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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Day and night, year round, the sailors of the Icaran Confederation Navy patrol the stars, doing their part to defend hearth and home, God and country.  It is a challenging, dangerous, and often thankless job that demands all that they can deliver, and sometimes more.

      

      From heroic highs to career lows, from secret operations to surprise birthday parties, this collection of ten military science fiction stories shows what life is like on the pointy end of the spear, where the Confederation’s finest put themselves in harm’s way every day.

      

      Join the Navy. See the Galaxy.
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        * * *

      

      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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            Meeting No One

          

        

      

    

    
      The larger of the system’s binary star pair would be shining brightly enough to blind a man almost instantly, but LT(jg) Pete Danforth couldn’t see it.  The retractable shields that blocked off the deck-to-overhead plasteel windows on all side of ICS JAMI BARBOSA’s bridge were shut, leaving nothing visible of the space outside the ship except the dull-grey of armored metal, and the multi-colored projections of navigation, ship status, and contact data that the ship’s systems displayed on the windows.

      Despite himself, Pete couldn’t help feeling the lack of visibility, like an oppressively heavy cloak draped across his shoulders.  It made no sense to feel that way; the bridge was the only place on the ship were you could see outside at all.  But in the months he’d been standing Officer of the Deck up here, he’d become accustomed to seeing the swath of the universe all around.

      It’s lack now felt…off.

      He shivered slightly, feeling the just slightly south of comfortable chill in the air more acutely than usual.  The air conditioning systems were like that on the ship; so much heat generated by the crew and the electronics, the temperature had to be set a tad lower than he would have usually liked.  But it wasn’t normally enough to really bother him.

      Must be the lack of starlight, said a wry voice in the back of his mind, and he sniffed.

      That voice was stupid.  In reality, it was the opposite.  The ship had cranked up the air conditioning plant specifically because they would be approaching the star so closely.  Much more closely than Pete had ever been.

      Not that his whole two and a half years of Naval service were the be all, end all of experience.  But he’d never even heard of a ship coming as close to a star as BARBOSA was now.

      Speaking of which…

      He was just turning away from his Officer of the Deck’s lectern to check the plot when the Quartermaster spoke up.

      “Officer of the Deck, approaching Nav Point Juliet.”

      The navigation plot was in the aft, port section of the bridge.  BARBOSA’s was fully holographic, and showed a 3-D rendering of the ship’s track through the system.  It was zoomed in, to only display a fraction of the system’s volume, the better to more precisely navigate.

      BARBOSA’s track was a solid blue ribbon arcing toward perihelion, which was labeled boldly with a white circle and “Juliet.”  Past the nav point, the track continued on in a hyperbolic arc that would, in just another day or two, put the ship at its ultimate destination, and a mission that Pete had to admit he was a bit leery about.

      Pete met the Quartermaster’s eyes, shaded through the translucent holo-display that separated them, and nodded.  “Very well, Quartermaster.”

      The Quartermaster, a Third-Class Petty Officer who looked like he could be Pete’s little brother, baby-faced as he was, swallowed visibly.  Pete saw an uncertainty in QM3’s eyes that mirrored his own.

      The Captain had been very vague about their mission, and had been holding lengthy closed-door meetings with the XO and Department Heads in his stateroom.  Normally, Department Head meetings were held in the Wardroom, so what were they doing?  And why was BARBOSA in Condition Omicron—stealth mode—and using a close gravity assist from the star to get to their destination more quickly instead of just burning over using her engines?

      Pete could figure that last one out easily enough.  They meant to surprise whoever else was going to be there, and a normal engine burn would be detectable by just about anyone’s gravitic sensors.  But still, what was it they were going to do?

      He had been chewing on that question over for the last several days, since the Captain ordered this new course and the private meetings began.  And there had been few answers coming down from the high-ups.  Damn few at all.

      “Loose lips sink ships,” Pete murmured.

      Through the holo display, QM3 raised an eyebrow.  “Sir?”

      Pete shook his head.  “Just talking to myself.”

      From his ship’s status control panel a few paces away to starboard, the Chief of the Watch’s seemingly always-sardonic voice called, “They say that’s a sign of impending mental collapse, Mr. D.”

