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Cover Blurb

The war isn’t going well.

In five years of heavy fighting, humanity and its alien allies have steadily been pushed back towards Earth, towards the very heart of humanity itself.  The virus is steadily wearing the defences down, mounting campaign after campaign to infect and enslave every other alien race.  The only hope rests with newer and better weapons, with technology that may turn the tide, but can the weapons and starships be deployed in time?

HMS Lion and HMS Unicorn are two new ships, designed to take the war to the enemy and tip the balance of power in humanity’s favour.  But with untested technology, clashes between their commanding officers and trouble below decks, they may find themselves facing more than they can handle ...

... And the odds of coming home are very low. 

Author’s Note

As always, I have done my best to make this book - the start of a new Ark Royal trilogy - as stand-alone as possible.  However, the war depicted within this pages started in the Invincible books (available from online sellers now) and the character Richard Tobias Gurnard was first introduced in Life During Wartime, a semi-novella within The Dogs of God: Science Fiction According to Chris anthology.  You don’t have to read it to know what’s going on, but it helps.

CGN, 2020
Prologue

Admiral Susan Onarina knew, without false modesty, that she’d been in some pretty uncomfortable - even hellish - places in her long career, from middy country to jail and even boarding school.  And yet, the Alpha Black facility - located on the very edge of the solar system, within an asteroid that wasn’t listed on any charts - was the worst place she’d ever been.  She tried to avoid it, as did all sensible officers.  The asteroid’s inhabitants were either servicemen on short-term deployments, medical scientists too intent on their work to notice their surroundings, or infected humans who were no longer in command of themselves.  The asteroid was far worse than jail.

She squeezed her eyes shut as she stumbled through the chemical shower, the acidic liquid stinging her skin.  Rays of ultraviolet light poured down on her from high above, followed by lasers that were designed to sweep her body clear of the slightest trace of bacteria.  She forced herself to keep moving as robotic arms pressed against her to collect skin and blood samples.  The lights seemed to get brighter as she passed through another series of airlocks, wondering - not for the first time - if the precautions were more than a little excessive.  Blood samples, urine samples, stool samples ... she shuddered as she kept going, trying to ignore her awareness that she was being probed on a molecular level.  She’d seen the alien virus - the virus - at work.  If anything, the facility director wasn’t being paranoid enough.

And I suppose it makes sure I don’t come out here more than once or twice a year, she mused, as she stepped through the final airlock.  Warm water - clean water - cascaded down, washing away the traces of chemicals that had survived the earlier showers.  The director doesn’t want anyone looking over his shoulder.

Susan breathed a sigh of relief as she dried herself with a disposable towel, then walked into the locker room.  Her clothes were waiting.  They felt like paper against her skin.  She found it hard to feel like a serious person in the outfit, even though she knew her dignity was not the important issue on the asteroid.  The garments were designed to be torn away, if the medics needed to tend to a patient.  She understood the logic.  She just didn’t like it.  

She took a long breath, then opened the door to the antechamber.  Admiral Paul Mason, Director of Alpha Black, jumped to his feet and snapped a salute as she entered, then held out a mug of tea.  Susan took the mug and sipped it, gratefully.  It was navy tea, strong and sour, but it washed the taste away perfectly well.

“You’d think we could spring for better tea,” she said, as she poured herself another mug.  “Or even proper milk.”

“You know what it’s like,” Mason said, dryly.  “Billions for untested research equipment that never does what it says on the tin, not one penny for better food and drink for the workers.”

Susan nodded, brushing her dark hair back over her shoulder.  “It’s good to see you again,” she said.  They’d been lovers, once upon a time.  “I take it you haven’t gone mad yet, trapped out here.”

“Not yet, but I’m still trying.”  Mason winked, then sobered.  “We may have had a breakthrough.”

“The beancounters will be pleased,” Susan said.  “They’re still talking about defunding this facility and spending more on warship production instead.”

“That would be a mistake,” Mason said, urgently.  “We’re not going to out-produce the virus.”

Susan nodded, curtly.  “I agree,” she said.  “The key to victory - or even simple survival - lies in pushing technological and biological research as far as possible.”

She stared into her empty mug, remembering hours after hours of endless arguments with the bureaucrats and politicians.  They felt the money would be better spent on tried and tested technology, on warships and starfighters rather than potential war-winning weapons.  Susan understood their concerns - she’d read Superiority, they’d all read Superiority - but she also understood the virus didn’t need to concern itself with economic issues.  Its society, insofar as it even existed, was communistic to a degree no human society could match.  It didn’t have to worry about keeping the population alive and reasonably contented.  It could simply churn out an endless series of warships and point them at its foes.  And there was no way the Alliance could match the virus ship for ship.

And we have to worry about zombies within the ranks, she reminded herself.  One moment, someone is perfectly loyal and trustworthy; the next, they’re agents of an alien power.

“Like I said, we’ve made something of a breakthrough.”  Mason took her mug and put it in the sink.  “If you’ll come with me.”

Susan nodded and followed him through a maze of corridors.  The facility was almost completely barren, save for a handful of childish paintings pinned to the wall that somehow made the corridors look worse.  One of the researchers had kids, she supposed.  The poor children were probably back on Earth, perhaps in a naval boarding school.  She winced in sympathy.  It was never easy to be separated from one’s parents, even if there was no actual danger.  The parents hated being apart from their children too.

She frowned as they stepped into a large compartment.  The rear bulkhead was transparent, allowing the guests to peer into the environmental compartment.  A handful of naked people - men and women - wandered aimlessly around the chamber, their bare skin marred with unsightly growths and protrusions.  Susan had seen horror - she’d seen people injured or killed in active service - but there was something about the scene in front of her that chilled her to the bone.  The infected were no longer wholly human.  Their will was no longer their own.  The virus had them in its thrall.  An alien intelligence seemed to hang in the air, pressing against her thoughts ... she told herself, savagely, that she was imagining it.  And then the infected turned to face her.

Susan glanced at Mason.  “Can they see us?”

“They shouldn’t be able to.”  Mason sounded worried, a far cry from the cocky midshipman she’d known years ago.  “The bulkhead is opaque, on their side.  But they seem to know when someone is looking at them.  We don’t understand it.”

“I see.”  Susan calmed herself with an effort.  She’d faced all sorts of challenges in the past, from incompetent commanding officers to naked racism and sexism.  She’d face this one too.  “Are they secure?”

“We think so,” Mason said.  He ignored the sharp look she sent him with the ease of long practice.  “That said, they’ve been quite good at testing our defences.  A couple of bioresearchers got infected; we’re not sure how.  Thankfully, we caught it in time to flush the virus from their systems.  Others ... the Russians had a breakout at their facility, one that forced them to trigger the nuke and vaporise everyone.  Apparently, one of the guards got seduced.  We don’t know how that happened either.”

Susan shuddered.  Bioweapons research was the big taboo.  The tailored biological weapons that had gotten loose during the Age of Unrest had killed hundreds of thousands before they’d been stopped.  No one, even the really weird independent asteroid colonies, cared to push the limits any further.  And yet, governments had continued research into bioweapons on the grounds it was the only way to develop defences against biological warfare.  They were right, she acknowledged sourly, but it didn’t sit well with her.  It was only a short step from defence to attack.

