! Get your grimy mitts off of her!”

“Comm, put me through.”

“Live mike,” the comm rating said as the captain's eyes cut to the plot. An icon blinked indicating the location of the transmitter.

“This is Captain Cooper of the Federation ship Pensacola. First, the rule of law is first come first serve. We set a beacon on the rock. We've completed our survey; there is no sign of your presence on the rock now or ever. Therefore, we are claiming the rock under the treaty.”

“Now see here! I've been livin' here for my entire life, you claim jumper! I've known about that rock for half that!”

“And yet you didn't claim it,” she stated. “There is no claim in the official records, no beacon, nothing.”

“If'n I'd marked it, some other claim jumper would have come and got it! 'Sides, it wasn't like it was goin' nowhere, and I couldn't move her with my tug then. Now that I've got a refit I can now!”

“Well, Captain Sorely, I'm afraid you didn't follow the law. We're claiming the rock. If you wish to file a grievance, do so in court.”

“I'll … I'll …!”

“Yes?” she asked sweetly.

“Damn bullies!” The man sputtered and began to curse and threaten her with lawsuits.

Trudy realized that she wasn't going to get anywhere with the miner and she was wasting her time. “Captain, I hope we can do business together in the future. Until then, have a good day,” the captain said and cut the channel.

“Make sure we document everything and have it on secure backup. That includes this conversation and anything else he's transmitting. Make sure we send a copy to JAG so they can deal with it,” the captain ordered.

“Aye aye, ma’am.”
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Shelby frowned as she looked at the proposed patrol patterns. They were still short on ships and would continue to be short until new construction made up the difference. She was still uncomfortable about releasing a cruiser to patrol some of the longer routes, but she could see where a tin can would run into some serious opposition.

She currently had three patrol patterns plotted, one centering around the Trajin Cluster moving in a loop there, a second going out from the capital down through Tau-1929 and Lebynthos and beyond to possibly Asterion IX and then back, and a third proposed to go west though she was in favor of holding off on that one.

After all, there were three dead systems on her western flank, not really something she needed to protect.

And then there were the pickets. Each ansible she deployed required a picket of at least a cruiser. That was another problem she didn't even want to think about for the moment. Each picket would need some sort of supply base as well.

Really, the pirates had the best base locations in the sector. They had great coverage from each.

Which just meant she was going to have to make sure her people took them away from them while preserving as much as they could to use later.
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The hospital ship refit was going well, but Abdul still was checking the details. Robots were on the exterior hull repainting the hull into the traditional hospital ship livery of white with a green stripe lining the horizon. A red cross was blocked out and painted on the largest section of each flank, dorsal, and ventral side.

He'd heard about the traditions of noncombat ships, but until he read about the livery, he hadn't fully understood some of the restrictions. For instance they couldn't obstruct the enemy nor transport munitions. Obviously, they were going to be clearly marked. And he was fairly confident that each would make a big impact wherever they visited.

He definitely appreciated the large number of shuttles that were slated for the ship. They had to wait to take them on; the ship still had to finish the fitting out and go through a quick trial. One of the most critical was the vibration trial to make sure there were no problems that could effect the ship or crew.

After that another couple days of loading and she'd be ready for her new crew and mission.
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Ayumu was surprised to be given command of a small knot of kids. Well, not kids but young people, younger than him at any rate. He kept it strict, and they were on their best behavior when the chief of the yard swung by for a surprise inspection. Once he was on his way, he returned to his planned lecture.

“Fans as you know are important to every ship and station,” he said in his best attempt at a lecture mode. His professors had been right; the best way to prove you knew something was to try to teach it. “Fans are needed to circulate air or it will create pockets of O2 and CO2 in a habitat. In theory you could exhale a bubble of CO2, and without a fan to blow the exhaust away, a person could suffocate themselves in zero g while sleeping.”

There were a few nods but a couple of grimaces and one rolled eyes.

“So, it's important we get it right first time not skimp. And trust me, you don't want to skimp. This is serious and there is a test,” he said, eyeing them severely. “The ship's computers will be running diagnostics. And there is an inspection before a ship is released to the crew. Screw up your job and your section chief will come down on you.”

That got them respectful again. At least for the moment.

“Okay, we have to plug every fan in, pretty simple, right? But we also need to run a quick POST check. The best way to do that is before you install the thing. So, I carry a battery in my kit,” he said, pulling the two-centimeter cube out. It had a universal adapter wired to it. “Now, plug it in, check it,” he plugged the fan in. It immediately spun up. “Listen,” he touched one ear with his free hand. “We want to make sure the thing isn't grinding. Once you've done that, check the vents to make sure they are good, then unplug and you can finish the install.”

He unplugged the battery and then handed the fan and shroud to a Neopup named Porcha. “You can do it.”

She nodded and carefully hooked up the wiring and then pushed it into the recess before putting the shroud up. Four screws locked it into place.

“Adjust the fan shroud and we're good and can move on,” he said, taking his class to the next open vent hole. “Jim, you can unpack the next. The rest of you, pick a fan and shroud, put them together and head out to the fans on this deck and get busy,” he said.

The students immediately smiled at being given the task even if it was a simple one. Like him they were all eager to prove themselves.
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Fat Ear felt a bit of relief over getting to the capital. That had been the easy part. But he was still kicking himself over his major error. In his haste to find out more information about the Federation, he'd forgotten one crucial detail. Well, no two. He'd forgotten that in the capital he would have no way to communicate with the Confederation or with other agents that might have been established there. He'd made a second error in abandoning his post without informing command.

Protocol said he should have sheltered in place and rebuilt a network out of natives on Lebynthos.

But, all that was in the past he thought as he stepped off the civilian shuttle. He was in the capital; he needed to find a job and a place to stay and then start working on building contacts.
  


 



Chapter 31
 

Tau-1252

Xiphos returned to the capital with news of Tortuga's capture. Shelby listened to the hot wash and raised an eyebrow at the report of combat. But, she'd been waiting for the call. Before she'd finished reading the initial report, she had already green lit the relief force.

At the center of the relief force was Prometheus. Her old command would be the lynchpin in the effort to strip the system. Shelby couldn't help but put a call in to Cynthia to see her off. “Ready for this?”

“We'll see!”

“Nervous?” Shelby asked with a grin in her voice.

“A little. But I think we can handle it.”

“Good girl. Do me proud.”

“We'll try,” Troll replied. It was her first true independent command and her final test of being a captain. She'd been both dreading it and looking forward to it.

“Good luck and safe sailing,” Shelby said, signing off.

She finally knew what Admiral Irons felt. Oh, she'd sent ships off before but this was different. This was her old command. There were still a high percentage of sailors and officers she knew on that ship. But she was doing it anyway.

Captain Zeb and his light cruiser Zeng He would be going along with them for the first leg of their journey. His ship was just an escort for that part; she would resupply in Tortuga before going on to scout the pirate's line of retreat and quite possibly Dead Man's Hand. Shelby fully intended to keep the pressure on the Neolion. She wanted him to know that no place was safe for him or his ilk anymore.

She trusted Zeb to get that point across without endangering his ship any more than necessary. He was to jump out if the pirates got too aggressive trying to run him out of the star system. The intelligence his command would accumulate was too important to risk.

Prometheus, one Liberty class tanker, one transport ship with personnel, Zeng He, two couriers, and three freighters synchronized at the center of the jump point. She silently watched, ignoring any attempt to interrupt her until they had jumped for Tortuga. Only then did she return to work.
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Ayumu felt intense excitement over the trip. He knew the ship pretty well, though he hadn't had a chance to see some of the crew-only areas before.

He was killing two birds with one stone, quite possibly three. He was fulfilling a ship tour by being on Prometheus, being in charge of a machine shop as a newly-minted shop steward, and he had been told he might get tapped to be an engineering mate on one of the prize ships that would return to the capital.

That was too frickin’ cool by half.
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Helen looked around the star system plot and nodded. Things were kicking into high gear. She'd thought it had been Prometheus's departure but it was more than that. Or, more precisely, it had started earlier than that. It had started with the arrival of the various convoys. She'd heard a few people talk about how they'd been practically spinning their wheels until the convoys had kicked everything into high gear once more.

And Shelby was the primary reason why. She was finally letting go and letting go with a vengeance. Her Eastern Mission with nine ships was moving out to the Tau-1929 jump point while Good Hope with eight other ships was moving out in the other direction. They weren't quite in synch but close enough. They were near identical flotillas too. She'd kept Melbourne as her flagship with two supporting hospital ships and two cruisers as an escort. Good Hope had only one cruiser and one destroyer as an escort.

They had agreed to keep two of the converted hospital ships in the capital for the time being. Their crews still needed fleshing out. She had made good on their equipment and stockpiled more during her rather harried time in the capital.

And, as if that wasn't enough, the three carriers had formed around Remarkable as their nucleus. She'd wished Captain Rogers good luck with his raid but he'd been a tad distracted with preparations for their first exercises. His mission would follow up to Tortuga but then move on from there.
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Once things settled down again after the departures, Shelby was amused to see more civilian outfits and companies forming. The startups were fascinating. She was well aware that some of her people were investing their credits into the start-ups. Lieutenant Talon had sent out an email warning for everyone to do their homework before they took the plunge. In it he'd also warned not to bug him to do their research for them.

Some of the suppliers were welcome to her. Some dreamed big and wanted a shipyard but had no plan or funding.

If they could set up even a repair yard, she'd gladly send them work. She knew Governor Adrienne was trying to arrange low interest funding and Mister Muggs was working with the ansible to find a way to do that. But it was still in the tentative idea stage.

Abdul and Lieutenant Fixer had complained about being pestered. Apparently, Fred had suggested they be contacted and had erroneously given others their contact information. The station A.I. and Boni were now interceding on their behalf. They had set up a basic FAQ, and the two officers, as well as Shelby and other engineers, had contributed to it.

The most interesting discussion was with one group that wanted to build civilian ships. They obviously wanted to start with the real money makers, freighters. But that was where things broke down a little.

Shelby haunted a forum where they argued about the matter. The argument raged around scale.

Some argued that the company should start small with small freighters to get the concepts down and to have a product to demonstrate and sell immediately. But others explained patiently that a small ship used nearly the same size crew as a big one.

“Except for the cargo management,” Lieutenant Talon interjected into the thread, surprising her. She hadn't realized he'd been haunting the forum as well.

“True.” A number of other officers stated.

“It is better to go big and haul more and get more bang for credit. A company is about getting the most credit from a venture.”

“They are slower though. It takes time to build a big ship. Also, where are we going to get the big civilian hyperdrives? Where are we going to get any for that matter?” one of the civilians asked.

“True, but you get the same habitat modules on a small freighter as a big one. The rest of the space is engineering, cargo, fuel, and so on. As far as the drives, we can look into licensing once you have facilities and backing.”

“True.”

“Some freighters used small engines and reactors too,” Lieutenant Talon stated. “There is a reason they were so slow. None of the cargo on long-haul freighters was needed right away.”

“Slow boat from another system?”

“Pretty much.”

“Oh,” she snorted. When Boni brought a new matter to her attention, she turned to it and only kept half an eye on the forum after that.
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Fred came home to a mess in their quarters and shook his head. “Honey, I'm home,” he said out loud, carrying in groceries. To a pigsty he thought in annoyance. He put the groceries away and then wiped the counter with the dish towel. Phoebe had been complaining about the mess, demanding he hire a maid. He'd refused because she was home all the time. Most of the mess was hers. She was an adult, and she could clean up after herself.

“We need a maid for that,” she said as she came out of their bedroom.

“No, we need you to clean up after yourself. You are here all the time. It isn't hard; you can do it,” he said as he finished up. He said the entire thing without looking up once.

She stopped and stared at him. “You … don't start with me, Fredrick!” she growled, eyes flashing.

“Correction, you started it. You didn't even say hi or anything. Just launched in with a complaint,” he said.

“Well frack you! I'm sorry if I'm not a traditional housewife,” she said scathingly, glaring at him. “Mister high and mighty. You want your dinner ready when you get in, dear?” she asked with an acid black tone of voice.

“Given that all you are doing is sitting on your ass, bitching, pissing, and moaning, and not to mention drinking, why yes, I'd like a little more of a traditional housewife than that. Is that too much to ask? You refuse to go out and do anything else!”

“There is nothing to do here!” she snarled, voice rising to a shriek. “Stare at the walls! Wallow in the glory and grandeur of the navy!” she sneered.

“All, right, you want to have it out now, fine,” he said, glaring at her.

“What's that supposed to mean?” she asked warily.

“It means I'm tired of your shit. Yeah, you are angry. I get it. Things didn't come out like you wanted. Welcome to reality!” He threw his hands up in the air. “We don't always get what we want!”

“And that's why you've been avoiding me? Instead of being here, comforting me?” she sounded angry, hurt, and confused.

“Comforting you? I tried that, remember?” he demanded. “Nursing your hangovers, listening to your day-in and day-out rants. Putting up with the constant sulks and pouts! Like a petulant spoiled child! I'm sick of it!”

Her eyes were wide as she stared at him. She took a step backwards when she realized she really had gotten to him. His fur was up, and he was fully bristled, teeth bared.

“You can't talk to me like that!”

“Bullshit! I'm tired of it! Tired of the rants, the tantrums, the drinking …,” he waved to the drink nearby and the empty bottles. “And all of it. You can't get what you want so you are acting like a spoiled child!”

She slapped him. He turned with the slap, then back, brown eyes flashing. She instantly realized that her impulsive action had been a mistake. He flared further, fur rising and screamed in her face, teeth bared. When she flinched away, he slapped the bottle off the end table to smash into the far wall, then turned and threw the couch cushions.

She huddled up, ooking and making soft sounds, eyes downcast until he calmed down. She trembled, not just in fear but other things. She then extended her hand submissively. He took it.

He chuffed and then let go and went to the bathroom to regain his composure. When he came back, she was quiet. “You haven't done that—ever.”

“I hate it. But that pissed me off. This entire thing with you has been pissing me off. And I'm tired of it.”

“I know. I just … can't do anything.”

“What happened to starting a business? The temp agency? One of the others?”

“I don't want to commute to the civilian habits. They are … terrible.”

“Yet, you can shop there?”

“I have no other place to go! Please, can't we just go?”

“Go? Go where?” Fred demanded, exasperated with her.

“Home!” She begged with her eyes, touching his hand. “Go home.”

“Home.” He stared at her for a long moment and then huffed. “You do realize there aren't any ships returning to Rho. Not for a long time. Every ship we have is needed right here. Second, if I left I'd be throwing away the undersecretary of the sector position and most likely my career.”

She winced and bit her lip.

“And then there is Ayumu.” He wondered if she knew he had been deployed and had left the star system. Since she had been ignoring their son, he doubted it.

“Ayumu can come … he can quit. It'll be like before …”

“No, no, he can't,” he said gently. He saw the hurt in her eyes but decided she needed to face facts further. “He is an adult now. We'd have to leave him behind. You might never see him again,” he said firmly.

“Um …,” she bit her lip.

“Do you honestly think he'd go to the navy and tell them he is quitting because his mommy told him to? That his mommy wants him to come home with her?” He shook his head as he sat down on the edge of the coffee table. “He's an adult, and he's got a career now. One he's in love with. One he's working hard to build. I'm proud of him even if you aren't.”

“But …,” she bit her lip. “He can die! The risks …”

“The risks are worth the rewards.”

“Not to me!” she flared.

Fred sighed and shook his head. “I know you are scared of losing him. But it's his choice. He is an adult.”

“The damn navy. He had no choice! They brainwashed him on the trip out here!”

“No, he was navy mad before we came here. I knew it. You didn't listen. You were too busy having swanky parties and planning his future to even ask the lad what he wanted.”

“I did. He never …,” she started to flare up again, voice rising in indignation but then stopped at a knock on the door.

Fred wuffled a sigh and rose. Saved by the knock, at least for the moment, he thought. He adjusted his clothing and went to the door. “Yes?” he asked as he opened it.

“There was a report of a disturbance,” the SP said. He looked beyond to Phoebe.

“We had a bit of a loud disagreement,” Fred admitted. “I lost my temper.”

Phoebe grimaced and turned away.

“Ma'am? Are you okay?”

“I'm fine. Just go,” Phoebe said, squaring her shoulders.

“Okay. Well, if you need us …,” the SP frowned and looked at Fred. “Try to show some restraint. Have a good evening, sir.”

“We will. Thank you, Officer.” After the door closed, he sighed and clenched and unclenched his fists.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

“You are frustrated. I'm frustrated with you because you won't step up. It is high time you do something with your life other than sit here and stare at the walls and drink yourself into a stupor because the world won't arrange itself according to the way you want it,” he said scathingly. He turned to her. “Figure it out.”

“I …,” her temper flared. She got up and went to the bedroom. She came back and tossed his pillow on the couch. “You can sleep there.” She went back and closed the bedroom door.

He looked at the disheveled couch, the broken glass, and then shook his head. “Screw that.” He took the pillow and went to his son's former room. He was pretty sure his son wouldn't mind.
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Abdul smiled as he took a tour of the civilian ship in port. He'd wanted to get away from his desk; he was starting to feel like he was drowning in paperwork. The Tauren freighter was a good way to get out and stretch his legs and practice his engineering skills.

It was a mark of how far they'd come that they were not excited about every new arrival. The civilian ship had traded well with the locals, so well she'd opted for more than just the basic free checkup and computer cleaning.

He had to sign off on the new equipment before it was installed. Fortunately, with the five missions out and with the offensive force off training, the repair slip was no longer saturated with work. That was one reason he'd found a week to slip the Tauren medium freighter in for her minor refit.

Well, that and the construction rates had slowed a bit with the hyperdrives and other components being built. Installing them would make for better ships but slowed things down, at least until they got a handle on things.

He was starting to want to tinker with some of the designs. Not a whole lot, just a few of his own twists and ideas. Not that he had many. But that was something for the future. It was bad enough that they were revisiting the CEV line idea again.

In anticipation of future need with the ships in Tortuga coming, he'd shifted priorities to have a second fitting-out slip constructed. That one was already in use with the sublight rebuild project as well as any minor repair or refit that was needed with the navy ships in the star system.

He was even considering building a third slip. He made a soft puttering sound but cut himself off when he got to the bridge and saw the ship had a wooden wheel on one bulkhead. He had to go over to admire the thing. It was made out of real wood too, with pegs for hand holds and brass fittings. It looked worn too. “That's a bit out of place, isn't it?”

“That it is,” the Tauren captain said, turning to him.

“Where did you even get it?” Abdul asked, looking the thing over. Someone had shined it up nicely. He wished they'd paid as much attention to the engineering details of their ship as they had to the spit and polish.

The Tauren captain pointed to the wheel, and then the brass bell, wood belaying pins, and other articles. “A water world and real wet ships. They traded well for them.”

“Ah.” Abdul nodded. Now it was making sense.

“They make a great talking piece though,” the Tauren said with an ear flick.

“Yeah, that they do,” Abdul said as he went over to the work party working on rebuilding the helm station.
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Shelby watched the latest training exercise. She still wasn't fully convinced the three carriers and small cruiser force would be enough to take out Dead Man's Hand. She lacked the personnel to build a bigger force though. The Admiralty had signed off on it though but only as a raiding force.

She had agreed. A raiding force that was outnumbered by the enemy defenders.

That meant they'd have to be crafty with what they did have, dispatching forces to go in and kick the pirates out and deny them a hiding spot and a place to resupply from. By breaking their infrastructure, she could be very well stirring up a hornets' nest, but in the long term, it would be a detriment to the pirates. They'd have no place to go, no place that was a safe harbor. Eventually they'd fall to old habits, and her people would be able to patrol and pick them off one by one.

But still, three escort carriers, two heavy cruisers, two destroyers, two couriers, and four support ships were a bit light when facing an enemy battlecruiser, twenty-six known cruisers, and an unknown number of other ships. She cut strict orders for Captain Rogers to cut his losses and fall back if he had to do so. The carriers and cruisers were not to be risked. He was not to go in until he had accurate intelligence from Zeng He either.

She was happy about how the board had sat on V'r'w'll's actions. She had signed off on promoting the captain to take over Belfast.
  


 



Chapter 32
 

Tau-1252

“Thank you for being here, Admiral. And may I congratulate you on your recent promotion?” Rachel Trejo said, opening up the interview with Shelby. Shelby had put it off, even fostering the reporter on Helen and her people for a bit before finally biting the bullet when things had slowed down.

“Thank you. It's nice to be here again,” Shelby demurred.

“Some have compared your efforts here with your father's in Pyrax,” the reporter stated.

“There are a few things in common. Both starting with a space-based star system for one,” Shelby replied with a nod. “The starting tech and education levels are similar. The same for the surrounding star systems, but that is where the similarities end.”

Boni had noted that Rachel and a few people on the boards had been talking trash about her production rates. She wanted to face that head on and put it behind her.

“How so?”

“Well, for my part we have more starting industry. But, we lack the manpower due to the plagues. That is a major distraction to our original mission.”

“True. Though I wouldn't call the deaths of millions a distraction,” Rachel stated.

“It wasn't my intent to make it sound like it was. I was trying to be clinical,” Shelby stated.

“You haven't produced nearly as many ships as your father did during the same time period.”

“Again, I am limited on what I can do and my manpower. Also, my mission mandate was to build a small yard. We also fought a battle last year and have just made good on all repairs and quadrupled our defenses at each jump point.”

“I see. Turning to other matters, what is your opinion of the Lebynthos vote? There is some resentment here that they have officially voted to join the Federation, the first star system to do so in the sector. The vote was close though; it only passed by a single percentage point.”

“But it did pass, and we welcome the citizens of Lebynthos to the Federation. As far as Tau-1252 is concerned, I understand there is an election next week to determine that. We'll see how it goes.”

“Ah. And the latest offense? Do you know when that will be?”

Shelby frowned. Boni shook her head on her HUD.

“I can't give you details on an active operation. Sorry, that's regulations. I can say that the Tortuga mission went off successfully. We are now in possession of Tortuga.”

“I see. I did note that in your reports. What are you going to do with all the booty there?”

“Well, many of the hulls will be sorted out. Those we can salvage will be outfitted and shipped here. From there we'll assess whether we wish to outfit them further and use them in the navy or if we wish to sell them at auction to the public.”

Rachel blinked and then smiled. “I believe you just piqued the interest of a lot of people.”

Shelby smiled. “I believe I have. They'll have to have the credits to purchase the ship. They will also be on their own for the outfitting, manning, operational costs, fuel, and such. We're just selling the ships.”

“No warranties or guarantees?” Rachel asked.

“We'll warranty our work up to a point. But we want a healthy economy, which means we need people to stand on their own. We'll help get them started, but it is up to them to take it a step further and go out on their own.”

“Ah. Now …”

<()>^<()>
 

The following week the electronic vote on the destiny of what many were calling the capital began. The same ballot had a list of capital names as well as the initiative to join the Federation. In order for one of the names to pass, it had to receive an overwhelming majority. If none did so, the top three contenders would be picked for a runoff in six months at the next election cycle.

The Federation initiative was a bit more complex. A majority of 60 percent of the vote had to be in favor of joining the Federation. Admiral Irons had set the bar high early on to make it clear to one and all that a majority wanted to return to the Federation. That way there could be no discounting the vote.

Fred wasn't the only one nervous about how it would turn out. He'd spent months pushing the vote. He had to stay away from the capital station during the days before and during the election. But he monitored the unofficial poll boards from his office and occasionally checked in with Governor Adrienne.

<()>^<()>
 

Miss Trejo was in her element as she covered the vote with live coverage. She was on camera much of the time, acting officially as a nonpartisan observer, but it was clear to some that she wasn't completely dispassionate about the vote's outcome. She was very excited though, so waiting out the tedium was frequently broken with her entertaining exuberance.

The vote was native only; the Federation citizens were only observers. They would vote for Federation matters, and their votes would be sent through the ansible.

As the various polls on each colony or station closed, the tally began to come in. Some of the early votes had alarming outcomes. Mayors were chosen and some minor initiatives see-sawed back and forth. As the night progressed, it became clear that there was no clear winner with the star system name initiative. Given that there had been over a dozen on the ballot that hadn't come as a surprise.

A bond measure to raise funds to improve habitats and colonies had passed. As had an educational initiative. However, a port fee tax to support transport and medicine had failed as had a tax on liquor and recreational materials.

The bond to begin exploring terraforming a dwarf planet also failed. The lease extension to the navy was overwhelmingly supported. It would allow the navy to remain an additional twenty years on top of the fourteen left on the first contract in exchange for various services and a tax rebate.

The natives had voted overwhelmingly to join the Federation, however. The celebrations across the star system began before the final votes came in.

<()>^<()>
 

The pirate POWs in the capital had initially been contained on one of the prize ships. Sorting out their interviews and housing had taken some time, but eventually they'd been installed in a small rock. That had been expanded when fresh POWs had come in from the two Rho Mercy Missions.

Shelby let Lieutenant Slattery and the SPs handle most of the interviews and day-to-day handling of the POWs. Only when she finally found the free time did she meet with Ensign Pons.

The ensign had been put in protective custody, really a form of parole. She had been given more privileges than the others including a news feed. The day-to-day changes to the star system had further opened the young woman's eyes and mind.

The ensign had gone so far as to request asylum and to actually join the Federation. Shelby had bucked the offer up through the ansible to the chain of command there. Obviously, the young woman would have to jump through a lot of hoops and interviews, not to mention loyalty checks before anyone acted on her request.

She wasn't certain where it was leading but she was curious to find out.

<()>^<()>
 

Once the star system officially joined the Federation, the election campaigns for their congresspersons and senators were announced. Shelby had to plan to send a courier back to Rho with them once they were officially elected and certified. It might even need to be a bigger ship since they'd have to have staffs and also pick up delegations from Lebynthos and possibly other worlds.

But, that was months away. She did note that money in the form of letters of credit were coming through with more frequency through the ansible. Negotiations and applications had been transmitted at great expense to the big banks in Antigua and elsewhere. Some of the small banks in other systems had gotten involved too.

By the end of the week, a civilian solar panel factory had been started. They had already pitched their products to the star system and to nearby star systems. They had orders lined up on Delos and Lebynthos. Wind turbines and electric motor production lines were also in the works.

She was aware that Lebynthos had recently started a small plastic factory with funding from Antigua. They had a problem with the supply; the plastic they were using was organic based. They were working on that but it took time. Until then they had to get a supply from elsewhere, usually recycled material.

The economy in the local area was improving steadily. Delos had picked up its export of wood products including paper. A second civilian freighter had taken on a regular run contract between the three ports, mirroring the Conestoga.

The material was welcome to everyone as was the work and credits it was generating for the local and overall economies. She personally welcomed the fruit and berries that Delos exported. Most of them arrived frozen or as juice. The “fresh fruit” and berry juice was a hit with civilian and military personnel alike.

According to the last news report she'd picked up from Governor Lor, Samos produced grain and beer, but they were not exporting much to Delos and none elsewhere. But, with all the changes to neighboring worlds, Governor Farnsworth's time in office was numbered. He'd survived one campaign to recall him by changing his tune grudgingly on a few issues. It was only a matter of time before he finally broke down and agreed to modernize.

<()>^<()>
 

Abdul was annoyed when the light cruiser Red Horn arrived in the star system. Lieutenant Slattery had her people go over the ship with his survey techs, but it only delayed the inevitable by a week. Once they were finished, he had managed to clear one of the repair slips to move the cruiser in for her lengthy refit.

According to scuttlebutt the admiral was planning to promote one of the tin can captains to take on the ship once she was returned to service. He doubted it was that Naga captain, what's her name. She was already becoming a thorn in his side about refitting Nashville into a proper warship.

<()>^<()>
 

Governor Adrienne had taken a break from her public appearances after the week leading up to and the actual Election Day. But her time in the public eye returned as she attended a pair of ribbon cutting ceremonies.

They were both for trade schools, one teaching mechanical engineering and machining, the other was for nursing. Both schools were welcome to her. She also approved of the administrator's plans to eventually expand the trade schools into fully accredited colleges at some point in the near future.

What she really liked about the whole plan was the idea that students would come from all over the star system and eventually the entire sector for degrees or certification. The sector desperately needed medics. Those students who were taking Federation college courses and hands-on in the hospitals were overwhelmed. The medical personnel in the hospital and hospital ships had been scrambling to fill the void.

She was surprised to find that the nursing school had been started with help from Commodore Richards. Her time in the star system had been brief but she appreciated it. She just wished she'd had the time to meet with the human.

When she returned to her office later that evening, she ordered her small but growing staff to start looking for an educational director. “I want us to focus on the essentials. But we need to get this organized. And we need primary education too and educational standards,” she stated.

“Student loan funding?” her chief of staff asked.

“We're now a part of the Federation. Have someone look into that. We can look into local funding or Federal, whatever works.”

“Understood, ma'am.”

“I want candidates for the director by tomorrow. So get on that.”

“I … can try, ma'am.”

“Do more than that. You can add to the list but I want to start narrowing our choices so we can vet them and submit them to the star system congress for final approval.” He nodded.

The star system congress was a new innovation they were getting used to. It was a single house with the local colonial or station mayor serving as the delegate. Eventually, she knew that would change when the mayors had too much of the day-to-day operations on their hands to attend lengthy meetings elsewhere.

But, for now it was working. For how long was anyone's guess.

“See if you can get some ideas from our friends. Have them pitch ideas and resumes,” she said, throwing him a bone. He nodded and made a further note and then got to work.
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Shelby was surprised when she got an email that Special Forces Command wanted their own rock colony or station to train. Hard on the heels of getting the request from the senior lieutenant she got a missive from SFC on Antigua echoing the request.

She called the SEAL lieutenant in to have a bit of a chat over it. “So, I get an email from you about wanting your own place, and then, low and behold I get another from your boss in Antigua. Coincidence?”

“I may have mentioned it to command,” he stated, “in a report.”

“Ah, I see. And no doubt my lack of an immediate response and scramble to attend to your needs,” she said, eying him severely.

“I meant no disrespect, ma'am.” He realized he was on a bit of thin ice just from her tone of voice.

“Why a base or station? They need people to man it, since I'm assuming you don't have the people to spare to do that little chore. You know what, why not go whole hog and give you your own ship? That way you are mobile?” she said scathingly, building up a real burn. “Sure, we can name it Infinity. What do you want, a cruiser? No, what about a battleship!” Her eyes glowered mockingly at him. “I'm sure we've got a few lying about!”

The lieutenant's jaw worked. “Obviously, ma'am, this is a long-term goal.”

Shelby nodded, returning her tone to normal. “I know, Lieutenant. And I get that you want your own space. I realize you need a place to train. Until we get other fires under control, you are just going to have to wait in line like the rest of us.”

“Understood, ma'am.”

“For the moment, make do with the Marines. If we have some space in an orbital fort or elsewhere, I'll let you know. Dismissed.”
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Chapter 33
 

Dead Man's Hand

Captain Gutt wasn't happy about Delgado's progress with installing the hardware they'd taken as booty from Seydlitz. The Neochimp was terribly slow and inefficient, preferring to document everything thoroughly and test before plugging it in.

That was good in a way; they were being very wary of viruses and technical glitches. But it was slowing them down badly. He needed his ship functional. Delgado admitted he was a bit overwhelmed with trying to oversee so much at once.

There was a spot of good news; the magazines were fully restocked. Not only that but the missiles that were newly built and, according to Raz, even better than the ancient things his techs had spent ages rebuilding and nursing along. He was starting to look forward to his next encounter with a navy warship.

An offhand remark from Captain Fisher reminded him of her technical prowess. He bartered with her to get the help his crew needed with the installation and swap outs. It took him the promise of her own ship in return for her services.

It only took a single day before he realized he'd gotten the better of the deal. She had things back on track and moving forward by the end of the second shift. He was impressed with her skills; she was better than his chief engineer. She managed to wheedle out of him command of Seydlitz when he was drunk later that evening, though he'd held out for final approval from the admiral.

<()>^<()>
 

While Captain Gutt dealt with his ship and the command structure on the base, some in the Tortuga convoy took shuttles over and began to settle in. The base came alive as personnel moved in and tried to find a place to live. Rock hammers were broken out and tunnels were dug out for new habitats. Power, lights, air, and water lines were strung to support the people living there.

The captain barely paid any attention to any of that. He did make it clear he didn't suffer fools lightly. He also ordered the farms to be doubled in size. He knew that they'd need more food when the other convoys arrived.

<()>^<()>
 

Doctor Perez had made incredible progress with the vaccines. She was up to the point of experimenting on rats and rabbits from the farms on the station. The initial tests were a baseline; she'd learned that from the documentation. She had a control, an animal that was an infected control, and several animals that had various versions of the vaccines. Teaching the techs that were “volunteered” to help her other than the wretched fools from Horath was hit or miss. She'd damn well wanted to turn one tech into her first live subject when she'd found out he'd been faking the ability to read.

Fortunately for him he was human. She'd passed once her temper had cooled. In another day she would begin test vaccinations on the luckless layabouts on the station. From there they'd begin making the vaccines using chicken and lizard eggs.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Gutt divided his time from overseeing Squint's work on refitting and training to the base to organizing defenses in the star system. That included bullying a picket at each jump point. He initially got some flak from a few of the ships captains. When one got out of hand, he snarled at them and made it clear if they kept it up he'd meet them in the dome. Captain Silver had backed down of course.

But when he'd taken his ship to the jump point instead of standing on station, the bastard had sent an image of a dick and middle finger and then had jumped out. That had pissed the Neoape off for days. He'd snarled impotently, taking his ire out on anyone around him until he'd cooled off. He did make a point of planning to find a way to avenge himself on Captain Silver if they ever met again though.

<()>^<()>
 

Admiral Ishmael sighed in quiet relief as Black Death led her charges across the final hyper wall and into real space once more. They hadn't lost a single ship; Lady Luck's blessings had been with him. He was also grateful to see a picket ship near the jump point when their sensors cleared the massive hyper wake.

“IFF transmitted. IFF received. We're welcome,” Captain Baker stated.

“Very well. As soon as the sheep are sorted out, we'll make port and get back in business,” the admiral growled.

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Call Gutt and Commodore Blasky and get Captain Dab on the horn. No doubt she's eager to get busy.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Gutt felt intense relief when the admiral called in. That relief was tempered when the admiral asked for SITREPs and logs on everything in the star system. The admiral was well organized; he appreciated that. Though he did expect some flack over one of his decisions.

He was amused when the admiral sent a vid message about Commodore Blasky. He sent a video explaining what had happened from his perspective. They exchanged video chats about the subject for several days as the convoy sailed through the star system.

They met up for a working lunch of rabbit before the evening meeting and dinner with the lords in port. “So, I noted your report on Seydlitz.”

“Aye?” the captain asked, long index finger stroking the handle on his beer stein.

“I also noted none of them are alive in your report. I would have liked a bit more information,” the admiral drawled.

The ape studied his fingernails, then shrugged. “Oops?” he said with a lazy challenging grin.

The admiral shook his head but couldn't help but smile back in amusement. “Just couldn't help yourself, could you?”

“Is it my fault humans are so delicate? Their arms just tear right off!”

“Right,” the Neolion growled. “So, what's this about Seydlitz being stripped?”

“Ar, take what you can, give nothin' back,” Captain Gutt growled, eyes flickering. He'd finally relented and allowed Captain Fisher to begin to install his old hardware in Seydlitz. She'd only started a few days ago. Of course he refused to sign off on the transfer until he was sure each piece of equipment was integrated properly and his people were trained on its operation. She wasn't getting any of the weapons he'd taken either.