      Pete snorted and looked over at the Chief.  His panel had not been upgraded to the holographic version; all old-school gages and tank level indicators, alarm controls and bulkhead stop actuators.  The Chief himself was even more antique.  His hair, what was left of it, had completely gone to grey, and he was thin to being almost emaciated beneath the navy blue coveralls that were the Navy’s underway uniform.  But he had a lively twinkle in his grey-blue eyes, and an almost youthful and joking grin on his face.

      “That ship sailed a long time ago, Chief,” Pete said, and the Chief laughed.

      He moved back over to his lectern and pulled a communicator handset from a cradle on its right side.  A pair of buzzers was next to the handset: one for the CO’s stateroom and one for his chair in the wardroom.  Pete pushed both.

      “Captain.”  His voice was always gravelly, but today that was amplified, more like bouldery.

      “Captain, Officer of the Deck.  We’re passing point Juliet, sir.  Estimated time to point Kilo is 41 hours, 28 minutes.”

      Point Kilo was the next navigation waypoint, and BARBOSA’s final destination on this voyage plan.  Where they would do…something.

      There was a pause of a couple seconds, then the Captain replied, “Very well.  Maintain condition Omicron.”

      “Aye, aye sir.”

      Pete set the handset back in its cradle, and looked at it in silence for a long moment.  Then he got back about the duties of his watch.
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        * * *

      

      Another day and another watch, and the mystery still lingered.  As he turned over to his watch relief, Pete looked at the nav plot, and nav point Kilo, now less than half as far away as it used to be and closing every second, and felt his discomfort growing.

      After watch, at midrats in the wardroom, he tried to broach the subject with the Combat Systems Officer, who was the off-going Tactical Action Officer down in CIC.  But before Pete could even get the question out of his mouth, the CSO’s demeanor shifted from his usual joviality to his poker face.

      Which was saying something, considering CSO was the ship’s reigning poker champion, and routinely won poker tournaments out in town as well.

      “See to your duties,” CSO said, flatly.  “When you need to know more, you’ll be told more.”

      Greg and Horace, the off-going CIC Watch Officer and Engineering Officer of the Watch, traded guarded looks with each other, and then with Pete, like they felt as discomforted by CSO’s words as Pete did.

      Then CSO got up, scraped his mostly-untouched food into the rubbish bin, set his plate into the cleaning queue, and left the wardroom.

      The three of them finished eating in an oppressive silence; no one seemed to want to give voice to what they all were thinking.  It would just make the anxiety all the worse.

      Pete hit the rack after midrats, but he just tossed and turned for what felt like forever.  When he finally drifted off, his sleep was fitful, filled with dreams that he could barely remember when he woke, eyes gravelly and mouth full of a bitter taste, and feeling no better rested than when he first went down.

      Divisional duties in the torpedo room, followed by Weapons Department training, kept him busy all morning.  Then, after a lunch he barely tasted, the 1MC, the ship-wide announcing circuit, chimed to life

      “Attention BARBOSA, this is the Captain.”

      Pete was sitting at his desk in his stateroom, reviewing the next week’s maintenance schedule, but that fled his attention at the Captain’s words.

      “We’ve been operating a bit differently than usual the last few days, and many of you are wondering why.  A week ago, we were given special tasking of the highest national interest.  That is all I can tell you except that if we are successful in our mission, it could seriously improve the Icaran Confederation’s standing in the galactic balance of power, but it is something that cannot be discussed for many years, if ever.

      “Beginning at 1500, and until further notice, access to the Bridge, Radio Room, CIC, and Combat Systems Electronics Space is restricted to those personnel actually on watch, or conducting watch relief.  We will be setting Flight Quarters at 1600, and mustering the VBSS team in the Port Boat Deck at 1730.  Passage from the Port Boat Deck to the Wardroom area will be cleared of all personnel until the operation is complete, except for emergencies.”

      There was a long pause, punctuated only by the sudden pounding of Pete’s heart, echoing in his ears like a double-pedal bass drum in a speed metal concert.

      “We have to keep most of you in the dark about the details, for security reasons.  But this is a small ship, and I’m sure rumors will spread.  But none of what you see or hear during the course of the next few hours and days can be discussed with anyone off this ship.”  Another pause, then, “Officers Call in the Wardroom, and Chiefs Call in the Goat Locker, in fifteen minutes.”