She turned her gaze back to the infected prisoners.  “Is there nothing that can be done for them?”

“The infection’s too far advanced,” Mason said.  “Their brains have been literally riddled with the virus’s command and control structures.  One of the zombies” - he indicated a middle-aged man - “actually has a bullet hole through his brain.  It hasn’t slowed him down any.  Sure, we could purge the infection, but we’d kill them in the process.  Once the infection reaches a certain point, it’s unstoppable and euthanasia is the only solution.”

He stepped forward until he was almost touching the bulkhead.  “We’ve had some success in slowing the infection, or even purging it, but not after the tipping point is reached.  It seems to laugh at our genetically-engineered immune systems.  We’re working on nanotech solutions, but so far we haven’t come up with anything practical.”

Susan turned as an older woman bustled into the room.  “Admiral?  I’m sorry I wasn’t at the airlock to meet you.”

“It’s quite all right,” Susan assured her.  “Doctor Velda Womack, I presume?”

“Just call me Velda,” Velda said.  “I’m the director of research in this facility.”

Susan smiled at Mason, who shrugged expressively.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said, deciding not to point out that Mason was in formal command of the facility.  Velda wasn’t the first civilian she’d met with an inflated idea of her own importance.  “I understand you have a briefing for me?”

“Yes, Admiral.”  Velda walked over to the wall and tapped a console.  The bulkhead turned opaque.  A holographic image appeared in front of them.  “The face of the enemy.”

“Living cells,” Susan said.  She still found it hard to wrap her head around the idea of a sentient virus.  The previous alien enemies she’d faced had been humanoid, for a given value of humanoid.  “It’s almost beautiful.”

“It’s also almost certainly artificial,” Velda said.  “There’s remarkably little junk DNA, if you’ll pardon an outdated and imprecise term, in its structure.  Even the most enhanced human has a lot of junk in his genetic code.  The virus was created by someone, we’re sure, and got out of control.”

“And they might be still out there,” Susan said.

“It’s possible,” Velda agreed.  “It’s also possible they were simply the first victims.  We may never know.”

She indicated the display with a single finger.  “We’ve been looking for ways to fight the virus on its own level.  It isn’t easy.  It’s capable of overwhelming most immune systems fairly quickly, unless the victim receives medical attention within the first few hours.  We think it’s actually adapted to face humans, as the time between infection and mental collapse has grown shorter.  It may not be intelligent as we understand the term, but it’s clearly very resourceful.  Once the air is infected with viral base cells, total infection is just a matter of time.”

“I am aware of this,” Susan said, stiffly.  “We lost a handful of colonies to biological attack.”

Velda adjusted the display.  “We’ve been experimenting with manipulating the base cells ourselves.  They’re really quite remarkable, in so many ways.  We came up with a way to use modified base cells to break down the viral ... biological computer network, for want of a better term.  It would be a terminal blow to their cohesion.  We think it would shatter the infected hive mind into a collection of individuals.”

“We think,” Mason put in.  “We don’t know for sure.”

“No one ever does,” Susan said.  She looked at Velda.  “Are you sure they can’t adapt?”

“We believe they wouldn’t have time to react before the base cells die,” Velda said.  “The virus requires a high concentration of base cells within the atmosphere to maintain the hive mind.  We’d be smashing it like ... like building blocks, in a manner that should make it impossible for the network to be rebuilt.  The rate of infection would be reduced sharply, if not curtailed completely.  Or so we believe.”

“It can’t be that simple,” Susan said.  “What’s the catch?”

“We can hit a planet, easily enough,” Mason said.  “Taking out a ship would be a great deal harder.”

Susan’s lips twitched.  “And they can deploy counter-infection protocols of their own,” she said.  “They may slow the spread of our infection ...”

“Our BioBomb,” Velda said.  “We’d be fighting fire with fire.”

“Clever.”  Susan studied the hologram for a long moment.  “How do you know the ... the BioBomb won’t turn into a worse threat?”

“It relies upon viral base cells,” Velda said.  “If we released it here” - she waved a hand - “it would die swiftly.  It isn’t capable of infecting us or adapting to its surroundings.  One might as well transport a human to the bottom of the sea and expect him to survive long enough to learn how to breathe water.  In a sense, we’ve actually created a predator.  It’s designed to prey on the virus.”

“I hope you’re not going to suggest we infect ourselves with a downgraded virus,” Susan said, dryly.

“That is how the first vaccines were created.”  Velda shrugged.  “No, we’re still working on medical defences.  It might be possible to turn our blood into viral poison, but doing that and keeping the infected person alive has so far proven beyond us.”

Susan nodded, curtly.  “I read the reports,” she said.  “They didn’t make comforting reading.”

“No,” Velda agreed.

“In theory, we should be able to disrupt their networks if we unleash the BioBombs,” Mason said.  “At the very least, we should be able to give them a nasty fright.”

“I’m not convinced the virus has emotions, as we understand the term,” Velda said.  “All of our attempts to communicate have failed.”

“This is a war of extermination,” Susan agreed.  She glanced at Mason.  “I’ll discuss it with the First Space Lord and COBRA, then take it to GATO if they agree.  Until then ... start producing the BioBombs.  I want them ready for deployment as soon as possible.”

Mason looked disturbed.  “What has this war done to us?”

Susan nodded to the opaque bulkhead.  “We either fight, using every weapon at our disposal, or wind up like them,” she said.  She understood his fears, but ... she knew she couldn’t afford to let sentiment blind her.  “There’s no other way.”

Chapter One

“Welcome to Nelson Base,” Midshipwoman Nancy Ryland said.  “Admiral Onarina is waiting for you.”

Captain the Honourable Lord Thomas Hammond nodded as he stepped through the airlock.  The summons to Nelson Base had caught him by surprise, forcing him to make his excuses to his wife and board a shuttle on very short notice.  His wife hadn’t been pleased - she’d been hosting a garden party - but she’d understood.  Duty came first, even if her husband had only just returned from Luna for a month of shore leave.  Thomas felt a twinge of bemusement as the midshipwoman turned and led him down the corridor.  He’d spent the last year at the academy, helping to impart lessons from previous engagements to officer cadets.  He would have preferred another ship, but the navy hadn’t bothered to take his preferences into account before assigning him.

“Please take me to a washroom first,” he said.  “I need to freshen up.”

“Yes, sir,” Nancy said.  “There’s one just outside the admiral’s office.”

Thomas sighed inwardly as he followed her, feeling old.  Nancy looked to be the same age as his daughters, give or take a few years.  He wondered, idly, if she viewed the assignment to the admiral’s office as a reward or a punishment.  There was something to be said for endearing oneself to one’s superiors by serving as their aides, but it wasn’t active duty.  The navy wouldn’t promote someone past a certain point unless they’d served at least a year on active duty.  Nancy would probably be assigned to a ship in a year or two, unless she had no ambitions to rise higher.  Thomas found that incomprehensible, although he supposed it was possible she was biding her time until a good match came along.  Or that she just wanted to do her bit for her country.

He put the thought out of his mind as they passed a giant viewport.  Earth floated in front of him, a blue and green marble in an endless sea of stars.  It took his breath away, even though he knew the planet was far from peaceful.  The virus had infected large swathes of the planet’s population, unleashing a nightmare that might never end.  The BBC maintained a positive outlook, as did most of the other national and international news channels, but he’d read the reports from more pessimistic analysts.  The virus was steadily grinding the human race down.  It was only a matter of time, some feared, before it broke through the defences and infected the remainder of the planet.  There were even people talking about a mass evacuation of Earth.