“Stripped her?”

“Down to the deck heads. Nary a scrap in her magazines, gun mounts, or other places. One reactor is functional and that be about it,” the ape replied with an indifferent shrug.

“And if I say I need the ship?”

“Then you best get some support to Cap'n Fisher. She's quite good at fixin' things,” Captain Gutt replied with a lazy grin.

“Is she now? Well then, I'll have to check her out. But if she's got you as a reference, I guess she's halfway to keeping that captain's chair?”

The Neoorangutan smirked. “I would love a ring side seat to any who be challengin' her to the right. She may be small but she's doughty and vicious. My kind of lady,” he said with a chuckle. The admiral joined in.
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Dinner parties with a large number of ship captains were rare. Captain Gutt was amused to hold the first virtually. He was on hand with the admiral and a few others like Captain Fisher.

Admiral Ishmael was grateful he didn't need to tell the natives of the star system what had happened all over again. He hadn't expected rants about abandoning Tortuga from those who had been on the convoy though. “We traded Tortuga for this?!? This dump?”

That sparked a brief amount of cussing and name calling from the various lords. Fortunately for him they were virtual so all he had to do was hit mute for a few seconds until they quieted down.

“We had to do what we had to do. Tortuga was gone. The plagues were released, and the base had to be destroyed. T'was a cursed star system. I had no intention of keeping our people in that accursed system any longer than I had to.”

“Aye, and so you abandoned it for this? What if the plagues are in the ships you brought?”

The Neolion leveled his eye on the pirate lord. “Do have a care on how you speak to me,” he said in a soft silken voice that didn't fool anyone.

“I meant no disrespect, sir,” the Neowolf captain ground out.

The neolion studied him for a long time until the lord dropped his eyes submissively.

“Better. As to your question, any ship that had been infected would have fallen out of hyperspace and would have died, thus isolating the infection from the rest of the fleet.”

Heads nodded at the wisdom over that.

The old guard and a few rational individuals had realized that many of their friends and family who were shipped to Horath were most likely dead. That turned the conversation to expressing that bitterness. “Hoist a few in their honor,” the admiral said, raising a glass and then guzzling it down.
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The following morning the admiral noted that his people were replacing the Horathian flags, markers, and IFF with traditional pirate ones. Racial slurs were posted or tagged on some walls, though Captain Baker immediately had them clean them off the bulkheads in the ship.

Humans were targeted by drunken groups. They tended to go out in pairs after several ugly spacings. That just escalated the violence as the mobs began to form up. The violence was curtailed when the admiral ordered the SPs to intervene.

The admiral saw the removal of the ancient Horathian markers and replacement with pirate ones as both a dividing and unifying effort. Dividing in that they no longer had a common chain of command to report to. But unifying in that they were unifying against a common enemy. But it also meant they were no longer using Horath and her cause to bind them together. They were falling back to the code.
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A bloodhound named Copper rubbed at his rheumy eyes and then sneezed. He snuffled a bit, and then blew his nose. He didn't even see the pulser shot that blew his head apart.

“Damn it, he's got allergies!” the bartender protested.

“Not anymore,” a newcomer said with a shake of his head. “That's one way to clear your sinuses!” he said.

“Aye, but you can clean the mess up!” the bartender growled, leveling a shotgun on the trigger-happy yahoo.

“Okay, fine, where do you keep the mop?”
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When Captain Fisher pressed Captain Gutt, he arranged for her to meet with the admiral. The captain considered giving her command of a prize ship in prize row but realized it would be a problem. Sure, Captain Dab was supposed to take on the repairs to Seydlitz, but she had another week or more of setting up her yard and people before she'd be ready to take anything on.

And then there was the other candidates. Quite frankly, there weren't any that were more qualified than Fisher was. He grimaced. He considered promoting an XO but decided against it.

None of the lords wanted the ship because of the reputation of it and because word had gotten around that Gutt had stripped it. It was a major investment to get the ship back into fighting trim. It was best to let someone else spend the credits and time and then swoop in and take the prize later.

Reluctantly, he considered letting her keep the crippled and stripped cruiser at least until it was out of Dab's hands.

But, when he met with Fisher his tune changed. He had to admit he liked the little cat. She knew her stuff in engineering, that was clear from the reports from Captain Dab and Captain Gutt. And he admired a woman who insisted on getting her due.

“All right, you'll get your shot. I be not standin' for you with the other lords. Mind your P's and Q's in their presence until your ship be blooded or face the dome. Be likes a long time before you get your spurs,” he said.

She blinked and then nodded. “Thank you, Admiral. I've taken as many of my old crew over as I can. Can I have your permission to recruit more?”

“You can try, but without provisions or a purse, you're SOL there, lass,” he said with a grim smile. She blinked again and then her eyes narrowed. She started to open her mouth but he flicked his hand up. “Nay. Don't be askin' me or others to front you the money. You be on your own there. Consider it your first test,” he said.

Her ears went flat back and her eyes widened slightly but she forced a nod. “Aye aye, sir.”

“Good then. Be off with ya,” he growled, waving a dismissive hand. He was amused by her salute before she about-faced and departed.

He was even more amused by her yowl of success as soon as the hatch shut behind her.

Times, they be a changin' he reflected.
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Captain Dab was too busy setting up the factory module and yard to pay attention to the base or the flack going around the yard.

The slip was a simple thing to assemble. The truss segments had been carefully taken apart, they went back together with a bit of fuss and cussing over the course of several days. The modules they'd detached from the core factory ship had to be put back. Since they were putting it back together, she took the opportunity to implement the plan to rebuild the yard to more efficient lines like she'd drawn up on the trip there.

Still, she found the time in-between overseeing various phases to check out their first customer, Seydlitz. “What the hell did they do to this ship?” she demanded when Captain Fisher met her at the lock and handed her the list of what needed to be done.

“Stripped whatever they wanted and then some,” the diminutive captain replied. “I've got a small investment, a nest egg to start with. And I've pulled some choice equipment from my old command along with half of her crew.”

“Half the crew? Who's running the ship?”

“She's being used as a base for that doctor. The remaining crew are all human.”

“Oh,” Captain Dab replied, wrinkling her nose. She nodded. “Makes sense. I doubt the ship will be going anywhere anytime soon.”

“Exactly my point. And I've done a survey of the boneyard for parts. That's what I need to get her functional again. The stuff I don't need,” she said pointing to the tablet. “Some of it is supposed to be coming from Gutt. Whenever he can spare the time to pay me what is owed me,” she growled.

“Ah, well, I'll have a look. An independent report to the admiral might get things moving.”
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After hearing Captain Dab's rather scathing report on the state of affairs on Seydlitz, the admiral called Captain Gutt. Gutt hadn't been kidding when he'd reported he'd stripped the ship nor had he been very punctual about turning over his old used hardware.

The admiral was not amused by the state of affairs on Seydlitz but he needed the ape's support. Besides, the ape had stuck to the code.

“Take what you can, give nothing back,” Captain Gutt said before Leonidas could say anything.

“You wound me to the quick,” the lion growled, deciding to take a different tact. “I didn't even get my wind up!”

“And I took it right out of your sails, so there. I figured Dab be on you for me to share.”

“Well, if you won't return what you took, fine. The code be damned though. You formed an accord with Fisher, and I expect you to stick to that.”

Captain Gutt grimaced but nodded.

“I need that ship back in shipshape,” the admiral growled softly. The Neoorangutan grimaced further but then nodded once.

“Oh aye, she'll get my leavings then when I'm ready to part with them.”

“Fine then. We have an accord then,” the admiral said, locking eyes with the captain. Slowly Captain Gutt stared at him for a long moment before he finally nodded.

“Aye.

“Aye then,” the admiral said, cutting the channel. He sent an email to Captain Dab that she'd get some of the parts, just no timetable on when or an inventory. She would have to make do. If that meant drawing the parts from the boneyard or prize row, then so be it.
  


 



Chapter 34
 

The Saladin convoy came into the star system in an anti-climactic state of affairs. They were met by a single cruiser picket. They flashed their IFF and then made way to the base.
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Captain Hammer met up with the pirate lords in port three days later. He was replenished in his usual pirate finery for the dinner meeting but was a bit put out over not getting much attention. “Fine how do you do,” he grumbled.

“How do you do?” Captain Gutt teased, smiling his usual half-crazed lazy smile.

“Fine, thanks for asking,” Joe replied with a snort. “So, what's the plan? And what's this I hear that the vaccinations have begun? Wasn't I promised first dibs?”

“Aye, but you weren't here. Be thankful for that, Doctor Perez took her sweet time getting it right,” the ape replied, looking at his sore shoulder. He had finally accepted a booster shot only after they'd confirmed that the vaccines were working. He was the third wave of people to get the vaccine package. It wasn't complete but it was a start in the right direction.

“Ah,” Joe replied with a nod.

“Your crew is up next, Joe, now that you're here,” the admiral growled. Joe looked over at him and then nodded.
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Captain Dab surveyed prize row and shook her head in disgust at what her people had found. There were some hefty ships there, but all ancient and many picked over to the point where they were missing hatches and locks.

When she saw the ludicrous thing floating off the cutter's port side, she had to have the pilot swing by for a closer look.

The ship was fat and long. It didn't look like a ship, only the gantry sections, towers, and giant tanks and engines on one said that it was. Of all things it was made out of an asteroid. A long potato-like shape with sublight engines on the rear. The crust was covered with a web of nodes, locks, plates, and gear. The interior was no doubt hollowed out.

Initially, she thought it was ancient, but according to their files, it dated back to the Xeno war. Instead of building hulls which took time and slip space in a yard, the builders had built into an asteroid with parts skimmed from various industrial lines. They'd added a minimum amount of structure inside to keep it all together. The ships were reportedly horribly slow in hyper.

Technically, they could be tough warships, but they were incredibly slow and under-powered. They lacked weapons and had pitiful shields.

“This one. This one can go to the breakers. The habitat can be attached to the base or broken up; I care not which. But we have dibs on the parts,” she growled, making a note.

When she got back to base, the tugs and shuttles were already descending on the ship. She scanned it again and found someone had made an entry about it or found one. Curious she scanned it while eating a rat burger.

The idea for the ship design had come from the ancient Terran days of WW2. During that time period, steel had been at a premium. Some of the water shipyards had resorted to building ships out of concrete with air bubbles in the mix to keep them floating.

The interior was like an O'Neill colony. They considered using the rock at one point, but a massive radiation leak had forced them to abandon the ship. Occasionally, the people in Tortuga had picked gear off the surface. Eventually, they'd sun scuttle the thing.

She put in a hurried call to get her people to stay out of the blasted thing and stick to the surface. She no longer wanted to hook it up as a habitat, but she wasn't going to waste the fuel to sun scuttle her either. Strip her exterior and then abandon her in place; that was the best she could do.
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Doctor Perez heard about the massive number of engineers in sickbay. She was called in to test them. She found most suffering from acute radiation sickness. A half dozen had it bad; three were fatal.

It was only after several interviews that she got the full story. They'd been tasked with stripping a hulk that had turned out to be irradiated internally. She shook her head over that stupid oversight.

She made an announcement about it to quell the panic and hysteria that had hit the base and then made sure other medics did the same. “Can I get back to work now?” she demanded plaintively near the end of a very long day.
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Leonidas wanted to scrub at his face or roar, do something as the debates continued to rage, but he couldn't. The good news was that some of the lords had gotten over their fear and were in the same room with him.

That was good and bad in that they were there and he couldn't hit mute to shut them up anymore.

He had to let the pirates lords vent. They needed to come together, though it looked like the loss of Tortuga and the betrayal of the homeworld was going to fracture their unity.

He wearily turned his head as another lord beat the same drum. He could almost quote them without even hearing their spiel by now.

“Ar, there is no profit in fighting the navy. You just get sorry and sore, your ship shot to hell and back!”

“Ar. We be pirates. We are all about profit. I say we go where they aren't,” a Neobear snarled.

“Find better hunting grounds. Ar,” others joined in.

“You mean run,” the Neolion asked mildly. Kix turned an eye to him but said nothing. Slowly he turned back to the rest, one hand resting on the pommel of his sword.

“Yes. Hunt where we're the predators, not the prey.”

“We could take one or two in groups. But again, where be the profit in it? Look at Bill! Saladin tried to use their tech, and it didn't work out!”

“If we take one out, they'll send more. They'll know where we be huntin',” another pirate said over the tumult of voices.

The room echoed with a series of “Ar,” and growls of agreement.

“Keep running?” the Neolion asked as the voices grew quiet.

“If necessary, yes. Stick to the code!”

“Fight to run away?” Kix asked, turning to Captain Gutt and then to the admiral.

“Exactly.”

“And we keep doing that? Running away?” Admiral Ishmael asked, rising from his throne. “How far be you wishin' to run? And where? We can't go to Rho; the navy be there and has no doubt put defenses on the jump point leadin' to it. We make that jump and we'll all be for Davy Jones' locker.”

That caused a stir.

“We can go to Upsilon, but it be a long haul. And what then? There be other brethren there. Will they want us to share their hunting grounds? We will not know them; we'd be the new predator on an already picked-over plain, trying to survive while competing with our kin.”

He began to pace, hands tucked behind his back. “In another decade or two, the navy will come again. And then where do ye think ye be goin' then?” he demanded, pointing to Captain Hammer.

“We can't fight them, not and win,” another captain insisted as Joe opened his mouth to reply. “Just look at your ship!”

“Ar, and I see it all the time,” the admiral said, resting a hand on Kix's shoulder. Kix nodded but his eyes cut to the hand paw as the claws flexed in and out ever so slightly. “We be needin' to teach the navy a lesson in manners,” the lion growled.

“And how be we doin' that?” another pirate captain asked.

“By ambushing them,” Captain Fisher said. Eyes turned to her. A few of those eyes grew cold as they recognized or didn't recognize her. A few lips curled in disdain. She was the newest warship captain and was as of yet unbloodied. It would have been wiser for her to keep her peace and learn from her betters, but she lifted her chin up in a challenge. “We find one of their patrol routes and hit them. We get behind their lines and take what they sow. They are giving away Fed tech!”

“Aye and look what it did to my ship!” Captain Hammer growled. “Damn near killed us!”

“But there be other tech we can use—metals, food, fuel. The lubbers grow with it. We come along and reap more of what we need,” Captain Gutt said with a nod to his protégé. She gave a slight nod back.

That nod of support quelled any who might have challenged her. She flicked her ears to him and curled her lip ever so slightly as she glared about her.

“We need to relocate the bases,” Captain Dab interjected, voice rough from fatigue.

“Ah, Captain Dab, nice of you to put in an appearance,” Captain Gutt drawled. “Bored?”

She glared at him. “Not likely. But I've been thinking about my job and why I'm doing it here. Does the navy know where we are? How soon will they come for this place and the other bases?”

Heads swiveled almost as one to the admiral.

“Aye, I let them have the cursed system to choke on it. I believe it'll buy us time, time to plan and scheme, to hit them where it hurts,” he growled. “But only if we're ready!” he snarled, turning to the group. “That means training. It means work,” he growled, kicking a Neochimp who'd started to nod off. The group chuckled a little as the chimp snorted himself awake. The admiral took a stein of beer and dumped it on a Neodog who had looked away from him. The dog sputtered, wiping at his face. He tried to rise to challenge but remembered who'd done it and lowered himself carefully back into his seat, his ears flattening.

There was another chuckle over that.

“I be thinkin' we need to send a ship south to keep an eye on the navy. Mayhap cause them … some mischief,” the admiral purred. That had a few people interested but most were wary. They feared an encounter with the navy; he knew it. A deliberate entanglement was asking for trouble.

“We do need to keep an eye out,” Captain Gutt said slowly. “You bought us fighting room and time. But for how long?”

“Aye. Cap'n Hochi will no doubt come runnin' when the navy appears in enough force to chase him out,” the admiral growled. But, me thinks we need one willing to watch our back.”

“For what price? There be no profit in picket duty!” a lord growled.

“I'll do it,” Captain Fisher stated, “if no one else is brave enough. Fix my ship and I'll sit on Long Sands and then rush back with a word of warning should trouble come,” she said.

The admiral turned to her and nodded slowly.

“Pretty kitty kissup,” a lord said in the back.

“Who said that?” she hissed, ears back, teeth bared as she drew her dagger. “Who be the mangy cur?”

“At ease,” the admiral said, smiling indulgently at her spitting rage. “I like your spirit, Cap'n Fisher. So be it. We'll see your ship fixed, aye, Cap'n Dab?”

“Oh aye, just another thing among many for me to try to figure out,” the Gnoll engineer said tiredly. “Sure thing, want a steak with that?”

“Aye, though we'll discuss that later,” the admiral drawled. The captain grimaced, realizing his patience wasn't without limits. She flicked her ears.

“Mayhap I'll reward you with some … quality time should you get the ship back in space in a timely manner,” the admiral said as he resumed his throne.

That earned a chuckle from the audience.

“Someone better warn the wolf,” a voice stage whispered.

“Don't you dare!” Captain Dab flared. That earned roaring laughter from the group.
  


 



Chapter 35
 

Asterion IX

Canterbury was in orbit of Asterion IX when Félicité arrived at the Tau-X3301 jump point. The skeleton crew on Canterbury was scrambling to get their crew to the shuttles and up when they received Félicité's IFF.

The relief was palatable when they informed Governor Iapyx and the people on the planet.

Over the next three days, the two ships conversed. Captains Vaser and Buzzfeed had hit it off and decided since their two ships were slow they would travel together the last leg of their journey. According to their intel, they only had one more jump before they were in Federation territory.

Governor Iapyx had trouble believing Félicité was a friendly prize ship like Canterbury until the ship arrived in orbit and sent a shuttle down. Only when he saw the uniformed personnel on the planet did he finally fully relax.

“So, what's going on? You are Feds too? Or did you turn over a new leaf?”

“As we tried to explain to you, Governor, we caught the ship. We're a prize crew,” Lieutenant Vaser stated with a smile.

“Oh!” The governor turned to Captain Buzzfeed. The T'clock prize captain gave a human-style nod.

“Wait, didn't Commodore Richards' people say something about that?” a Tauren demanded.

The governor frowned and then scratched under his chin. “I guess we forgot. My apologies, Captain.”

“It's understandable.”

Both ships were slow so they used up more provisions in hyperspace. That meant they had to trade at each port for provisions and fuel. Governor Iapyx let his business people handle the details but he leaned on the two captains to try to get one or both of them to remain in his star system. “We're joining the Federation. We need a picket. Once we're safe, the vote will just be a formality.”

“I understand that,” Captain Vaser stated. “The problem is we can't stay. We have orders to return to the capital. We're just a prize crew; we need more people to man the ship. And, to be honest, the ship is crap, both ships. They need a proper overhaul to meet the minimum specs we demand. Don't get me started about supplies and weapons,” she said with a shake of her head.

The governor blinked. “Oh. I didn't know.”

“I doubt the pirates would ever let anyone know just how old and decrepit their ships are. They are still dangerous though. We made some repairs and improvements, but the ship needs a full yard rebuild before she can be returned to service.”

“Well, that's certainly true! But we need support. We've got our asses hanging out here bare and vulnerable. They have to pass through us to get to you.”

“There are other jump points but I concede your point,” Captain Buzzfeed stated. “I will pass on your request for support though. If you give me a formal request, I can give it to the commodore.”

“Ah, well, that we can do. Do you have any idea on, um, how to word that exactly?”

“I can forward you something. Do you have any mail headed in that direction?”

“Oh! Yes, I can look into that as well. If you are willing to carry it, I'd certainly love to pass on mail to our neighbors. We're still recovering, but we've been hearing good things about some of what your people can do. And we'd like to take part in that—trade in other words.”

“Thank you, Governor. We're just trying to do our part.”

“No, Captain, thank you.”

<()>^<()>
 

Lebynthos

Lieutenant Kellogg nodded as they finished up the runway. It wasn't for the spaceport, just an air strip runway on one of the many islands on the planet. But it was a step in the right direction.

Since the planet had a lot of islands and way too much water, the natives had been reliant on ships for travel for centuries. But recently their return contact with the Federation had introduced them to the wonders of bush planes. Bush planes were simpler to operate than an air car. The aircraft could also be mostly native built; only the engines needed to be built and imported from off world. The planes allowed them to move goods and people around the planet quickly. They were growing in number.

Shuttles could go further with an orbital hop of course. But there were only two on the planet, both salvaged and rebuilt.

“So you do this often?” a guy in Bermuda shorts asked.

“When we're not building hospitals, bases, or whatever else is needed,” the lieutenant replied with a shrug.

“Bases?”

“Yeah. We usually build bases for the military. But in a pinch we can help with disaster relief or with stuff like this. This is fairly simple. Don't get me started on the complexities of making a hydroelectric dam or a bridge.”

“Bases, huh?” the guy said again, adjusting his straw hat. He went over to the bar and bought a pair of drinks and came back with them. He handed one to the lieutenant.

The lieutenant studied the brown glass and then the sun. Hell, it wasn't quite noon but it was five o'clock somewhere. Why not he thought. “Yeah, honestly, I thought that was what we were going to be doing first. The Marines need a good solid base, maybe more than one. And so does the Army and Special Forces …”

<()>^<()>
 

“Governor Shaver, I'd like to thank you and your people for the fish,” Commodore Richards said with a small smile and polite head nod. “The fresh provisions will be much appreciated along with the recipes.”

She had been informed when they'd arrived that the planet's small population had been alerted to her convoy's passage and had stockpiled fish for them. A lot of fish it turned out, tons and tons of it. She knew it wasn't a gift but she appreciated it.

Whether she'd appreciate a steady diet of it after a month or so was anyone's guess.

She had dispatched one of her escorts to travel ahead of them to visit Icaria. The star system was in a cul-de-sac off of Lebynthos. If the plague was confirmed there, they would have to divert some or all of the convoy to go there. If it wasn't she'd send an escort on ahead to scout Cenarius off of Tau-X3301 while the convoy followed at their best speed.

That was the plan at any rate. But, the cruiser hadn't returned yet so her people were enjoying some time on the planet. Half were on liberty while the other half were busy visiting schools, hospitals, and clinics and doing their best to upgrade them to Federation standards.

While they were doing that, the Army Corps of Engineers were back at it on the planet. They had limited equipment; some of which they had to make in the field. They'd expected to get more constructed in the capital but had been denied. They just had to make do, which they were. Not without a bit of grumbling though.

She had let them have half of the support ship's resources to compensate. Lieutenant Kellogg had become marginally less of a pain in the ass after that.

“So, what's this I hear about basing?”

“Basing? As in what, baseball?”

The governor's expression went blank. “Baseball?”

“It's a game. I guess you haven't heard of it.”

“Um, no.”

“Well, not many open fields here and it is primarily a Terran thing,” Helen replied. “So, basing as in building a base?”

“Yes. A Marine base, Army base, hospital complex …”

“We're building the hospital complexes for you.”

“Yes, but what about a naval base? We'd like to do more here. And we heard the Marines and others aren't getting the support they need in Tau-1252. No surprise since it is a space colony star system, or so I've heard.”

Helen nodded. He's heard a lot of things she thought.

“Why don't we have dinner and we can talk about it.”

Helen cocked her head.

“We're having a fish cookout on the beach. We've got lobsters and clams. It's not quite a clam bake; I heard you've experienced those,” he said.

She nodded. They had them on ET. She'd had a few when she'd been younger and her family had visited the coast. “Okay, sure,” she said with a smile. “I prefer an informal get together over a stuffy shirt event any day.”

He smiled. “We don't do formal meetings here that often. We're pretty laid back. Besides, I'd hate to have to dress up in the summer heat.”

“Well, that's certainly true!” Helen said. “You don't have a problem with hurricane season?”

“We've got two we're watching. Thank you again for the satellites; they are helping to spot them and predict their path to give us warning. That has saved a lot of lives. It would be nice to divert the things from ever making landfall, but we'll take what we can get.”

She nodded. “People have tinkered with ways to control the weather for ages. To do it right you need an incredible amount of infrastructure and computer support. We don't even have that level in Rho …yet.”

“Ah. And my planet can ill afford it at this time. But we're growing and changing. So …”

“When do you want me?” she asked with another smile.

He took his straw hat off and fanned himself with it a few times before putting it back on. “When can you be available?”

“Does five work?”

“Five is fine. I'll have the drinks put on ice. We've got that ice maker going; thank you again for that. And we've got fans and air conditioning too if the heat on the beach lingers over long. Dress appropriately,” he said.

“Will do, though you may not want to see these legs, I haven't shaved in days.”

He smiled. “I'm sure you'll be fine,” he said.

She still privately vowed to get a little quality time with a razor before she put a skirt on though. And, from the hints he was dropping, she might want to give Shelby a heads-up later.

<()>^<()>
 

Lieutenant Kellogg was surprised initially that the population favored sheep and other wool producing animals over growing cotton. It was only when he'd suffered through his first rainstorm that he'd figured out why.

Cotton products were poor for clothes in the bush. It soaked up water and could cause hypothermia. It was hard to dry, which was why it was best to wear nylon or wool. Since the natives also had ships, their lines had to be made out of hardy materials that didn't absorb water and become a mess as well.

They lacked nylon or the ability to make nylon products so wool was the next best option. It sucked in the summer heat though. He made a note to recommend investing in chemical works to his straw hat friend the next time they crossed paths.

He was still “woolgathering” when he got a call in. To his surprise it was from the ansible with fresh orders from his chain of command to do site surveys for potential bases.

Well, the retasking would add to his workload, but since they weren't going anywhere anytime soon, he didn't mind. Besides, it would let him spend time looking over satellite imagery and even a bush plane trip or two to scout potential bases.

<()>^<()>
 

When Helen heard about the ansible traffic to Antigua, she became intrigued. She became wary when she heard that it had something to do with Lieutenant Kellogg at the insistence of Governor Shaver.

<()>^<()>
 

Purple Skies

Captain Yu grimaced as she read the latest report from the medics. Her people were doing their best, but the damage inflicted on the population was heartbreaking to see. To some it seemed a mercy to put the brain-damaged victims out of their misery. But her medics refused to do that.

With the help of her task force, the planet's population was slowly rising from the plagues. She knew it would be generations before they were fully restored to their previous population levels. The human survivors had a bitterness about them when her people had explained who had inflicted the plagues on them and why. She very much doubted Horath would ever make much headway on that planet, though she could see how their attempts at driving other sentients primal had a negative effect on her own species. It was defensive according to the psychologists.

But with time and a lot of medical help, they and their neighbors would hopefully be able to reconnect.

She was grateful for the courier from the capital. Shelby had sent along news and updates. The fact that the Western Mission II had kicked off was very welcome news for her crew and letting them know the progress in the capital and abroad helped morale.

She also appreciated Shelby's “gift” of the courier. She'd asked for one but Shelby had been greedy and had wanted to hoard the little ships. At least with the arrival of the Mercy Missions, she'd loosened her grip on them a bit. The courier would definitely be handy to keep in contact with the capital and with Captain Twitch and Good Hope.

<()>^<()>
 

Tau-Bin63A4

Six ships arrived in the star system and after some intense negotiations with the governor magistrate, made orbit around the star system's second inhabited world.

Captain Twitch was grateful to be able to do something. Apparently, Captain Yu had broken ground a bit with the governor, and time had gotten him to soften his intense position against their “interference.” At least, that was how the captain had put it in the messenger buoy she'd left behind in the star system.

After the three jumps to the star system through dead star systems, he was heartily grateful to be able to debark and put his skills to the test.
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Magistrate Scrooge scratched under his chin as he considered the Federation. He was not thrilled about their interference, but he could see economic opportunities in their traveling through his system and even trading with them. And, if they seriously were the Federation and were intent on removing the pirate threat once and for all, all the better.

Just having them around had helped him establish and strengthen ties with his star system's sister world. They had been battered by the plagues. He'd thought he could exploit their market opportunities but they were poor and had little to trade with. Just getting goods over to them had been tough until the Federation had shown up and rebuilt some of the shuttles.

He looked over to Tim. The boy was progressing well as an understudy in the administration. He smiled fondly. He was quite proud of the lad. Him and Bob though—he still had problems expressing it with Bob.

The plagues had battered him and his people but maybe the help they had been receiving from outside was changing things for the better.
  


 



Chapter 36
 

Tortuga

The arrival of the Prometheus group in Tortuga kicked things into motion. They announced their presence with the usual flare of energy, followed up by their IFFs.

Captain Corbin received the alert of the arrival. His Strike in the Dark was on the other side of the star system as one of the pickets. He had been busy waiting on a follow-up relief force to arrive. He'd put the remaining missile pods and weapon platforms on the jump points that the pirates were most likely to use. Unfortunately, he'd just had the two. He'd drawn missiles from the cruiser magazines to refill the empty missile pods. That hadn't gone over well with his fellow captains, but they'd accepted that having the missile pods might be worth the sacrifice.

His chief engineer had agitated to do in-depth surveys of the ships and structures in the star system, but he'd held off. As much as he'd like to start in, it wasn't his primary concern. Now it was no longer his job.

He had his logs as well as what files they had accumulated uploaded to Prometheus as soon as possible. No doubt Captain Trollop would want to begin her more in-depth survey of the 134 hulks in the boneyard, and the five hundred plus rocks and other platforms they'd so far identified as targets of interest as soon as possible.

While he ordered that, he noted a light cruiser break from the gaggle of ships and begin to zip across the star system. Her IFF identified her as Zeng He.

“Comm, lay a line on Zeng He. Let's see what they are up to,” he ordered.

A half hour later he got a response, not by laser due to the distance by tachyon transmission. He frowned as he read the brief from Captain Zeb. “Dispatches, returning personnel, and they are going scouting?” He handed the tablet to his XO.

“Seems that way, sir.”

“Well, we'd definitely like our missing crew back,” the captain replied with a nod. Each of the ships had lent crew to man Red Horn. The prisoners had been returned in Xiphos, but the prize ship had still needed a crew. They'd been a bit short for some time. He was curious if he was getting a new crew or his old crew back.

One way or another he'd find out in a few days.

<()>^<()>
 

Cynthia nodded to the courtesy calls from the various ships in the star system, but her eyes were intent on the boneyard. Tortuga's prize row had been vacated; all of the ships had been taken. The pirates had even managed to rebuild a few of the ships from the boneyard. Others had been further stripped and abused. The remaining 134 were in sad shape.

Strike in the Dark had identified twelve warships or components of large warships in the boneyard. She immediately set them aside. Each had been heavily picked over, and a few were chunks of large warships that may or may not have been used as target practice. They might be salvageable, but it would take time and a lot of effort.

Her first priority was to identify a hull she could use as a factory platform and habitat. She had one in mind; a liner that had been identified some time before. A Tauren bulk freighter would be added to the ship, and the duo would form a habitat for her people to work from. That way she could offload some of her excess personnel and the mega ton of cargo pods on her ship's exterior hull. It would also give her people space to store material and equipment to rebuild later as well as to get clear so they could get at other spaces within the hulks they were there to salvage.

While her crew was doing that, she'd have to have at least one, possibly two targets in mind for retrieval for the tugs. They'd need to be dispatched ASAP. One would have to be sent to the nearest gas giant to set up a fuel refinery there while the others went off to find her two targets.

And, she'd need to dispatch cutters with inspection and boarding teams. Not to mention robots and EOD techs to look for the alleged booby traps the pirates had supposedly sowed throughout the star system.

While they did that, the tanker would be making the rounds to the picket ships. She had external pods for each, ship packets for supplies in her small cargo hold as well as strapped to her exterior hull. By the time she completed that mission, Cynthia had estimated she'd need the services of the ship to start drawing in fuel from the platform to replenish her ship as well as her small fleet of tugs and other craft.

In other words, she had another two days before things started to get busy. And she was looking forward to it immensely.
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Captain Zeb flicked his antenna back as his ship finished her business with Strike in the Dark. The last shuttle had departed. He wished he could have kept some of the supplies he'd deployed, but he fully understood why he had to leave the bulk of them behind.

Besides, they would have just slowed him down.

Puglia had come close enough to get a shuttle over when he'd crossed the star system. Prometheus had the remaining personnel for Lightening Strike.

“Shuttle on board. Boat bay officer is reporting the bay is secure,” the operations officer stated.

“Very well. Helm, make for the jump point one half speed. Nav, begin your calculations,” the captain intoned.

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Rig ship for jump,” the XO stated. “All hands, begin pre-hyper flight jump checklist,” he stated over the PA.
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Captain Corbin tucked his hands behind his back as he watched the light cruiser jump. “Safe sailing,” he murmured.

He turned to the XO. “Where are we on the supplies?”

“We're fully topped off. In fact, we've got a surplus in the cargo pods. The quartermaster is asking if we're supposed to share it with the other ships.”

The captain pursed his lips thoughtfully. Taking the cargo to the other ships would expend a third as much fuel as they'd gotten in surplus. Besides, Prometheus was busy setting up the gas giant refineries. After a moment of thought over the decision, he shook his head. “No. Store it on board or we'll make a cache. For the time being, it's ours. If we are relieved, we'll leave it behind for the next guy who's stuck here on picket duty.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Lieutenant Prometheus monitored the internal ship's systems, some of the chatter of the crew, the exterior plot, as well as the chatter from the tugs. But his interest and the interest of his captain was on the first survey team.

On their third expedition, survey team 1's lead robot had found their first act of sabotage. They little robot had tripped a trap and had set off some explosives. It destroyed the robot and inflicted some damage on the ship but much damage in the vacuum given that the locks were open. The damage just confirmed the problem for them and made their job a little harder. It meant each team had to slow down further and do more thorough checks of every square centimeter of each hulk and rock.

There were a lot of rocks and hulks though and only so many techs. The admiral had sent along every EOD tech they'd had available other than those attached to the Corps of Engineers and the Special Forces. The way things were shaping up they might need them too.

Based on exterior scans, the hulls were pretty well picked over. They were already prioritizing ships and supply caches dependent on their vicinity to Prometheus but he was fairly certain that would change.

“The liner is clear … no, scratch that, we just found another explosive in the water treatment compartment. It's a small one. We'll have to rescreen for something like that,” a tired technician said.

He wrote an email outlining his concerns over organic fatigue and the heightened risk of making a mistake due to that fatigue. He sent it to the captain and then returned to his duty.
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Ayumu was on the third boarding party to survey the liner the brass had designated as a possible habitat. It was a good choice in his opinion, though he did note that the place had been stripped. Even the finery had been taken. He'd been confused by that until an offhand comment by a chief had mentioned the idea that the pirates had probably plundered it for their own ships and Tortuga.

The good news for him was that he was only working in compartments fully cleared of explosives or traps. And they'd set up a temporary lock so he could unsuit on board.

The bad news was that he might be camping out for a while, which meant living in his suit for a while. The giant ship had just been cleared to be moved to the vicinity of Prometheus. Not too close of course until they were absolutely certain nothing was going to get near the tender.

Until then his job was to expand on what some were calling base camp. His work party cheered tiredly when they got the small portable power plant up and running. That meant they didn't have to use the batteries, though they did need to monitor the power plant's fuel.

But it was a step in the right direction he thought as he went to the chief to look into the next problem on the list.
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Cynthia smiled in satisfaction. It had taken a week but they were finally picking up the pace. The liner had been cleared and was in use as a habitat. A Tauren bulk freighter had been docked to it to serve as additional work and storage space. Their first and second customers were lined up and a steady stream of people and craft were moving between the ships and hers. Someone had mentioned something about a well-oiled railroad. She wasn't sure about that but they were doing better.