      The 1MC clicked off, and Pete drew in a long, slow breath, held it to the count of five, then let it out.  Some of the tension that had been filling him the last day and a half, and that the Captain’s words amplified, fled with that breath.

      Some, but not all.

      When he got to the Wardroom a few minutes later, it was already nearly full.  Most of the seats around the main C-shaped table that dominated the after area of the room were taken by officers of the ship’s company.  A group of five others, in olive green jumpsuits that marked them out as aviators, sat around the “kiddie table” forward of the main table, adjacent to coffee mess.  With them were two Ensigns, who had come aboard with the Direct Support Element that had embarked the ship when she set out on her current deployment.

      Pete had little knowledge of what those guys did.  They spent most of their time in Radio and the ESM space, doing spooky intel-type work.  All very hush-hush, and since he didn’t have a need to know…he didn’t know.

      He hadn’t given that much thought before.  He was busy enough with his own duties that he didn’t really have time to wonder about it.

      He was wondering now.

      He veered toward the kiddie table, and the low conversation that the aviators were having amongst themselves.  The DSE guys were not joining in.

      The senior-most of the aviators, a full Lieutenant and their detachment’s assistant Officer In Charge, nodded at him as Pete approached.  His grey-blue eyes flashed with something like excitement, and he quirked an eyebrow.

      “Ready for some action?” he said.

      “I’m not sure what⁠—“

      The sound of the wardroom door opening, and multiple footsteps behind him, cut Pete off, and he turned to see the Captain, XO, OPS, the DSE OIC, and the Air Det OIC walked in.  They all wore a single silver bar denoting them as Lieutenant Commanders on their collars, except the Captain, who wore a second bar, naming him a full Commander.

      The door swung shut behind them and latched loudly in the suddenly silent room as all eyes turned to follow the group.

      Or at least it seemed loud to Pete.

      The Captain paused for a moment, surveying the men present.  His face, normally boasting a stern semi-frown, was set, mask-like.  His nostrils flared for a moment as he silently took a roll call, then he nodded to himself and maneuvered around the main table to his seat, at the center of the rear wall of the room.  Several of the officers scooted in to give his belly, which had expanded noticeably in the three months since BARBOSA set out on her deployment, a bit of extra room to pass.

      XO followed, and OPS, taking seats to the Captain’s right and left, and the Air OIC moved to join his men by the kiddie table.  The DSE OIC did not.

      “Gentlemen,” the Captain said, as he took his seat.  “We have important business to attend to, and not a lot of time.  So let’s get right to the point.  DSEO?”

      The DSE OIC nodded and stepped into the space between the main and kiddie tables.  He was lean, approaching fifty, with silver-and-grey hair that was deeply receding.  Over the months since he’d embarked, Pete had come to find him extremely funny, and he was a mean cribbage player.  But he looked serious now.  Deadly serious.

      “Everything I’m about to say is Top Secret, and cannot leave this room.”  The DSE OIC’s eyes narrowed briefly as he said that, and swept over the assembled officers in a swift survey, as though he was making sure the import of his words sank in fully.

      It did for Pete.  He’d had a TS clearance since shortly after joining the Navy, and been read into some of the programs that would interface with BARBOSA’s systems and potential missions.  But he had never participated in such a mission before.

      He felt a little shiver go up his spine; a good one.

      “Several months ago, the Admiralty received a message through…unconventional…channels, claiming to be from a high ranking officer in the Tsago Dominance Navy.  This officer offered to provide access to high level technical and policy information, in exchange for being granted asylum.”

      A rumble of surprised murmurs rippled through the assembled men, that ended as the DSE OIC raised a hand for silence.

      “Over the span of several weeks, our assets were able to determine that the message was genuine, and we have been working out a plan to facilitate the officer’s transport to Icaran Confederation space.”  He lifted an eyebrow.  “That plan comes to fruition today.  The officer’s ship transited the jump point from Hainan three days ago and has been on the drift ever since.  Our mission is to rendezvous with his ship, retrieve him, and eliminate all evidence of his passage.”

      Silence loomed for a moment, and the Captain gestured toward OPS.

      OPS nodded and tapped a this holopad.  The overhead lights dimmed, and a holographic briefing projector activated.  In the space between the two tables, adjacent to where the DSE OIC stood, a map of the star system sprang into view, zoomed in to the quadrant BARBOSA was currently transiting.  BARBOSA’s track was a solid blue line; her projected course a series of blue dots heading toward Nav Point Kilo.