Which is logistically impossible, he thought, as they stopped outside a washroom.  We’ve been shipping people off-world for the last century, and we’ve barely made a dent in the global population.

Thomas took a breath and stepped into the washroom.  The summons really had caught him by surprise.  Admiral Onarina wasn’t known for being a martinet - she didn’t have a reputation for reprimanding officers who didn’t wear dress uniforms - but he simply hadn’t had time to find anything more than his academy tunic.  He splashed water on his face, then stared at himself in the mirror.  He’d had a lifetime of genetic tweaks - it was one advantage of being born into the aristocracy, then going into naval service - but he still looked old.  His brown hair was starting to gray, his skin looked a bit wrinkled.  He was almost tempted to visit a cosmetic surgeon and have everything tightened up, but he wasn’t that vain.  He’d certainly never thought well of men - and women - who made themselves look like teenagers, even though they were parents and grandparents.  They’d always seemed like people who’d never really grown up.

He dismissed the thought with an irritated shrug as he brushed down his uniform, then headed for the hatch.  Nancy looked as if she’d been waiting patiently, when he stepped into the corridor.  Thomas was mildly impressed.  It was unlikely she’d been remotely patient - he certainly hadn’t been, when he’d been at the beck and call of everyone who outranked him - but she hadn’t had a choice.  He wondered, idly, if she had orders not to leave him alone for very long.  It was unlikely - Nelson Base wasn’t a top-secret facility - but he had to admit it was possible.  These days, friend could turn to foe very quickly.  Who knew who might have been infected without even knowing it?

“This way, sir,” Nancy said.  “Admiral Onarina is waiting.”

Thomas felt a little fresher as Nancy pressed her fingers against a keypad, then opened the hatch.  Admiral Onarina’s office was surprisingly small, although still much larger than the ready room on his last command.  A simple desk, a set of chairs, a comfortable sofa, a small cluster of pictures on one of the bulkheads ... Admiral Onarina, it seemed, didn’t believe in luxury.  Thomas approved.  He’d met too many officers who seemed intent on turning their quarters into apartments that wouldn’t have shamed the Ritz.  

Admiral Onarina rose as he entered.  “Thank you, Nancy,” she said.  “Please bring us tea, then leave us.”

“Aye, Admiral,” Nancy said.

“Please, take a seat,” Admiral Onarina said, as Nancy left.  “We have much to discuss.”

Thomas sat, studying Admiral Onarina with interest.  She was taller than he was, with dark brown skin, long dark hair and darker eyes.  The Order of the Garter was clearly emblazoned on her chest, a vote of confidence from the highest in the land.  It was unlikely she’d reach First Space Lord - she didn’t have the family connections to climb to the very top - but no one doubted her competence.  He wondered, idly, what she’d been doing since she’d reached flag rank.  He’d heard rumours, but none had been substantiated.  

Nancy returned with a tray of tea and biscuits.  Thomas allowed himself a flicker of relief as the midshipwoman placed the tray on the desk, then retreated.  He wasn’t in trouble.  The admiral wouldn’t have offered him a drink if she intended to rake him over the coals.  He’d been fairly sure of it - he’d have known if he’d done something worth a bollocking from an admiral - but it was nice to have confirmation.  And yet, why had he been summoned?  He couldn’t think of a good reason.  A promotion?  It was unlikely Admiral Onarina had called to promote him personally.

“I’m sorry for cutting your leave short,” Admiral Onarina said.  She actually managed to sound regretful.  “You’re being reassigned.”

Thomas raised his eyebrows.  He’d assumed he’d be spending at least another six months at the academy, if not remaining there for the rest of his career.  It was quite possible, he’d thought, that the navy had seen the academy as the last stage of his career.  He’d probably missed the chance to jump up to commodore, if not admiral.  Family connections or not, there were limits.  A stalled career might never be restarted.

Admiral Onarina leaned forward.  “The war is going poorly,” she said.  “The blunt truth is that the enemy outnumbers us.  In the last two major engagements, they brought enough ships to outnumber the defenders two-to-one.  Intelligence believes they’re planning to continue thrusting towards us through at least two tramline chains, simultaneously.  If they do, we will be unable to stop one thrust without giving the other thrust a chance to break through and wreak havoc.”

Thomas sucked in his breath.  He’d seen the reports - and he was a past master at reading between the lines, particularly when the news broadcasts were so vague it was brutally obvious they were concealing something - but he hadn’t realised it was so bad.  The naval reports hadn’t been anything like so grim.  And yet ... he took a sip of his tea, trying to remain calm.  Admiral Onarina wouldn’t have summoned him, a lowly captain, to discuss the war.  She had something else in mind.

“We cannot hope to out-produce the virus,” Admiral Onarina continued.  “We’re pushing our industrial nodes to the limit, despite the risk of a general collapse, but it isn’t enough to keep the virus from crushing us through sheer numbers.  Our only edge is that our technology is slightly - slightly - more advanced.  We at Special Projects have been working hard to develop newer and better weapons systems that will give us a chance to turn the tide.  We’ve had some successes, but - so far - we haven’t developed a silver bullet.”

“I see,” Thomas said.  “We may come up with something revolutionary ...”

“We may,” Admiral Onarina agreed, grimly.  “There are problems, of course.  The naval commanders don’t want to risk betting everything on an untried weapons system.  They’re concerned about discovering, the hard way, that a brand-new invention works perfectly in the lab, but fails spectacularly in the real world.  Quite a few of the concepts that have come out of Special Projects - and the Next Generation Weapons program - have proven unworkable, at least until the kinks are worked out.  However, we have made a number of advances and improvements to weapons tech.”

She tapped her terminal.  A holographic starship materialised above the deck.  Thomas leaned forward, drinking in the details.  She was oddly designed, a cross between a giant battleship and a light cruiser.  Thomas frowned as his eyes traced the flattened cylinder, bristling with weapons pods and missile tubes.  The drive section looked unusually large for a ship of her size.  He didn’t like the look of it.  The section struck him as a huge target.  There’d be drive nodes embedded into the hull itself, but if the drive section were shot off, the ship would be effectively dead in space.  His eyes narrowed as he spotted the tiny gunboats clinging to the hull.  Had the designers tried to combine a carrier with a battleship and a cruiser?

“HMS Lion,” Admiral Onarina said, when he looked at her.  “Our first battlecruiser.”

Thomas blinked.  The Americans had experimented with a battlecruiser design, if he recalled correctly, but their prototype hadn’t worked out.  She hadn’t had the acceleration of a cruiser, nor the armour to fight beside the battleships.  Most navies preferred to deploy destroyers, cruisers, carriers and battleships.  Hybrid designs tended to have all the weaknesses and few of the strengths.  And ...

“She carries missiles,” he said, bemused.  It made no sense.  “They’d be blown out of space before they reach their target.”