Ships or materials listed for disposal began to work their way to Prometheus by the tugs she dispatched. Once the ship or structure was cleared by EOD, work parties went on board to strip whatever of value remained and then sent them to a clear space to allow a warship to cut them up. Only fifteen of the ships or components had been allocated as not worth salvaging and had therefore been sent to the breakers. She hated it but they needed the material too.

The twelve warships in the boneyard had been lovingly rigged with explosives. Two were still being blacklisted as quite possibly impossible to crack though her EOD techs insisted there had to be a way. Well, if they couldn't figure it out, she would eventually have to have both ships sent to the breakers.

Once the parts of the ship were in smaller chunks, the tugs went back in, catching them, stabilizing them and then carrying them to Prometheus's waiting maw for recycling in her molecular furnaces.

And Prometheus sent out pallets of equipment created in her replicators. Cynthia didn't have the keys to make hyperdrives and such. She just had the four with her, but that didn't mean she couldn't produce other parts. And Shelby had loaded her ships up with a lot of parts for them to get started with.

They were generating a long list for parts they'd need the admiral to make though. The list was getting longer by the day. Hopefully, once the first ship made it back with her prize crew, a supply ship would bring the crew back along with a down payment on that parts list.

That was the plan at any rate, Cynthia thought as she checked on the status of the first ship.
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Three weeks after Prometheus had arrived, almost to the day, the Remarkable task force arrived at the Tau-1252 jump point.

Cynthia put a call in to Captain Rogers. She couldn't help it; she had to check in. But the first thing out of her mouth was her surprise at his force's speedy arrival. “Wow! You are really hauling ass!”

“Yeah, we're not fooling around,” Captain Rogers replied with a chuckle.

Cynthia noted the ships had already settled on a heading to cross the star system to the next jump point. Apparently Zeb wasn't going to have much of a lead time on them. Hopefully, he didn't dawdle or get caught up somewhere. “Well, give ‘em hell!”

“We intend to,” Captain Rogers growled.
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Captain Rogers recruited Captain Corbin and Strike in the Dark to join his force when he arrived at the jump point. He transmitted the orders from the admiral.

“Understood, sir. I thought I'd be stuck here as station commander. Apparently not?”

“No. I requested you after reading your record.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“We can do something about integrating you into my chain of command on the run up to the target. You hopefully have been resupplied?”

“Yes, sir. Topped off sixteen days ago.”

“Good then. Let's get moving.”
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Cynthia was a bit put out when she found out Strike in the Dark had been tapped to go with the Remarkable force. No one had informed her. System defense should have fallen on the next cruiser captain, but she wasn't sure if she outranked Captain Loggins over on Puglia. They had both received the bump to full commander when Rho Mercy Mission I had come in.

But, she'd been assigned the Tortuga mission. That meant she was senior officer. But she had to manage her ship as well as the recycling effort. She put a call in to Captain Rogers for clarification.

Belatedly Remarkable transmitted her logs and files to her just before they jumped out. They included the orders for Strike in the Dark as well as a recording from Shelby that Hudson would be coming to replace the cruiser as soon as she was ready to do so. For the time being, she was in charge of the salvage efforts while Ed was in charge of security from Puglia.

“Well, better late notice than never I suppose,” Cynthia grumbled as she watched the task force charge their hyperdrives and jump out of the star system.

<()>^<()>
 

Asterion IX

Governor Iapx was surprised when another ship was reported at the Tau-X3301 jump point. The ship squacked the IFF of a courier from Rho. When he put in a call at when his people said the ship was at its closest to his world, he found out the ship couldn't stop for a visit; she didn't have a shuttle on board.

“Pity about that,” he said, writing them off mentally.

“Yes, sir. They didn't find the room in our ship. She's a class 2, and boy, is she fast! Go like a raped ape if you can excuse the expression,” the captain replied with a grin in her voice.

“How fast is fast?” he asked.

“Can you believe epsilon?” He whistled. “Our ship class is the first in ages to consistently hit that band. Of course, we've got a hell of a lot of A.I. support plus an all water-dweller helm team. They are good.”

“They'd have to be to get that high and stay there! Of course, I've only just started to read about that stuff. Are we going to be seeing more of your kind? Should I see if we can buy a shuttle or something?”

“That would be nice, Governor. I don't know how many more like Runner you'll see. But for those of us in the courier service, we'd sure appreciate any effort you put on our part. We need a break too and of course provisions. But unfortunately …”

“I understand. Fortunately, they've got the facilities in Lebynthos, so I won't keep you any longer. Safe sailing, Captain.”

“Thank you, sir. For what it's worth we didn't see many ion trails coming from the known jump points leading to pirate territory. Nor did we get any reports of recent pirate activity. That's not to say something might have slipped past us, but no news is good news.”

“I see. Well, I thank you for that as well. I believe the pirates have taken the hint and are hunting elsewhere. At least I hope so, though I pity the poor sods who are their latest victims.”

“I do as well, Governor,” the captain replied.

“Well, again, safe sailing, Captain.”

“Catch you on the flipside, sir,” the captain replied and then signed off.
  


 



Chapter 37
 

Tau-1252

The Pensacola incident made the news when the judge assigned to the case ordered the navy to hold off on mining the rock until the case was heard. Admiral Logan considered citing Federal law over local law but decided to allow the local laws to be used since Lieutenant Black was confident of an easy win.

Knox News picked up on the case and ran with it. Miss Trejo was ordered by corporate to play up on the navy taking food from the mouths of the natives. She wondered if it had anything to do with the recent falling out over Miss O'Neill.

<()>^<()>
 

The Pensacola court case was finally heard after weeks of it building in the local press. The case was initially to be held for trial by a jury, but the judge insisted on hearing the initial case first before sitting a jury. The plaintiff had hired the services of an attorney to represent him. The navy had sent JAG Lieutenant Black to handle the case.

Captain Sorely through his lawyer demanded that Captain Cooper be in the courtroom, but that demand was rejected. She has other more important matters to attend to according to Lieutenant Black, and the judge agreed.

Building up to the case, the navy had released proof of their claim of the rock. They had also submitted all of their evidence to the court in advance, including certified proof of a lack of a claim in the official documentation and databases of the star system government.

Captain Sorely's attorney had presented a more flimsy case. The judge sifted through the evidence and then looked at the attorneys.

“Captain Sorely, just because you saw something in the distance doesn't mean it is yours. By law you have to document when you surveyed the rock, place a beacon on it, and claim it in the official registries of the star system. And you didn't do that, Captain Sorely. In fact, what documentation you have provided is questionable at best. The time codes are clearly doctored and are still well behind when Pensacola first claimed the rock. Also, your claim report and initial survey copies some of the material from the defendant's report and public statements verbatim.”

The captain snarled, fists clenched.

“In final, I have to rule for the defendants and am dismissing the case. The plaintiff did not make the prima facie case. If you wish to appeal it, you have thirty days to do so.”

When the captain got out of the courthouse, he snarled to the reporters. “It was rigged! Rigged I tell you!”

<()>^<()>
 

Shelby paused in her work uploading the next batch of keys for tomorrow to hear the verdict. It wasn't technically a verdict, more of a dismissal with prejudice. From the sound of it, the judge needed to brush up on her law and court protocol. Not that she was going to complain … unless of course the plaintiffs tried to use that against the navy.

She wondered briefly if the plaintiff had thought the judge would side with him due to their both being native. If he had hoped so, he'd been sorely mistaken. But she couldn't touch the rock, at least not yet.

There was a bit of back and forth in the media. The lawyer was threatening to appeal, but when a legal expert asked about the fabricated evidence, the lawyer started to hem and haw and then backpedal with mutters about how the material had been provided by his client.

Shelby snorted. He didn't have a leg to stand on but was making a fuss in order to try to get the navy to give him something in order to go away. Tempting as that impulse was, she wasn't ready to give into it.

She also wanted to blackball the miner from doing business with the navy in the future but decided he was just making an ass of himself in public. Not to mention wasting time and money he could be using towards finding another rock.

Boni put up a string of social media posts. Sorely indeed! More like sore loser! That hash tag and meme were already hitting the social sites.

Once she finished with the keys, she shut off the video feed and dug into something she'd been holding off on long enough.

She put the finishing touches on the deployment orders Boni had drawn up for her. Xiphos would be heading south and then run from Tau-1929 to Tau-X3301 and then back. She had already cycled the corvette in Tau-1929 twice; she would need to do so again and possibly upgrade the cache there into a full station at some point. Governor Lor had requested a full space station and had offered basing rights. She was sorely tempted by that.

“Good work with this,” she said as she signed her signature.

“Thank you, ma'am,” Boni replied with a small smile.

<()>^<()>
 

Phoebe ignored the hoopla around the miner case as she visited the growing star system capital. She'd hitched a ride with Fred; he was supposed to go to a series of meetings with Governor Adrienne. They were still barely on speaking terms and not sleeping together.

She'd intended to do a little shopping but that panned out rather quickly. It just wasn't that much fun for her to do alone. She frowned, wondering if one of the things Fred had said the day before had been right. She refused to admit that he'd been right about her needing a hobby. But she had forced herself to come along when she'd noticed the bathroom scale. She'd put on weight and didn't like that.

She nodded politely to a Tauren in passing. He had an engorged left ear, quite unsightly. Hopefully, he'd get it fixed soon.

She texted her husband around lunch but he was doing a working lunch. He invited her to join him, but she demurred. She instead found a small sandwich shop to eat at and watch the few other shoppers.

The capital complex was growing steadily as modules and even other colonies were added to it. When Fred had mentioned the new mall, it had been enough to get her interested in it. He'd muttered something about spending money to get back at him and get her out of her apathy but she'd ignored it. Well, not ignored it totally, she'd pay him back for it of course, but she hadn't deigned to lower herself to his level at that particular moment.

She was curious about the job market so she bought a download and scanned it as she ate. There were quite a few job listings so Fred had been right there. But from some of the history tags, some were old. Clearly something needed to be done; someone needed to interface and run that properly.

She frowned and then bit her lip slightly. It might be something to look into. Maybe.
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Fat Ear might have looked like a fresh country bumpkin off the boat but his early background allowed him to get a basic job within a day of his arrival and a place to stay at the next pay period. It hadn't been easy to stretch his coins until then but he'd managed.

He wanted something more though, something that would give him access to more information and for him to actually do something other than manage a kitchen. He checked the post daily looking for someone in the want ads. He considered taking a job with Captain Sorely's mining outfit but the exposure was too great.

He shook his head, feeling his engorged ear hit his cheek. Annoyed he brushed it aside. It hung there for a moment. Sorely … what a name! Worse than his. Not to mention that the man was an idiot. Anyone would have known the case was a lost cause and losing proposition. He should have cut his losses and spent more time trying to find another rock. He didn't want to work for someone like that, a whiner.

Instead, he used some of his spare change to post a pick up on the social ads as he'd been trained. He wasn't sure where it would lead, but it seemed the best course of action short of hanging out in the local bars and pubs and trying to figure out who else didn't belong.

<()>^<()>
 

ONI had a series of bots monitoring the public boards and postings. Thousands were checked daily, filters occasionally popped a few for further review. One of the A.I. would normally take a closer look and then either pass on the file or pitch it to someone else for more closer monitoring.

The posting by Fat13Ear had some of the criteria of an intelligence operative. It was also by a newcomer to the star system. The post was copied as well as any data on the being that made it for further review when the A.I. had sufficient resources to spare.

<()>^<()>
 

Miley watched the news for a while and then went to exercise.

As a prisoner with probation, she had more privileges. For instance, she had her own suite. She could also interact with the sailors and crew of the habitat she was in. She had even seen someone casually leave a weapon behind. She'd scrupulously reported it. Only afterward had she realized it had been some sort of a test, one she'd apparently passed.

The ONI interviews were coming with less frequency. She was occasionally drawn in to speak with a prisoner but not as often as before. They hated her. The last two had been restrained to keep them from trying to hurt her.

She no longer identified herself as a pirate. She wasn't sure where she belonged. As the saying went, neither fish nor fowl.

After her evening exercise, she went to her room and watched some more news before she shut it off and logged into the net to surf and maybe play a game. She had to admit, she might be pampered but really she was bored.

<()>^<()>
 

Shelby grinned to herself as she topped the cup with a moderate, okay, maybe a little bit too much whipped cream. She had to use a finger to catch some of the overflow before it managed to escape fully. She cleaned her finger of the sticky concoction in the best way she knew how as she admired the cup.

“What is that?” Boni asked.

“You weren't paying attention?”

“I was in the net,” the A.I. replied. “It's hot,” she stated, checking the admiral's temperature sensors, “and sugary. Probably loaded with calories.”

“Yup,” Shelby said happily as she stirred the concoction and then took a sip. She smiled a little, but it wasn't quite perfect. “The flavors are a bit off. It might be due to the chocolate but I doubt it,” she said.

“Hot chocolate? Really?”

“I felt like indulging myself,” Shelby replied as she took the cup and its spoon to her customary seat.

“Is that why you were so interested in that recent shipment of chocolate from Delos?”

“Oh, not just for hot chocolate,” Shelby replied with a snort. “Pity Helen and Cynthia aren't around to enjoy it. Well worth the import fees,” she said as she took another sip.

The local government had hit upon the idea of taxing import fees over their own income. They'd also hit on the idea of licensing, registration, and inspection fees to raise money. They were putting some of it to good use; their latest venture was a SAR Guard that was normally customary in every space industrialized star system.

“Organics. You waste time and money on some of the oddest things.”

“It keeps stuffy A.I. busy scratching their virtual brains trying to figure us out,” Shelby retorted. “So,” she sat back and crossed her ankles. “What have you got for me?”

“Well, progress on the antimatter production facility is on track for the initial opening tomorrow,” Boni stated. “I was just checking the reports on that,” she stated.

“Ah, good,” Shelby replied with a nod. She had juggled logistic and strategic priorities in order to shift a factory ship over to deal with the project. Last week the project had been more or less completed and was in the fitting out and trial phase. Once it passed the final inspections, her people of course not the locals, they would leave the platform. It was set up to be completely automated.

The factory ship that had built the platform had been all set to build another but she'd shifted priorities again, this time to building a facility to make ansible cores. The keys to make them were coming in on the courier, but they could at least get the basic infrastructure and platform set up while they waited.

Fortunately, they had power from the Dyson sphere to power both projects now, she mused. With a bit of careful management by the time they had the third platform, back to making antimatter, she reminded herself, they'd have sufficient surplus power again to be able to power it consistently.

“Where are we with the vote?”

“It is still coming along. Trends haven't changed since the last poll,” Boni replied.

Shelby nodded. “And the yard?”

“As you know, the first CEV block was laid yesterday. There have been no problems. You scaled back destroyer production to make it happen so that has had a minor domino effect on the schedules on that side.” Shelby nodded. “The good news is that many pieces of equipment are universal so they can be shifted to the other ship line.”

Shelby nodded again. There were five major components of the carriers, the ships themselves, and the small craft that made up their flight wing, the crew, the pilots, and support. They had enough ordinance being built, minus a torpedo line which she craved, to handle most of the support side.

There were enough small craft being built to man all of the orbital forts and have a growing surplus. She still did not have enough pilots or a place to train them though.

“Where are we on the Mulberry forts?” Shelby asked.

“We have the blueprints but lack the reserve industrial capacity to begin constructing the modules. Essentially, they need a yard style of production … as you know,” Boni said, catching herself from going into lecture mode to the engineering admiral. Shelby tapped her spoon on her mug and nodded ever so slightly.

“Sorry. Until we have a handle on Tortuga and the other projects, we won't have sufficient reserve capacity to begin constructing them any time soon.”

“Which means?”

“Which means the missile pods and platforms you are shipping to Tortuga and elsewhere will need to have a ship in their command and control for the foreseeable future,” Boni replied.

Shelby grimaced but then nodded in acknowledgment of that point. There was only so much industry in the cupboard after all.

“Anything from the admiral?” she asked.

“If by the admiral you mean Admiral Irons, no. I have the basic news brief. There is a bit about shifting more forces to the front and of course the Mulberry forts, but you already knew that.”

Shelby nodded. “I actually meant the Ensign Pons matter.”

“Ah. No, not at this time.”

“We need to figure something out for her long term and set a precedent if we must.”

“How far do you want to push this?”

“Directly to the admiral if necessary. If he has to issue her a pardon, so be it. She has actively helped us and requested asylum. She didn't directly participate in piracy though she was on board when her shipmates did.”

“Technically, she then did participate or at least aided and abetted piracy, ma'am.”

“In some way, yes. But, she was on her second trip; her first as a middy had turned up mostly dry. Félicité had done the one raid on the Platte Cluster and look where it got them.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We've run her through the ringer. We've gotten everything we can out of her. ONI has checked her over; she's telling the truth. I'd like to see the kid not waste the rest of her life in a brig.”

“Understood, ma'am. I'll forward the request again.”

“Yes, please do so. If they do not respond in a week, let me know, and we'll light the fires a bit brighter.”

“Understood, ma'am,” Boni replied as Shelby took a sip of her hot chocolate.
  


 



Chapter 38
 

Shelby noted Helen had sent a note when they'd gotten to Lebynthos. She nodded. She appreciated the heads-up. There had also been a note about basing but not much there. She was a bit puzzled by that.

<()>^<()>
 

Governor Adrienne was professional as the end-of-the-year voting began. The vote was on Federation Election Day but had some local matters they needed attending to as well. The name of the capital had been narrowed down to three selections. Federal mandates were on the ballot, but so were delegates and senate candidates.

For some reason the name Thunder Bluff had survived to be one of the three names. She had no idea why; her star system had no planets. Apparently, some had thought it sounded majestic or something or other. When Miss Trejo had explained that the name as well as the name of Mulgore had come from a fictional Terran video game, the name's importance had dropped in the polling.

But, not enough to knock it out of the running apparently she noted. If it didn't get knocked out totally, it might force another runoff between the top two candidates at the next election cycle.

It was shaping up to be a long night.

<()>^<()>
 

Rachel Trejo sipped her tea while the cameras were off. They were on a commercial break and she quite frankly needed the pick-me-up.

It was an exciting night. Already some of the celebrations had begun. She needed to pace herself; she might be at her desk for a long time.

<()>^<()>
 

Governor Adrienne was amused as the victors announced they were beginning to train for their new postings and even hire on staff. It had only been a day since the election night tallies were announced, but they were already agitating to be sworn in officially and to be transported to Antigua.

Well, their travel plans were either going to be commercial or at the mercy of the navy. Given their importance they would most likely travel by navy ship.

There was one spot of annoying news; Mayor Red Eye had won his senate race. No doubt by giving out free drinks to anyone who voted for him she thought, miffed.

That meant they'd need elections to fill in vacancies for a mayor who had won his senate race. She'd slapped down his attempt to appoint his cousin as his own replacement. Technically, that was her job, but she'd leave it to the constituents to choose later.

Which meant Red Eye's cousin, who no doubt would be inheriting the bar, would have to play the same game with free drinks to buy the votes he needed if he wanted the job.

She wasn't sure she liked the sound of New Tau Metropolis. It had won the vote though, so for the time being, she was stuck with it.
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Miley smiled as she saw the final vote tallies. They really were doing it, running themselves like a republic.

She'd started to regret her time with the pirates for some time. Now she really hated herself over it. She was concerned about depression; the ONI spook she spoke with kept an eye out for it and had mentioned it. This was really the first time she'd gotten to know her people's victims.

And they had been. Victims that was. Not anymore. Now they were rising up with the navy's help. Now they were rebuilding, and that was fascinating to watch.

Also a little humbling too. Had her people kept them down for centuries? What would the sector had been like if there had been no pirates?
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Hard on the heels of the vote came news from the ansible for requests for comment about basing in the sector. Rachel Trejo contacted Admiral Logan's office, but she gave the standard reply.

She managed to get a question in to Governor Adrienne during a press briefing about the election and state of the star system.

“I'm told that Lebynthos has put in for basing rights with the capital; any comments?”

Fred Muggs was nearby; he groaned softly, teeth grinding at the ambush.

“I hadn't known that,” the Tauren governor said, shooting a look at Fred. He shook his head slightly. She turned back to the reporter. Knox News was still the most professional outfit in the capital, though they now had some competition in the form of bloggers that were evolving into journalists.

“Can you cite your source?”

“I received a request for comment from the home office,” Rachel stated. “So, you are saying you didn't know this?”

“No, I didn't. Obviously, I'm here and Lebynthos is elsewhere so there are distances involved. “We'll have to look into that,” the governor stated firmly. She glanced at Fred. Fred nodded.

“Mister Muggs, Mister Muggs, care to comment on that?” Rachel demanded.

“Not at this time,” he demurred politely.

“So, if Lebynthos gets the base, does that mean we won't? Or the navy might move? What are they offering?” another reporter asked, picking up on the thread.

Fred sighed internally as the governor tried to fend off the requests for comment. He was definitely in for it now.
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“Heads up, trouble,” Boni stated.

“Can you be a bit more informative than that, Ensign?” Shelby growled in exasperation as she put the tablet she'd been reading down.

“Sorry, ma'am. Politics,” Boni stated, putting up a window feed of the press conference.

Shelby pursed her lips as she heard the questions. “Damn it, find out about this.”

“I'm requesting input now. Mister Muggs is as well. Governor Adrienne is also demanding to speak with you.”

“Yeah, I'll just bet she is,” Shelby growled. “Tell them to get in line. I want answers too.”

<()>^<()>
 

Shelby was still trying to deal with the political fallout a week later. She'd finally agreed to the need to assign a larger ship to go to Rho. She hadn't wanted to part with one but had no choice anymore.

It meant the ship would also need to send an escort to the Trajin Cluster. She was not happy about that. But, she did acknowledge that the Trajin Cluster pickets needed to be replaced as well, so she might be able to kill two birds with one stone.

There were some bits of good news though. Like the news that the Platte Cluster was well on the way to vote to join the Federation, and news from a visiting civilian ship to Lebynthos had confirmed the Choker incident and that Governor Iapyx was now actively pushing for his star system to join the Federation. No doubt that push would gain a bit more steam when Helen's people returned for a pass-by visit.

Other star systems were leaning towards joining as well. News of the fall of Tortuga had been spread through the ansible to the Trajin Cluster and Lebynthos and beyond. She was pretty confident that news, plus the aide they were sending out, plus the news of the renaissance going on in her expanding AO, was going to get a lot of star systems signing up.

On top of that, someone had gone behind her back to Lebynthos. Lebynthos had put a pitch together to Antigua to build a Marine base on one of the islands there. They'd extended it to Special Forces Command and even a naval academy.

When she'd heard about that, she'd been pissed but not nearly as much as Governor Adrienne. Fred had spent a lot of time stroking her to calm her down. She'd assumed that all of the bases would be built in her star system. Well, she'd been wrong about that. Shelby didn't like it that people had gone behind her back and direct to the capital in their attempt to get a base.

She still didn't have the culprit though. Not that it mattered at this point.

When word had gotten around about the pitch, other star systems had put their bids in. The capital, Beta in the Trajin Cluster, Alpha in the Platte Cluster, and even Delos had thrown their hats into the ring. She knew why too; they wanted the economic pump that a base provided. Not only did they get a tax rebate but also the personnel stationed there would be spending their money there. Contractors would get work there. Goods would flow in and out of the area, which meant better spaceports, transportation infrastructure, all of it. A base, especially a big one, tended to have that sort of an effect on a region and sometimes an entire planet.

Not to mention with a base on the planet she'd have to station a permanent picket. For some of the star systems, that meant a more extensive space station and more ships.

She sighed in frustration and then rubbed the tip of her nose. She couldn't leave it off forever. She did appreciate Delos offering to sweeten the pot with more support and even building a hospital training complex. They technically weren't in the running; they still weren't a formal member of the Federation even if Governor Lor wanted to be treated as such.

No doubt when the other bidders got wind they'd up their own ante. She was curious about how that would turn out.
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Fred came into their quarters and put his day bag down on the counter. He stretched and then checked the fridge. He took out a beer and popped the cap before taking a sip.

He chucked the cap in the recycler and then smiled when he got it in first time. “Two points,” he murmured.

“Two points for what?” a familiar voice asked.

“Oh, nothing,” he said with a shrug. He looked at Phoebe. She seemed better. He'd heard about her looking into temp agency postings. She'd even taken on a couple of work-from-home contracts. And apparently someone had hit it off with her; she was going out a little more often.

He was a bit wary about that though. She was the wife of a powerful member of the government and therefore a target. He'd tried to explain to her about security, but she'd brushed his concerns off.

“I do have news,” he said when she tucked her skirt under her and took a seat on the couch rather than come over and give him a kiss hello. She had yet to forgive him for blowing up at her, let alone getting them “trapped in the spirits of space heathen sector.”

“Oh?”

“I'm still dealing with the basing mess. But, the recent vote has kicked Admiral Logan in the shin. She's been forced to send a ship back to Rho.”

She pursed her lips.

“Not a warship or a large liner. She's going to outfit one of the extended range Doras to carry the people going.”

“Who is going?”

“Well, the senators and delegates recently elected. They were elected for a double term considering the distances involved. They are going, their families and some of their staff. The ship will be picking up each group at each stop along the way. They might even take on some passengers too,” he said pointedly as he crossed his arms and held his beer up.

“Huh,” she said quietly.

The silence stretched for several minutes.

“So, if you really want to go back to the capital, here is your chance,” he finally said softly.

“Um …,” she played with her fingers, looking down. “I'll think about it,” she finally said.

“Don't take too long. I don't have an ETA on the ship but when it goes it goes.”

She grimaced but then nodded.

“I'll let you know,” she said softly.

“Please do,” he said, wuffling a sigh. He took another pull of the beer and then set it down on the counter. “I texted you and you said you were busy so I ordered out. The usual you said?” she nodded. “It should be coming in pretty soon. So, why don't you tell me about how your day went?” he offered, extending a virtual olive branch to her.

She smiled tentatively, eyes raising slightly but stopped when the doorbell rang.

“Oops, hold that thought,” he said as he went to get dinner.
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Lieutenant Slattery was feeling overworked. Every time she thought she'd get a handle on things she got a new dollop of information in.

The good news was that she'd gotten a half dozen analysts and techs in the two convoys to help flesh out her staff. But they were also overwhelmed. She put in a request for another network and a second A.I. to help process the petabytes of data coming in.

A lot of it stemmed from the navy's policy of taking data as part of trade with civilian ships and entities. In essence they bartered for it, and the navy needed the information so they paid good credit for it too.

She didn't like that some of the credits came out of her budget. Her budget was growing, but that part sucked. It was why she insisted on checking the data before she authorized payment for it.

Which had added another level of bureaucracy to the entire process. She had to exercise some oversight, however.

Data that was centuries old as well as news from other star systems were of interest as long as it was something they didn't know. She paid more for new stuff or information about the Xeno war. Also any last known locations of ships and colonies.

ONI had a mandate to reconstruct the history of the Xeno war to learn from the events there as well as any ideas that had stemmed from it. For instance, a local R&D outfit during the Xeno war had tried to sell a quantum reactive armor. She was still unsure if it had been a scam or not. Based on the public news reports they'd bought, it seemed to have worked, but there were of course no technical diagrams or other data to go along with it.

According to the report, the system was supposed to shift energy to another dimension. But it was a hundred times as power intensive as a standard energy shield. Also, energy density allowed it to only cover a small surface area.

The small size and extreme energy demand had apparently doomed the project. She'd sent the report to Antigua, and they'd confirmed it from the Lemnos data.

Any Xeno war news and other information was compiled. Some of the information would go on to Antigua in a courier or other ship or through the ansible, some to a sector library once one was established. Her bosses at ONI seemed keenly interested in the news even though most of it was local.

Any local history and events was also sought after by both ONI and the State Department to give them a foundation to their work. That meant it was important to pick up on news of the Confederation.

Unfortunately, too much of it was dominated by the plagues she thought with a sigh.

She did have one small slither of good news; they had a little more information on this “Tauren Confederation.” Nothing about the intel was concrete; all of it was old too. She knew it had been founded by a Tauren named Kai. It bothered her that they didn't have a lot of information about them. They should know more, but apparently the Confederation had closed their borders.

She was overworked and knew it. She couldn't dig into that problem, the pirates, and all of the other projects on her plate. Fortunately, more help was coming. Not in the form of more analysts, that wasn't going to happen for several years apparently. But, the admiral had finally allowed them to start an ONI course at the college with it being earmarked for the academy as soon as it was constructed next year.
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The launch of their third heavy cruiser had Abdul in smiles. They were creeping ever closer to the four-month standard build time for that class. They weren't quite there yet but getting there.

But to Shelby, the launch also made it clear they were beginning to scrape the bottom of the barrel in experienced personnel, especially captains. Shelby had promoted the last of her available destroyer skippers to command Tengu. The other skippers needed a tad more seasoning in her estimation though.

Over a weekend of soul searching, Shelby finally came to a conclusion. On the following Monday, she reluctantly turned Red Horn over to Captain S'th. She needed someone with experience to man the ship. She wasn't about to give the captain a shot at one of the newly-built heavy cruisers, however.

She called the Naga with the good news personally. The Naga blinked all of her eyes. “I don't know what to say, ma'am.”

“This is your second shot, Captain; don't screw this one up.”

“I'll try not to, ma'am.”

“Good.”
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Fred Muggs was on hand when a civilian startup pitched expanding a small mechanic shop into a fully-fledged civilian repair center for tugs and shuttles. Apparently, they had a small boneyard on an asteroid that they'd used for centuries for parts. They usually traded with clients or bartered their services.

Now they wanted to restore those frames and build up a proper stockpile of parts. But they needed industry to support that. And they needed money which was why they'd asked for the State Department's help to get them a loan.

That was where he'd found his wife coming into the picture. Apparently, she had finally found an asset of hers she could exploit. Her time in Antigua had allowed her to generate an understanding of the levers of power there and the bureaucracies and how they worked. She'd signed on as a consultant to the project.

He met with Mister Zeloski at dinner. The invitation had come as a welcome surprise from his wife. He nodded at their pitch. “I understand your point; it takes money to make money. You need investors,” he said.

“Exactly. A lubber would call it a cart and horse I think,” the Neogorilla growled.

Phoebe coughed delicately into her napkin to hide a chuckle.

“Putting a cart before a horse,” Fred replied with a nod. “I can help you, but the more money you have raised locally and the more likely you look like you can succeed, the more likely you are to get the funding you want.”

“It's not just funding. We need replicator support too from the navy,” the Neoape said.

Fred frowned.

“Is that a deal breaker?”

“I don't know honestly. I can look into it for you. The navy and government are all about building local industry. But their resources are heavily taxed at the moment.”

“Taxed? We're the ones supposed to be payin' taxes. And I was hoping to get some help there. Some sort of startup rebate or somethin' or other.”

Fred cocked his head. “That's a bit over my head,” he said slowly, glancing at his wife. “You'd have to talk to someone in treasury who knows about that.” He felt his wife kick his shin gently. “But, I can look up the files when I get home.”

“Good. If this goes well, I'd like to open a chain of repair centers. And of course I'd like to offer you shares for your work on my behalf,” the gorilla added hastily.

“Well, technically, I can't accept them since I'm a government employee. But, since you hired my wife as a consultant, you can work out how to pay her between yourselves,” Fred said, dodging a landmine. “Let me see what I can find out about the tax situation while we wait on our order,” he said, smiling slightly.

The nod and shiny brown eyes of approval from his wife made him feel better about things.

<()>^<()>
 

“Heads up! Incoming call from White Station,” Lieutenant Enki stated in a text to Boni. Boni took the call and then received the authentication codes just as she broke in to the admiral. She was curious about how this would turn out.
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“Admiral, incoming call,” Boni said abruptly, breaking Shelby out of her concentration on a file she'd been reading. They were making headway on expanding the base and adding a small dedicated training center with an academy and flight center. Not without some hiccups along the way though.

“What?” she asked, looking up and scrubbing her face. “Who?”

“Connecting you to the ansible now,” Boni stated. “Admiral Irons, Admiral Logan is now on the line,” she said as the familiar holographic image of Admiral Irons appeared.

“Admiral!” Shelby said, eyes wide in surprise. “It's nice to see you!”

“I don't have a lot of time, Shelby,” the admiral stated.

“Sorry, sir. What can I do for you?”

“You can explain this Pons pardon you requested.”

“I actually hadn't gotten that far, sir,” she said. “But I did drop a hint about it when no one would get back to me about her situation. She's in limbo, and I'd like the issue resolved.”

“You want to pardon a pirate?”

“A pirate who has turned over a new leaf and has been actively helping us. She was appalled by the changes to Horath, the xenophobia, the genocide. She genuinely has reformed; all of our tests prove that. She has no problem serving with other species. She's young and has asked for asylum.”

“And you want to set a precedent?”

Shelby nodded but then realized he couldn't see her. “Yes, sir. If we show her as reformed other pirates might actively help us to end their culture.”

“I see.”

“She can become a civilian or she can join the Federation Navy. If she joins the navy, she will be under a cloud for her entire life. I haven't extended the offer nor have I mentioned asking for a pardon on her behalf.”

“But you are doing it anyway.”

“Yes, sir. I and other officers who have interviewed her see the potential of a good officer. But she will have a long uphill battle ahead of her no matter which way things go. No one is sugar coating that. She'll always have someone suspicious of her motives. But, sir, I see a woman wanting to make amends for her people's misdeeds. I'd like to give her the chance if we can risk it.”

“She got caught up in the wrong crowd, is that your argument?”

“I'm not making excuses for her, sir. She has proven truthful across the board. She wants to redeem herself. According to my experts, she's starting to feel depression and being trapped. I'd like to change the course of her life for the better. Give her a chance to prove herself.”

“I'm not committing to anything, but I will take your recommendations under consideration, Admiral,” Admiral Irons replied.

“Thank you, sir. It is not just mine I'd like to point out. But thank you anyway, sir.”

“I noted Helen's report along with Captain Zu's and the other officers involved. Again, I'll consider it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Antigua out,” the admiral stated. His image winked out after a half second.

Shelby sat back and rocked slightly for a moment.

“Well! That was a surprise,” Boni stated.

“Yeah,” Shelby finally said. “A little warning next time?”

“I didn't get much on my end, ma'am. Lieutenant Enki let me know Captain Sprite had put the call through a half second before I told you.”

“Oh.” Shelby snorted. “Well, I suppose we all serve at the pleasure of the president.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Shelby didn't say anything for a few moments.

“I'm curious how this will turn out. It might be more of a political headache on his end though. But showing pirates mercy, especially those who cooperate and who are willing to help us fight their own kind … it does bode slightly better for them, doesn't it?” Boni asked.

Shelby shook herself. “It might. We'll see what the future brings.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
  


 



Chapter 39
 

TauG5R19-11 Minox IV

Director Blacksight read the report of massive convoys moving through Long Sands. They were confirmed to be pirate convoys too. Dozens upon dozens of ships in three convoys. The planet had been battered by the parasites; the operatives on the planet had waited until the last was gone before they transmitted their report. The report had taken weeks to get through the limited bandwidth of the ansible and then through the layers of analysts and bureaucracy before it found itself on his desk.