“We’ve been improving missile design and technology ever since we realised they might still have a use in modern war,” Admiral Onarina explained.  “These missiles are designed for long-range engagements, their seeker heads crammed with ECM generators and suchlike to make targeting them difficult ... although, sadly, not impossible.  They carry improved warheads too, far more deadly than starfighter torpedoes or kinetic projectiles.  A battleship that took a direct hit would be seriously damaged.  A cruiser would be blown to atoms.”

Thomas sucked in his breath.  “But enemy point defence would still pick them off ...?”

“Perhaps,” the admiral said.  “The missiles are designed for multiple roles, as you can imagine.  They are capable of going ballistic for a time, relying on the gunboats to provide guidance, or simply travelling at speeds that make them difficult to hit.  They’re even capable of travelling in evasive patterns, just like starfighters ... expensive as hell, I have to admit, but right now expense isn’t an issue.  We’re gearing up to churn out hundreds of the missiles.”

She altered the display.  A smaller ship appeared beside the battlecruiser.  “HMS Unicorn.  Officially, she’s a corvette, although she’s actually bigger than a standard design.  She’s a combination of recon ship, sniper spotter and a few other roles.  Ideally, she’ll be providing targeting data to Lion’s missiles, allowing Lion a chance to open fire from a distance and then vanish back into stealth before the enemy can react.  She’s also capable of operating independently, if necessary.  She has shorter legs than the average destroyer, and she’s not designed to stand in the line of battle, but she does have enough point defence to provide cover for her mothership.”

Thomas nodded, slowly.  “The concept sounds good.”

“On paper,” Admiral Onarina agreed.  “Practically, we want - we need - to make sure the prototypes are tested to the limit before we commit to building more.  It took months of arguing to convince the Admiralty to assign funding and resources to construct even one, then the project was delayed twice as shipyard workers had to be assigned to other projects and then reassigned back to Lion.  Ideally, she would have left her slip six months ago.”

She met his eyes, evenly.  “I would like you to take command of HMS Lion.”

Thomas felt a thrill of excitement.  There was nothing, absolutely nothing, like starship command.  He wasn’t blind to the politics - or to the danger of being made the scapegoat for the project’s failure, if it failed - but he couldn’t resist.  If he declined the command, the navy would never offer him another.  And besides ... he lifted his eyes to the hologram.  He was a conservative when it came to naval technology - most serving officers were all too aware of the risks of taking untested weapons into combat - but he had to admit the concept sounded good.  It remained to be seen just how well it would work in the real world.

“It will be my pleasure,” he said.  An untested ship, fresh off the slips ... there’d be challenges galore.  It wasn’t uncommon for ships to develop problems as they were put through their paces - it was why the navy insisted on shakedown cruises before putting a ship in the line of battle - but many of those problems could be anticipated and corrected.  Lion was a new design.  It remained to be seen what would go wrong when she powered up her drives for the first time.  “Do we have a mission?”

“Not yet.”  Admiral Onarina grimaced.  “There are a handful of possibilities, and I want you ready for deployment as quickly as possible, but nothing is set in stone.  There’s some ... disagreement ... amongst various senior officers about just how Lion should be employed in combat.  Some of us believe she should be held in reserve until we have enough additional units to prove decisive, others feel she and her classmates will not be enough to turn the tide on their own.  Your first priority is to get Lion ready for combat.  We’ll have orders for you then, never fear.”

“Yes, Admiral.”  Thomas found himself smiling.  “It will be one hell of a challenge.”

“Quite.”  The admiral’s lips thinned, just slightly.  “You’ll be partnered with Captain Mitch Campbell, who’ll have command of Unicorn.  You may have seen him in the news reports.  He’s going to be promoted when I meet him, but you’ll have command of the two-ship flotilla and you’ll be breveted commodore for official correspondence.  I’m afraid this doesn’t come with a pay raise.”

Thomas had to laugh.  “Why am I not surprised?”

“Captain Campbell is a hard-charging young man,” Admiral Onarina said.  “He’s very good with small ships, but - so far - hasn’t served on anything larger than a destroyer.  He was also injured during the last set of engagements and spent several weeks in hospital.  I expect you to keep him under control.”

“Admiral?”

“He’s very hard-charging,” she said, again.  “Aggressiveness is a useful trait, as you are aware, but there’s more at stake here than a lone corvette.  No one doubts his bravery, and his crew loves him, but - frankly - I’d be concerned about giving him anything bigger than Unicorn.  He really needs more seasoning before taking command of a cruiser, let alone a battleship or carrier.”

“And the media might make that difficult,” Thomas said.  He vaguely recalled watching broadcasts about Commander Campbell.  “They’ve been promoting him as a major hero.”

“He is a hero,” the admiral said, bluntly.  “He deserves the medal and promotion.  But he also needs more time to mature.  The media may have made that impossible.”

Thomas nodded, curtly.  He’d studied history.  Naval heroes were heroes, a tradition that stretched all the way back to Lord Nelson and Francis Drake.  The time when movie stars and football players had been regarded as heroes and role models was long gone, so far removed from the modern world that it was impossible to understand why anyone had ever taken it seriously.  Who cared what someone whose only skill was kicking a football around a field had to say about anything?  Naval heroes - and army heroes - were far more significant.  And yet, it was easy to start turning them into icons ... icons who inevitably had feet of clay.  Everyone knew Theodore Smith had been a drunkard.  It hadn’t kept him from saving the entire human race.

And it’s also very easy to get a swelled head, he thought.  This might not end well.

“I’ll keep him pointed in the right direction,” he promised.  “And we’ll be a long way from the media.”

“Always a good idea,” Admiral Onarina agreed.  She stood, signalling the interview was over.  “Nancy will escort you to your shuttle.”

“I’ll have to call my wife first,” Thomas said.  He stood, brushing down his uniform.  “She needs to know I’m going back on active duty.”

“Nancy can arrange a private call,” the admiral said.  “You can leave immediately afterwards.”

“Aye, Admiral,” Thomas said.  It was inconvenient, to say the least, and his wife would not be pleased.  But he’d signed away his freedom when he’d joined the navy.  “And thank you.”

“Thank me when you come back,” the admiral said.  Her expression was hard.  “A great deal is riding on this project, Captain.”

“I understand,” Thomas said.  “I won’t let you down.”

Chapter Two

The hospital room felt like a prison.

Commander Mitch Campbell sat in the armchair, trying to read the latest reports.  The medics seemed determined to keep him in the ward, even though he knew himself fit for duty.  He’d only been slightly injured in the engagement.  There’d been others who’d been far less lucky when HMS Pelican had come under enemy fire.  Mitch knew, without false modesty, that he’d done well.  Even the BBC said so.  He’d been brave and lucky enough to emerge a hero, at a time when the country desperately needed heroes.  But it wasn’t enough to get him back into space.

He glowered at the datapad.  He’d fired off requests for reassignment to everyone he’d thought would listen, trying to call in favours from old friends and commanding officers in a desperate bid to escape the hospital.  He would have been happy to serve as an XO, even if it meant taking a technical demotion; he would have been happy to be assigned to an orbital patrol vessel or solar guardship, if it meant getting out.  And yet, no one had seemed inclined to help.  The datapad was crammed with everything from military reports to email spam offering him services he neither wanted nor needed, but nothing that so much as hinted he might be getting a new assignment.

The war isn’t over yet, he thought, as he stood and paced the room.  He was self-aware enough to know he wouldn’t be welcome, or advanced, in a peacetime navy, but there was a war on.  They’ll reassign me soon enough.

The hatch bleeped, then hissed open.  Mitch rolled his eyes without bothering to turn and look at the intruder.  The nurses were nice - he’d flirted with them outrageously - but they couldn’t give him what he wanted.  They couldn’t give him a ship.  He was tempted to cut the monitor from his wrist and leave the sickbay, even though it would have landed him in real trouble.  The doctors and nurses would probably be glad to be rid of him.  Mitch had read his own medical reports.  He knew he was no longer in any real danger.  The best thing he could do, both for himself and the country he served, was go back on the front lines.

“Commander Campbell?”

Mitch turned, raising his eyebrows as he saw the newcomer for the first time.  She was young and attractive, wearing a midshipwoman’s uniform that suggested she was permanently assigned to Nelson Base.  He felt a flicker of sympathy, mingled with contempt.  People who wanted to be uniformed bureaucrats tended to lack vision, in his experience; they rarely grasped the potentials and limitations of the personnel under his command.  He hoped, for the midshipwoman’s sake, she didn’t stay on the base.  In wartime, her career would stall and promotion would become a thing of the past.

“That’s me,” Mitch said.  He outranked her and technically she should have saluted, but he was on medical leave.  He didn’t really care.  One advantage of serving on corvettes like Pelican was a degree of informality that could never be permitted on a fleet carrier.  It was astonishing how many people blossomed when they felt free to speak their minds.  “What can I do for you?”

“Admiral Onarina requests your presence,” the midshipwoman said.  “I’ve been sent to escort you.”

Mitch raised his eyebrows, even as his heart leapt for joy.  The admiral wanted to see him?  It had to be good news.  If he was in trouble ... he frowned inwardly as he grabbed his jacket, silently relieved he’d dressed after his morning shower.  He’d hoped a show of personal grooming would convince the headshrinkers there was nothing particularly wrong with his mind.  Pelican might have been shot up so badly she’d been sent to the breaker’s yard, but her commander was alive and well.  And so were most of her crew.

“You’ll probably have to sneak me past the guards outside,” he joked, at least partly to see how she’d respond.  He’d paced up and down outside the room before the nurses had told him to get back inside and stay there.  “Did you bring a disguise?”

The midshipwoman looked unamused.  “The doctors have cleared you to leave.”

Mitch nodded.  The midshipwoman was definitely young, then.  Too young and inexperienced to know when someone was teasing.  The doctors wouldn’t have let her take him out unless he’d been cleared first.  He checked his appearance in the mirror, put a hand through his brown hair to smooth it as much as possible, then followed the midshipwoman through the hatch.  A pair of nurses at their workstation nodded as they walked past.  Mitch smiled cheerfully.  They might have been his wardens as much as his caretakers, but they could hardly be blamed for following orders.  The doctors had seemed convinced the damage had been worse than he’d thought.

He put the thought out of his mind as they walked through a series of airlocks that separated the hospital wing from the rest of the orbiting structure.  Ultraviolet light beamed down on them, making his skin prickle uncomfortably; tiny sensors checked their blood for the slightest hint of the virus.  He was tempted to point out that he’d been in a facility designed to prevent infection from spreading, but there was no point.  The guards had strict orders.  They couldn’t let anyone through unless they submitted to the bioscreening.  The odds of infection might be low, but the virus had managed to slip zombies through the defences before.  Better to be paranoid now, he told himself, than sorry later.

The midshipwoman stopped in front of a large hatch and keyed it open.  Mitch stepped forward, coming to attention as he entered Admiral Onarina’s office.  He couldn’t help a thrill of fellow-feeling.  She was a commoner, just like he was, but she’d reached the very highest levels through guts, determination and an unflinching refusal to be deterred from doing the right thing.  The Order of the Garter, clearly delineated on her uniform, was proof of just how far she’d come.  She had the right to take a salute from just about everyone.

Mitch saluted, perfectly.  “Commander Mitch Campbell, reporting as ordered.”

“Welcome.”  Admiral Onarina’s accent suggested she’d been born and raised in London.  “Please, take a seat.  Tea or coffee?”

Mitch nodded.  “Tea, please.”

He sat, studying the admiral with interest.  She was a striking woman - he acknowledged that, in the privacy of his own mind - but it wasn’t her looks that caught his attention.  It was her air of calm competence, of grim certainty she knew what she was doing ... he understood, now, why so many of her former subordinates spoke so highly of her.  He would have followed her anywhere too.  She had the indefinable air of command that called to him.  He hoped he’d be as impressive when he reached flag rank.

And the fact she reached flag rank is proof I can do it too, he thought, as he accepted a mug of tea.  She’s even more of a commoner than I am.

The admiral studied him for a long moment.  Mitch wondered, silently, what she saw in him.  A brave and bold commanding officer who’d saved an entire convoy from certain destruction?  Or a fool who’d made a terrible mistake and lost his ship?  A nervy man, a reckless idiot, or both?  Mitch had read the after-action reports.  Some had praised him, some had cursed him ... he kept his face under tight control.  It was easy for an armchair admiral to carp and criticize the men on the front lines, secure in their hindsight ... and the knowledge they’d never have to make life or death decisions themselves.  Admiral Onarina had been on the front lines herself.  She’d know how hard it could be to determine the right thing to do.

If you can keep your head when everyone else is panicking, he reminded himself dryly, you’re halfway there already.

“I read the reports from your last engagement,” Admiral Onarina said, finally.  “But I’d like you to tell me, in your own words, what actually happened.”

You probably read my report as well as all the others, Mitch thought, feeling a flicker of resentment.  He’d been trapped in a bed long enough to write a detailed report.  And there’s nothing I can add to it.

He put the feeling out of his mind as he leaned forward.  “Pelly - ah, Pelican - was assigned to escort an evacuation convoy from Manticore to Erie,” he said.  “Admiral Yu believed it was only a matter of time before Manticore came under heavy attack, so he wanted to evacuate the trained workers before it was too late to do it in an orderly fashion.  I agreed with his logic, particularly as my crew were overdue for shore leave anyway.  We’d been on deployment for nearly a year.

“We left with seven other escorts and nineteen freighters, doing our level best to remain stealthy as we jumped from system to system.  Everything went well until we ran into an enemy patrol in Dorcas.  They altered course to engage us.  It was only a matter of time, I thought, until they ran us down.  The freighters couldn’t hope to outrun the enemy warships.”

The admiral nodded, curtly.  Mitch felt relieved.  It was hard to explain to civilians, somehow, that starships that could travel at unimaginable speeds sometimes couldn’t travel fast enough.  A freighter might move like greased lightning, compared to a hypersonic transport or maglev train, but she might as well be crawling compared to an enemy warship bent on chasing her down.  The freighters couldn’t even scatter if there was more than one enemy warship in the vicinity.  They simply didn’t have the legs to break contact long enough to go doggo and hide.

“I deployed ECM drones and altered course,” Mitch recalled.  “Pelican went at the enemy ships, all guns blazing.  We tore through their formation, firing like madmen.  The enemy ships were distracted long enough for the convoy to slip away into interplanetary space, the freighters pretending to be black holes while the warships pretended they were running for their lives.  It worked.  We bought the convoy enough time to save thousands of lives.”