Long Sands had been a strategic placement of an ansible and team; one his predecessor had taken a lot of flak for. But, since it was between two of the pirate's bases, it held high intelligence value as far as monitoring their movements were concerned. Cenarius was another similar star system.

According to his people, the planet had been hammered by the pirates, pockmarked by repeated KEW strikes and stripped by the repeated locust visits in a short period of time. His team had taken a few hits; several of his agents had been killed. They had gotten him a choice bit of news though; Tortuga had been infected by the plagues and had been subsequently evacuated.

So, that explained that. He couldn't help but grin as he thought about the turnabout. It would be nice to play that up to the appropriate audiences too.

Of course he needed independent confirmation before he shared it with the other branches. But the loss of Tortuga could be spelled in two different ways. One, it was good for the sector in that the pirates were on the defense and running.

But, two, that also meant the Feds were winning. It meant they were expanding, and the pirate threat was ebbing. When they finally did finish the pirates off or more likely drove the remnants out, he was certain the Federation would continue to expand.

Towards him. Towards the Confederation. That wasn't good.

Half of his job was watching the sector while the other half was watching inward. The ever-seeing eyes, one turned outward for threats, one inward. That was one of the mottos of the Confederation Intelligence Bureau.

It bothered him that people were already talking about going to war with the Federation. Steering groups had redirected keen interest in the Federation into resentment over its interference in their affairs and over their lack of a presence for so long.

You had to love a good hypocritical argument.
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Admiral Silvertip was not happy about being in the hot seat. No one was, getting raked over the coals publicly let alone privately wasn't something anyone wanted. He was also under oath and any little peccadilloes he got himself into could end his career.

“Senator, I'm fully aware of the situation. Director Blacksight has given me as much information as he has at this time. Unfortunately, we don't have a lot of knowledge; we placed the few ansibles we could strategically in the sector so there isn't one in the star system where the Federation has set up shop. Which, given the amount of traffic they probably have going in and out is most likely a good thing.”

“I don't see your point.”

“Sir, the ansible can be detected. It is a space platform that our people communicate to. Their transmissions can be detected, intercepted, and traced.”

“Oh. Well, that isn't my purview. CID and ONI should be redressing any intelligence problems you have now though.”

The Tauren admiral nodded. “And they are doing that now, sir.”

“Well, I sit on the intelligence committee, and I haven't seen much progress,” the senator growled plaintively.

“Intelligence takes time to generate, sir. The plagues have decimated our people.”

“How is that possible?” Another senator demanded. “Weren't they vaccinated?”

“Against common biological threats yes,” the admiral stated. “But not weaponized ones, and certainly not all at once. And a vaccine doesn't protect the host against physical attack. The rest of the world was driven mad by the plagues, Senator. Essential services and civilization broke down.”

The senator grimaced at the reminder but then nodded.

“We're getting a bit off track, and the admiral's time as well as ours is heavily scheduled. Now, Admiral, why are you so against annexing our neighboring star systems?”

“First, sir, I will execute any order my chain of command gives me with my fullest ability,” the admiral stressed. “But, I'd like to remind the senator that annexation of an inhabited world is banned from our own constitution. It takes a two-thirds majority vote to agree to join the Confederation.”

The senator grimaced over walking into that one.

“Setting aside the problem of the constitution,” the senator stated, “what are your other concerns?”

“We know damn well what it is. He's in a rut. We all are. And he's timid,” another senator popped in with some heat.

The room broke out into muttering for a moment. The admiral didn't bother to answer; he merely took a sip of water and waited. He had no intention of speaking over the crowd or the gavel the head of the committee was currently banging for all he was worth.

“First, I'd like to remind my colleague of the rules of this committee. He will have his time to speak,” the head of the committee said frostily once the room quieted. “Second, I do not appreciate anyone degrading someone who has served and is continuing to serve in that or any other uniform,” the senator growled.

The wayward senator mumbled an insincere apology. The admiral waited and then decided to address the concern.

Unlike the war party, he was very aware of the dangers of going to war. Some in the war faction see it as timid, cowardice. They thought he was biting the hand that fed him. They were wrong.

He was aware that they were moving towards war with the Federation. It was even being openly talked about. Most likely that was due to special steering from interest groups who saw the Federation as a threat.

“Senator, I think you have a problem with perception given your lofty post and lack of actual experience laying your life on the line,” he stated in an arctic tone of voice. The head of the committee touched his gavel but held off from calling the admiral out of order. “You aren't going to be on the front lines so stop being a hypocrite. We in uniform know what war costs. We know what we're talking about. We see the long term. You are focused on short term goals; you think everything will go exactly your way. Trust me, the enemy wants to live and win just as badly as we do. We are likely to win for a while. We might even push the Federation out of the sector totally. But, if we push and run into opposition we're going to run into casualties. And as the war escalates, we could find ourselves on the wrong side of it.”

“Then why fight?”

“Because, you insist we try. We will follow the orders of a lawful government as long as they do not break with our oath to the constitution. But we've put on blinders, we've settled for what is comfortable for us. The herd knows best.”

“And it does.”

“Does it? Does it know best even if there is a cliff in front of it? At one time we had carriers. We had an open mind about other species.”

The senator threw his hands up in the air in a great show of exasperation. “Not this again.”

Admiral Silvertip's eyes narrowed. “No, hear me out. At one time Kai set us on the path of being the inheritors of the Federation's legacy. We had non-Taurens in our government, our civilization, and our military. At one time we had carriers to balance our forces.”

“At one time. Times have changed. The herd moved on and rightfully so.”

“Right, by stomping all over them and their constitutional rights. But you turn a blind eye to it, and it's my people's duty to stop any violence sparked from their desperation. Some would call what you are doing genocide. I'm betting the Federation will do so when they find out about it.”

The room broke into chatter over that. It was clear not many had thought of that.

“Then we have no choice but to fight!”

“And therein is the danger. Yes, we have ships, wonderful ships. But each capital ship takes us years to build. It costs billions of credits; you of all should know that. A single fighter or bomber with an antimatter torpedo can destroy that ship and the herd on board in minutes. Years of investment, in training, in material, all blown into splinters by a couple of dollops of antimatter smaller than my thumb.” He brandished his thumb above his head to make his point. He ignored the flashes of the cameras going off around him. Finally, slowly he lowered his hand once more.

“I think you underestimate our defenses.”

“I think I'm more in a position to be aware of them and know their limits. I face facts honestly, Senator, not with blinders. You do not want to hear the warnings I'm giving you. I can't stop you from putting us on the path you wish us to be on. But I can inform you and the herd of the potential disasters we may face. From there it is your choice. And it is ultimately your responsibility to the herd for the path you put us on.”

“Potential. Maybe, you don't know.”

“That is correct. I do know what the Federation can do. I remember what the Terran Interstellar War did to us. I do not want a repeat thank you very much.”

“Thank you, Admiral, but the senator's time is up. Moving on …”
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President Bent Tip inhaled and exhaled as she listened to the news. The spin was mixed, the conservatives were trying to keep them at home, and they'd found an unlikely ally in the liberals. The war faction was trying to call for the admiral's resignation, but that wasn't going to happen. She nodded politely to the admiral as he entered her office. “Close the door,” she ordered. When he did so she shook her head. “You had fun today,” she said as he tucked his hands behind his back.

“Not really, ma'am.”

“You gave them both barrels,” she stated.

He snorted. They had a good working relationship. He kept it strictly professional of course but occasionally let a little of himself loose. “Hardly, ma'am. If I had I would have done a full dog and pony show, complete with visuals of the dangers.”

“You don't think we should strike the Fed forces here now?”

“I think everyone is jumping onto the idea of striking the Feds without first talking to them. They might accept our borders and leave us alone. But, if we go on the war path, that path might be closed to us.”

The president nodded slowly.

“I haven't made any decisions on that … for now. And I will keep what you said then and now in mind. Firmly in mind. But try to keep a lid on it, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And Admiral?”

“Ma'am?”

“Let's try to refrain from throwing around accusations that my government, your government is committing genocide, okay?”

“I will try to endeavor to do so publicly, ma'am. But you know I'm …”

“A horrible liar. Yes, I know. It is one of your most admirable and vexing qualities,” she said with a sigh. “Just … keep a lid on it,” she said again.

“I'll do my best, ma'am.”
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Admiral Silvertip wasn't surprised when he got a call from Director Blacksight after he left the capital building. “Thanks for taking it on the chin for me. I don't mind you stealing some of my thunder about the damage.”

“I know. I don't envy you when they find out how many ansibles were destroyed and get the bill,” the admiral said as he stepped into the air car. The driver shut the door, and he waited for the driver to mount up so they could take off. “Your turn is coming, trust me.”

“Oh, I know. I'm not looking forward to it. I wanted to give you a heads-up though. I haven't gotten confirmation so this stays classified.”

“Oh?”

“I can't tell you over the phone obviously. Meet me in your office, and I'll let you know about something that might have changed things in the sector strategically.”

The admiral grimaced. “Does it have to be tonight?”

“What? No! Not tonight. Spirits of Space, no, it's important but it can wait until morning. I know you must be having the mother of all headaches. Did the boss rake you over the coals?”

“Only warmed my nuts a little. Nothing I can't handle.”

The director snorted a bit. “Cute. Okay, I'll pencil you in. Get here when you can, I'll have you read in.”

“Thanks,” the admiral said as he cut the channel. He didn't know what that was about but it was typical for the spook to be all mysterious.

He was curious though, and he was also curious about what his own reaction would be once he pried the news out of Blacksight.
  


 



Chapter 40
 

Dead Man's Hand

Doctor Perez checked in on the clinic. They had one clinic running on the base and a small team that went to each ship. The ships were supposed to pay for the vaccines. Technically, she should be making all sorts of credit but no one had thrown any money her way. She was starting to get a bit worried about that.

But, they weren't quite done. So far she'd managed to create vaccines for the easiest plagues. In order to test vaccines on a sentient, she needed to expose someone to the viruses once they'd been vaccinated. That hadn't gone over well, though the admiral had seen the wisdom of the project. Booty'licious had facilities to test them as well. They found dozens of luckless people from the base, many of them slaves. Some were bought outright from their owners.

It bothered her that she needed to test each vaccine and plague on at least one of every species, though she could get away with one dog or cat versus one of every subspecies. Twice she'd had failures.

She was irritated that the admiral had ordered the subjects to be spaced after the test, even a successful one. She could see the reasoning; he didn't want word to get around about what they were doing. But testing the vaccines on the kittens and cubs, and then spacing them, that bothered her. She'd much rather do an abortion any day to that.

<()>^<()>
 

Admiral Ishmael dredged up what they knew about Upsilon. Dead Man's Hand would be the perfect place for information … except for the fact that the blasted A.I. Jello had deleted or corrupted the files. He wanted the A.I. destroyed, but it was integrated into too many systems in the base. There was no way to purge it from the net at this point.

So, he was stuck putting up with it.
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Captain Baker worked with the other captains to train while the ships were being repaired. Many were at first scornful of playing video games. They came around when he pointed out those same games would save them fuel. It also allowed them to program one or more ships with the specs they observed the Navy using.

A couple of rounds with a ship in such a match told them that they needed to change tactics. Just about every ship captain received a drubbing when they went up against a navy ship of equal class with their own. They fared a little better when they went up against a ship smaller than they were.

It took a week for him to convince them to try going up against a Fed ship or virtual convoy in hunting pairs. They fared better in the simulations.

He, Captain Hammer, Captain Gutt, or on one or two occasions, the admiral took the opposition force. They were all brutal against their opponents. Captain Gutt insisted on taking his turn against the navy simulation too. The admiral was on hand for that one and commanded the opposition force. The two fought to a draw and then laughed about it over drinks later.

No matter how hard they practiced though the Neochimp was reminded that it was all just a virtual simulation.
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Captain Dab's salvage crew got to work on the derelict Tauren battlecruiser in the bone yard. The ship had markers warning any off since it had been claimed by the admiral himself. Once they completed the initial survey, they worked from a list that had been drawn up, pulling components for Black Death.

While they did that, the Gnoll engineering captain kicked Seydlitz loose. She had half the weapon mounts as before, half her point defense, no missiles or counter missiles, but she was a functional ship once more. Her sensors sucked, as did her speed, but she was whole once more. More importantly, Captain Fisher was just about broke.

Since she had accepted the Long Sands mission, the admiral had seen fit to provision her ship for her journey. Once there she was on her own for supplies though.

Captain Dab shook her head at the shiny look in the cat's eyes. She knew that look, the look of a new captain blinded by love. She'd thought the Neocat would have been over it. After all she wasn't a new captain, and she'd had her hands up to her elbows in the repairs from the beginning but not so.

She did wish the cat and the ship the best of luck as the cruiser made her way to the jump point and disappeared.
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A ship surprised them when it came into the star system at the Tau-R1555 jump point several months after they had started to settle in. The light cruiser squawked her IFF, allaying the fears from some that the navy had found them.

The admiral could have told them it wasn't a Federation ship; the ship had come in on one of their known routes and far from Tortuga. But he judged a little fright would help them to pay attention in the future.

He got the IFF and snorted. The ship was Bowsprite, a character of a ship as colorful as her captain and XO. The ship sent off her itinerary; she'd come from Virgin Holes with news.

He nodded as he scanned the report and image of the ship. She was familiar of course; her past captains had wanted her to be that way. She sported red sails made out of memory fabric. The memory fabric had the ability to show simple images, though he'd heard that a few had been replaced with some sort of projection system.

The ship had two dorsal, two ventral, and two jib sails. The captain and crew liked to put up images of a pirate flag or of death to scare the living daylights out of their prey. The sails were just there for psychological effect.

Three days later Captain Gutt ribbed the peacock of a human captain about the sails.

“You love them, you know you do,” Captain Garnet said with a grin. He was dressed in a Caribbean pirate costume complete with a big hat with a big ostrich feather on it. He was known as something of a prima donna among the captains for his outlandish outfits.

“Oh, aye,” Captain Gutt growled. He thought they were stupid but had to grudgingly admire their effect on ships. “Wish we'd had you along when we went after that Fed convoy. You would have seen them torn apart then,” he growled.

“I heard you were going after a convoy! But what of the others?” The captain was careful not to ask what had become of the convoy. Three days in the star system had gotten him more or less caught up on scuttlebutt.

“Yes, we know,” Captain Hammer said. “That's yesterday's news.”

“Wait, convoys plural? More than one?” Admiral Ishmael demanded.

“Oh, aye. Pyrite was in Tau-9SC441 and missed one by a week. According to the lubbers, it was a group of small ships with, get this,” he said slyly, leaning in conspiratorially.

“Eh?”

“Ansibles,” the captain said with a grin.

“Ansibles?” the word echoed around the chamber.

“Aye, ansibles,” the captain replied, standing up straight and laying one finger along his nose and giving a wink. “There was a bit of talk about going after them but they had a warship escort. The next convoy did as well. Word was you were headed in that direction as well so the consensus was there wouldn't be anything left. But, I find you here so, now me thinks we should go after it.”

The admiral rumbled softly. “When was this?”

“Oh aye, last year be likes,” the captain replied.

The admiral shook his head. “By now they be in that naval base and safe,” he said.

“Oh,” the captain said, clearly disappointed.

“But it is important information,” the admiral said, tossing a small bag of credits to the captain. “For your troubles in bringin' it to me,” he growled.

The captain fumbled the catch but then tucked it into the folds of his shirt before someone else could snatch it. “My thanks, Admiral,” he said, bowing and waving his feather capped hat with a flourish. “Tis there any way else I can be of assistance?”

“Aye. We need a runner to Virgin Holes to keep them up-to-date on the changes,” the admiral growled. “I sent a ship, did it arrive?”

Captain Garnet grimaced. “If it had it may have come in after I left,” he said.

“Ah then, no matter for now,” the admiral growled.
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“The ansibles, that bothers you? A missed opportunity?” Captain Baker asked, eyeing the admiral.

“Eh? No, strategic,” the admiral rumbled as he turned to the Neochimp. He thrashed his tail, ears half flat. “It bode ill for our kind,” he stated.

“I'm not following,” Kix replied, wrinkling his nose.

“Ansibles! They be the device the old Federation used to keep in contact. And now they have one here! And mayhap more than one! If they spread them out in different places, they could keep in contact and learn of our routes and movements. They could dispatch forces to get ahead of one of our ships. They could also whistle up help from home should the need arise,” he said.

Kix nodded, kicking himself for admitting his ignorance. “I see now, sir.”

“We'll need to put a bounty on them,” the admiral growled.

Kix nodded. “It makes sense; they getting them here. Now they can coordinate better.”

“Of course it does. I'm kicking myself for not anticipating it and getting ahead of it!” the admiral growled.

“Regrets?”

“Oh, aye. I came here because the Black Death needed parts from that ship,” he said, waving a hand to the distant derelict. “I also wanted to put some distance between us and the navy.”

Kix nodded. He knew those points.

“Had I had my head on straight, I would have sent the bulk of the ships to Virgin Holes. From there we'd be poised to raid their shipping line. So, any more convoys would be vulnerable. And there be no argument about profit from hitting a convoy!”

“Not if we took it more or less intact,” Kix replied with a nod. “Do you want to relocate?” he asked reluctantly.

“I am … unsure,” the admiral said. “If they have the databases from our ships, and I have to assume they do, then Virgin Holes is vulnerable to attack. And tis closer to them, and, as I said, more of a danger to their shipping,” he growled, playing his index finger over his scarred lip. “I'd like to send Gutt back there and have him see what he can do. But I don't know if he could do much alone. And if I did send him, he's liable to go off on that quixotic revenge quest or some such.”

“Pity we can't send more ships with him.”

“Aye, but if we did they'd go their own way. Our people are too used to working alone,” the admiral growled. “How goes your training? And the ship repairs?”

Kix grimaced. “Training is going fair to middling. I think we've hit a peek with what we've got. We've also integrated what we can of the tech that came from Horath and adapted to what we learned from the engagements with the navy. But we are going to plateau if we haven't already.”

“Ah. And the repairs?”

“There we have problems. You did remember that the hulk has been left here for a long time? And we've been picking over it for centuries?” The Neolion nodded but remained silent. “So, the choice bits are gone. And me thinks some unnamed souls may have had a hand in picking the ship too in our absence,” he said. The admiral growled. He'd left specific instructions that it to be left sacrosanct.

Of course there wasn't much honor between thieves … or pirates. And it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.

Or, get away with it if the owner wasn't around to catch you.

“I put out a reward for the names of any who took the parts. So far, only a few false leads. I think it’s moot anyway; any ship that did would be gone.”

The admiral nodded.

“Captain Dab has reported that she can and is using some of the structure to make better repairs to our starboard flank. That's the good news. The bad is that one, she'll have to rip out some of what she did to get at it. And two, there are no nodes or weapons though. Our shields will be weak at best. And our armor is thin on that flank.”

“And our weapons even thinner,” the admiral growled. “Keep on it. Add point defense weapons first,” he growled.

Kix nodded. Something told him they'd need them.
  


 



Chapter 41
 

Tortuga

Ayumu was tired but feeling good about their progress. They were a well-oiled machine now, they had surveyed every hulk in the star system and a list of what needed to be done had been generated by the engineers and ship architects. They'd even dealt with many of the booby traps in the ships, not without losing a robot or hardware from time to time, but no organic had been hurt or killed.

That wasn't to say that a few people had gotten the shit scared out of them. He'd heard about how some idiot had made a fake bomb and stuck it in a compartment. That had been a lot less funny for the EOD techs and people involved. And the culprit had faced a full captain's mast too.

He'd lost a stripe and had spent some quality time on bread and water in the brig.

One of the other pranks had been funnier; someone had created a skeleton out of paper and put it on a head. That had made the rounds for a while. He personally liked the image of it standing in a stall as if peeing with a bemused sailor in the other stall.

It sucked that there wasn't a single warship for them to easily salvage. The pirates had been smart and careful about that, either taking them with them or destroying them or cutting them into wrecks. So much for that. What was left was too big for them to easily salvage or was going to take too much time.

Apparently the brass wanted everything in the star system though, so they were going to be there a while. He'd wondered why and one of the chiefs had mentioned it was good for the economy so he'd shrugged it off. It wasn't his call anyway.

He checked the wiring and then groaned. It was a rat's nest; someone had just yanked equipment out without marking anything.

“This is going to take me a while,” he muttered as he fished out his tester and got busy.
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Cynthia grinned. It was a tired grin, but a real one. Prometheus had just wrapped up the bulk of the repairs on their first customer. The bulk freighter had her hyperdrive installed, nodes replaced, new hyper sensors, and a new power plant. Everything worked, and she had passed her interior inspections. They were already working on the second and third ship while the first was above them working in a temporary slip to fine tune her systems.

She had a skeleton crew on board. The ship had only a small cargo; it wasn't for a lack of a cargo so much as she didn't want to spend the time to load the ship. Besides, they had plenty of other freighters to fill cargo with. And a lot of time to do so. If all went well she'd leave the slip, provision, and then jump for the capital within three days.

There were only the twelve warship hulls or components in the boneyard; they had already confirmed that. And, an inspection of every rock and platform by robots had found just about every scrap of material. Not one item of military value had been left behind by the pirates. Lightening Strike was hoping they'd find something by reversing the tracts the pickets had seen and plotted but she very much had her doubts. Oh, they turned up a rock from time to time but they were usually empty. And the one rock that had been stuffed with elaborate traps had turned out to be a dud.

She was still considering patting herself on the back another round when the alarms went off. “What is it?”

“An alert from perimeter control. Puglia has picked up a ship at the Tau-R6101 jump point.”

“Understood. Keep me posted.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”
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Puglia was situated halfway between the Tau-R6101 and Black Hills jump point, just above the Pele jump point so she was closest to the scene. The destroyer came in fat, dumb, and happy, apparently assuming that everything was normal.

It wasn't until she was still in the kill box six hours later when the destroyer's crew realized something odd was going on and her transmissions weren't being returned.

By that time, the light cruiser had managed to get close enough to assume command of the weapon platforms and missile pods artfully arranged around the jump point. A single graser round across the bow had the ship scurrying to run. A second as she'd tried to turn had them cutting their engines.

“This is the Federation naval ship Puglia to pirate vessel. Stay put and power down your weapons, drives, and shields. Do not make any attempt to flee or resist. A boarding party will be aboard shortly,” the captain intoned. He couldn't help but smile at his XO. “Did I get it right?”

The XO gave him an A-OK hand sign. He snorted.

“Let Prometheus know we might have another customer for them in a couple of days,” the captain stated.

<()>^<()>
 

Cynthia woke at the soft alarm. “What is it?” she asked wearily, sitting up straight. It wasn't a klaxon, so she didn't let her implants flood her system with a sleep killer. She might be able to go back to bed if she was lucky and it was minor.

“Ma'am, Puglia has the ship in custody. No damage reported. They are sending over a boarding party now. They wanted to let us know we have a quote 'fresh customer,'“ Lieutenant Prometheus stated.

“D'ats great. Keep me posted,” she said sleepily as she flopped back into bed. She let herself drift almost immediately.
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Ayumu heard about the encounter but he was more focused on a water issue in their latest project. Word was he might get pulled to work on the tin can when they finished demo on the freighter.

The plumbing in the latest project he'd been assigned to had been corroded. Apparently, someone had tried to mix different types of metal piping with old plastic. The plastic had been brittle, and they'd taped it.

Reservoirs had been made out of ancient plastic. They'd cracked and become brittle over the years to the point where they'd been glued, taped, and patched together. The entire system had to be ripped out, which was where his team came in. They'd done it and gotten all sorts of crap dumped on them in the process.

Along the way he picked up some choice bits of new vocabulary from the chief. Also, information about the systems and how to avoid the problems they'd found. A lot of it had come down to routine maintenance preventing a small problem from becoming a big one that could endanger the ship.

They had to do the complete tear out while documenting what they found to give the ship architect something to work from. He'd passed several life support classes but hearing the chief snarl about how water needed PH and mineral balancing to keep it from corroding the inside of pipes by stripping out the missing electrons and materials had him trying to fight from smiling.

He was less amused by the smell of his coveralls when he was finished. It was only when he saw a couple of people making way for him that he realized he was carrying a potent pong. His implants had apparently shut off his sense of smell to keep him alert. Well, that and they'd been wearing rebreathers for part of the job.

He was tempted to strip in the gangway and wad the coverall up and get it to the laundry but held off when he saw the skipper making her way through the ship. He made a hole for her but she coughed and held her hand over her nose. “Sort that out,” she growled as she walked by.

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

“And next time get a shower before you come on board,” she said.

“That's the problem, ma'am, I got a bit more than we bargained for,” he said wryly as he shook his head. She stopped, thought better of it when she inhaled, coughed and then shook her head and continued on her way.

<()>^<()>
 

Tau-1252 New Tau Metropolis

Shelby shook her head as she read the report and mandate from the Admiralty in Antigua.

She whistled softly after reading the all commands alert. “Damn!” she said, setting the tablet down. It was one thing to read the dry orders, quite another to find out what had been the driving force behind their necessity.

Piecing that together had been an interesting bit of deductive work for Boni. Especially since she'd had to pry it out of news reports and Enki.

“I know,” Boni stated. “I wondered if that was why I got bumped to JG.”

“No, you earned it,” Shelby stated loyally. She saw her A.I. bob a curtsey but ignored it. “I hope you and I don't have a problem?” Finding out that the A.I. was not happy with the navy was a surprising thing. She knew Captain Firefly had issues but finding out it was this widespread was dangerous and a bit scary.

It seemed though that most of the complaints stemmed from the Bekians though. And the major conflict was their prejudices against A.I. and their political games back in Rho.

Boni snorted. “No problem, ma'am, except you like to clean the gunk between your toes while I'm awake,” she teased. Shelby chuckled. “Fortunately, your command only has two flag officers, and therefore only two personal A.I. at this time. There are no other complaints from the other A.I. at this time.”

“Good,” Shelby replied. “Keep me posted.”

“I will. And I have the retraining packet in your inbox too.”

Shelby sighed. “Why is it when someone else screws up the rest of us get pummeled to death to make sure we don't make the same mistake? Some of us are smarter than that!” she lamented.

“Some. Sometimes. But the brass wants the lessons driven home.”

“More like rammed. Okay, I'll take a gander at it.”

“More than skim, ma'am, you have to sign off on each section and even take a quiz.”

“Joy.”
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Abdul grinned as another tin can was kicked out of the yard for her builder's trials. Still not much of a ceremony but he was glad to see they were at least acknowledging the ship's launch.

He understood why the brass had thought destroyers were the way to go in Tau. They were the multipurpose greyhounds of the fleet, fast and swift. The Arboth class was more like a pitbull or a Dilgarth though, a fast workhorse of the navy but one you didn't want to tangle with unless you were in a bigger ship.

They were being supplanted by the CEV and cruisers though. Hell, the latest talk had the CEVs even supplanting the cruisers! The brass had downloaded the latest version of the Kittyhawk, the Mark III from the convoys and the ansible before they'd laid the first keel. Apparently, the admiral's father had had a hand in the design process during his time in Bek or in Antigua. He'd put his best people on the line, and they were working miracles to get the ship out of the slip on schedule.

The brass had sent two dozen hyperdrives and components for Admiral Logan in the two mercy missions. She'd sent four to Tortuga. He'd installed fifteen in the ships they'd launched. That left five, which would normally make him nervous, but he'd gotten word that Admiral Logan was getting some sort of key upgrade to make more when a courier arrived from Rho in a few months. He was pretty sure she was looking forward to it almost as much as he was.
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Shelby smiled as the destroyer drifted out of the slip. They hadn't had much of a ceremony, just a reading of her builder's plaque and orders as the skipper took command, but that was fine. She still had a ways to go before she was fully commissioned.

Boni had managed to squeeze the hour in for her to be available to hold the ceremony, such as it was. She'd been in the industrial center uploading the daily keys, so it wasn't like she wasn't distracted by paperwork. And it felt good to finally acknowledge a ship's launch and the hard work her people were putting in to make it so.

She was a bit wary though of the Knox News remote. The drone had been allowed to fly alongside the ship while under the control of a navy pilot. Knox News wanted their own footage of the launch.

Rachel had become neutral of her. Something was still going on with corporate. She hadn't reminded the woman of the lease for the nice shiny studio complex she'd had built for them. She wasn't certain she should or not.

Whatever was going on with corporate, she didn't need the flack. Hopefully, it was sorted out soon.
  


 



Chapter 42
 

In hyperspace to Long Sands

Captain Zeb read the latest ship's log and then logged that he'd read it. Zeng He was coming along nicely; his ship was moving swiftly but carefully through the dead star systems up the chain to their ultimate destination. He was using recon drones to scan each star system but the dead star systems were hard to scan. So far they'd lost one recon drone in Tau-R1344. It might have hit something on the ballistic part of its course through what was left of the system.

At each exiting jump point, he had left a messenger buoy for Remarkable with the logs, data on the star system, and their hyper logs. The logs wouldn't do the task force any good, but they could compare their own logs with Zeng He's and come up with a better jump course the for their next time.

His ship was fast in hyper; they were pushing the high gamma band. Twice they'd managed to get into delta band but couldn't sustain it more than a single shift. And of course the closer they got to a destroyed star system the more turbulence and therefore the more danger they encountered. They made plenty of time in the long stretch, but they had to drop down early to navigate the first and last quarter of every jump.

But, they were getting there; that was the main thing.

He was curious about Long Sands. The world was reputed to be a mostly desert world. With so many enemy convoys passing through recently, was there anything left? He hoped that the natives had managed to hide and wait the pirates out though he doubted it.

Just one more thing to pay the pirates for he thought coldly as his antenna danced.
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Tau-R1344

Captain Rogers grinned as his XO ran the op force. The other captains were finding it a little tougher than they anticipated. That was good. Like many captains he practiced the adage to train harder than the real thing so they didn't get any nasty surprises. Training made sure it became routine, and it looked easy even though it wasn't.

The Remarkable task force was making good time, but they could be doing better. But he didn't want to push Zeng He any harder than he needed to do so. He was trying to keep the light cruiser's lead to less than two to three weeks or so.

Downloading the message buoy from the light cruiser gave them a timeline on the ship's passage. And the hyper data was greatly appreciated. They could no doubt use it for the return journey as well as any future runs to Dead Man's Hand.

He was fairly certain despite the force he had it wouldn't be the only trip. If they played their cards right though, they might get a big chunk of the enemy. It all depended upon how much of them were willing to stand and fight what they saw as an inferior force.

In … seventeen more weeks they'd find out one way or another.
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Tau-1229

First Lieutenant Wes McArthy nodded as the Xiphos made her final jump preparations. The new ship captain was still a bit nervous about being in the hot seat full time, but he had logged time before as XO on Pensacola. That had helped to take some of the glamour out of the job. The skipper had assured him it just took time for the seasoning to kick in and for it to feel more normal.

He hoped so at any rate.

He still couldn't believe that Tortuga shoot. They'd won against a much tougher crowd, and the skipper had made it look easy. A lot of people were saying the skipper was destined for bigger and better things, definitely a star. It was only a matter of time.

He'd let Governor Lor talk him into extending Xiphos’s layover in the star system for another week beyond what he'd projected. They had to make up the time in hyper. Well, part of the time, they'd shaved fourteen hours from the projected trip time from the capital to Delos in hyper.

Delos … why couldn't they just have one damn inhabited planet? Samos was still the thorn in everyone's side. Governor Lor hadn't been shy about complaining about his counterpart on the other world. He'd even jokingly said he'd love to borrow Xiphos and go over to the planet for a visit to Governor Farnsworth.

How that old man could still be in office … Wes shook his head.

Well, they were running behind. Until they made up that time, he couldn't justify another prolonged layover … even if it had allowed them to spell the corvette's crew to let them have a couple days of liberty themselves.

His ship was slated for four patrols. It was up to his discretion if he wanted to push things past X3301. The problem was the further he went the longer it took to get back. He really needed to keep a close eye on Asterion IX. He'd heard about their recent visitor, and he admired the governor's chutzpa for pulling that sort of bluff.

He would have loved to have Xiphos there to put some teeth behind it though and not just because he wanted to earn his spurs. Every pirate they took out was one less to harass, murder, and torture the poor sods in the sector. And maybe, just maybe if they could get rid of the parasites, the sector would flourish once more.

That was the general hope at any rate.
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Asterion IX

Commodore Richards nodded in approval as her convoy arrived at the Lebynthos jump point in the Asterion IX star system. They were coming along nicely despite the delay in Lebynthos.

Within an hour of their arrival, the skipper brought word that Félicité and Canterbury had been there recently and had moved on. Helen was glad that the two ships were on track if a bit slow. She had a chuckle at herself over that thought. Of course they were slow; they were in old pirate ships that badly needed an overhaul!

Her amusement ended when another file was brought to her attention; a pirate ship, the destroyer Choker, had visited the world as well. Fortunately, Governor Iapyx had managed to bluff them into retreating without coming into orbit.

He'd played a dangerous game but had won … this time.

The report from Icaria came in as they crossed the star system, and she paid her respects to the governor. The vaccines were holding; there hadn't been any further outbreaks in a year. That was good. The government was in tatters though, and what remained wasn't currently interested in joining the Federation.

The cruiser had returned just after Félicité and Canterbury had departed. She had the ship resupplied and then sent it on ahead to scout X3301 and Cenarius.
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Sierra Keys

Janice was heartily relieved that Sierra Keys didn't have the plague. It meant the convoy could work on vaccinating and inoculating the population and training their medics rather than on a crash medical relief program. It also gave her people time to rest and relax and show the flag.

She couldn't stress the intense relief over the news that the plagues hadn't reached that far.

If Sybil Harper scouting further south also found no sign of the plague, she was tempted to come about and return to the western route rather than finish the entire string. She shouldn't though, just because one world didn't have it yet didn't mean it might not eventually migrate there.

She was considering visiting the planet again when she heard that her pilots were trying to arrange some sort of impromptu air show. She gave them credit for considering it, but an air show wasn't something you just threw together on a whim and a wing.

Besides, none of them had training in aerobatic maneuvers. She couldn't and wouldn't trust them close to the deck and the crowds that would surely gather to see them showboat. She nixed the plan but did authorize them to do some flybys, some guest check flights, and even land and show off their craft to people at various air strips around the planet. If they managed to inspire some people, great. If they asked to sign up with a military branch, all the better.

When she did get a chance to visit the planet, she stepped off the shuttle and spotted a curious area where homes had been built but abandoned. She'd wondered why they weren't using it until a local explained that the land had been a peat bog. “See, the builder sank pylons down to the bedrock. But, they didn't do it for the roads. Over time the roads sank. Peat is notorious to build on; most people avoid it.”

She nodded as she looked at the image of the scene from the air and then a side view where the height discrepancy could be clearly seen. It was a good meter height gap between the front stoop and the road. “Yeah, that'd suck.”

“Exactly. And the people who moved in had no clue. They lost big.”

She winced. “Ouch.”

“We could use the homes. They are all modern buildings, but why bother? All the utilities are under the road and have buckled or been crushed. Most were lost when the pirates tore out the pumps and electrical station anyway,” the guy said bitterly.

“Ah.”

“So, live and learn and build somewhere else. Really, I think they left this up not so much for a lack of funds to fix it or tear it down but as an example on what not to do.”

“Yeah, there is that I suppose.”

“But you are one of the navy people who said they can change that?”

“Well, not me personally. I'm hoping that in time your people will want to become a part of the Federation. We're giving your government some supplies and tech to help you out. But if your people vote to join, I could see some help coming your way.”

“Oh?”

“We've got an Army Corps of Engineers in the sector. I'm sure your government would love for them to sort some thorny problems out. Like that peat bog or even a few other places,” she said with a smile.

“You don't say?” he drawled. “Well, lil' lady, you are full of surprises. “Are all you military types like that?”

She laughed. “Believe it or not I wasn't always in the military. I was the chief helmsman of a yacht a long time ago. But, life has a way of changing when you least expect it,” she said as he tucked his arm into hers and led her to a bar nearby.
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Tau-G7X72

Captain Twitch was grateful for all the respite as the convoy moved through the two dead star systems to their next stop. The first mission had done well, but his was shifting south into uncharted territory. He had the occasional sleepless night wondering just what they were getting themselves into.

An emergency transmission put his thoughts of moving on briefly on hold. One of their escorts headed to check it out warily while the rest of the convoy continued on to the distant jump point.

Several days later Good Hope got word that the ship was a yacht turned privateer.

“It's ugly over here. We've got one survivor. The plague drove the rest of them mad. How she survived is anyone's guess. A dose of luck but she's damn near mad. And there is a complication.”

The captain buzzed. He could very easily figure it out.

“She's a privateer all right, and she came from their base Harlot's Dream, which is one jump away. They have the plague there. What do we do?”

“Is the ship salvageable?” the T'clock asked.

He got a response back six hours later. “Yes. My engineer has gone over it. And to anticipate your next question, yes, we've stabilized the patient and stuck her in a stasis tube. And we have a prize crew on the ship, and as soon as they are confident they can handle the ship, we'll send her back to the capital. We'll catch up to you.”

The T'clock bobbed his antenna and signaled relief.
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Lebynthos

Runner arrived in Lebynthos and flashed her IFF to the picket light cruiser. Before she even got a ping back, the little ship had shaped a course for the distant jump point. They had some data on the star system, and the skipper had been tempted to perform a skip but had decided against it.

It was nice to talk to someone else though for a change, even if it was only for a week while their ship crossed the star system and moved on.
  


 



Chapter 43
 

Dead Man's Hand

Admiral Ishmael sent Bowsprite back to Virgin Holes with news and dispatches. Captain Garnet seemed happy enough to take on the job … for the right price.

That lowered his number of warships to forty. Forty warships were all he had in Dead Man's Hand. Black Death, Black Corsage, Saladin and five other heavy cruisers, two medium cruisers, thirteen light cruisers, two extended range destroyers, and fifteen privateers.

He grimaced and then looked at the plot again. Plus he had all of the freighters and ships they had used in the convoys, plus another dozen in prize row.

Two more privateers were in prize row; Captain Dab had ordered them to be sacrificed to supply her with parts to keep the other ships going.

He could have used the ships, but they were useless in a stand-up fight. He shook his head. Already many of the lords were starting to agitate that they go back to the old ways and hunting. He wasn't certain he could hang onto them for much longer.

He was fairly certain Gutt was sticking around because the wily captain was still having issues with his ship's integration. Gutt might make noises about wanting revenge, but the Neocat wasn't so sure. Gutt was a pirate through and through; he'd most likely stick to the code when they encountered another navy ship.

It galled him though to run away. To have to run to stay alive. For too long they had been at the top of the food chain. They were the predators! He snarled softly to himself.
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Captain Dab set up a second slip for the final fitting and drawing-out phase of a ship's repair. The truss segment framework formed a long tubular octagon shape that was just enough of a support structure to hang lights, targets, and sensors. This way she could put a ship into the dock and do the final fitting out, sensor, and node calibration, along with other things instead of tying up her one slip.

It helped her almost immediately. She even went so far as to drag a small freighter over and tack it to one side of the fitting slip to act as a habitat for the crew. Moving the fitting-out techs over to that habitat once it was ready gave her a bit more elbow room in the barracks as well.
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The fighter test was going … poorly in Kix's estimation. He grimaced when three of the fighters had to return to their ships with problems before the exercise had even begun. A fourth lost her engines and an SAR shuttle had been sent out to recover them.

Thirty-five. That's all they had, thirty-five fighters of various types. That was all that they could scrounge up. Tau was never well-known for fighters; Taurens just weren't into them. Most understood it was due to the claustrophobic nature of the cockpits and long hours away from others.

The good news was that they weren't intending for the fighters to fight offensively, purely defensively. They would have to blunt or fend off any gunship or bomber attack. After reviewing the files from the engagement in Tau-1252, he knew that the pilots knew that they were going to get slaughtered if they tried to mix it up with the enemy fighters.

Pirates didn't fight to get killed; they fought for profit. Most of the pilots who were in the fighters were a little crazy to begin with. They usually flew shuttles. The fighters were their personal craft that they used to strafe helpless lubbers in order to encourage them to turn over whatever booty they were hiding.

He shook his head. He had a sneaking suspicion many of the fighters would have “problems” when it came to face true combat. He scratched his head and then sighed. They needed to figure out some sort of fix but he was damned if he could think of what to do.
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Captain Joe Hammer saw the farce of a fighter shootout and shook his head in despair. They had no clue what they were doing! What did the admiral expect? They were pirates, not navy! They had no formal training, they never had! They were used to shooting at helpless prey, not having someone shoot back at them! That was a good way of getting killed!

The scuttlebutt going around was that the admiral was keeping everyone in place because he wanted to go on the offense again once Black Death was finished with her latest rebuild. He doubted it. Again, they had no training as a fleet.

Was it Horath? The admiral was from Horath like a few of the other old guard. His authority had been vested in that. But now, now Horath had betrayed them. Was he even technically still an admiral? Kix commanded Black Death though, unless that was to change? He shook his head in vexation. He really didn't care about that.

Was the admiral perhaps worried that if they left they'd scatter and the base would fall? It was quite possible. But there was no profit in remaining for much longer. They did not produce enough food to supply the number of ships currently in port. And Doctor Perez was nearly done her vaccination program.

He grimaced over that. So much for the admiral's promise that his ship would be first since they'd provided the cure. He'd gotten screwed on that deal.

Something needed to be done. Something …soon.
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Captain Gutt swung through part of his ship, hanging from the pipes and structure in the ceiling of the gangway. He was careful to make sure his long fingers didn't touch anything hot or dangerous of course.

Captain Dab's help had gotten a majority of the bugs out of his ship's systems. They still had a few of her yard gnolls on board working on the ship. And Squint was rather busy overseeing them and the training he'd ordered.

With the vaccinations nearly wrapped up, he'd authorized small liberty parties on the base. His people had done him proud tearing it up while in port. He'd gotten no less than three complaints. They'd squared away their bills too, though with so many ships in port alcohol and the services of some of the lads and ladies were getting pricey indeed.

As soon as the yard gnolls finished up with his sensors, he planned to go out hunting again. His accounts were getting low. With his ship refitted and with fully-stocked magazines, he was actually looking forward to his next navy encounter.

That thought made him grin a bit as he swung around a corner and right over Squint's head. “Try to keep up!” the captain said as he kept moving. “Make a hole!” He swung over to the ladder. “Down ladder!” he snarled, gripping the safety rails and then sliding down them like a kid.
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Doctor Perez smiled as she finished the last finishing touches on the last vaccination program. She'd outdone herself; she'd achieved a 10 percent mortality ratio, which was better than she'd hoped. Most of that had been in the very old and very young.

She was a bit concerned about her future though. Were they going to abandon Booti'licious? Was she going to go back to being a regular doctor? What about compensation? She needed to find out about that.
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Captain Dab arranged to be on board Black Death for a little quality time that the admiral had promised. She tried to surprise and corner her “husband,” but he managed to slip away when a work party fumbled a load behind them. “Damn! Where did he go?” she snarled, making some of the techs and crew around her laugh. “It's not funny!” she snarled, making them laugh louder until she started to swat at them with her fists and then with her neural lash. Fortunately for them she kept the device off.

She lifted her muzzle and sniffed the air and then decided to try to hunt him down. He was going to pay for making her wait though.
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Dolon's eyes were wide in fright. He was a damn wolf not a puppy but damn it, he had no intention of being that bitch's bitch again. And he couldn't just put her out of his misery; the admiral had forbid anyone killing her.

That meant he had to find a way to get off the damn ship until she lost interest and had to go back to work.
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Kix shook his head as he heard that the XO had left the ship to go to the base to “arrange for more supplies.” He'd already heard the scuttlebutt of the XO's encounter with his “wife.” He was of two minds about it. Both were invaluable team players. And Wilda's focus on Dolon protected those who couldn't handle her rather rough lovemaking. In fact, the XO was one of the few people he knew of who had managed to survive a night without spending weeks in the sickbay afterward. He'd walked a little funny, and he'd had trouble sitting for several days, and she'd torn great chunks of fur out of him, but he'd survived more or less intact.

“Has my wayward no-account husband been by this way?” Captain Dab demanded from the open hatch.

He turned to her and studied her mildly. She growled, eyes flickering in impatience. He shrugged. “Nope, haven't seen him. We did just dispatch a shuttle to the base though. You might want to check …,” he stopped himself; she had already whirled and departed.

“I'm not sure who I'm rooting for, Wilda or Dolon,” a familiar voice rumbled with a soft laugh in it. The Neochimp captain turned to the admiral. “If she doesn't catch him, she'll be pouty, and we won't get much work out of her. And she'll take her ire out on her crew. But, if she does catch him, we might lose our XO.”

“Eventually she is going to catch him,” the captain replied with a nod.

“Better start training a replacement then,” the admiral sighed. “Ten credits though that he won't get caught this time.”

Kix snorted. The way Wilda was so determined he wasn't so sure. But he knew better than to take the admiral's money. “One way or another he's going to earn his whoopin. But he might surprise her and turn the tables.”

“That might be fun to see,” the admiral chuffed. He patted Kix on the shoulder and then left.
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Virgin Holes

The arrival of the light cruiser carrying word of the betrayal of Horath, the Tortuga evacuation, and the battle of Tau-1252 was mostly ignored by the locals living in the pirate base. When the ship made port and her crew began to spread the news, it was at first scoffed at. That ended when the transmissions and dispatches from the admiral were authenticated.

“So, what the hell are we supposed to do?” a captain demanded. He'd gotten into port after the admiral had taken his force out after the Fed convoy. “He got his ass kicked, and he's running! Do we run or stay?”

“Do you really want to stick around and wait for the Feds to show up here?” another captain asked scornfully. “It's been nice knowing you, but I'm sticking to the code. It's every ship for themselves. Time to go to greener pastures.”

“Right,” a few of the other captains growled with nods of support.

“Where do we go? Without a base …?” Captain Shredder of Pyrite asked. He didn't like the idea of moving on to unknown hunting grounds. His privateer might not make the long haul.

“The admiral went north to Dead Man's Hand, right? He abandoned us! The plagues are to the south. The Feds are in the south. I say we head north too and get the hell away from them!”

The compartment thundered with yars and growls of agreement.

<()>^<()>
 

Cenarius

Captain Hochi was in his office waiting on the supplies to come up when he got word of a ship arrival. “You're sure?”

“Aye, sir. Tin can at the X3301 jump point.”

“A tin can,” the captain growled, rubbing his jaw. They'd had a hard time making the run through the dead systems to get to Cenarius. “Recall the landing parties. Get them moving now.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Captain Fabulous Fanny felt a thrill of adrenaline as she heard about the cruiser in orbit of the planet. “Are you saying it's one of theirs?” she demanded.

“No, ma'am. We don't know what it is; it's too far away. What we do know is that she didn't come in ahead of us. There is no ion trail.” The CIC rating turned to look at her helplessly.

“Damn it,” she snarled, unsure of what to do. She didn't have enough fuel to return the way she'd come, and there was no way she was going to run for the Virgin Hole's jump point with a cruiser on her ass.

She needed the supplies damn it; she needed something to bring back to port. “Comm, flash our IFF,” she said, coming to a decision.
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Captain Hochi was on the bridge overseeing the last of his shuttles return from the surface when they got the unexpected ping.

“It's a trick!” the XO said.

“No, it is Choker,” CIC stated.

“And you are telling me the enemy can't clone our IFF?” the XO demanded.

“I'm just reporting what we're seeing,” the rating replied.

“Comm, ping our IFF. And send a message …,” the captain paused in thought and then smirked. “Tell them it's nice to see fat ass Annie,” he said. Send my signature.

“Annie?” the XO asked, brows knit in confusion.

“Just a little test,” the captain stated. “Make sure we're still getting squared away, just in case.
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Fanny listened to the reply two hours later. She'd felt relief at hearing Brigadoon's IFF, but that Annie crack pissed her off. It made her stop and think though, was an enemy ship spoofing the IFF? Had they gotten her name wrong? Or had Hochi done it deliberately?

“Comm, open a channel,” she ordered, settling herself in her chair. “Hochi, if that really is you, I'm going to shove one of my high heels up your tight fat ass and rotate it for that fat ass Annie crack,” she growled.
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Captain Hochi felt relief when he saw Fanny's video. He even had a good chuckle at her threat. “Good to see it really is you, Fanny,” he said with a smirk. “And for the record, you and I both know you can't get your stubby legs that high,” he said with a grin. “I've got some stories to tell you!”
  


 



Chapter 44
 

Long Sands

Captain Fisher wanted to hiss and spit but instead kept her composure. She was a ship's captain, not an animal. She knew better. She needed to comport herself as a professional.

Even if she wanted to ring someone's neck. Quite possibly her own given that she had only herself to blame for the position she and her ship were in.

By the time she'd finished fitting the ship out the best she could, she hadn't had the credits to repaint her ship's livery and rename her. She'd gotten barely one pass to fine tune her instruments, nodes, and fire control before Captain Dab had kicked her out. She'd thought of all sorts of tricks to fine tune the sensors in the field, but she'd forgotten she'd replaced a lot of her equipment with civilian grade.

Civilian grade hardware sucked. And it sucked even more that it had come from her old ship.

It had taken an agonizingly long time to get to Long Sands. She'd thought that Gutt had spared some of the systems that he couldn't easily get to. He had, but a lot of those same systems were dependent on her shields and eyes. With their eyes being so short ranged and an inexperienced helm team, she was damn lucky to get to Long Sands at all.

She'd finished counting her blessings some time ago. She'd made what repairs she could. She'd even managed to set up a watch on the distant jump point. But her shuttles were limited in range so she had to keep in an equatorial orbit so they could reach her.

Getting her ship refueled had bought the locals' time to scramble up some supplies for her. Apparently, she hadn't made her point though, they'd begged for more time.

She knew it was hard on them since the planet had been picked over badly less than a year ago. She was losing her patience.

She listened to the lubber snivel and then cut him off with a growl. “I don't care what your problem is, I want them. Now. If I have to send more troops down, I will. But they won't ask as nicely as I'm doing now.”

“We're working on it, ma'am. But I can't get the food out of the ground and have it ripe! Please! I'm just asking for a little more time.”

“Two days, then your time is up, and I'll send the shuttles down. They'll no doubt demand payment for their time in the form of some quality time with your ladies. So you best figure it out,” she growled and then cut the circuit.

That should have them scared out of their wits, at least for the time being.

One ship. Just one good freighter would give her what she needed. To hell with bringing the ship in. All she needed was to board it and take what she wanted. Strip the damn ship. Okay, maybe then put the old parts in the other ship and escort it back to a safe harbor. Maybe. But one ship.

And there was no way, no way in hell she was going to get one in Long Sands. According to her research, there had been several civilians who had come and gone through the star system. But they'd eventually been picked off. Many of the star systems along the chain only saw a pirate.

It sucked that she'd accepted the job, but that had been the only way to get the parts and supplies she'd needed to get her ship into space. And, it had gotten her firmly seated in the command chair. She had been very much aware that someone could have come along and snatched it out from under her just as they were going to wrap it up or she went bankrupt. She'd seen it and heard about it all too many times before.

But Seydlitz was hers now. She lacked spare parts, her supplies sucked, her crew wasn't the best or brightest, but she was hers. She had fuel, her systems sucked, but she was all hers. She had done what she could with the ship's systems, coding over what she could. It was what it was. Only time, luck, and a lot of investment would change that.
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Captain Zeb was pursuing reports and considering pushing back the next scheduled round of logistics inventory for when they were in hyper when he got a call from the bridge.

“Sir, we've got a bogey at the planet,” the XO reported.

“A bogey?”

“Yes, sir. CIC just got confirmation. Based on the size and mass readings, she's at least a heavy cruiser.”

“I'll be right there,” the captain replied.

By the time the captain had arrived on the bridge, the XO had steered one of the three recon drones they'd released into the star system to scout to get a good look. It took several anxious hours before they confirmed the ship and narrowed it down to a class.

“An Admiral Hipper class?”

“Aye, sir. The war book has a dozen in this sector.”

“I see,” the captain said, focusing all four eyestalks on the grainy image of the ship in orbit of the planet. The planet had a lot of green desert below, so it was easy to make the black ship out on the yellow and blue below. “And they are just sitting there?”

“Aye, sir. Her nodes aren't even warm. She's got active sensors, but they are relatively short ranged and aimed at the Tau-R1344 jump point.”

“And we obviously missed them coming in,” the XO said dubiously. “Why do I find that so hard to believe?”

“Luck. Never ascribe to luck where ignorance and stupidity may be the primary factor involved,” the captain quoted.

“I've run it back, sir, to the time we came in. They were behind the planet when we jumped in. The flash didn't alert them.”

“Okay, so, a bit of luck,” the XO stated.

“No, more like stupidity on the part of that crew,” the captain stated. “A proper crew would have taken a polar orbit to get a clear view. This one chose an equatorial one. That tells me they are inexperienced and sloppy, which might give us an opportunity,” he said slowly.

The XO looked at him. “Are you thinking what I think you are thinking, sir?”

“If we're on the same wavelength, most likely, number one,” the Veraxin captain replied. “Let's do some planning in my office.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Guns, we'll need you to come along for this,” the captain stated. The TAO nodded and came with them.
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It took several days to alter their course and sneak in. Near the last one hundred million miles they dropped to a ballistic course and ran ultra-silent. They were coming in from a different heading than the one the enemy was looking at. Still, Captain Zeb didn't leave much to chance.

Along the way the computers refined the telescope screen grabs to confirm the class of ship. Not only that but they also identified her as Seydlitz from her markings.

“I love it,” the TAO stated with a malicious grin. “Finally getting some real payback,” he said.

“For all the hurt and suffering they've inflicted, this is too good for them,” the XO agreed.

“I'm wondering if it is the same crew,” Captain Zeb replied. They turned to him. “Her sensors do not match what we have on file for them from their encounter with Puglia. And look at their inexperience! I'd say this is almost too easy, but I don't want to jinx us.”

“I don't think it matters, sir. We've less than two minutes from point William Tell,” the TAO stated.

“You've got the ship, Guns, on the tick.”

“Aye, sir, on the tick,” the TAO stated formally.

When the countdown got to ten, he flipped the plastic shield up and put his thumb over the big red button. Everything had been tied to a single macro. When the missiles launched, the A.I. would bring them to battle stations, and they'd clear for action. Before the missiles got halfway to the target, the ship's shields and weapon systems would be up and ready for a follow-up salvo.

Something told him it wouldn't be needed. The enemy ship was just sitting there with cold nodes. It would take them a minimum of two minutes to get the nodes up in order to generate shield. His missiles would be on top of them in that time.

“Three … two … one, fire!” the TAO stated sharply, stabbing down on the button.
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Alarms screamed, waking Captain Fisher from her slumber. She rushed to the bridge, assuming someone had jumped in and arrived in time to see missiles in their final acquisition mode on the main plot. In the distance an enemy ship was clearing for action.

Her crew was scrambling to their stations desperately. Their shields were still down. She threw herself into her chair and ordered her command override to bring them up while also initiating an emergency burn. The burn was not completely synced with the ship's inertial dampeners; it threw her to one side of her chair. Only her claws managed to keep her in the hot seat. She saw at least one luckless crew member go flying over her head, but she didn't care.

“We've got twenty missiles incoming at five hundred thousand kilometers out! They are in final acquisition now! Time to impact … twenty seconds!” CIC barked.

Captain Fisher saw the missiles coming in and cringed. Her ears were back as her crew practically screamed at her, demanding she do something.

The ship screamed in her own way, but no amount of twisting and turning could get her away from what was coming. “Captain, what do we do??!?” someone demanded plaintively as the twenty missiles began to spawn submunitions and ECM. Jamming turned their sensors into hash and snow.

“We've got to do something! Raise the white flag! Tell them we surrender!” another sailor said.

“All hands, man the lifeboats!” another called out.

The Neocat shook her head. It was useless. They can't stop the missiles, and they couldn't run. “We're dead,” she moaned as she felt the ship shake with the first thunderous hit.
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Zeng He's bridge rang with startled cheers as the enemy ship twisted and tried in vain to get her shields up and then just exploded as the missile's submunitions rammed home. Nuclear charges went off, battering her shields down easily. The remaining munitions finished the job.

“Target destroyed!” CIC crowed.

Zeb sat on his saddle heavily with surprise. They had a bloodless victory on his part all right; they'd achieved what they'd set out for. He realized that they'd gotten total surprise; the enemy hadn't stood a chance.

And that was the way it should be, the small tactician part of his mind reminded him. You don't fight fair in combat. Never give the enemy a chance to fight back and kill you or your crew.

“Away the SAR. CIC, I want a head count on emergency beacons soonest,” the captain ordered. He wondered if he'd ever get confirmation that Seydlitz had been under different management. It didn't really matter anymore he supposed.

It did bother him a little that he might have been able to force them to surrender. But it was too late for that sort of second guessing.

“Aye aye, sir. Away the SAR gig,” the bosun echoed the order.

“Like stamping out a spider,” the XO said with satisfaction. “Sir, what of any pirates remaining on the planet?”

“Leave them,” the captain replied. “We don't have the time or resources to hunt them down. They can stay there, marooned. Let the natives deal with them.”

“Aye aye, sir. They might like to get some payback.”

“True. When SAR is complete, we'll get back on mission. We'll leave the usual messenger buoy for Remarkable's people to find. We don't have a lot of lead time on them, and this little diversion put us even further behind. So let's get moving.”

“Yes, sir. Do you think you'll get any flack over this engagement?” the XO asked quietly.

“I very much doubt it,” the captain replied, signaling first-degree emphasis. “We got it done, the ship didn't escape, and no one saw us do it, time to move on.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
  


 



Chapter 45
 

Tau-1252 New Tau Metropolis

Boni noted the arrival of a new ship, the first ship salvaged from Tortuga. It was making the local news though she doubted it would make the Federal news. What was of more interest to the navy was the logs the ship had transmitted, which included news that a pirate destroyer had been caught and captured and would soon be following the ship.

That was indeed welcome news. As was the news from Lebynthos that the courier Runner had passed through the star system and was on track to arrive at the capital soon.

If it only balanced out the basing fiasco, things would be looking up. That was still bubbling over, though the Horathian front had distracted the government from the problem for the time being.

There was one bit of other good news; the paperwork had come in that morning from the ansible to make a change in station designation official. Tau Sector Command had been re-designated as Fourth Fleet. They didn't have a ship larger than a heavy cruiser, but they were officially designated as a fleet.

Well, as the admiral had said, it is a goal for them to achieve now.

She was checking her files for any more problems when a security bot flagged a Xeno virus fragment attached to the file from the bulk freighter. Her emotional module began to activate, but she bypassed it. After all, there was no sense getting annoyed or angry about a fragment.

Even if Lieutenant Prometheus should have debugged the ship's mainframe.

Her emotional module kicked on again though when a report of a tablet attempting to upload a virus came to her attention. Cyber security was on top of the problem. It was the second virus attack in a week. Each of the pieces had been from a Xeno virus.

Xeno viruses could lurk anywhere in code and had the ability to self-assemble when enough of the pieces interacted with one another. The hack raised the profile enough for her to bring it to the admiral's attention.

Shelby stopped what she was doing when Boni blinked her avatar. “Yes?”

Boni liked her principle. The woman was polite and worked with her. She'd heard some nasty stories from Enki about trouble with the Bekian flag officers. “We've had a third Xeno viral fragment found. That's two today,” she stated.

“A third? I didn't know we've been finding them,” Shelby stated.

“Most of the fragments are old, and the firewalls can screen them out. These are the more advanced version. We're always finding pieces of Xeno viruses in tech. Usually in civilian tech.”

“Understood. I just didn't know this was going on.”

When she checked her internal files and found that the admiral hadn't been briefed on the subject before, Boni realized that the admiral was concerned or annoyed. “My apologies, Admiral, I thought you knew.”

“No, I didn't. Continue.”

“The cyberists studying the Xeno A.I. believe that the viruses can live in a very distributed network with little A.I. support or hardware. They may not even rise to the level of a full consciousness. Some of the viral fragments might have even been preempted by bots to use without realizing their original source code.”

“Understood. How concerned should I be?”

“Well, I honestly cannot say. They could be in a civilian network … except we haven't run into any that can support a distributed A.I. to a high level. And we've cleared the network here. The good news is as we add networks on other worlds we're essentially building most of the infrastructure from scratch. Which means we'll have our own firewalls in place from the beginning.”

“I sense a but coming,” Shelby said, knitting her fingers together.

“But, when someone plugs in hardware or software, we'll continue to encounter fragments or sections of source code. And if some idiot organic overrides a firewall to watch a video or play a game that has been infected, it could get into a network.”

“Ah. A civilian network I'm assuming?”

“A network is a network. Build it big enough and any A.I. can occupy it. They just won't function well unless the distribution is tightened.”

“Clustering?”

“Exactly.”

“So, what can we do?”

“We need to educate the public here of the dangers. The public in Rho is aware, but they lose interest and 'forget' over time. We also need more A.I. and firewalls to monitor for hostile activity.”

Shelby nodded. “All right, make a note of that and that we may need a dedicated cyber team here in the future. Bring it up at the next command conference if we have the time.”

“Understood, ma'am,” Boni stated, making a note to do so.

“Anything else?”

“The Tauren bulk cruiser's ETA to port is seventy-one hours. She brought dispatches, including news about a recent brief combat in the star system. Puglia has captured a destroyer.”

Shelby nodded. “Understood. My commendations to Puglia. I take it the full report is in coming in?”

“Yes, ma’am, that's just the hot wash. They are on track to salvage ships, no other problems.”

“Good. I'm looking forward to Cynthia's report.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Boni said as the admiral went back to her reading.
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Governor Adrienne noted the news of the salvaged ship but grimaced when her lieutenant governor and several corporate backers started to put calls in. Even her new treasurer put a call in, further complicating matters.

She didn't need or want the distraction. She was still annoyed with the crap going on with the basing issue. Mister Muggs did have a point though; they didn't have a planet or large habitat to put the Marines and other ground military units on. She was still grudgingly coming around to his point of view that spreading the military around was good for the sector, even if it didn't directly benefit her star system.

“You know, it's not polite to ignore my calls,” her lieutenant governor growled, coming into her office.

“Well, hello and a fine day to you too,” she said flippantly. “I'm avoiding them because I'm busy. I can't control the navy or what it does with its property.”

“It's a ship from Tortuga!”

“Yes, a ship. The last I checked we didn't lose a ship. We can hardly lay claim to it now, can we?”

He scowled at her.

“Well?” she demanded.

“No,” he finally said. He didn't sound too thrilled to admit that however.

“No, no, we can't. So, having everyone going nuts over it is not helping.”

“But … they are already bidding on the ship!” he said in exasperation. He began to pace in her office. “And we don't know about her cargo!”

“They? And did anyone ask the navy if they are willing to sell the ship?”

He paused and turned to her in surprise. She smiled and sat back, raising her eyebrows in a challenge to him.

“No, no, they didn't.”

“No, they didn't. So, instead of being a part of the problem, let's be proactive and a part of the solution. Let's tell everyone coming to us that and let them calm down a little. If the navy chooses to sell the ship, they can go nuts then. We can remind them to have their finances in order and all of their business plans ready. That should weed out the dreamers from the ones who have serious intentions.”

He nodded.

“You might even tell a few friends to maybe start to raise money, pool their resources and pitch the idea politely to the navy for this ship or another that comes through.”

He blinked and then slowly nodded. “That's right; we don't know what else is coming, do we?”

“No, no we don't. There might be even better ships than this one. As I understand it, they are just doing the minimum to get them running so they can get them here to the yard to sort out later.”

The lieutenant governor nodded. “Is there any way we can find out?”

“I can find out some information in general terms but not specifics. Nor a schedule. They'll tell me it's classified.”

“I know a few people who would be grateful for that. We don't have anyone building civilian ships now, that last startup can't get their act together.” She nodded.

“Well, I'm supposed to get an implant with keys to let us set up a civilian industrial board here. It's supposed to all happen when that courier gets here from Rho.” His eyes went wide over that news. “Once I have those, we can be in a position to set up our own civilian yard and make some serious changes. Until then, tell your “friends” to sit tight and stockpile their cash and resources.”

He nodded and then departed without a word.

She shook her head at his brusque nature but didn't bother to further comment on it.
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Shelby played with her hair and her ear a bit as she read the report from the latest ship inspector. The team leader had been busy overseeing the space trials of two ships at once, the cruiser Kiyoshi and the destroyer Poison Bite. The team had to test all of the ship's systems, fire suppression, maneuver, look for vibration, and other problems. They even did a 110 percent engine burn and then stopped and reversed the engines to see how long it took to complete the maneuver and its effect on the ship's systems. A measurement of time and distance it took to get the job done was one of the factors they used to qualify a ship.

Red Horn had taken a while to pass her tests. She had finally done so though, and she and Edson had been sent to Tortuga to supplement the forces there. Lightening Strike would be returning eventually.

The good news was that she had opened the bidding up on some of the cargo and had turned over 10 percent to Governor Adrienne. Another 10 percent had been identified as coming from one place or another and had been set aside to be returned to their rightful owners. The rest would be used by the navy or sold.

The good news kept coming when the promised destroyer arrived a week after the bulk freighter made port. Abdul had signed off on Prometheus's work but had insisted on the ship inspector. Which was why she'd been checking in on their progress.

It was sorely tempting to keep the ship. The navy needed every ship it could get its hands on. But ships were the lifeblood of any economy; they were the vascular system from which goods and people moved from various place to place. She also preferred ships that weren't slow. But, the ship had modern military grade systems installed. Selling it would be a legal headache for her. It would be a headache for Abdul too; he'd have to tear them out and then somehow replace them with civilian grade components. Then the entire ship would have to be re-certified for flight.

She scratched the tip of her nose gently. No, for the time being, she'd hang onto the ship. If one came in with a greater percentage of civilian to military hardware, she'd rethink it. Besides, wasn't that courier bringing in the governor's implants? They could work out some sort of deal when it did.

Especially if the government got a cut of the proceeds from the sale of a ship she thought with a wry twist of her lips.

Abdul was doing well with the yard. The CEV line was running smoothly and the new larger carrier and battlecruiser lines were on track to be completed within the quarter.

Could she farm out some of the repair work to the civilians? She frowned thoughtfully. There was that Zeloski repair center, but they were focused on small craft. They also refused to be Federal certified, which was a legal can of worms she didn't want to deal with. It was causing them some headaches with getting Federal insurance and bonding. No.

And that last civilian startup trying to set up a civilian repair yard had turned into a dud—no pop or sizzle. They had talked a good game though.

Maybe Governor Adrienne would do something about that when her implants were put in? She certainly hoped so.
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Phoebe looked at the musical notes and lines on the wall with a slight pouty expression. She'd picked up the piece from a CNC startup in lieu of payment for her services. She'd gotten a spiral wave chandelier version with fiber optic lights that changed colors too, but it was still in the box. It was just too large to fit in the space.

They were doing well; her simple suggestion of making a side business of making odds and ends like the artwork had proved out to be a profitable one for them. Too many people were focused on making the essentials. They'd left the market open for other things, and she'd exploited it.

She was looking for others to do the same with plastics and wood as well, but she didn't have the contacts she'd like to have. Most of those industries were in Delos or Lebynthos anyway.

Come to think of it, if she couldn't find a proper home in a restaurant for the chandelier, she might try a ship. A liner would be nice. If they rigged it to light up the notes with any music playing, it would really look good. She frowned and then made a note to look into that.

Her expression cleared and then took on a decidedly darker look as she turned her attention to the Zeloski account. She really needed a home office. Perhaps … her eyes cut to her son's room and then shied away. No. Not yet, too painful to explore, though tempting.

She scowled as she scanned the latest messages. She wasn't a lawyer, and it sounded like they needed legal help. She considered bringing in Lieutenant Black to moonlight, but he'd already said he was busy.

A legal aide in her husband's office might be approachable. Barring that, she was going to have to pitch it back to “the big Zeloski” to handle. They really should have legal representation on retainer anyway. There was no telling when they'd get into a contract dispute or some such. She made a note of that recommendation with a flourish.

To be honest their entire business plan needed a good going-over. She made a note to consult a professional on that as well.
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Two of the other military A.I. in the star system found virus fragments in native equipment as well as in the Tauren bulk freighter. A hot wash summarized that they were fragments only because there had once been megabytes of other viruses on the growing network. Each had been stamped out, but they occasionally left pieces of themselves behind.

“They don't have a large enough network for the Wraiths to pull together and become sentient,” Pensacola's A.I. reported, “or enough of their core to do so.”

“So … that is a good thing?” Boni asked.

“In a manner of speaking, but they are ticking time bombs—unknown ones. Once we grow a network on a native planet, they'll plug infected hardware in and they can suddenly have a Xeno virus on their hands.”

“Not a lovely thought,” Boni stated.

“No. No it isn't. The brass is going to have to weigh in on this one.”

“Understood. Admiral Logan asked me to speak about cyber security at the next command conference. I'll do so,” Boni stated.

“You might want to give ONI a heads-up so they aren't blindsided,” another A.I. suggested.

“Understood and I agree. I'll do so,” Boni stated.
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“So, you have been finding viral fragments, good to know,” Lieutenant Slattery stated as Boni briefed her. “Is that why so many ships got away? They stuck a virus in them and then let them go?”

“It's possible.”

“And this concern of a network?”

“Yes. It is a big concern.”

“I agree. Forewarned is forearmed. So, how do we use this knowledge to our advantage?”

“Well, education for one. Educate the public about the dangers of plugging old hardware in. They also need to know how to firewall the system. But we also need a dedicated cyber security team.”

“And the closest ones are in Antigua.”

“At the moment, yes, ma'am, but we can train them at the college.”

The lieutenant nodded. “Good point. Education again. Okay, so we need a plan for that. And we need someone to teach it. And we need A.I. to be a part of it.”

“Yes to all of that, ma'am.”

“And I need to be more aware of such dangers. I'll put it on my watch list,” the spook stated with a sigh.

“Understood, ma'am. FYI, the admiral wanted me to bring this up at the next command staff meeting so I'm giving you a heads-up.”

“Good. Thank you,” the lieutenant replied with a nod.
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Abdul was touring a tech school virtually when he got the news about ONI wanting more computer hardware, and a possible cyber security division being floated. That meant a possible minor diversion of resources, hopefully not enough to impact the yard though. He scanned the report and then watched the kids use guide pins in holes to align parts of an engine block. The engine was an aircraft engine of all things, destined for a bush plane at Lebynthos. Cheap student labor was one way for the school to offset its costs.

He watched, nodding in approval as the students torqued the bolts to spec strength and angle. They even used an alignment jig, which was impressive.