“At the cost of losing Pelican,” Admiral Onarina pointed out.  “And you getting severely wounded.”

“It was an exploding console,” Mitch said.  He snorted.  He was going to be a laughingstock when that became public knowledge.  Exploding consoles were common in movies and viewscreen programs, but rare - almost unknown - in real life.  “Pelican was hit so badly there were power surges throughout the command datanet.  Ironically, it’s probably what saved us.  We were so badly hit they thought we were dead.”

He took a breath.  “One of the freighters risked everything to send shuttles to take us off the wreck,” he said.  “I remained in command until my surviving crew was evacuated, then handed command over to the freighter’s captain.”

Admiral Onarina smiled.  “An interesting take on nearly fainting as soon as you were brought onboard.”

“Fainting is perhaps too strong a word,” Mitch countered.  He’d been in terrible pain.  His memories were broken and scattered.  “But I was in no state to assume command.”

He winced, inwardly.  Technically, any warship commander outranked a freighter commander.  Technically, Mitch should have taken command of the freighter as soon as he stepped onboard.  Technically ... he shook his head.  He really hadn’t been in any state to assume command.  And he knew what he’d have said to any jumped-up officer who thought superior rank was enough to take command of his ship.  He wouldn’t have blamed the freighter’s CO for finding a way to ignore regulations.

“Quite.”  Admiral Onarina studied him for a long moment.  “Did you do the right thing?”

“If I hadn’t charged the enemy fleet,” Mitch pointed out, “they would have blown the convoy to atoms.  There were over a hundred thousand civilians on those ships, Admiral, ranging from experienced workers to their wives and children.  Losing Pelican was painful” - in more ways than one, his thoughts added - “but losing the rest of the squadron would have been worse.”

He kept his face under tight control, unsure what the admiral would say.  She was experienced enough to know he was right, but she might have come under heavy pressure from her superiors.  The Royal Navy had held an inquest into the loss of HMS Pelican, but the board hadn’t bothered to contact him after demanding and receiving his report.  He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign.  They hadn’t so much as asked him for clarification, let alone put him in the hot seat and shouted questions at him.  He would almost have preferred to face a hostile audience than stay in the hospital room.

“I agree,” Admiral Onarina said.  “The board agreed as well.  In an ideal world” - her lips twisted - “we would not have to worry about losing ships and crew.  In the real world, we can only ensure our ships and crews are not risked and lost for nothing.  The board found you personally blameless.  Indeed, it agreed you were to be promoted to captain - effective immediately - and assigned to a new command.”

Mitch sucked in his breath.  He’d wanted to be a starship captain for as long as he could remember.  He’d grown up on stories of Francis Drake, Horatio Nelson and Theodore Smith ... although only Smith, he recalled dryly, had commanded an actual starship.  If they promoted him to captain ... they could never take it from him.  He’d have the right to call himself captain for the rest of his life, even if he never commanded another starship.  He tried not to grin like an idiot.  He’d made it!  He’d never be stricken from the rolls and forgotten ...

“You’ll be taking command of HMS Unicorn, a specialised corvette,” Admiral Onarina informed him.  “We believe you have the right combination of skills and experiences to handle her ... semi-unique role.  Ideally, she and her partner will be the first of a new breed of warships.  We think she’ll give us the edge in future engagements with the virus.  I shouldn’t have to tell you, Captain, just how important it is that we maintain and widen that edge as much as possible.”

Mitch nodded, grimly.  He’d seen the virus at work.  It was unpredictable.  There were times when it would attack like a madman - like him - and times when it would ignore the most flagrant provocations.  He had the feeling the intelligence directing its combat operations was prepared to soak up a certain level of casualties, rather than change the plan and risk matters getting out of control.  It made no sense, from his point of view, but if one regarded one’s ships and crews as expendable assets, of no more importance than a fingernail, he supposed it made a certain kind of sense.  Perhaps the virus had enough ships to allow it to spend them carelessly.

We still don’t know how much space it really controls, he reminded himself.  A handful of infected worlds had been nuked, weapons of mass destruction unleashed for the first time since the Age of Unrest, but the virus didn’t seem to have been slowed down.  For all we know, we’re battling a tiny fraction of its overall fleet.

“I understand,” he said.  “What about my crew?”

“Fifteen of your surviving crew from Pelican have accepted transfer to Unicorn,” Admiral Onarina informed him.  “The remaining ten have been reassigned.”

And fifteen are dead, Mitch thought.  He’d had forty personnel under his command.  Fifteen had died ... he’d known them all, personally.  They hadn’t been names and faces in a file, they hadn’t been statistics ... they’d been real people.  I couldn’t even visit their families.

He felt his heart twist.  He had no fear of death - he couldn’t have done all the madcap stunts he’d done in his career if he’d been worried about dying - but he hated the thought of others dying for him.  They’d known the risks, he kept telling himself, yet ... he shook his head.  It didn’t make things any better.  He hadn’t wanted them - any of them - to die.

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said, truthfully.  “I assume there’ll be new crew too?”

“Yes.”  Admiral Onarina frowned.  “There’s another concern.  You’ll be serving under Captain Hammond.  He’ll be breveted commodore for the duration.”

Mitch said nothing for a long moment.  Captain Hammond?  The name was unfamiliar ... Hammond was hardly an unusual surname.  Certainly, nothing had happened to bring the name to his attention.  That could be good or bad.  Captain Hammond might be a competent commanding officer, well aware of the importance of being good as opposed to looking good, or he might be a reactionary stick in the mud.  The war had killed a number of officers who’d been promoted for reasons other than competence, but Mitch was painfully aware they hadn’t all been killed.  He shook his head.  He’d find out soon enough.  A breveted commodore would hopefully know the difference between good leadership and bad.

“I understand,” he said.  “When do I take up my post?”

“Now, if you’re ready.”  Admiral Onarina smiled.  “Technically, you’re entitled to a few days of shore leave, but ...”

“I spent too long in a hospital bed,” Mitch assured her.  He wouldn’t have minded a day or two spent visiting Sin City, or haunting a spaceport strip down on Earth, but he knew the right answer.  Besides, he wanted to take command of his new ship before the Admiralty had a change of heart.  “I don’t need any shore leave.”

“Very good,” Admiral Onarina said.  She picked a datachip off her desk and held it out to him.  “Your orders, Captain, and details on your new command.  And good luck.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Mitch said.  “I won’t let you down.” 

Chapter Three

“Captain?”

Thomas looked up.  The shuttle was so cramped - he wasn’t the only person travelling to the Hamilton Yards - that he’d been invited to sit at the back of the cockpit, even though he had a feeling the pilot would have preferred him in the rear compartment.  He’d spent most of the trip studying the files on the datachip, trying to get the measure of his new command and her crew.  It hadn’t been easy.  Too many details were left out of the files, either because they were unimportant or simply unknown.  It was worse, he reflected, when dealing with a new design.  The weaknesses might not become apparent until the ship was taken into combat.

“Yes?”

“We’re approaching Lion now,” the pilot said.  “Would you like to come forward?”