“Do you have a lot of free agents?” he asked, turning to the school's head administrator.

“This class is half paid for by Zeloski. A few of the students came from Delos and Lebynthos on a paid tuition for work program. I think we've got one or two,” she said.

“Well, if they are interested in civilian contract work for the navy or signing up with the navy as an engineer, please let them know we're interested,” he said.

She smiled. “We've got a student placement program. We can run that past them and let them know. I believe they'll be keenly interested in the opportunity for our students.”

“I'll bet,” Abdul said with a nod.
  


 



Chapter 46
 

Tau-X3301

Lieutenant Florence confirmed that the pirate from Asterion IX had passed back through the star system. It seemed Choker had hit the natives a second time, taking what fuel and provisions she could before moving on to Cenarius.

To say that the natives were not happy about being hit like that in succession was putting it mildly. Bitterness and vitriol was aimed at both the pirates and the Federation. Commodore Richards was doing her best to sooth the ill feelings, but she didn't seem to be getting far.

“Look, I'm sorry you got hit. I really am. And no, we're not here to take anything, far from it. We can help you a little.”

“A little she says,” the lieutenant governor growled. “Like we need a little help.”

The Tauren governor, Governor Cairne, snorted in agreement.

“Ever hear of the expression every little bit helps? Or having something when you didn't have it before? Hey, look, at least we're willing to pay for goods and materials! And we're donating material and knowledge to help you to rebuild.”

“Why? They'll just come around and take what they want again; they always do.”

“True,” Helen admitted. “True up to the point where we find them and catch or kill them. Then they are no longer a threat. We're working on it.”

“Yeah? Tell that to us. Tell that to Tau-9SC441 and Rolling Meadows. You folks have stirred them up. And don't get me started on the plagues!”

“Okay, hang on a moment. First, I don't know about those two systems. I'm a little behind on current events. You are saying they got hit too?”

“Yes!”

“Damn.”

“That's it? That's the best you've got, lady?”

Helen sighed. “We can't be everywhere.”

“You're here now, aren't you?”

“True. We're a medical relief convoy mission. We're here to find the plagues, cure them, vaccinate star systems, and if possible help groups to rebuild.”

Florence noted an alert. She checked it and then flashed a warning on Helen's HUD. “Hold that thought,” Helen said. “Yes, Florence?”

Florence muted the transmission. “We just received an alert, ma'am. A trio of ships just jumped in at the Tau-T1832 jump point.”

“Ah. Okay. Let's let the natives know and then see what our people can do, shall we?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I'm guessing it isn't our people?”

“No. We would have received an ansible alert on the shipping schedule.”

“Okay, this is definitely going to make the natives restless. At least we're here to do something about it this time,” Helen growled.
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Captain Taj Runyon watched the three ships on his plot. The odds might not be in his favor but the numbers were deceptive. The cruiser was a light cruiser based on her size and mass readings, and her two consorts were privateers of some sort. Haguro was a heavy cruiser; she could take on at least two easily in his estimation. All three might be a bit too much for his ship to swallow all at once, but there were ways to break them down into smaller, more bite-sized chunks.

Something told him though that the enemy knew that. He was fairly certain they wouldn't stick around for long.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain “Mad Eye Maddox” of the light cruiser Maddox Asylum was not happy with the way things were going. He and his two consorts, Straightjacket and Crazed and Indifferent, both privateers captained by his cousin, Morticia Maddox, and his niece, Eleanor Maddox, had taken their three ships south rather than follow the herd of ships north.

The two privateers and light cruiser had their eyes set on scoring some rich booty like Fed tech. They had left Virgin Holes with a lot of the other ships who had abandoned the base. But had gone south to see if they could get some choice bits of booty from the helpless lubbers before they ran north again.

His wife and XO Angela, his “Angel of Death,” had argued eloquently that they stay together and go south since the others would outrace them and pick things over heavily. They'd avoided landfall on any habitable world for fear of picking up the blasted plagues.

But that left them hungry by the time they had gotten to their first hole. It had turned out to be a dry hole though; unfortunately, Pyrite hadn't left much in Tau-9SC441. The pickings had been slim to say the least. The trio of captains had decided to hit closer to the Fed territory and then cut up and back to Virgin Holes and then north under the theory that Fed technology would be spreading out from Tau-1252.

At the sight of the Federation convoy though, Mad Eye had hesitated. His wife was also hesitant, eyeing the plot warily.

“We can take them!” Eleanor insisted. “There is just the one warship with them!”

“Are you serious? Scatter! We fight to run away!” the raven-haired Morticia growled. She ran long delicate fingers through her long silken strands of hair. Like all of the Maddox kin, she had paper white skin from being a spacer. But she played it up with black lipstick and eye shadow and long black nails and black leather.

Mad Eye had heard stories of her antics in the bedroom that still gave him shudders of fear and lust.

“Think of the booty!” Eleanor argued. “Those are freighters! They can't outrun us all!”

“Think of trying to enjoy it while you are dead! You want to try, feel free. I'm out of here!” Morticia growled.

“Uncle Mad Eye, if we take that warship we'll have the freighters right where we want them!” Eleanor persisted. “We …”

“Your cousin is right,” Angel interrupted. “Follow the code. That's a heavy cruiser over there; we're outgunned. Your ship will wilt like tissue paper in a firestorm. We run away for better prey,” she said coldly.

Eleanor looked at her uncle. He nodded once.

“Fine,” she grumbled, pouting. “But I don't have to like it.”
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Helen noted the enemy ships come about and then turn to run. She hadn't expected that, but apparently, they had more sense than some gave pirates credit for.

There was no way they could catch them, not with two days head start. She shook her head and ordered that they be watched but let go.

“Comm, let the natives know the danger is over for the moment. The pirates are running,” she stated.

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

“And get me a status report on the two frigates and gear we've got with us,” she ordered. They had two frigates docked with two of the ships, along with some external pods and a shuttle for their support. The two ships had been clearing for action when the pirates had appeared. Shelby had cut orders for the duo to be dropped off in the Platte Cluster to picket the star system until she could send something more substantial.

Now she wondered if she should consider rewriting the orders to detach one of the ships here. Unfortunately though, she'd been repeatedly warned that a frigate wasn't a match for a pirate ship. Well, no warships, a privateer like the two running away were a different story.

If she cut orders for one, split their support gear … would it be a problem for one or both of them? Could her people use the replicators in the convoy to help them out? She frowned thoughtfully and then decided to make some calls to the sailors who might know these things better than she did.
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Helen had thought they were done, but apparently, Governor Cairne put a call in to talk to her after the three yahoos as she'd thought to call the pirate intruders had departed.

“So, ahem, thank you for scaring them off again,” the governor said grudgingly.

She studied the Tauren's image. “Not a problem, Governor. That's part of what we do.” She knew her people wanted to get ahead of the pirates and run them down. Unfortunately, that actually wasn't what they were here to do. The cruisers were supposed to protect and support her unarmed ships not go pirate hunting and expose them to danger.

“Ahem, yes well, I've been told that some of my people are interested in having one of your ships stay on full time.”

“You've been told or you've taken an interest?”

“A bit of both, okay? This is hard enough getting this out without you interrupting, lady,” he said testily.

“My apologies. Please continue at your own pace then,” she said diplomatically. She could have bit back that as an admiral her time was valuable and heavily scheduled too but decided to offer him the olive branch.

“Sorry for blowing up at you like that,” he said in a grudging tone of voice. “Okay, so, I remember something about a base or a picket.”

“A base would only be built if you were a member of the Federation. You haven't chosen that path. I can pass on that you'd like a formal picket established. That would mean a warship would be posted. You'd have to help to supply the ship though.”

“So, we trade one oppressor for another?”

She frowned, wondering what game he was playing. One moment he wanted them to stick around and now he didn't. “No, we have a written agreement. Our ships need supplies, and when in port on liberty, our people will be spending their hard-earned money. The agreement will stipulate that they will obey your laws. If there is a problem, a part of the agreement will have steps for handling it. The same for the amount of supplies the ship needs. They might even ask to forage for supplies in your star system.”

“But we still pay tribute.”

“No, you provide fuel and food to our ship or ships. They aren't going to sit here for free. The crew still needs to eat, and ships still need to burn fuel. We can set up a gas giant fuel platform with your permission and supply ourselves with fuel. You'd license that.”

“I'm not sure I'm following you there.”

“Well, I can have the relevant material sent to you.” Florence nodded once on her HUD. “My A.I. is doing that now on a side channel. Have someone look for it and be ready to receive it,” she warned.

“Understood.

“As I was saying, the ownership and therefore the upkeep of the platform would be up to us. Any surplus fuel and material, we would stockpile or trade or sell to you.”

“Great, the veiled glove. So, what if we don't want you around anymore?”

“Then the agreement is terminated and we leave. We take our ships and hardware and pull out.”

“And then we're exposed to the pirates again.”

“Your problem, though we will be doing our best to eliminate them elsewhere.”

“Which will drive them in our direction,” Governor Cairne growled. He tugged on one drooping ear as he scowled.

“You really have a pessimistic attitude, don't you?” Helen asked in exasperation. She was near the end of her rope.

He surprised her by smiling briefly. “It goes with cynicism. It's a survival trait.”

“So is hope. Part of this is to make this sector safe. When our ships are here, you'll be able to call on them for medical support as well as SAR and emergency aid. We'll also set up a solar observatory system and broadcast the solar weather, and of course you'll get news from us as well as the opportunity to trade with other star systems.”

“Interesting. I'm not sold yet. Now, what is this about ads being placed?”

“Ads?”

Florence put a sample ad up on her HUD. She glanced at it but the governor was still speaking.

“For experienced spacers, EVA techs, welders, whatever. Even offering to train people? And you are recruiting for the navy and other branches.”

Florence put up a simple statement. “That's normal,” Helen read from the text. “The experienced spacers might be us or another civilian government. If it is us, it is most likely the Spacebees or the yard.” Her eyes flicked to the governor's image.

His broad nose wrinkled. “Yard?”

“We have a shipyard. We need experienced hands to repair ships as well as build them there. We're also building facilities in the capital as well as elsewhere.”

His eyes practically bugged out in surprise. “Are you serious? A yard?”

“Yes. That first convoy that passed through your star system? They built the yard and facilities. Progress has been slower than the engineers would like; they've had to divert a lot of manpower and resources to the civilian government to fulfill the leasing agreement,” she stated. Florence put up an image of sugar and a pot. She caught the reference right away. “As I understand it we, we meaning the navy,” she paused tapping her chest. He nodded grudgingly. “Paid our basing lease in advance by rebuilding or running long overdue maintenance on every civilian habitat in the star system.”

“You … are you serious?” he demanded, eyes wide.

She nodded. “Yes. I understand they had to replace quite a few fusion reactors and life support systems, but things are finally to the point where the civilian government is overseeing a rapid expansion on their own. Their population has nearly doubled in the two years we've been there. And it's expected to double again in another two years. Quite possibly triple now that they no longer have life support restrictions.”

The governor made a silent whistling face. “You people don't fool around,” he said.

“No. I can of course provide you with as much information on this as you wish. That includes video and news broadcasts. And you can send delegates to the capital to further negotiate your star system's status and look around. And while there you can of course authorize them to trade for goods and services at your discretion. I understand there are civilian businesses getting started. They were talking about building new shuttles, tugs, and other equipment when we left.”

He grunted. “I'll have to think about that,” he mumbled.

“And they can check out the schools, hospitals, and colleges while they are there,” Helen said with a brief twist of her lips. He eyed her sourly. She smiled innocently. “Sorry, I couldn't resist adding that,” she said, eyes crinkling slightly at his expression.

He snorted again. “I'll bet.”

“Look, Xiphos is due to pass through your system on patrol shortly. I can leave an authorization voucher for you to send a pair of people back to the capital. The people you designate, no more than four, can hitch a ride on the destroyer to Lebynthos, and then catch another ride the rest of the way. While in Lebynthos they can talk to the State Department or the sector capital through the ansible there,”

His eyes widened. “You …,” he sputtered. He paused and cleared his throat. “You have an ansible in Lebynthos?” He shook himself. He looked a little dazed, Helen judged. Florence grinned on her HUD.

Helen nodded. She couldn't help but twist the knife a little. “There is one in the Trajin Cluster and another ansible in the sector capital. We'll be establishing other ansibles in key star systems on a case-by-case basis. Eventually, everyone who joins the Federation will get one.”

He grunted.

“Those convoys that passed through here? One of them had ansibles in it,” she explained patiently.

He put his hands up. “No more! Please! That's a lot for an old bull to take in all at once!”

She chuckled. “I know the feeling. And, for the record I'm older than you,” she said. He stared at her. She smiled. “Anti-geriatrics,” she said. He blinked. She chuckled. “Just had to throw that in there. I'll give you a list and brochure.”

“Thanks,” he said dryly. “You've certainly given me a lot to think about.”

“Oh, that's coming actually. I just hit a few of the high points. Florence is still sending the information,” Helen replied, looking at the download bar. It was still one quarter complete. “In fact, we can download it to a couple of chips and hand them off if you'd prefer.”

Governor Cairne cleared his throat and then nodded. “Sure, why not,” he said.

“All right, I'll have my people do that and arrange the hand off. If you have some free time I'd like to arrange a tour of our ships,” she said.

He blinked and then nodded. “I think I'd like that,” he murmured.

<()>^<()>
 

Cenarius

Commander and ship's captain Edwin Drummond was grateful in some small way that the star system was empty of enemy ships. But he couldn't help but feel a little irritated too; he'd wanted Vertigo to get her spurs.

He was even more grateful though when they received word from the planet that there was no plague. “We don't have much; Brigadoon and Choker just left. We barely have enough to survive the winter,” the native speaker said over the radio, almost pleading with them to spare them more suffering. It was a bit heart-wrenching to hear.

The captain hit the mute button and looked at his senior staff for confirmation. He didn't have long to wait.

“Ion trails confirmed two ships, sir. We already picked up the tin can's signature from Asterion IX and X3301. The cruiser might match the one that escaped Xiphos in Tortuga,” CIC reported.

“Darn!” The TAO said, pounding an arm rest impotently.

“Next time, Guns,” the captain replied. “Even though our ROE orders preclude engagement of two opponents.”

“True, sir.”

“Should we drop a care package to the locals?” the XO asked.

“What's the point? If we do the pirates will just come along and beat the crap out of them and take it, then beat them for accepting it from us. The only way we can help these people is to take that base out nearby.”

“True, sir.”

“Let's wrap up here and then get back to X3301 with the news. This star system is definitely a good candidate for a picket. And they've been damn lucky to not get the plague yet.”

“Was it luck or careful planning on the part of the pirates?” the XO asked thoughtfully. The captain turned to her. “I'm just thinking, would you want the plague on your door step, sir? And would you want to pollute where you fish? They use the planet to resupply after that run from Tortuga or the reverse from Virgin Holes to Tortuga,” she said.

The captain nodded slowly. “Understood. Okay, log those thoughts for later and then let's wrap this up. Let the locals know we're not pirates and that we'll be back.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Minox IV

Director Blacksight read the report again and then set it down. It was his third reading, and it still bothered him.

His agents on Long Sands had reported something or someone had destroyed the pirate cruiser Seydlitz in orbit over two weeks ago. They had waited to report the news until they were sure whoever had done it had left.

Now they had reported the movement of a quote, “large number of ships,” that had passed through the star system. No one had attempted to contact the planet so the identity of the intruders were unknown. They had no sensors in the star system to get a look and again had to wait until they'd left before risking a transmission to the ansible.

He could guess though.

Given the destruction of Seydlitz, which had reportedly been there as a picket, it didn't bode well for the pirates.
  


 



Chapter 47
 

TauG7R368 Petra

Captain Janice Yu had to admire the native's creativity. Petra was definitely different; it would be one hell of a tourist attraction someday.

The planet had been terraformed ages ago. It had been named for an ancient Terran city that had been built into sandstone cliffs, most famous for being the site of Indiana Jones 3 as well as other ancient movies. Someone took the idea and ran with it on a colony in the sector. They built underground cities to keep their people safe, which she could appreciate … in theory.

It apparently worked though. The Xenos didn't get to Petra, or if they did, they didn't notice the people on the planet. Only when the Xenos were gone did they come out and then eventually their descendants decided to carve facades out of the cliff faces.

They were beginning to become abandoned and forgotten until pirate raids took an upswing. A major prolonged raid made the people hide in the caverns. Eventually, they decided to use them full time.

An earthquake, quite possibly from a kinetic strike killed thousands and buried one city. Floods occasionally killed people but most of them remained below ground, only coming out to tend to their crops and ranches.

Her people had visited and had made great strides in explaining the need to vaccinate against the plagues. They were halfway done with the project when something got her attention.

Apparently, a community of Neoapes living in the mountains regularly traded with the cave dwellers. When they heard about the Federation presence, they sent a representative to negotiate asylum for their entire clan.

She had at first put the matter aside, but when the ensign assigned to talk to the group got some intelligence he thought was of value, he managed to get his chain of command to listen.

She was glad the chimp had pushed the issue. He'd been right, and she'd accepted the asylum request. How they were going to sort it all out was a problem her people were still trying to figure out.

The apes had migrated to the planet centuries ago from the Tauren Confederation, escaping their borders in a ship that they had then sacrificed. They had managed to land in the mountains and preserved some of their tech and knowledge.

They'd passed on dark stories of internment camps for non-Taurens as well as a government with full Federation technology run amok. Some of their details were sketchy but the rest seemed to fit together and they had enough supporting evidence in the form of news files and videos to make her people give them the benefit of the doubt.

She was still coming to terms with an entire society with Federation technology including ansibles. The clan's silverback leader, Bao, had shown her a recording from Kai's address centuries ago.

Bao was old, one of the last of the original people from the Confederation left alive. He had explained that the Confederation had re-invented anti-geriatric treatments ages ago. The others who had come with him had died over the past century from natural causes and from the hard living in the mountains.

The electronic files they had were arranged in various databases. One had been educational material, another historical, another trade items. But one had been a pieced-together history of the Confederation with an eye towards their crimes and activities.

Bao's warning that the Taurens in the sector were not to be trusted raised all sorts of questions. She watched the video file with her staff as he explained why. “They have agents everywhere. They will kill anyone who talks about the Confederation and what they do there. They have A.I. and viruses to scrub electronic files. They've been putting ansibles in strategic places all over the sector for centuries,” he said with a shake of his head.

Janice hit the pause button and grimaced.

“Okay, who in the room is not happy about the boogeyman with Federation tech committing genocide?” the ship's A.I. asked. “We've confirmed this by the way, we A.I. I mean. We've gone through their electronic records. There is no sign of tampering or false records.”

Janice frowned thoughtfully, tapping her fingers on the table. She finally realized all eyes were on her so she cleared her throat. “So, if this is to believed, we've got an isolationist Tauren government of two dozen or so star systems, with more than one shipyard and a full navy, that is mostly hostile to other species,” Janice said. “Oh, and they've got ansibles and agents spread all over the sector so they no doubt know we are here. Did I hit all the high points?”

More than one officer shivered over that idea. She glanced at the other ship captains. None of them looked happy. They didn't dispute what she'd said either.

“You missed the fact that they've spent the past six or so centuries hoarding or reinventing Fed tech, ma'am,” her TAO Lieutenant Ike Lang stated. “I'm curious about their ships now.”

“I'm not sure I'd like to tangle with one myself,” her Neocanine XO, Lieutenant Commander Pat Mutt, drawled. “They are as bad as the pirates!”

Janice shook her head. “No, they are bottled up. The pirates are committing genocide all over the galaxy.”

Commander Mutt stared at her and then nodded. “Point, Ma'am.”

“They are probably dressing it up as fair and compassionate. We'll have to figure something out.”

“Great. So, what do we do, ma'am?” the TAO asked, cocking his head.

Janice snorted. “We get all the intel we can and confirmation and then pass it on to older and wiser heads to let them sort it out.” Her XO nodded. “What we don't need or want is to go in there half-cocked and piss them off, stirring up a hornet's nest. We definitely don't need a second front.” The XO winced. “Fortunately, we've got diplomats who can take point and get us some intel.”

“I'm not sure I want to be them.”

“Me neither to be honest. But that's why they are paid the big bucks.”

“So, what do we do about the intel? It's pretty radioactive.”

“Get as much as we can. Compile everything. Once we've gotten everything, I'll kick that courier loose with it all and some of the people to the capital and let them sort it out.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”
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Tau-O79XP

Oliver had just finished a check of the ship's systems and was working on a sweep of the star system when the long-range sensors picked up a hit.

He focused in with the ship's graviton detectors and confirmed the presence of multiple ships coming in—not just one but multiple ships. There was a 99.945 percent chance it was a pirate convoy of some sort, quite possibly similar or the same one that had infected the planet.

The A.I. immediately put a call in to the planet. Captain Dickens needed to do something and fast.
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Captain Twitch flicked his antenna and mandibles in annoyance when their escort announced that a small ship had broken orbit of the planet and was running for the distant planet. “There is no way we can catch them,” Good Hope's A.I. stated.

“Well, definitely not you,” the captain replied. “We may have a job to do on the planet,” the T'clock medic stated.

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Speaking of the planet, warm up the comm and see if we can get a response.”

“Aye, sir.”

“As to that ship, if the planet was infected and they made landfall, they are no doubt doomed.”

“Possible, sir. But if they carry the plague with them, they could spread it,” the A.I. reminded him.

The bug nodded, buzzing in irritation at that reminder.
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The crew of Oliver Twist had managed to get on board the yacht and underway for the distant Tau-2X78 jump point two days later. Their past encounters with the pirates had been fleeting; Oliver Twist was a yacht and a fast one. Most pirates were not interested in chasing a rabbit. A stern chase rarely ended well for the hunter if the distances were long enough. These pirates were no different; they moved the warship forward but let them go without giving chase.

“I'm sorry. I knew I dragged it out too long,” Doc said, scrubbing her face. “Did the warning get out to the people?”

“Yes,” Charles stated.

“They'll do what they normally do when the pirates come. Most will take cover and not resist,” his wife murmured.

Oliver had a different take on it though. He had been monitoring transmissions to the planet. “Actually, we were mistaken on the identity of the newcomers,” the A.I. stated after he received a third confirmation of what they'd all given up as impossible.

“Oh?” Charles asked.

“The ships are transmitting IFF. They are friendly. In fact, they are from the Federation,” the A.I. said. “At least one of the ships is a hospital ship, the Good Hope.”

Doc and the rest looked up and stared at the ship's A.I. avatar.

“Olley, that is not funny,” Carol said darkly. She frowned and looked away, lower lip quivering. “Not in the slightest.”

“Do you need to be debugged?” Charles demanded, rubbing his wife's shoulders in support. The last thing they needed was for Oliver to go down just before a jump while being chased by pirates.

“No, sir. I have confirmed the identities of the intruders. Furthermore, there are A.I. in their ships.”

“No frackin' way,” the chief muttered.

“Olley, I think we need to put a call in,” the captain said.

“Aye, sir, I thought you'd like to do that. The radio has been warmed up and is ready,” the A.I. stated.
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Captain Twitch was still puzzling out the native's story. If it was to be believed, they had been in the throes of the plagues but were almost over it. That was rather difficult to believe.

“The ship's IFF has been transmitted, sir. The yacht is not a pirate,” Good Hope's A.I. stated. “In fact, it is a Federation IFF.”

“Federation?”

“Yes, sir. The Oliver Twist. I'm in contact with their A.I. on a side channel. We're sending data packets due to the distances involved.”

“An A.I. and a Federation ship. What the devil is going on?”

“I'm not sure, sir, but I think they've got one heck of a story to tell,” the ship's captain stated. “We've got a Captain Dickens transmitting. The natives confirmed he and his crew have been using Federation medical tech to try to deal with the plagues.”

“I think I'd like to speak with this Captain Dickens,” the T'clock stated. “Very, very much so.”
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Tau-1929

Runner had sufficient hyperlog data as well as survey data of the star system to “skip” through it without stopping. Once they were on the other side, they reoriented and jumped into hyper for the last leg of their journey.
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Tau-1252

Phoebe remembered the adage that one good client bred seven more as she met with Miss Fickle. The woman represented a fabrication shop that was expanding into an industrial center. She smiled politely to the human female. “So, I think I've got something for you.”

“You do?” the woman asked.

“Yes,” Phoebe replied. She'd been tasked with doing market research for the machine shop. They wanted to mass produce something simple that would be in high demand. “I believe I do. You said space and something mass produced and high demand,” she said. The human woman nodded and crossed her legs. “Well,” Phoebe took out her tablet, keyed up an image, and then passed it over. “How about these?”

Miss Fickle flicked a finger to turn the tablet for a better view. Her brows knit. “Is that a shipping container? Are you serious?”

Phoebe nodded, getting enthused. “Shipping containers are used everywhere. We need them. As the economy picks up, they'll be needed all over the sector. Standard shipping containers will be used to move goods all across the galaxy again.”

Miss Fickle nodded slowly. “It's … different.”

“It's a way for you to corner the market on a steady and growing demand and not just the containers!”

“Not just the containers?”

“Of course not! You'll need to produce the equipment to move them, latch onto them, turnbuckles, and the works!”

The middle-aged woman sat back thoughtfully. Slowly she began to nod.

“You can turn out the sheet metal you said and bend it, right?” Phoebe prompted.

“Yes. I think … yeah, I think we can do something like this,” the woman said. “But the plans …”

“Are galactic standard. You can make them standard or custom. Mass produced would be standard sizes.

Miss Fickle smiled. “Well, if you can get me the designs and a contract, you'll have earned your shares as a fee. And they'll be worth a fortune if you are right!”

Phoebe grinned and picked up her drink. “I know,” she said wickedly, getting the other woman to smile and chuckle. “To the future. It's looking up,” Phoebe said.

<()>^<()>
 

Lebynthos

Félicité and Canterbury arrived together at the Asterion IX jump point in Lebynthos. They reported in by IFF as soon as their hyper wakes cleared.

Captain Vaser was not amused when Captain Thrill Seeker asked about having one or both of the ships stay on to replace them.

“You are so not funny,” she replied but couldn't help but grin a little at the teasing. “I like having my own command, but this ship needs a serious upgrade before I'd take her on again.”

“Understood,” Captain Thrill Seeker replied. “I believe you have some dispatches in the ansible memory to download.”

“Ah! Mail! Awesome. Thanks for pointing that out, Skipper,” the human captain replied. “I'd almost forgotten the ansible. Any news since we've been slogging along behind you?”

“Well, I only know what passes through here and what we get from the ansible. But, if you must know …”
  


 



Chapter 48
 

Tau-1252

Shelby rubbed her eyes but they refused to stop tearing up. She could feel Boni's presence but for the moment ignored it.

She sucked in some air and let it out in a soft sob. “Damn,” she muttered, wishing she had more control of her emotions. At least she'd gotten the news in private.

“Commodore Mayweather's death is hitting you hard,” Boni said sympathetically. The news had come in to the capital some time ago, but it had lagged in getting to them. She'd found out about it through the ansible only seven minutes prior and given the admiral's longstanding friendship with the late commodore had brought it to her attention.

“Yeah,” Shelby stated. “I don't know how I'm going to tell Janice,” she said miserably. “They grew up together,” she said sniffling. A robot brought in a tissue box. She smiled a wan smile at it and then used a tissue to dab her eyes and then a fresh one to blow her nose. “Renee was good people. She was one hell of a ship's captain—tough and fair minded. I tried to fit my own style to hers.”

“It shows,” Boni stated.

“I needed a bit more polish than Janice did. Janice was always on the bridge though,” she said, tucking her legs up as the sobs broke through her composure again. “And I don't know how I'm going to tell her,” she said, breaking down again.

“You will find a way. Eventually,” Boni said quietly. All sentient beings mourned, even A.I. to some degree. She knew it, but this was her first true experience with anguish in her host. She wished she could find a way to comfort the woman. It was times like these where she knew an organic required the sympathy of another being like them. Physical sympathy and comfort. They dealt with their grief through socializing, sharing it with others.

Well, she wasn't like them. But she could … she opened up a file from Captain Sprite. She adapted it to the admiral's smaller physique and then initialized the program slowly so as to not startle the woman.

Shelby felt the phantom hug and twisted but then realized what was happening. “Thanks,” she murmured softly.

“Anytime,” the A.I. replied in an equally soft voice.
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Abdul was grateful that the admiral had put the full carrier and battlecruiser lines on a low priority basis. Each was done, and they each had one ship in them but damn. After all, each sucked up three times the resources as the heavy cruiser line. They also didn't have the key components to finish out any hulls. At best they'd have barges by the time the ships left their building slips.

But, the admiral wanted a start made, and they'd certainly achieved that. And the first Kittyhawk III was nearing completion. She was easier and yet harder to build than a tin can. She lacked weapons and heavy armor and had greater interior holds, but those holds had to be built with reinforced structures to be able to span the distances and still handle the acceleration of the ship.

Scaling back on the destroyer line had allowed the CEV line to go full swing. They were already close to hitting their stride now that the yard dogs were familiar with the overall design. He was certain that the third CEV would hit the three-month standard build rate no problem.

Manning the ships and outfitting them would be someone else's problem though.
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Phoebe was surprised when Mister Zeloski took an interest in the idea of building a repair yard or slip. “I thought you were hands on? Small craft only?” she asked carefully.

He nodded. “I am. But I see what the navy can do. We can do it too.”

She nodded. “A ship is a big customer though. We're talking big pieces of equipment.”

He waved a scarred hand. That hand had been in some tight rough quarters over the years and it showed. “Don't give me that. We can do the basics. Electrical, plumbing, life support, power, engines, it's all macro I admit, but we are already doing all that for shuttles and tugs!” He shook his head. “You break it down into subsystems and then break it down into smaller and smaller blocks looking for the problem until you've run it down, then build back up.”

He looked away for a moment. “I know I'm not up for building a ship, at least not yet,” he said with a sudden hungry expression she hadn't seen before. He smiled. “But we can work in that direction at our own pace.”

She nodded slowly. “All right. So, what do you need from me?”

“Well, can you get in touch with your contacts and put me on the path to building a repair yard? And obviously, we're going to need investors. I know this will take time. Years maybe but I want to get us pointed in the right direction and get the ball rolling now.”

She nodded slowly. “I think I can do that. I am not sure if the navy still offers support but I can check. At the least you could hire an engineer to help with the basic design.”

Her client grinned. It was like an old dog; you couldn't resist feeling happy about that perfectly natural and rather infectious smile of delight. “Right. And didn't I hear a couple of civilian outfits built repair yards too? One in Antigua, another in Pyrax, and one in ET, right?”

“There are several in Antigua,” Phoebe said, nodding thoughtfully as she dredged her memory on the subject. She had some vague memories of them from the news. She used her implants to access the net to get more information. “Pyrax is the latest one; they took a long time to get sorted out. There are minor repair outfits starting up all over the Federation too and in Pi. Most are centered around the capital though.”

“Pi?”

“Pi sector. It's far away on the other side of Rho. We got word that the same ladies behind ETMI in Epsilon Triangula are setting up shop there too.”

She pursed her lips over that one. It seemed like Fred had made a mistake in choosing Tau over Pi.

“Oh,” he blinked. “Huh. Lots of competition,” he mumbled.

“Yeah, for Rho and Pi, not here!” she snorted as his expression cleared. “You'd have the sector to yourself for a while!” she said expansively. “Think of the possibilities!”

“Oh, I have. And I know the only competition is the navy and that yard in the Tauren Confederation. But no one has seen that one in centuries. It's closed anyway; they closed their borders.”

She wrinkled her nose and filed that tidbit away to talk to Fred about later. “Okay, so, you've got students coming in, you've got your centers working, you've got that new station under construction, a franchise offer, and you've got your first public outlay. I'm guessing you want to rewrite the business plan and shop for more investors while we do research?” He nodded smiling as she came on board with his plan. “You'll need to line up logistics like you did for the parts for the tugs and shuttles I suppose,” Phoebe said, pulling out her tablet and making notes. “I understand you can use some parts that a small craft can use?”

“Oh, yeah,” he said expansively. “A switch is a switch; a chip is a chip. Wiring too. You just need a heavier gauge when you are running higher power stuff. ODN cable is the same; we might need more of it. I can check those suppliers.”

“All right,” she said slowly. “I suggest you line up a good engineering team. People who know ships and know the business to help you get started. We might need consultants from Rho since there aren't any here.”

“I want this started now.”

“Well, we've got time. You can't rewrite a business plan and get investors on board in a couple of hours,” she said with a light laugh as she touched his arm. He grimaced but then nodded. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, I really do. But if you get in over your head it could come down around your ears. Or, you could open yourself up to a hostile takeover later and none of us want that.”

He frowned thoughtfully and then nodded. “Okay, so, do our homework, get things lined up, get the right people on board, support … what else?”

“Well, the government too, local and federal. I bet there are as many laws and such we'd have to explore as grants and other programs. And if there aren't grants, there should be. A little bit of judicious lobbying might get us some tax shelters and other things to help with the financial pinch of the startup.”

His face cleared and he nodded.

“Now, our senators here can be counted on to help. And delegates who have a vested interest, you know, those who have suppliers on their rocks or moons should be on board. But it doesn't hurt to verify that …”
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Three days after receiving the news about Renee, Shelby received an answer about another problem she'd been pushing a resolution for. Captain Sprite sent an ansible email confirming that Ensign Pons was to be pardoned.

She read the email twice and then went in person to inform the ensign. She found the young woman in her quarters reading. The young woman shot to her feet the moment she realized the importance of her visitor.

“Well, I've got some good news, Ensign,” she stated as she came into the room. The ensign hastily cleared a seat making Shelby smile slightly in memory of her own feelings when she'd been visited by a high ranking visitor.

“Ma'am?”

“I applied for a pardon for you from Admiral Irons. He has seen fit to grant it.”

Miley blinked uncertainly, then her face glowed. But she noted Shelby's expressionless mask and schooled her own features. Suddenly it hit her she had no idea what to do with her future. Her face fell as she realized she wouldn't be in the military custody anymore. She'd be on her own.

Freedom sounded great until you had to face the reality of finding a job she thought. “So, what does that mean, ma'am? If I try to go to a civilian life, I'm going to get killed. They'd space me the moment I got off the shuttle or worse.” She shivered.

“Well, that is a problem. I see three options for you, Ensign. You can try your luck in civilian life, change your name, and maybe you'd get somewhere. Maybe you can build a nice life on some backwater planet.”

Miley shivered. “I'm a spacer, ma'am, through and through. Pass on that. What's option two?” she asked, eyes imploring the admiral to help her.

“Well,” Shelby felt a knife twist in her. The girl had made her bed but had spent months trying to correct her error. “You might get a spacer position. Lying about your past could get your foot in the door, but it could get you killed. Coming out about it might be good since you'd be up front, but it could get you a lot of heartache. But I can see you may be getting a ship posting. There are civilian ships hurting for experienced personnel. Start at the bottom and you might work your way back up the ladder.”

Miley bit her lip and then nodded. “And option three?”

“Option three is you enlist.”

Miley's eyes went wide in surprise at that idea. “I can do that? Aren't I a convicted felon?”

“Yes, but the pardon clears your record. According to Lieutenant Black, that option is now on the table. You could try to get into any of the branches of the military or a local space guard or militia.”

Miley nodded. “Navy,” she said softly.

“I expected as much,” Shelby replied with a brief tight-lipped smile. “You'd have to start off at the bottom, most likely enlisted. You might be able to mustang to officer someday. But, I've got to warn you, it's a long hard road. People are going to be suspicious of you for years. You're going to have to buckle down and get the job done despite that.”

Miley bit her lip again, ducked her head and inhaled and exhaled. But finally she straightened her shoulders and looked up directly into Shelby's eyes. “Sign me up, ma'am.”
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Tortuga

Lieutenant Fixer was a tired bug, but she felt like they were finally getting somewhere. The survey of the star system was still far from complete no matter what some would say. Lightening Strike had turned up a half a dozen additional pirate caches in her database crunching. Only one had been booby trapped. That meant there might be more.

Every single warship frame had been booby trapped. That had been annoying. Two had been particular tough nuts to crack. They'd ended up dissolving the damn things with nanotech.

According to scuttlebutt from the prisoners, ships would cache some material in Tortuga or elsewhere. Most of it was elsewhere since there was no honor among thieves. That meant there could be megatons of material stashed all over the sector.

Her antennas twitched. If that pattern held true in every sector, there could be caches all over the galaxy. She was curious as to why they hadn't heard about this before. She put an inquiry to Lieutenant Prometheus to ask if it had come up in the enemy's captured databases.

The pirates had hauled an impressive amount of material to the star system. They were like magpies, collecting anything shiny. It made her wonder what they'd hauled off with them when they'd abandoned the star system.
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Ayumu checked the improvised brig module over carefully. He scrutinized every weld and every sunken fastener. They had used star-shaped fasteners that wouldn't be able to come out without the proper tool.

He was working on a freighter that had one hold turned into an improvised brig. The prisoners from the captured destroyer were to be transported back to the capital on the prize ship. He wanted to make sure he got it right and that they couldn't find some way to escape or harm the crew.

He'd already found out through the chief that after he signed off on the project it would be carefully inspected by Prometheus's master-at-arms and then stocked with the prisoners for the journey.

Everything looked good though. He tried a few of the fasteners and couldn't get his fingernails around them. Nothing was out of place, no way to knock a bar loose from the welded racks to use as a blunt force weapon. The head was secure too.

One thing he was certain of, he was glad he wasn't going to be traveling in the Spartan brig.
  


 



Chapter 49
 

Dead Man's Hand

Zeng He was at full battle stations as she exited well outside the normal jump zone of the Tau-R1555 Sparkling Delta jump point. The ship had a bit of a bumpy transition; the space had a bit more debris from the Helios cloud than expected. But they came in cleanly with only node wear and no damage.

The XO oversaw the securing of the ship from jump while the captain stared intently at the plot. “Come on,” he buzzed, mandibles and antenna flicking. He realized he was making the crew nervous but he couldn't help it. He was nervous. They had a right to be nervous. They were in enemy territory.

“Sir, ship is secure from jump. Hyper wake is clearing. Should we go into stealth?”

“Not yet. Not until we're sure of what's around us. Launch our first recon drone with a course towards the enemy base as soon as we have a fix. By then we should know which way to go.”

“Aye aye, sir.”
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Admiral Ishmael had assigned two destroyers to the Sparkling Delta picket duty. One light cruiser, the Black Bart, was opposite them of the jump point; she was under stealth though. Captain Ned Lowe, Captain of the Charger class destroyer, Picador had command of the destroyer division by age and sheer willpower of the captains involved. His bridge watch immediately sent an alert in while the XO and senior officers were still coming to the bridge.

Both ships were well aware that they were the pointy tip of the spear for a reason; their ships were fast but also expendable. That didn't make them interested in taking any more chances than they had to.

Both captains tended to talk a good game though, and the bonus the admiral had offered had paid the bills for a while. But the duty was a boring one. They had a week and two days before their duty shift ended and two privateers took over. But apparently, their luck had given out.

That had ended abruptly with their unexpected visitor. “The intruder is fifteen million kilometers out from the center of the jump zone, on a heading of two degrees by plus fifty-six degrees.”

“So, she's not where she's supposed to be,” Captain Lowe growled. “Either her crew fracked up or we've got a problem.”

“Aye,” the XO said, looking worried.

“Steady, number one. Let's see what we can see but send an update to the admiral.”

“Aye aye. Update the admiral, aye, sir.”

“No IFF?”

“No, sir.”

“Of course not. That would be too much to hope for,” the captain sighed. “My question is, is it Hochi frackin' around or did he screwup?”

The XO shrugged helplessly when the captain looked at him.

“Yeah, that's pretty much what I thought,” the captain said, eyes returning to the plot.
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“We've got two tin cans twenty-one million kilometers from us on a heading of zero by down fifty-seven degrees,” CIC reported. “They are too far out to get a solid class at this time,” the rating said apologetically.

“No one else?”

“Not that we can see. There might be one or two more ships lurking in stealth, sir.”

“Fine.”

“Labeling the destroyers Tango One and Two,” the TAO intoned.

“Status change!” We're getting IFF challenges from Tango One. They are moving. Gravitronics say they have shifted position.”

“Understood. Guns, should we give them a surprise or hold off?”

“I'd say hold off. If we give them our best Sunday punch, we won't have it later,” the TAO stated.

“Understood. Launch recon drones then and then we'll go with rabbit two,” the captain stated.

“Launch recon drones and then implement rabbit two, aye, sir,” the TAO said in unison with the XO, bosun, and ship's A.I.

The captain signaled first-degree amusement. “I love it when we're all on the same page.” That earned a chuckle from the bridge watch.
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“Intruder is moving out. Correction, we now have three tracks,” CIC reported, sounding annoyed. “Damn they've got powerful decoys! They've got to be decoys, right?”

The captain pursed his lips in annoyance at overhearing the chatter. He had come to the same conclusion. It didn't bode well for the ship being a friendly.

“All three tracks are fading into stealth. We have a last known location and projected heading,” CIC reported, clearly frustrated with the situation.

The captain studied the plot with the blinking icons and blinking dotted lines of a projected course. All of them were away from his ship. That was the last clue he needed to verify what he already knew.

“Comm, alert the admiral the intruder is most definitely a hostile,” he intoned flatly.
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Admiral Ishmael sat down in the barber's chair and chuffed at Joe the barber as the Neochimp teased him about getting a perm. “Just a trim, get rid of the dead ends. Nothing fancy and no bows. The girls might like it but I certainly won't,” the lion growled.

“Just a trim nothing adventurous, right, gotcha,” the chimp said, smacking his hands together and rubbing them.

He started in with scissors, snipping and combing. The Neocat closed his eyes and luxuriated in the pampering.

“So, going to let them go soon?”

“Who go?” the admiral growled. He got his best scuttlebutt from the chimp. Everyone talked to him.

“The lords. They are getting restless to go out hunting, even if it's in pairs,” the chimp said as his gentle fingers tipped the admiral's muzzle up to trim at his beard.

“Hurr,” the cat grumbled.

“That a maybe?”

“That's a I don't know yet. Is the grumbling bad?”

“Getting there. There is a lot of bellyaching about running low on supplies, supplies getting expensive, crews getting restless and wanting to go out. They all want to head north though, which means they'll be tripping over each other,” the chimp stated.

“Maybe you should be the admiral and not me. You figured that part out. I don't think they have yet,” Leonidas growled.

“Oh, some have. Hammer for one. Gutt is another. A couple of the others. Some want to strike out west. Gutt, if you can believe it, wants to go back south and pick behind the enemy lines.”

“Ah,” the admiral rumbled. “He would.”

“So, what are you going to do?” the chimp asked.

The cat chuffed. “That's for me to know and you lot to guess,” he said.

The chimp chuffed, patting him on the shoulder. “What is it?” he said in a sharp tone of voice as the smell of a fresh person came into the room.

The Neolion opened his eyes to look at the guard by the door. “Sorry to interrupt, Admiral, but we've got sort of a situation,” the bear stated.

“Sort of a situation? What sort of a situation?” the admiral asked, memory going back to Tortuga and that ghastly night.

“We just received an alert. I think you need to see this,” the bear said, holding out a tablet.

The admiral sat up and took the tablet. He looked at it, studying the information but shaded it from the chimp's view. No doubt the news that he'd gotten bad news would make its way around the scuttlebutt grapevine anyway, but he could at least limit what they knew.

“I'll be on the bridge in a few minutes,” the lion said, handing the tablet back. “Have Captain Baker order pursuit.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Finish up, Joe, I've got work to do,” the admiral growled, closing his eyes and sitting back once more.

“Aye aye, Admiral,” the chimp said quietly as he got back to work with his scissors and comb.
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Captain Baker felt his fur rise, a sure sign he was pissed. “Here we go, again,” he swore, mouth writhing in silent curses. He didn't know if it was just a scout or real trouble. At this point he didn't really care. He just wanted to be elsewhere. He was pretty sure most of the other pirate lords were feeling the same thing.

The problem was they really didn't have any other place to go. Harlot's Dream maybe, but it was too close to the Confederation and had dick all for resources. Virgin Holes was also close to the Feds, uncomfortably close.

Which made the idea of heading north into Upsilon all the more appealing every day. The problem was it was a long journey. Jumping between sectors took a lot of supplies and fuel. They hadn't received anything from Upsilon in decades.

“Sir, we're still squaring away,” the TAO said, looking vexed. “I'm a bit out of my element,” he grumbled.

“Keep on it. There is a checklist for a reason, use it,” the captain growled as he paced the bridge.

He was still dealing with his missing XO too. Dolon had either gone AWOL or was possibly dead. Wilda wasn't saying either way nor were any of her engineers.

Given that she would normally be sulking and complaining if she hadn't caught him, it didn't bode well for the Neowolf. This was the worst time to have a hole in his chain of command too.
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Captain Gutt heard the alert and sighed. “So much for Fisher,” he grumbled.

“Sir?”

“Something happened to Fisher or they outran her here,” he said with a shake of his head. “Either way, she's cat chow when the admiral gets his claws on her.”

“Oh, aye. Sir, what do you want us to do?” Squint asked.

The captain leered, a clean sign he was up to something. “Be us not pirates? And there be more of us than the one lone ship. March to the sound of the guns, mates! We be eating navy liver tonight!”

The yars from the crew were half-hearted but there.
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“Admiral,” Captain Baker said, nodding courteously to the admiral as the neolion paused in the hatch.

“Admiral on the deck,” the watch said but the admiral growled as he came onto the bridge. “Status report?”

“It's definitely an enemy ship,” Kix reported, coming over to the admiral's side. “She went into stealth and is avoiding our ships.” He turned to the plot. They noted Black Corsage moving towards the jump point.

“And she got past Hochi and Fisher. Either they went around or they bailed or worse,” the TAO said in disgust.

The admiral considered that statement and then nodded once. It could be that the navy outran them but he doubted it. You didn't leave an enemy in your rear, that he'd confirmed in his studies.

“What do we do, sir? Do you want to dispatch a cruiser force to run them down?” Kix asked suggestively.

“Tempting,” the admiral said, stroking his chin gently with his claw tips. “Aye. Send Gutt and Hammer with a cruiser each. Be good training,” the admiral said, good eye twinkling. He studied the plot and then turned away. “And make it clear, I be offerin' a bounty for the first ship or ships to kill or capture the navy interloper,” he growled.

That perked the crew up.
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Captain Hammer ran a hand thorough his hair and then groaned when the orders came in from Black Death. His division was to work with the Black Corsage division to go after the enemy ship, if the ships there didn't catch her first.

The thought of a reward was a nice touch, but it didn't do dick all if his ship was shot up and he was dead.

“Helm, plot a course to the jump point. Guns, coordinate with our 'partner' as well as Black Corsage and the other ships. We need to fight this navy ship smart. Trap it and kill it if we don't drive it off.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

Driving it off was the best they could hope for he thought in annoyance. If he was the enemy ship captain, he wouldn't linger overlong with four cruisers headed in his direction.
  


 



Chapter 50
 

Zeng He maneuvered to get clear of the two hunting destroyers easily. They fell for the bait, going for the center of the two decoys they'd sent off on tangent courses.

The decoys had matched their stealthed sensor profile perfectly. Each was programmed to go dark and remain on a ballistic course. If they had time, they'd recover them.

Most people assumed that a ship would stay in the center and send a decoy out on either flank. Captain Zeb had taken advantage of that. But their course had sent them to the far side of the jump zone. It was only when they got within ten million kilometers that the ship's neutrino detectors picked up a lurking cruiser waiting on that side. She had done a good job of masking her heat and other signatures, but her neutrinos from her fusion reactors and warm fusion sublight engines gave her away.

The good news was that the two tin cans had gone after the center decoy and were too far out of support range of the pirate cruiser for the moment. The bad news was that they were fairly certain the light cruiser had a sniff of them and was closing in.

“We could program one of the decoys to flare their drive a little, draw them off of our scent,” the TAO stated.

“It might work,” the XO mused.

It became increasingly obvious though as time went on that the light cruiser wasn't going to be fooled that easily.

“She definitely has a whiff of us now. That cloud of debris we had to pass through let them know it's us,” CIC reported a shift later.

“They are oriented on us,” the TAO stated. “I don't like being hunted. They haven't gotten underway yet but we're going to pass near enough to them for them to be in a perfect ambush position. Unless we change course,” he said.

“We're in a cat and mouse situation,” the XO said, turning to the captain expectantly.

“Yeah, but the difference is, we're a mouse that has sharp teeth, and it's not wise to corner us,” the TAO growled.

“Aye. I think it's time we showed them why, Guns,” the captain replied with a hand sign of first-degree agreement. One of their mission goals was to send a message. A message to the pirates not to mess with a navy warship; you just got sorry and sore.
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Captain Dumire smirked as he checked the take from the recon drones. He had three and had deployed all three in a three dimensional triangular formation with his ship being the fourth point. They had the enemy ship in that area, and his people were trying to narrow down the triangulation. As soon as they had a refined tract, he'd lock on and fire.

He had no intention of transmitting the location of the enemy ship. After all, the admiral's transmission had offered a reward. Why share it with anyone else?

He grinned evilly.

His grin died abruptly as four missile pods unleashed forty missiles at his ship.

“Vampire! Multiple vampires on a heading of two-eight-zero by mark one-four positive! Time to impact one-twenty-one seconds!” CIC said as he blinked.

The hunter had just become the hunted.
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Captain Zeb flicked his antenna as he watched the enemy light cruiser try to fight off the forty missiles. They'd caught them unaware and with their ship still in stealth mode. It had taken them a precious minute to clear for action. They were still trying to spit out counter missiles and point defense fire when the missiles went into final acquisition mode and began to ramp up their ECM and spit munitions.

He noted his tactical department and sensors were drinking the ship's death throws in, making careful dispassionate note of everything they could for later analysis. The enemy ship was fighting for its life so hard she didn't even try to fire back on his ship.

He had used four of the six missile pods he had with him. He had two more along with a couple of supply pods, a half dozen more drones, and four weapon platforms.

The weapons and equipment were there to get any potential heat off of him and to send that message not to get too close. As the enemy ship turned into a debris cloud, he was pretty sure the message was going to sink in.
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Captain Lowe's eyes went wide when he heard the stunned report of Black Bart's demise. “To hell with this!” he said, noting his crew were frightened. “We're not getting paid if we're dead! Break off the pursuit!”

“Sir?”

“You heard me!” He lunged out of his chair, went to the helm and yanked the yoke hard over. “Get us the hell out of here. We can't fight that!”
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“I think the destroyers got the message, sir. They are breaking off and moving to get clear of the area,” a CIC rating reported with just a hint of smug satisfaction in her voice.

“But the four cruisers aren't so easily spooked. They are still coming on strong. But the other ships behind them have suddenly slowed,” the captain noted as he studied the plot. “Well, I think a part of our message has been received. Let's see if we can have fun playing cat and mouse again to give them another taste,” the bug stated.

“ID tag Tango Four as Black Corsage, sir,” the A.I. reported. “Ninety percent accuracy on that,” the A.I. concluded.

“Very well,” Captain Zeb stated. “Time for a little hide and seek.”
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Admiral Ishmael was awakened with the report of a cruiser's death. At first he thought it was the intruder, then realized that was too much to hope for.

“So much for Dumire,” he murmured. That shook him; Jason was a cunning hunter. He frowned and then growled at himself as he rose out of the comfortable tangle of bodies. Operative word there, Leonidas, was, he reminded himself tartly.

As he did a quick grooming and got dressed, his sleepy mind came fully awake with the realization that the death of Black Bart would hit the pirate lords like a bomb. A one-on-one encounter had killed one of their own, right in front of them, and the enemy hadn't gotten hit hard if at all. That didn't bode well for his chances of keeping them in line for much longer.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Dab had given up chasing her wayward “husband” after the second week. He hadn't turned up on the flagship and knew that if he hadn't by now he had no intention of doing so. The admiral alone would skin him.

That sucked. What sucked even more was that the enemy had found them and had made no bones about their ability to take out a ship of equal mass and firepower without breaking much of a sweat.

“We've got to do something,” Captain Black said.

“Yeah. Wrap up the current project. I don't care what they say, just get them back into space and out of our fur,” she growled as she came to a decision. “We need to find a way to evacuate in a hurry.”

“What of the yard?” Captain Black demanded. “We're next to useless without it!”

“We're no good if we're dead!” she growled right back. He cringed away only slightly but then nodded.

“Look into the ships we used to get it here. Get moving on that. If I know the admiral, he'll want us to do something soon.”

“Aye aye, ma’am.”

<()>^<()>
 

Ex-commander Dolon Lyacon had managed to survive on the base. He'd been hiding out after the gnolls had sent hunting parties in for him. That had been the last straw for him. If the admiral wasn't going to extend his protection to him, then he suffered no illusions of any lingering loyalty to him or to Cap'n Baker. They were on their own. He'd done enough to change his identity to blend in. Scent maskers had helped him keep one step ahead of the gnolls.

He'd been working some contacts to find a way off the base. Surely a ship that wouldn't ask too many questions and was willing to take a little risk with him would be interested in taking him on. He knew he wouldn't get his old position but damn!

When he heard about the intruder, his search for an escape took on a whole new meaning.

<()>^<()>
 

Six days after their arrival the four enemy cruisers were still on the hunt for his ship. They'd done a fair enough job chasing Zeng He, but he'd had enough decoys to use to draw them off his scent when they got a little too close for comfort.

He had also gone in a direction they hadn't expected, low on the stellar map and towards the inner star system and away from the jump point. They had managed to quietly recover two decoy drones and service them for reuse but he'd lost six. He had only three left.

He didn't like the odds of tangling with the enemy cruisers. They were staying together, hunting as divisions and several of the enemy cruisers had pitched in with their active sensors. The sensors didn't do much at distance, but they did seem to act as beaters. With the pods and weapon platforms still limpeted to his hull, he had to turn his ship to keep them away from active sensors.

It was all a game, a game with life and death consequences should he slip up. But it was a game he'd practiced before and they hadn't.

<()>^<()>
 

One week into chasing the enemy cruiser and Captain Gutt and Captain Baker were nowhere near catching her. They had gotten enough of a sniff to realize it was a North Hampton class light cruiser, but nothing else, which frustrated the hell out of them.

The four ships were getting steadily razzed by the other pirate lords for being shown up. That they couldn't seem to nail the little shit down was ominous too. And seeing Black Bart getting torn apart didn't sit well with any of them. Gutt might talk a good game but he kept with his division mate.

Halfway through the seventh day, the admiral finally acted to move the bulk of his cruisers to the jump point and to organize them to search in a grid pattern to find and kill the interloper. He also issued orders for Captain Dab to look into breaking down the factory ship and yard and evacuate.

That had set off a firestorm on the base as people rushed to the freighters and other ships.

“This is just like before,” Kix said with a shake of his head.

“I know. We're pirates; we've got more ships. We're supposed to be smarter than this.”

“Apparently not.”

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Zeb knew his crew were a little nervous about the pirate fleet movement. But that was all a part of the plan. He was still considering what course to ultimately take on when an alert sounded.

“Sir, a force has jumped in at the Sparkling Delta jump point. It's a big jump, multiple ships.”

The XO grinned. “It looks like Remarkable has arrived. The cavalry is here,” he said triumphantly.

“Yeah. Now we'll see a real show,” the TAO said with his own grin.

“Helm, make for the Deep Rivers jump point. Take the roundabout route but get us there in three days or less. We have a new phase of the mission,” the captain ordered crisply.

“Make for the Deep Rivers jump point, aye, sir, Helm, make your course five-five degrees starboard by mark five degrees positive axis. Maintain current speed.”

“Make heading five-five degrees starboard by mark five positive and maintain speed, aye, sir,” the helmsman echoed.

This next part was going to be a little tricky. He wasn't at all thrilled about his orders, but he fully intended to carry them out to the best of his ability.
  


 



Chapter 51
 

Captain Rogers crossed his arms as he surveyed the ships lining up against his command—thirty-nine. Thirty-nine warships. He had a bare eight without counting Zeng He, which was well out of support range anyway, and the twelve gunships with the support ships.

Remarkable and her task force was just a tad outnumbered and outgunned. Even more so when you factored in that he only had three heavy cruisers to the enemy's seven heavy cruisers and battlecruiser. The other cruisers were just adding insult to injury.

From the look of it, he'd been right; Zed's detour to kill Seydlitz had shortened Zeng He's lead to one week. It was just as well. And, from the spreading cloud of debris off his starboard side Zeng He had gotten some action here too.

Unless that debris cloud was Zeng He. He hoped not. He needed every advantage he could get if Commander Coglin's plan was going to succeed.

“Make sure Admiral
Sprague and the other CEVs have their ECM locked and spoofing properly. We want to give the proper appearance,” the captain intoned.

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Your move,” he murmured, eyeing the enemy ships on his plot.

<()>^<()>
 

“Sir! Ten, twelve, make that fourteen unknown ships have just jumped in at the Sparkling Delta jump point!” an excited CIC rating reported.

“I see it,” the admiral rumbled. He was surprised by the attack; it was happening rather quickly. Quickly but with a small force he thought.

As the plot began to settle down, his long-range sensors began to make order out of the chaos of the unknown ship's arrivals. They had come in as one group but had quickly broken down into two distinct forces, one with five warships in the lead, the other with three tin cans and what appeared to be a gaggle of support ships behind them.

“They are so screwed. We'll eat them alive!” a rating stage whispered. The bosun went over and cuffed the miscreant into cringing silence.

“What the hell does she think she's doing? And why so few ships?” the admiral murmured, stroking his beard as he studied the plot.

“I don't like it. It's too easy,” Kix said.

“I know. I don't either. But I'm not going to complain if the enemy sends us small bites to chew up and spit out or swallow,” the admiral growled. “Let's see if we can get around them to get at the soft rear. I'd like to take one or more of those support ships intact,” he growled.

“It'd pay some bills, sir, including a small down payment on the revenge tab,” Kix said. “But they almost have to have more than just spare parts on board them,” the Neochimp said.

The admiral's good eye glittered. Slowly he nodded as he continued to stroke his beard. “I'm betting they are stuffed with more of those blasted missile pods and weapon platforms,” he growled.

Kix nodded. “Good thought, sir,” he said. “They could have a few on the cruisers too. Do you believe they intend to fight a running battle? Fire off the missile pods then fall back on the support ships for a resupply?”

The Neolion growled softly but nodded. “It's a distinct possibility,” he growled softly.

<()>^<()>
 

There was no sense of order on the base or the shipyard. Full panic had hit the base with the usual consequences as the people trapped on the base began to riot. They had nowhere to go, but they still tried to mob the boat bays and locks to find a way off the rock.

Doctor Perez was trying to find her own way off when a Neowolf bumped into her. He growled but then his eyes flickered as if he recognized her. “Doctor?”

“You know me?”

“Yes,” Dolon said, rubbing his left bicep instinctively. Some of the shots had gone in his arm, others into his rear. He wasn't about to rub his rear in public though.

“I've got a ship, maybe,” she said, biting her lip briefly. “But I don't have a crew or a way off this rock,” she said.

He stared at her and then finally nodded. “Let me see what we can do. Stick close,” he growled to her. She nodded and kept close to him. Within minutes he'd gathered several people to their cause.

<()>^<()>
 

Zeng He noted the divisions that had been hunting them had abandoned the chase. With no enemy near, Captain Zeb ordered the ship to momentarily drop out of stealth and use her tachyon transceiver to upload the ship's logs and files. He had them lay a laser on two messenger buoys his ship had dropped to upload the carefully gathered and priceless intelligence as well.

It took time for the ship to upload a week's worth of recon and tactical data. Time they sat nervously waiting for one of the enemy divisions to turn and pounce on them. But the two cruiser divisions had come about and were more focused on Remarkable at the moment. In fact, just about every enemy ship was focused intensely on the intruding task force.

The light cruiser uploaded quite a bit of information, including everything on their recent engagements with the pirates plus everything they had so far detected. ECM, sensor profiles, reactions, counter missiles, transmission frequencies and encryption, radar and lidar frequencies and sweep patterns, speed of ships, the works went into the transmission.

Once the upload was complete, they appended their location and then dropped back into stealth with none of the enemy ships the wiser.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Rogers nodded as his tactical department got busy with the upload. So, Zeng He had survived. That was one mighty weight lifted off his shoulders. And she'd done well too; she'd taken out another enemy ship along the way. Everything they were uploading to his command made their mission's success rate climb.

He doubted they'd manage a cyberattack. Possibly an intrusion with the freighters, base, and yard, but distance was a disadvantage for the A.I. And once an attack started, the enemy would no doubt alert their brethren and institute counter measures.

The mission had been primarily structured as a raid in force to throw the pirates back on the defense and prevent them from planning or mounting an offense or having the resources to do so or to rebuild. Their primary target was the yard and stores, though he wouldn't mind taking out the base. There might be enemy NC on board, but they were in the war too. They provided comfort and support to the enemy.

No, on second thought, a feint against the base might stir the enemy warships up to fight harder. It was best to avoid the base. He passed on an order to do so.

It looked like the ECM mask the carriers were keeping up was holding. The three ships looked like tin cans from this distance. He had also kept them with the support ships as if they were escorts. Demon Chaser and Herd Culler were out in front of his trio of his cruisers acting as a conventional screen.

Curfew was on Remarkable's starboard flank, Strike in the Dark on her port flank. He wasn't certain if they'd actually see much combat if Commander Corbin's plan worked half as well as they were expecting.

He noted the A.I. were busy processing the information along with the various departments on the ships. But he also noted the status board as the three carriers began to quietly launch their broods as planned.

The Admiralty might have ordered just a raid but he had his own ideas on what entitled a raid. And Commander Coglin's people had heartily agreed with him.

<()>^<()>
 

Commander Coglin flicked his ears but tried to remain stoic as his wing performed a magnum launch. The Neocheetah was excited like the rest of his pilots but couldn't show it. He shouldn't be excited; he was about to spend a lot of time in a suit in the tight confines of his cockpit. Days, in the cockpit, quite possibly dying in the cockpit.

That would suck, he thought, and not just because he might run out of life support. He checked the status board and nodded. They'd been prepped for the magnum launch, and things were going smoothly. No last-minute down gripes or other issues. The two other CEVs, Admiral Archer and Admiral Nagumo, reported a clean launch too.

His attention turned to the big picture. It looked like things were falling into place just as he'd hoped. And he was about to play a big role in what was to come. That was cool.

<()>^<()>
 

The entire scenario made Ishmael wary. He continued to wonder why the navy was courting battle with inferior numbers and fire power. It was not normal; in fact, it went contrary to everything in the book.

He had thirty-nine warships to their eight. Eight warships of which three were heavy cruisers and five were tin cans. He knew she had more than that. Something else was going on here; he just wasn't seeing it.

He ordered the freighters to get loaded and prepare to run. He wasn't surprised when a few hours later he was told they were already doing that and some ships were already running.

“I think they are jumping the gun,” he said with a shake of his head. “Comm, remind them of the enemy numbers. Let's not panic and get ahead of ourselves here.”

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Dab got the news and went to her command center in time to see most of her staff already trying to do something. “Oh sure, now he tells us to run. Like we can load that thing in a couple of hours?!?” Captain Black snarled. “That gantry ship took us weeks to get the factory ship set in her!”

“Do what you can with what we've got,” Captain Dab replied firmly. “At least he finally gave us the go ahead. Not that I was willing to wait for much longer,” she said. “What can we do about the factory module?”

“That's the big one,” the captain sighed. “I've got work parties pulling gear off the slips. We can look into building new ones later if there is a later. But some of that hardware is irreplaceable.”

She nodded and crossed her arms.

“We can detach some of the modules from the central core of the factory ship in another half hour,” he said, checking the clock. “One or two might be ready to go now.”

“Get them off. Get tugs to move them into the holds.”

“That's a problem; we don't have damn ships!” the human captain said in despair.

“We don't?” she asked, eyes wide.

“No! The ships we were supposed to have are already leaving! It's a cluster grope out there! And the gantry ship we used to move the factory module is offline. She's got to be restarted and that takes time,” he said. “Time we may not have plus crew.”

She snorted. “Time we've got. They won't be here for another couple of days, and they have to get through the admiral first. Remember how the force sizes are different,” she said. “As far as crew goes, we just need someone to run the helm and navigate. We're engineers, damn it!” she turned to her people, voice rising to address them all. “I expect you to work the problem not run around like headless chickens! Now get organized for this evacuation and get on with it! Or I'll space you all and find someone who can do the damn job!”

She spun in place. When no one moved, her right hand dropped to her neural lash. “Get to it people!”

That had them scrambling and yipping back into action.

Captain Black immediately started to make some calls, but he kept thinking about her line about force sizes. He vaguely remembered a story about a big guy and a little guy and how it hadn't turned out well for the big guy at all.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Rogers watched the three carriers finish their magnum launch. A standard CEV had six squadrons each. One squadron was a support squadron so it remained on board. Each squadron launched and formed up in a holding pattern loop around their carrier until the entire brood was off their mother ship.

Admiral Sprague was the odd duck out; she carried three Cobra general purpose fighters and two Mitchell bomber squadrons. The other two carriers had a slightly different squadron mix. They had two general purpose squadrons each, one each of dedicated interceptors, and two bomber squadrons.

The fighters from the cruisers and destroyers were his reserve and close-in protection. Not that he expected them to be needed in the initial stages.

One squadron of general purpose fighters went with two bomber squadrons in three different attack formations. The rest of the fighters and interceptors were also organized by ship group but stuck together and headed directly for the enemy formation.

Commander Coglin had probably lined up support craft to launch for SAR and refueling duties. As he watched the fighters faded from their close-in sensors.

Within minutes they were just more specks in the endless night around them.

<()>^<()>
 

“So, the support ships,” the TAO said.

“Aye, what about them?” the admiral asked, turning to the tactical officer.

“Why? We've identified two as couriers, those I get. But one is a tanker, okay, yeah, fine. That leaves these three,” he pointed to the last three. “One has to have supplies. And we've detected additional fusion drives warming up.”

“Gunboats?” Kix asked, coming over to stand next to the admiral.

“Aye,” the admiral said with a wary nod. “My bet is one or more of those ships is outfitted as a munitions collier. They are probably stuffed to the deck heads with more of those blasted missile pods and weapon platforms me thinks,” the admiral growled.

He turned and strode over to the main plot. “No doubt they've got their fill attached to the exteriors of yon hulls,” he said, pointing to the warships in the lead. They'd shaken out into the two destroyers alongside each other with the three cruisers forming a loose triangle behind them.

“So, they have to have enough fire support to handle the weapon controls,” Kix said, turning to the TAO. “What do you think?”

“I'd say each cruiser can handle six, maybe eight missile pods and four to six weapon platforms. Dump them off, code them with what you want to hit and then keep a running update. It's when the missiles are in space that you've got telemetry control issues.”

“That cruiser that took out Black Bart fired what, four missile pods?”

“Had to have been. They were too tight for a stacked broadside or an off-bore one,” the TAO stated.

“Last time they loaded the gunboats with torpedoes. They've got the legs to strike us. Do you think more of the same? Using one of the colliers as what, an improvised carrier?”

“It's possible,” the admiral rumbled.

<()>^<()>
 

Zeng He noted the gaggle of ships spreading for the distant jump points. There was nothing they could do about the thirty-two ships heading to two of the jump points. And the twenty-seven ships that got to the Deep Rivers jump point ahead of them would most likely jump and be out of reach … unless they foolishly lingered. At least four ships were having trouble with their hyperdrives.

That left twenty-seven ships, of which seven were still in port with cold nodes. According to their intercepted radio chatter, the remaining twenty were trying frantically to get underway.

Captain Zeb authorized his ship's A.I., Lieutenant JG Tong, to begin the first phase.

Lieutenant Tong had crafted and prepared his bots and virus packaged carefully. The hardest part was finding a way to get them into the local networks and ship nets without being traced or noticed. But, with the chaos going on at the port, his chances were good that no one would notice.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Rogers had twelve gunships on the four support ships. They launched and then made a show of loading up missile pods. Each could only handle a pair of missile pods or a pair of weapon platforms. Eight of the gunships made a show of moving out with their payloads at a slower than usual pace to set up nearby.

He hoped it wasn't too obvious what they were doing.

He expected the fighters to kick off phase 2 when they moved into final strike range. Then things would get interesting.

<()>^<()>
 

Admiral Ishmael wasn't the only one wary of the enemy gunboats. He painfully remembered the bait and switch role those ships had played on him in Tau-1252. Too late he realized they'd put too much emphasis on ship combat and not enough on fighter and bomber defenses.

“Sir, we've got four privateers and one cruiser attempting to come about without orders,” CIC warned.

Kix looked up with a scowl, but the admiral roared, instantly silencing the bridge deck. His claw stabbed the transmit key, opening a channel to all ships. “All ships, this is Admiral Ishmael. The first mangy cur to turn tail I'll shoot ‘em in the arse! Stay the course or it's the locker for the lot of ya!” He snarled then hit the disconnect key.

“Guns, line up a shot on the nearest cur turning yellow and fire a single warning shot. That should get their attention.”

The single graser fire was enough to get the ships back in line. But Leonidas knew it was a major crack in his control of his people.

“Have Black Corsage shore up the right flank. Saladin the left. We'll remain in the center,” he growled.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Rogers couldn't help but smile briefly at the report of cracks in the enemy's ranks. So, the psych people had been right. The pirates were getting ready to crack. Things might work out for them after all.
  


 



Chapter 52
 

Halfway to their destination, the fighters and interceptors let their stealth waver enough to give the enemy a peek at them. Commander Coglin wasn't the only one who hated it, but it was an important part of the overall plan.

<()>^<()>
 

“Enemy fighters directly ahead of us!” CIC reported. “We're making out high numbers; it looks like their acceleration is burning thorough their stealth,” the rating stated.

“What sort of numbers are we looking at?” Captain Baker said, taking a sip of his coffee. He'd had a stim an hour ago, but it wasn't enough to stay alert. He really needed to go down for a short nap before any engagement, but it looked like he wasn't going to have that luxury.

He looked at the plot as it began to populate. Clusters of icons appeared like red leprous boils. “That's a lot of fighters, more than they should have,” he growled when they thought they had a hard number. “Seventy-two, not good,” he murmured. “Launch the fighters!” he ordered, turning to the admiral's ready room.

Leonidas had been smart about going down for a nap and avoiding the coffee and stims. He might regret it later though.

“Any fighter that can't launch is to have her ground crew and pilot walk the plank!” he snarled, turning back to the bridge watch. “Make that perfectly clear! No excuses!”