Thomas stood and peered into space as a cluster of lights slowly came into view.  The Hamilton Yards were immense, hundreds of slips, industrial nodes, defence stations and personal hubs floating near the asteroid belt.  His eyes dropped to the console, picking out the IFF beacons that marked the location of dozens of starships preparing for their first deployments.  HMS Lion floated near the edge of the facility, half-hidden behind a haze of ECM generators.  Thomas suspected it was pointless - the naked eye and passive sensors could pick out quite a few details - but there was no point in questioning it.  The security precautions might make it harder for a spy drone to get close to the ship without revealing its presence, or convince its controller that it had spotted something useful.  The real secrets were inside the hull.

And I could give someone a tour without ever revealing anything important, he thought, dryly.  They’d never know they were being snowballed.

He put the thought to one side as Lion took on shape and form.  She was longer than he’d realised, her flattened hull suggesting she was designed to fire missiles rather than plasma bolts.  It took him a moment to mentally link what he was seeing with the starship plans he’d studied to realise that Lion was bigger than he’d thought.  The missiles were huge, by human standards, but still tiny compared to the battlecruiser.  Her drive section was heavily armoured ... he frowned, unsure he liked the look of it.  Lion would definitely be in serious trouble if she took a hit to the drives.  Two or three would probably be enough to leave her dead in space.

We’ll just have to stay out of point-blank range, he told himself.  We don’t want an enemy battleship blowing us to atoms.

He frowned as the shuttle glided closer.  He’d read the reports - he’d studied them carefully - but training and experience told him missiles were largely useless in combat.  A ballistic missile was easy to avoid, a powered missile was easy to destroy.  It was possible to overwhelm a starship’s defences, but anyone who wanted to try would have to fire so many missiles that the whole exercise would rapidly become cost prohibitive.  A chill ran down his spine as he remembered the virus deploying thousands of missiles in single engagements.  The virus didn’t have to care about economics, or living wages, or anything else that might detract from producing as many missiles as possible.  It just didn’t seem fair.

“Captain, we’ll be docking at the forward hatch,” the pilot said.  “Do you want to surprise your crew?”

“No, thank you,” Thomas said.  It was unlikely he could surprise his crew, unless his XO was incredibly careless.  Nelson Base would have sent Lion a copy of the shuttle’s troop manifest.  A smart officer would at least glance at the list, before forwarding it to whoever was in charge of personnel assignments.  “There’s no point in trying.”

He smiled as the battlecruiser grew larger and larger until she was practically dominating the cockpit.  Up close, he could pick out point defence weapons and sensor nodes, constantly sweeping the surrounding area for threats.  Men in suits and worker bees hummed around the giant ship, carrying out the final tasks before clearing Lion for deployment.  Thomas felt a thrill of anticipation as the shuttle altered course, heading straight for the forward hatch.  A low thump echoed through the hull as she locked on, the gravity field flickering slightly as it meshed with the battlecruiser’s field.  Thomas let out a breath as he turned and headed for the hatch.  Hopefully, his new XO - Commander Shane Donker - hadn’t arranged a meet-and-greet.  Thomas knew he’d have to meet his new officers, sooner rather than later, but he’d prefer not to do it in the middle of a crowded airlock.

The outer airlock opened in front of him.  Thomas felt his ears twinge as the pressure equalised, the inner airlock flowing open to allow him to board his ship.  The atmosphere smelt new, as if the ship was too new to have a scent of her own.  It wouldn’t be long, he told himself, as he looked around.  The remainder of the crew were already on their way, along with the marines and assessment officers.  The ship would start to smell normal soon enough.

Commander Shane Donker stepped forward and saluted.  “Captain.  Welcome onboard.”

Thomas returned the salute.  “Thank you, Commander,” he said.  Donker’s file had made it clear he was an engineering officer who’d switched to the command track, rather than someone who’d spent his entire career climbing up the latter to the captain’s chair.  A good choice, he thought, for XO of an experimental design.  “It’s good to be here.”

“Good to have you too,” Donker said.  He sounded as though he actually meant it.  “We’ve been looking forward to taking her out and seeing what she can really do.”

“I’ve read a lot of good things in the reports,” Thomas said.  “How well does she handle in the real world?”

Donker turned and led Thomas towards the bridge.  “We’ve powered up her drives and taken her for a spin around the shipyard,” he said.  “There were no major problems.  A couple of components had to be replaced, when they failed upon being powered up.  There was a minor hiccup in Fusion Three that turned out to be caused by a component being inserted wrongly, but the monitoring software caught the glitch before it could cause any major problems.  And we’ve fired dummy missiles through each of the tubes.”

He paused.  “Naturally, we haven’t taken her into real combat.  We don’t know how well she’ll handle an unstructured engagement.”

“We’ll find out,” Thomas said.  He’d be discomforted to discover that Lion could only handle a specific form of engagement, although he’d prefer to know about it before he took his ship into combat.  “And the crew?  How are they?”

“Around ninety percent of our assigned manpower is onboard,” Donker assured him.  “The remainder - the gunboat pilots and the marines - will be joining us shortly.  We’ve been running endless drills, trying to figure out what we can and cannot do before we face a real crisis.  The reports are on your desk, but overall I’m pleased with progress.”

Thomas nodded, feeling uncomfortably unsure of himself.  The crew wouldn’t know him.  It shouldn’t matter, but he knew from experience that it would.  He promised himself he’d spend the next few days touring his ship, getting to know his officers and men before leading them into battle.  He’d have to spend time in the simulators himself too, practicing everything from simple engagements to complex multi-sided battles where the line between enemy and ally was thinner than one might suppose.  There was no choice.

Easy training, hard mission, he reminded himself.  Hard training, slightly easier mission.

He dismissed the thought as the bridge hatch hissed open, revealing the nerve centre of the entire vessel.  The chamber had been designed more for looks than practicality, he thought, although he had to admit it probably didn’t matter.  If Lion was hit so badly her bridge was exposed, he reflected, she and her crew were dead.  He made a mental note to check the damage control simulations, to try and determine how close they were to reality.  The navy believed in hard training, but there were limits.  They wouldn’t fire a laser warhead or heavy plasma cannon at a starship just to test the armour.

His eyes wandered the compartment.  A dozen consoles - half manned - surrounded a set of command chairs and holoprojectors.  Lion was too small to have a secondary bridge, he noted; Donker would be sitting beside him when Lion went into battle.  Experience insisted that was a bad idea.  The bridge was heavily armoured, but a lucky shot or an unexpected enemy weapon might be enough to render it non-functional.  It might be better to put the XO in Engineering, when they finally engaged the enemy.  The ship could be controlled from there if the bridge was taken out.

Assuming we survive whatever takes out the bridge, Thomas thought.  And that doesn’t seem likely.

He smiled as he sat on the command chair.  It felt new, as new as the rest of the ship.  He wondered, idly, if Donker had been using it.  The officer of the watch had every right to sit in the command chair, although not all of them did.  Thomas himself had felt a little odd about sitting in the chair, when he’d been a junior officer.  He’d lost the feeling when he’d taken command of his first ship.

“Mr XO, I assume command,” he said, formally.  “Make a note in the log.”

“Aye, sir,” Donker said, with equal formality.

Thomas keyed the console, bringing up the near-space display.  The yards were buzzing with activity, a grim reminder that the country was at war.  There’d been rumours of slowdowns and strikes for years, ever since the pace of construction had been upped and upped again.  He grimaced at the thought.  He understood, all too well, just what happened if men were pushed to breaking point ... but he also understood the threat.  The virus would destroy everything, if it won the war.  Freedom, independence, individuality ... everything that made human what they were would be erased so completely no one would ever remember what they’d been.  The virus wasn’t a normal foe.  It would crush the human race so completely humanity would cease to exist.

“You’d better give me a tour of the ship,” he said, standing.  “And then we can start some real work.”

“Aye, Captain,” Donker said.  “If you don’t mind, we’ll start with the living quarters.”

Thomas nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself.  Donker’s voice showed no hint of irritation at being displaced, even though it had to be annoying.  Donker had been the de facto captain for the last three months, once Lion had been moved out of the slip.  He would have been more than human if he hadn’t hoped, against all logic and reason, that he would be offered the command chair.  Lion was a new ship of a new design.  Donker would have less to unlearn than a man who’d commanded destroyers and carriers.  He might even have been more willing to push the limits as far as they’d go.

He listened carefully, asking questions from time to time, as they made their way through the ship.  Lion felt undermanned, even though the reports had claimed she was so heavily automated she could be commanded and operated by a tiny handful of crew.  Thomas had his doubts about that.  The automated systems might work in theory, but - in his experience - they’d start to fail the moment enemy fire started pounding the hull.  It might be better to bring additional damage control crewmen onto the ship, even if they had no other use.  He made a mental note to see if he could convince the Admiralty to assign more.  The manpower shortage was apparently permanent, no matter how many people were conscripted into the military.

Or we should see who we can hire from the asteroids, he mused.  It isn’t as if we’re not facing a common foe.

“The original design called for the gunboats to be treated as starfighters,” Donker explained, as they reached the gunboat hatches.  “They’d be held internally and launched from a flight deck.  Simulated versions of the design, however, suggested that it would render the entire ship useless.  A jack of all trades and master of none, as they say.  It would have been worse, in fact, because the flight deck would have drawn fire, allowing the enemy to shoot into the ship.”

Thomas nodded.  He’d studied some of the early designs for ships that were both fleet carriers and battleships.  Ark Royal had served in both roles, but every successive design had proven to be unable to duplicate the feat.  Lion would have it even worse, he thought; a direct hit to the flight deck, a nuke detonating inside the tube, would have broken the battlecruiser’s back even if it hadn’t blown her to atoms.  The gunboats would be hellishly vulnerable, if a missile hit their berths, but it would be better to lose all the gunboats than the entire battlecruiser.

Which probably won’t endear us to the pilots, he thought, as they peered into empty berths and briefing compartments.  No one likes to be reminded they're expendable.

He glanced at Donker.  “Do the gunboats live up to the hype?”

“It’s hard to say,” Donker said.  There was something in his voice that suggested he had opinions on the subject.  “The simulations suggest the concept is workable.  Their one actual engagement, against an enemy raiding party, was a great success.  We don’t know, of course, if the virus had anyone watching the engagement from a distance.  They may be in blissful ignorance of what’s coming their way, sir, or they may be working desperately to devise countermeasures.  We simply don’t know.”

He paused.  “I’ve met a couple of gunboat crews,” he added.  “They come across as lacking polish - most of them were recruited in a non-standard manner, from what I heard - and they didn’t act like naval officers, but ... they were fairly sure they could do their jobs.  I think time will tell if this is a good idea or not.”

Thomas nodded.  It wasn’t a ringing endorsement, but ... it would have to do.  They were charged with striking a balance between naval conservatives and progressives, between officers who saw new weapons as worse than useless and officers who were so entranced with the promise of newer and better weapons that they overlooked the downsides.  They’d have to test the concepts thoroughly, before they were put into mass production.  He remembered the admiral’s words and shuddered.  The human race was thoroughly outnumbered.  It couldn’t hope to win a war of attrition.  Their only hope was designing weapons that might give them an edge.

Or even a vaccine that might let us co-exist with the virus, he thought.  Most anti-viral research was highly classified, but the rumours he’d heard suggested the researchers were no closer to a breakthrough than they’d been in the last five years.  We’d settle for something that poisoned the host, if we had no other choice.

“We’ll find out,” he said.  “And if it doesn’t work, we’ll just have to come up with something new.”

“Coming up with something new isn’t the problem, sir,” Donker said.  “There are more ideas for silver bullets than there are stars in the sky.  Turning a concept into workable hardware ... that’s the problem.  There’s a whole bunch of ideas that are close enough to tantalise us ...”

He shook his head.  “And none of them are remotely practical, not yet.”

“I know,” Thomas said.  “I’ve read the reports.”

He frowned, inwardly, as the tour continued.  The designers had done good work.  They’d practically overdesigned the ship.  Lion had enough drive nodes to give it the acceleration curve of a destroyer, something that would give the enemy a nasty fright the first time they saw her in action.  They’d probably start building their own, as soon as they realised it was possible.  And then ... Thomas gritted his teeth.  Lion might be able to outrun anything big enough to kill her, but she couldn’t outrun missiles.  The enemy would probably try to overwhelm her defences, simply by hurling hundreds of missiles at her.  Lion’s point defence might not be enough to stop them.

But the gunboats will add to our point defence fire, he told himself.  They’ll provide mobile firing platforms as well as targeting data.

Or so the simulations tell us, his thoughts countered.  We won’t know how well it’ll really work until we actually face the enemy.

“I’m going to have to spend the next week getting to know the ship,” he said, as they headed back to the ready room.  “And meeting the crew.”

He took a breath.  “Please inform the senior officers that they’re invited to a brief gathering this evening, at 2000,” he added.  “I’ll meet them formally then.”

“Aye, Captain,” Donker said.  It was rare, almost unknown, for an officer to decline an invitation from the captain.  It was effectively compulsory, whatever the captain might say.  “I’ll let them know at once.”

Thomas nodded.  His terminal was blinking yellow, warning him there was a small pile of messages in his inbox demanding his attention.  The XO was supposed to handle most of the paperwork and suchlike, but there were matters that could only be handled by the captain, even though the captain had only been assigned to the ship a few short hours ago.  He’d have to review Donker’s decisions too, he reminded himself.  The XO had been the man on the spot, but it was the captain who’d pay the price if they went wrong ...

“Hopefully, we’ll meet our planned departure date,” he said, as he took his chair.  “I’ll speak to you later.”

“Yes, sir,” Donker said.  “I’ll see you tonight.”

Chapter Four

“You don’t have to escort me to school,” Elizabeth Gurnard whined.  “You really don’t.”

Tobias Gurnard - he’d stopped using his first name as soon as he legally could - smirked at his younger sister.  He’d sworn, six months ago, that it would be a cold day in hell before he went anywhere near his former school.  It had been ten years of absolute hell, from sadistic PE teachers and a headmaster who was almost brutally incompetent to louts whose only entertainment was beating him up on a regular basis.  And, despite his hard work, he’d failed to make it into university and leave the assholes behind.  If the navy hadn’t recruited him, he thought, he’d still be with the assholes.  As it was, he couldn’t help feeling a flicker of the old terror as he approached the school.

And yet ... he smiled, despite himself, as they passed groups of boys only a year or two younger than he was.  His uniform felt uncomfortable, but it was safety.  Anyone who attacked a serviceman on the streets faced a life sentence in an arctic work camp, if they weren’t simply put in front
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