<()>^<()>
 

Thirty-five pirate fighters of various types launched. Two reported problems right away and tried to turn back to their mother ships but were denied re-entry. Reluctantly, they fell in behind the others.

Pirate pilots were flamboyant and boistress; they knew they were good. They decked their fighters out with symbols and paint jobs to awe and terrify the enemy. A few might even hold up that reputation. They definitely cleaned anyone else's clock in sims or in the rare fight duels that had cropped up over the years.

But every single one of them knew they were going up against a prepared opponent. One that outnumbered them two to one.

Only six of the thirty-five had missiles. They tried for an extreme range pass, but three of the missiles failed to fire. One detonated perilously close to its launching craft, sending the fighter into a hard spin and jink as fragments of debris peppered her undercarriage.

The missiles were intercepted well before they could do any damage. The interceptors took the lead. These were specially built Cobra fighters designed from the outset as space interceptors. Each pair took one enemy fighter and went after it with a pair of missiles. The pirate fighters broke and tried to run.

Few managed to get very far away before the missiles found them.

With the mother ships egging them on from behind, the remaining pirates had little choice but to move into dog fighting range even as the enemy fighters fired volleys of missiles at them. They began to die in droves before they could even fire back.

The mounting losses threw those in the rear into a panic. They broke ranks and tried to run.
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Kix saw a handful of fighters break and try to run. “Where? Where do they think they can run to?”

“Away! There be no profit in this,” a rating said, waving a hand as he slowly stood. “There be no profit in death! We should do the same before it's too late!”

“Bosun, deal with that,” the admiral growled, pointing to the bosun and to the wayward rating. The rating cringed as the bosun brought out his club and swung.

The repeated thuds of the metal baton on flesh and fur were the only sounds for a second, then the harsh breathing as a few of the ratings tried to deal with seeing their colleague being beaten in front of their eyes. But the admiral growled softly and all eyes snapped to him.

“What be you lookin' at me fer? Be mindin' yer posts or I'll keel haul the lot of yah!” the admiral snapped.

The bosun called the watch over to grab the luckless rating's legs and then drag him off the bridge. His arms dangled behind him, and he left a stream of blood behind him. His head hit the hatch combing hard making a few wince, but they kept their eyes firmly locked on their screens.

“Guns, fire rail gun rounds into the enemy fighters! Break ‘em up and chase the noisome flies off!” the admiral ordered.
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Five of the pirate fighters were E-class fighters. They had heavy shields, armor, and weapons and could go toe-to-toe with the Federation fighters even though their pilots lacked implants or a neural link.

Those five fighters had nothing to lose so they fell upon the Federation fighters with a vengeance. Dogfights broke out as each side circled in a bank in an attempt to lock on. Federation fighters that were in orbits nearby couldn't get a solid lock in the swirling madness that soon enveloped the battle zone. And they soon had other things to think about like jinking to protect their own skin from the clouds of rail gun rounds that were fired in their direction.

The fighters that were locked in a circle of death were focused on their tasks. The pilots pushed themselves, their small inertial dampeners, and their ships to try to tighten the bank to get the enemy into their sights. They were using every trick of speed and maneuvering they'd learned to get into an attack position and out of the enemy's kill box.

Commander Coglin had to split S to break a bank to get clear of an enemy tail. Two other Federation fighters jumped into the fray to replace him. It seemed like everyone wanted in on the kill. That was to be expected; there weren't many pirate fighters left.

He refocused on the big picture. So far they'd only lost two fighters and had two more crippled due to FOD. Their shields could take a lot of abuse, but if you walked your ship into a drifting rock while trying to avoid something, you still took damage.

He checked the furballs and grimaced as a Cobra pulled a Tom Cruise. The fighter cut her engine and flipped the ship with her RCS. But they were vulnerable when they tried that trick and the engines might not relight. Most pilots saw it as a stupid desperate move and that you were lucky if it worked.

He shook his head and made a note of the fighter to ream the pilot out later … if there was a later.

“Splash one!” a pilot caroled as an E class started to spout flame and debris and then entered a tumble before it disintegrated.

An alarm made him look up and then at the plot. A fresh cloud filled the plot. “All hands jink and jive we've got incoming clouds! Move your tails!”
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“They haven't fired missiles this time, just rail gun rounds,” the TAO stated.

“They are conserving their ammo,” Captain Rogers rumbled. “Smart, they can't replace it like we can. I think this admiral has started to learn his limitations,” he said as he watched the fighter furball unfold. He could already tell it had gone their way, but the enemy was fighting with mad desperation.

It was getting tough for their active sensors to pierce the sky. The more debris that was kicked into the mix the harder it was for the techs and computers to sort it all out. The computers could pick out a ship under power in time though and overlay thermal and motion sensor sweeps to filter out some of the debris. But it was still a pain in the ass.

<()>^<()>
 

Commander Coglin smiled as two of his pilots performed a textbook Thatch Weave; one enticed an enemy fighter to latch onto the rear of him and then the Cobra wove to get his wingman to pick off their tail before they were shot down.

The other fighters had finished the furball; he had one squadron on SAR while one other did an orbit. The enemy warships were still focused on him, he could tell from the number of lidar and radar hits.

They'd tried to fire some of their long-range energy weapons but anytime a fighter A.I. detected a sweep they altered course. So far there had been a few close calls but no hits.

So far so good, they'd done what they were supposed to do—eliminate the pirate fighters and serve as another distraction. He checked the timer and then nodded ever so slightly as he took his ship into a rolling bank. The next phase was about to start in a few seconds.
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The three groups of bombers and fighters had come in on three axis to the enemy's approach vector. Their stealth was limited to ten million kilometers. The enemy was focused on the dying furball in front of them, however.

Half of the fighters had been set up for the interceptor role while the rest had been set up for an anti-shipping strike. It seemed like the interceptors would be sitting out what was to come though.

<()>^<()>
 

Admiral Ishmael heard the frantic CIC warning of incoming bombers and immediately saw the danger. He ordered his ships to defensive positions and to turn and run. He cursed as the fine coordination he'd striven for evaporated like a snowflake in Hades.

<()>^<()>
 

“A ship who fights and runs away …,” Captain Hammer said suggestively on a private channel to Black Corsage.

“ …Lives to fight another day. Aye, I'm with you,” Captain Gutt growled. “Time to run,” he growled, ordering his ship to come about and make for the Yellow Seas jump point. Saladin tried to join him but four bombers latched onto him for torpedo runs.
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With the two heavy cruisers turning to flee, the remaining pirates broke ranks as well in a sudden mad scramble to flee as well. It was every ship for themselves in the mad scramble as their fragile defensive schemes evaporated. Their computer networks went down or were corrupted as antennas were misaligned or missed their hand-off signals to other antenna on the ship.

Each of the eighteen Cobra fighters configured for an anti-shipping strike had only one torpedo. But the thirty-six Mitchell bombers had four each. Squadron commanders allocated targets. Their initial plan had been to strike the warships. The Cobra fighters held their fire as the Mitchell's targeted the warships.

The center Z axis group had a line on Black Death. Four bombers were specifically ordered to target the massive battlecruiser while the rest went for her consorts.
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Doctor Perez huddled into a small ball in her seat on the shuttle, frightened nearly out of her wits but hopeful they could get to the ship and get the hell out of the star system.

Finding the Neowolf had been a strike of good fortune on her part, one that had told her she was on the right track. She didn't know his story and didn't care; he seemed to know his business and for the moment that was all that mattered.

They had taken a shuttle at gunpoint to Booti'licious to take the ship and run. But when they docked they found the ship dark, cold, and lifeless.

“Frack,” Dolon muttered as he took a party on board. He organized work parties to get to the critical parts of the ship while he headed to the bridge. Along the way he liked less and less of what he was seeing.

When he got to the bridge, it just confirmed his worst fears. The ship had been partially stripped and turned into a habitat by Captain Fisher. When they saw the missing equipment, the wolf howled.

“I didn't know! How could I have known?!” Doctor Perez moaned; sobbing to her knees as all eyes turned angrily on her.

“Space her and then let's see what we can do,” a voice growled.

“Aye,” a few people said.

“I can help,” the doctor said, sobbing and quivering in fear. “You need me!”

“Not anymore,” a dog growled but the wolf stopped them.

“Leave her alone. Go through the ship, find what's missing. Get back to the rock with a list of parts. Get some supplies too. Cut whatever deal you have to. If they want off, fine, take them too. We only have a couple of days; let's see if we can work a miracle,” Dolon said, voice rough. He didn't sound like he quite believed they could pull it off but it was a direction and like a magnet the rest of the people clustered to his leadership like iron filings.

After a moment they broke off with nods and got to work.

“Thanks,” the woman said as the group split apart.

“Don't thank me. If this doesn't work, we're all screwed anyway,” Dolon growled as he went over to where the helm station had once been. He grimaced. “I think we can run some of the ships systems from engineering. Every ship is supposed to have redundant control links …”

<()>^<()>
 

Each of the Mitchell's carried two antimatter and two conventional torpedoes. The antimatter torpedoes were the first torpedoes launched and each was allocated to a heavy cruiser or the battlecruiser.

Admiral Irons had only sent a few antimatter torpedoes along in the magazines of the CEVs attached to Rho Mission II, enough for a single full strike from each bomber. Shelby had ordered some of the torpedoes to be placed in her magazines at the capital as a reserve. The rest had been lovingly sent with the raiders to destroy as many enemy ships as they could.

<()>^<()>
 

Admiral Ishmael watched as clouds of chaff and blinding flares were spewed all over the battle space. He didn't even wince when a torpedo strike destroyed two cruisers. Four ships had been crippled and were listing, obviously dying. Their screams for pity and support were ignored.

The privateers were simple blown apart; they lacked the armor and ability to fend off such weapons. He shook his head as the losses mounted. They'd had no place in the battle, and he should have known better than to have forced them into it. The only good thing about their deaths was that they'd diverted some of the bombers away from his warships.

But, only for a moment.

His ship shivered as she took hit after hit. The first four had hammered her shields. Kix had turned their wounded starboard flank away like a cat, keeping it out of reach and even drawing one of the enemy bombers into striking range. The bomber had gotten off one torpedo before a retaliatory graser had turned her into a ball of expanding gas.

“Shiver me timbers,” a rating whispered.

The vice admiral snorted. Shiver me timbers indeed.

He coldly and dispassionately noted that every one of his ships had poor defensive training. They lacked coordination and the attempt to break and run had come at the worst possible moment.

In other words, it was a slaughter.

I should have stuck to the code he thought at himself. Even with the odds so much in his favor, he should have stuck to the code.

<()>^<()>
 

“Too old. Just too old and toothless to do this right,” the admiral said as his ship shuddered and shook with impacts. His beloved ship was being battered again, battered into wreckage. Perhaps that was what she was ever meant to be, wreckage.

<()>^<()>
 

Commander Coglin swore as the battlecruiser lumbered away. It was Tau-1252 all over again; the enemy had made good on the big ship's repairs. She was just too tough a nut to crack.

They should have concentrated more bombers on her, not just the four he thought. Now three he noted.

The good news was that the rest of the strike had gone off more or less as planned. Two of the enemy's heavy cruisers had turned early to run, which had let them get out of easy striking position. The bombers assigned to them had been forced to break off after what they admitted were light damage to the enemy ships.

But, on the good side of the ledger, all fifteen of the enemy privateers were debris clouds. So was one of the destroyers and fourteen, no, make that fifteen of the cruisers. Two of the heavy cruisers were crippled and were calling for parlay. Three of the light cruisers were running but were damaged. One was trailing a cloud of debris. As he watched a pair of fighters loaded with conventional torpedoes lined up and fired.

The two torpedoes managed to survive the ship's frantic defensive fire and rammed home. Her shields hadn't yet fully materialized so the grav lances cut through them like butter and into the hull. The torpedoes rammed home and finished the job tearing the ship apart.

It might seem like a massacre but it had a purpose. The bombers were good for the one strike; by the time they rearmed on the carriers, the fleeing enemy ships would most likely get out of range and escape.

That meant they had to get the job done here and now. Each of the pirates they could successfully take out in the concentrated battle helped reduce the number in the sector. It made it a little safer for the civilians, and it meant there were less of a need to hunt them down or picket star systems later.

Hopefully.

<()>^<()>
 

His heart ached with the missteps he'd made. It pounded, making his breath raspy. Leonidas clutched a fist to his chest briefly, closing his eye to the pain he was seeing.

It didn't help. It probably never would.

“We're clear. We've got half our drive and shields, but we're clear,” Kix said, coughing. “If we run hard, we can get clear of them before they regroup and rearm,” he said.

“What of the base?” the ATO asked in a trembling voice.

“Fight to run away. There are others,” the captain said coldly.

“Sir, two left in the sector! Just two!” the ATO protested.

“Aye, don't think I don't know that,” the admiral growled as he saw his ship cohesion break up. The freighters and other ships were all headed out; it was every ship for themselves and rightfully so. His people immediately began to fend for themselves in a race to whatever jump point they could get to. He shook his head in despair.

Black Death, Black Corsage, Saladin, and Picador, were the only warships to get clear of the disaster behind him. None of the other ships were returning his hails. He'd love to get his hands on Gutt and Hammer, but he knew they'd had the right of it.

He'd just been too stubborn and prideful to see it.

If the ship lost a drive, would he scuttle her? He wasn't certain. He'd definitely go down with the ship; there was no point trying to flee in a shuttle. He'd just die tired.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Rogers whistled softly when he saw the report. Better than projected, far better. If they'd had a few more torpedo armed fighters, they might have made a clean sweep.

Losses had been relatively light—five fighters lost, four damaged. four bombers had been lost and another five crippled. Not bad considering the weight of tonnage they'd just taken out.

“The carriers are working on recovering their craft I assume?” he asked in an aside to his A.I.

“Aye, sir.”

“Good. Let's see if we can hurry that lot along. Is there a way we can nail one down? Or hurry them along with our missiles or fighters?”

“No, sir.”

“Darn. Well, maybe next time then,” the captain stated. He turned to the XO. “I don't want to jinx it, but I think we won this one.”

<()>^<()>
 

“Sir, where do we go?”

“Go?” the admiral asked as Kix laid a hand on his right arm. He looked down at it and then shook it off as he straightened. “We get out of here. Head for the Triple Threat jump point.”

Kix considered that, cocking his head before he nodded once. “Mars?” he asked in a soft aside to the admiral.

“Aye, let's go to the god of war and lick our wounds once more. Comm, raise Captain Dab and the others, let them know what we're doing and the jump point we're headed to,” the admiral growled.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Black winced as they tried to get the factory module into the open hold of the gantry ship. It wasn't going well; this was their third attempt. As he watched a tug over-corrected and the factory ship twisted. Not a lot, but just enough to catch on the superstructure of the gantry ship.

He watched horrified as the entire mess came apart before his eyes. Both ships turned into a tangle of debris in one split second, and he was helpless to do a damn thing to stop it.

“We are so fracked,” he muttered.

“Sir, the other ship, she's leaving,” an engineer said softly.

Captain Black shook himself. “I would too if I were in their shoes. Can we catch them?” he asked, turning to the shuttle pilot. The pilot looked over his shoulder and shook his head.

“Of course not. Why did I even bother to ask,” the human engineer stated. “Get us back to the rock.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Dab saw the ship come apart and just sighed. “So much for that,” she said.

“Ma'am, signal coming in from the flagship. She's ordering us to make for the Triple Threat jump point.” The engineer turned comm tech turned to her in confusion. “Didn't they get hosed by the plagues?”

Wilda shook herself and then nodded. She was pretty sure she knew what the admiral was up to. “Mars,” she murmured. She shook herself. “It doesn't matter. Follow the order,” she said, nodding to the acting navigator and helm team.

“Yeah, sure, just let me figure this shit out again,” the navigator muttered. “Um, a little help here?”

Wilda sighed again. It was already shaping up to be a long trip.

<()>^<()>
 

Thirty-four hours later Zeng He arrived at the Deep Rivers jump point to cut off any further retreat. She won the race as one ship lingered overlong, her temperamental hyperdrive bollixed. Six enemy ships were still running in her direction. They lagged enough for his ship to catch them easily. He hit the pirate ship as they attempted to flee. He launched his fighters to take out their drives as they tried to turn and lumber for another jump point.

Those behind them saw the ambush and changed course for the other two jump points rather than risk getting into range of the cruiser.

The light cruiser shot to disable. She used her fighters to help with the job. She left her missile pods and platforms behind at the center of the jump point to kill or cripple enemy ships that got past her.

It didn't look like there would be any, however.

“Sir, the viral bombs should be going off … right about … now,” Tong reported.

<()>^<()>
 

The admiral winced as he heard about the ambush at the Deep Rivers jump point. His upper lip curled in anger and contempt as ships began to drift, suddenly losing power.

“Sir, some of the civilian ships are … surrendering?”

“No, their drives just cut out even though they were not in danger,” Kix said. “Something else is going on,” he said, turning to the admiral.

The admiral inhaled and then exhaled noisily. He'd gotten four hours of fitful sleep in the past three days. He badly needed downtime. “Cyberattack,” he said simply. “Order all ships to purge their computers and reboot from backups and order them to alter our encryption,” he said.

Kix stared at him, then nodded once and turned to issue the orders.

<()>^<()>
 

Captain Dab swore viciously as her ship went dark. “What the frackin' hell? Who hit the wrong button?” she screamed. The emergency lights flickered and came up, but they were dim and yellow.

Footfalls announced the presence of one of her people. “I swear …,” Wilda started but Shenzie just panted and shook her head, holding on to the hatch combing. “The computers went nuts and then the reactor just scrammed. All systems are down. We're dead in the water.”

“Ah frack. So much for that!” the Gnoll captain said with an exasperated shake of her head.
  


 



Epilogue
 

Dead Man's Hand

It took days to sort out the mess. Fortunately, once Black Death and the other ships fled, they had the time. Captain Rogers had to be amused by the pirate's offer to parlay. He had to be, there just weren't any other words to describe it.

He'd split his force into five groups. One of the two destroyers had gone to sit on one of the other jump points while the other sat with the support ships on the jump point they'd entered the system at. The three CEVs had spread out to visit the disabled ships while his cruisers had locked down the remaining jump points and went in to face the base.

There were dozens of wrecks there, along with the ships they'd already captured. Dozens of ships were in the boneyard and prize row, including the tantalizing form of another Tauren battlecruiser. She looked like she'd been picked over a bit though, but they'd know more when the engineers had time to survey her in depth later.

He had thousands of pirate prisoners to contend with. One of the ships calling in with a parlay had a Neowolf on board who insisted he knew where the admiral was going since he'd been on Black Death. He was offering the location as well as other intelligence for his freedom.

Then another Neo had gotten on the line to denounce him as her no-good-faithless husband. She had turned out to be the leader of the shipyard gnolls. Apparently, they'd bollixed a hurried attempt to move and then had been caught by the virus that had disabled the civilian ships. Rumor had it that he'd made an almost clean sweep of the pirate engineers, which had been his primary target.

So yeah, a mess. But it was his mess.

“I don't want to jinx it …,” Captain Corbin said over the ship's link.

“Then don't.”

“But I think we won,” the Neochimp said with a grin in his voice.

Captain Rogers shook his head. “Great. Keep on SAR. We need to get a courier off to the admiral with the news and news of where those ships went. And get me a report from the Marines; we need to know how those boarding parties on the ships are going. And after that they need to reorganize to take that yard and base …”

<()>^<()>
 

In hyperspace

Captain Gutt snarled as his crew did their best to make good on the ship's repairs. The gear he'd liberated from Seydlitz had done well; according to Squint and the chief, they had made the difference between their ship surviving and being a cloud of debris.

He was considering his next course of action. Most of the other ships would no doubt try to retreat north past the Tauren Confederation to the Upsilon sector. He was unhappy about the idea of retreating, but the crew said he didn't have much of a choice. Eight or so ships had jumped ahead of his ship. He was tempted to take them when they got out of hyper. Maybe even prey on them? Had he stooped to cannibalism? He wasn't sure.

“We need to stay ahead of the navy, which means we need to get around them fast. If we continue south, we'll walk right into them eventually,” Raz stated.

“We've determined their ships are fully functional. Their ships are faster than ours. They can out run us,” Squint stated.

“Then we better get moving now. Pass the word and then move on,” Raz said. “Follow the code,” she said.

“Some ships will be missed. It's going to be hard livin' from here on out without a base and especially without the engineers,” the chief said worriedly.

The captain grimaced. That was very true. If he ever got his hands on Hochi or that damn little cat ….

“It is not a problem we can solve. Anyone who is too lame or slow gets left behind. That's also in the code,” he growled instead. “We'll wait a day on the other side of the jump and then go. If they come they can follow or go their own way. I'm done followin' other orders. Back to basics. Back to doin' what we do best, bein' pirates.”

His bridge crew nodded and growled softly in agreement.

<()>^<()>
 

Tau-1252 New Tau Metropolis

The courier Runner's highly anticipated arrival nearly turned into a celebratory event for those involved. Runner's crew made dock and were amused by the welcome.

Governor Adrienne was on hand as well. She was scheduled for her implant surgery within two hours of Runner's docking. The case holding her keys was escorted to the hospital complex under Marine guard.

Shelby met with the skipper, and he showed her all of the cases he had for her. The personnel he had also carried were handled by Lieutenant Black and Boni. One of them was supposed to be a new staff officer for her, but for the moment, she was intent on the cases.

She ended up in the same wing as the governor as the medics uploaded the new keys and then made their final adjustments. When Shelby woke she found she had a host of new keys … and fresh mission orders.

She scanned them several times before she called a staff meeting. Once her team was settled in, she crossed her arms and stood next to the viewer. Boni followed her script and put an image of an unexpected relic from the past up on holographic projector in front of her.

“This, ladies and gentlemen who don't know, is a Stargate,” Shelby said, eyes cutting to each of them briefly. “It's powered by a Dyson sphere,” she said.

Abdul instantly sucked in a protesting breath, brown eyes wide with surprise and concern. She looked at him and then back to the slowly turning image.

“We have new mission orders,” she intoned, leaning forward and grasping the edge of the table.

“No way. No frackin' way,” the Neoorangutan breathed in protest. “They can't be serious!”

“Oh, but they are. I'm making a change though, we're not building it here,” Shelby said firmly. Others began to protest but she waved a hand to silence them. Only when they were quiet did she continue. “My plan is to build this thing in Tortuga. That way we won't have any flack here and we'll have plenty of material to start with. Without anyone to protest, we can take whatever resources we need to.”

Abdul slowly nodded. “We'll have to build the Dyson sphere to power the industry. I assume you've got the keys …,” she nodded. “Okay. So, fortunately, we have one started here in the capital, the industry and everything. We just have to graft some of the industry over to start the sphere growing in Tortuga.”

“Oh, is that all? You make it sound so simple!” Lieutenant Black said with a snort.

“That part is. The rest, not so much. Some of it is obviously not my problem. Like defending the star system. And the sheer industry we'll need …,” he shook his head.

“Well, the good news is as I said, we've got an entire star system to play with and the keys. What we don't have is a ton of time.”

“Excuse me, ma'am?”

“This is a top priority project.”

“How soon are we talking?”

“Ten years max.”

“Ten years? Did I just hear you correctly?” Abdul stuck his long index fingers in his ears and pretended to ream them out. That got a startled chuckle or smile from those around the table. Lieutenant Black had to dodge one of his elbows. She brushed it aside. “Are they insane??”

“No, they are apparently building multiple stargates in Rho to connect to us and others,” Shelby stated.

“Great, so, a sector in ruins, limited resources, a small and untrained population who hate the damn things, a sector wide plague, pirates, and as if I don't have enough on my plate, now this. What's next?” Abdul demanded. “I knew I shoulda stayed in bed,” he muttered.

“Ma'am, with my limited life experience I have learned one thing,” Boni interjected.

“Oh? What's that?”

“Don't ask such things unless you want to know the answer. According to lore the Spirits of Space have a funny way of answering you. Usually in a way you won't like,” Boni replied.

Shelby groaned. “Yeah, you're right.”

“That's crazy! What do they expect us to do, pull a rabbit out of our hat?” Lieutenant Slattery demanded. She was completely aghast at the concept.

“We've got a convoy from Bek and Pyrax coming. Mostly support personnel in stasis,” Shelby stated. “About ten thousand,” she said, checking the notes. Boni nodded on her HUD. “Yup, ten grand.”

“Still …,” Abdul shook his head, still grappling with the enormity of the engineering challenges ahead of them. “We're talking …,” he sputtered to an incoherent stop and threw his hands up helplessly in the air. “Once we get the Dyson sphere over … Holy fracking shit! I don't know where to start!”

“We'll start by taking a seed from the Dyson sphere here and graft it over into Tortuga like you said and expand on it fast,” Shelby stated.

“Okay but …,” he shook his head in despair. “My head hurts,” he said, cradling his head, face down.

“The good news is we've got the leading expert on building the things on the other side of the ansible. He's just a call away, even if he's a trifle busy being you know, the president and our boss,” she said. He snorted but still looked mulish. “We break it down into smaller problems and knock them down like we usually do Abdul, you know this,” Shelby stated. She grinned when he looked up at her. “Don't tell me you love the challenge of it,” she said, poking him.

He stared at her and then snorted. “You're as crazy as they are, Admiral!” He sputtered, throwing his head back and hooting laughter. The others around the table shook their head. He finally ground to a stop and his brown eyes turned to level with hers. “But yeah, I guess I do. I guess I'm as crazy as you lot are. I'm in,” he said with a shrug.

“Good because what we've been doing before is going to seem like baby steps in a bit. Shit is about to get busy,” Shelby said, smacking her hands together and then rubbing them expectantly.
  


 



Author Afterward
 

And … I am done! Finally! This book went in different directions. I honestly didn't have a plan for it when Wayne and some of the other betas nagged me into starting it. It took a bit of work to finally figure out where we were going.

I know what some of you are thinking about the Confederation. What the frack? Mixed with a little, “oh no, he didn't!” And not to mention some annoyance at starting up a new bad guy.

Well, yeah, I did. They weren't supposed to work out that way, but I gamed it out from Kai's Story and had two outcomes. Since I'm not particularly a nice or fair guy to some of my characters, I decided to go with the tough road rather than the easy lazy suddenly nice helpful Confederation.

So yeah, things are going to get … interesting. Let's put it that way. And yes, before you ask, I have had a small start on the next Shelby book. Some of the plot from this book got moved to that one. It should be interesting to write … when I get a chance to do so.

So, as usual you can contact me, see my musings and snippets from the books, see some of my art and the usual claptrap on my blog.
  


 



Cast
 

Commodore Shelby Logan: Daughter of Horatio Logan. Frocked to Commodore. Actual Captain SG rank.
 

Ensign Bonbibi: AKA Boni. Hindu name for spirit of protection in the forest. personal A.I. of Commodore Logan.
 

Commodore Helen Richards has Lieutenant JG Florence for A.I.
 

Commander Huresh Rockland: Medical doctor with advanced intelligence training including interrogation techniques. Attached to Good Hope. He is thin with a long scarred face.
 

Miss Fickle: Female human representing a fabrication shop. Phoebe pitches to them to build shipping containers and equipment.
 

Mister Zeloski: Male human running a shuttle and tug repair facility. Wants to franchise it. Then wanted to expand into a repair shipyard.
 

Captain Sorely: Human Tug captain who sued the government in the Penascola incident.
 

Prometheus:
 

Lieutenant Commander Cynthia Troll –”Trollope”: blond female, curly Shirley Temple hair. Former chief engineer of Prometheus turned XO. Commander. Promoted to captain.
 

Lieutenant JG Prometheus: evolving ship A.I. Formerly an ensign.
 

Lieutenant JG Carl Talon: Male, chimera, quartermaster. Mother had been a civilian purser. -promoted to lieutenant.
 

Lieutenant Portia Ming: female Neopanda, Helm and navigator -promoted to 1st lt.
 

First Lieutenant Adbul Sulistyo: Noeorangutan Chief Engineer. Promoted to Lieutenant Commander. Take on Shipyard.
 

Lieutenant JG Oz Kettle: Neogorilla assistant engineer -Promoted to lieutenant. Take over Chief engineer slot
 

Lieutenant JG Z'k'th'ss'th: TACO Naga male. -promoted to lieutenant. Given command of a sublight frigate.
 

Lieutenant JG L'n'v'll: Ops Male Veraxin. -promoted to lieutenant. replaced by Lieutenant Pan.
 

Lieutenant Roman Taylor: Human, sleeper from Lemnos. Former personal medic to Admiral Subert.
 

First lieutenant Howard Jardin: Communications. Problem lieutenant. Human.
 

Ensign Gregoire “Ham” Pan: Neochimp male. Attempted a transfer early on. Settled down. Promoted to lieutenant JG. Replaced Lieutenant L'n'v'll at ops.
 

Note: 6 ensigns on board including above.
 

Ensign Shrin a JAG lawyer fresh out of the academy.
 

Ensign Shawn Brudbaker Tactical. Promoted to Lieutenant JG and given TACO slot on Prometheus.
 

Senior CPO Mick Williams: bosun. Male.
 

CPO Alf: Ship's yeoman. Short shaggy brown Neomutt. Short errect ears, muzzle that had been broken once. Black eyes. Cocker spaniel/Golden Retriever/Irish setter mix.
 

Bob: ship's police. Neo saint bernard male.
 

PO Bernard: Captain's Steward.
 

PO Harry Reeves: Neochimp male. Cousin who is a nurse on Florence Nightingale.
 

Ensign Fara Slatterly ONI officer picked up on Gaston. Newly minted. Native of Gaston. Parents died in a cyclone, was on the planet on berievement leave. -Promoted to Lieutenant JG in chapter 43.
 

1st lieutenant John Frost Marine commanding officer. -promoted to Captain JG.
 

Lieutenant JG Sadie Black: Female Neo black Lab Flag lieutenant of Commodore Logan. -Promoted to LT.
 

Lieutenant JG Wigeon Black: Male Black Neolab. Brother to Sadie. Senior JAG officer. -promoted to LT.
 

Lieutenant Fixer: Female T'clock. Spacebee. Less into engineering more into personnel, admin, logistics, and training. Promoted to 1st LT.
 

Thadeus 'Tad' Kale.
 

Alexis Hamilton: female
 

Zlata Sukan
 

Mot: Blue skinned bald chimera barber.
 

Fred Muggs: Neochimp male. Head diplomat assigned to the mission from the state department. Former mayor on Anituga.
 

Phoebe 'Beebe' Muggs: Wife of Fred. Assistant. Bonobo. Very ambitious, kingmaker.
 

Ayumu Muggs: Teenage son of Fred and Phoebe.
 

Lieutenant Fixer and 5 spacebees on board.
 

Chauncy: Male Tauren from Antigua. Young, apprentice of Lieutenant Fixer.
 

Rachel Trejo reporter/anchor: Knox News
 

Nellie 'ole Nellie' Jurgens: Producer
 

Oscar Mikula: Neoorangutan male Technician
 

Commander Janice Yu: From Carib Queen. Served as helmsman and navigator of Firefly with Shelby Logan. Former captain of Dunatis. Currently Captain of Admiral Zlanka.
 

Lieutenant Commander Zeb: Veraxin, former XO of Prometheus. Had been a prize captain briefly. Given command of a frigate. Then transferred to captain Zeng He, a North Hampton class light cruiser.
 

Lieutenant Commander Angie Kalua.: Captain of Arboth class destroyer Slash and Tear. Former XO of Caroline.
 

Lieutenant Commander V'll'no: Captain of Admiral Sprauge CEV. Crusher classmate of Shelby.
 

Trajin cluster:
 

Alpha: Chief Executive: Broken Horn.
 

Asterion IX:
 

Governor Iapx
 

Doctor Shrim
 

Boyd: Tauren door guard.
 

----Horathians:----
 

Vice Admiral Leonidas Ishmael. African Neolion male. Big, fierce, battle scared. Old but took captured regen therapies.
 

Captain Kix Baker XO for the admiral. Neochimp. Has butterfly swords in a boot. Father of Lieutenant Thomas Baker tactical officer at Horath academy who trained midshipman De Gaulte before the Neochimp was sent to the gladiator pits.
 

Nim Chimpsky: Neochimp
 

Titus: Silverback gorilla
 

Bruno: Silverback gorilla
 

Jumoke: Female gorilla
 

Ah Meng: Female Summatran Orangutan.
 

Chantek: Male hybrid Orangutan.
 

Commander Dolon Lycaon male gray neowolf: XO on a ship. Forced to marry Wilda Dab.
 

Captain Wilda Dab female spotted hyena. Engineer who runs the shipyard
 

Commander Ayud Bundi: Spotted hyena male. Part of the hyena clan. passive. Shipright.
 

Shenzi, Edi, Banzai Gnoll: Spotted hyenas (shenzi is female) in hyena clan.
 

Captain Scratch Lupen: Neowolf
 

commander Damarchus Lycan: Neowolf
 

Sailor Choctaw Zambika: Chocolate skinned, missing fingers off his left hand. Right leg limp. Scarred on face and body. dandruff, buzzcut haircut. Hat, pirate garb.
 

Binti Jua: Male Gorilla
 

Commander Eugen Wilhelm officer and doctor from Horath. Had no idea that the pirate presence was populated by Neos. Purity and Enlightenment department. Human male, white uniform, wears white gloves.
 

Lieutenant commander Cambri Goethe officer and doctor from Horath. Subordinate to Doctor Wilhelm. Human female.
 

Captain Fernando Layafette: new captain of Fancy from Horath. Human. Have to adjust to Neos.
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Sneak Peek
 

The following is a raw excerpt from Blockade, book 7 of the Federation Reborn series.
 

New Horizon
 

Admiral Quartermain's flotilla arrived at the outer edge of the Bd1r17 jump point in an almost perfect diamond formation. The 12 ships were arrayed with the 4 battle cruisers at the center in a X-Z diamond, 100 thousand kilometers out the 4 heavy cruisers were stacked vertically in a Z-Y formation, and the 4 light cruisers were out from them in another X-Z diamond 200 thousand kilometers out covering the flanks.

“Remain at battle stations until we've got a solid sensor sweep of the star system. Engineering, I want any excess power feeding our hyper capacitors in case we need a fast get away,” the admiral ordered.

A series of Aye ayes answered his orders.

The admiral frowned. He had brought his people in high and near the outer edge to make sure that he wasn't in any kill basket. He had heard about too many ambushes and didn't want his command to fall to the same fate.

So far so good though. As the ships cleared their hyperwakes their sensors began to get clearer readings further and further out. His second greatest fear was that he'd drop out near an enemy ambush force. After all, if he was in charge of such an ambush he would have placed them behind and above and below the enemy's projected arrival point to hit them.

But again, it was quiet.

“We're getting some neutrino readings in the inner star system near the planet's second moon. It looks like a cluster of ships. We can't sort them out at this range and resolution sir,” CIC reported.

The admiral glanced at the plot and pursed his lips thoughtfully. After a moment he nodded. “Keep me posted and do better.”

“Aye aye sir.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
 

Captain Misipeka stroked the armrests of his chair as the plot was updated with the arrival of the enemy force. So, they had followed him.

Interesting, he thought. How far were they willing to go? Had they resupplied in Finagle?

“Sir, reaction?”

“Go with Alpha One,” the captain ordered. In the absence of orders from the flagship he stuck to the basic plan. “Here we go.”

-~~~///^\\\~~~-
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