      Pete had noticed before, but not really considered very strongly, that point Kilo was not far from the jump point to Hainan.  That shiver went up his spine again, more intensely.

      “As you’ve probably figured out by now,” OPS said, “Point Kilo is the rendezvous point with our guest.  But he is running dark, as we are, and has kept his engines in standby for most of his transit through Hainan, and all of his time here.  So we only have a dead reckoning of his position, course, and speed, to go off ofs.

      “We’ve been launching Autonomous Space Vehicles to scout the area, and have narrowed down the Area of Uncertainty for his location.  Assuming nothing has gone wrong on his end, he appears to be on schedule to meet us.  When we set flight quarters in a couple hours, we will launch both of our surveillance and reconnaissance skiffs.  Titan 703 and 704 will proceed to that AOU and, using passive sensors only, fix his location.  They will then escort him as we launch the VBSS team, with the XO and DSEO, in Barb-2 from the port boat deck.  Barb-2 will meet and dock with our guest’s ship, and transport him back here.”

      Ops paused.  “We will then scuttle his ship.”  He tapped his holopad again, and the holographics zoomed out to a full view of the system.  “Our current trajectory will carry us to the vicinity of the jump point to Trinity in two weeks.  ICS CURTIS WEATHERBY is scheduled to depart from System HQ and transit to her homeport at New California next week.  She will rendezvous with us in the vicinity of the jump point, and Barb-2 will transfer our guest to her.  After that,” he made a hand-wiping gesture, “we will remain on the float for another three days until we meet back up with our original track from before we diverted.  There we will secure from Condition Omicron and resume normal operations.”

      The Captain spoke into the silence at OPS finished.  “Our guest will be using my Space Cabin during his time aboard.  He will take his meals there, and no one will be allowed access to him except myself, the XO, and the DSEO.  Understood?”

      Head nods all around the room.

      The Captain nodded curtly in reply.  “Then see to your duties.  I don’t have to tell you how potentially important this operation could be for the Confederation.”  He paused, and inhaled sharply, then gave another nod.  “Dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      There were Masters At Arms stationed outside CIC, at the bottom of the ladderwell leading up to the bridge, and outside the Captain’s Space Cabin.  They wore sidearms and ballistic plates over their underway coveralls, and had copies of the watchbill on hand for reference.  Pete had to wait while each sentry verified that he was, in fact, coming on watch before he could pass.

      Any other day, that might have rankled.  Today, though…it only rankled a little bit.

      The bridge was more crowded than usual when he arrived to take the watch.  The Captain and OPS had their heads together over by the Captain’s chair, on the forward starboard side of the bridge area.  They had his command status display panel turned on, and were reviewing what looked like a tactical display.

      Tim Crawfield, the afternoon watch OOD, was by the Quartermaster’s plot.  Pete paused for a moment to scan the star field outside the bridge—nice that the combat shielding was out the way, now that they were well clear of the star—and take in the various ship’s status parameters on display.

      Nothing out of the ordinary, so Pete went over to relieve Tim.  Tim was a full Lieutenant, on his second JO space tour, and had only reported aboard a week before BARBOSA left on deployment.  He was dark-complected and had a quiet, pensive demeanor that made him a terror at the poker table.  But just then, he had a glimmer in his eyes as he greeted Pete.

      “VBSS team is mustered,” Tim said after they said the usual formal pre-turnover litany.  “They should be ready to launch in fifteen minutes.  Titan 703 and 704 linked up with our guest,” he pointed to the aft, starboard area of the bridge windows, were two blue half-circles were depicted.  The course and acceleration vectors associated with the two contacts showed they were heading toward BARBOSA.

      “They’ll reach CPA just after 1900, so the VBSS guys won’t have to wait too long before going in.”

      Pete frowned.  Only the two skiffs from BARBOSA were depicted.  “Where is he?”

      Tim quirked an eyebrow for a second, then nodded understanding.  “Still running dark, remember?  The Titans are in formation with him, so we’ll know right where to send Barb-2.”

      He gestured toward the QMOW’s plot.  It was zoomed in to the immediate volume around Point Kilo.  There was a sizable red-shaded area between the nav point and System North; the AOU for their guest’s ship, Pete realized.  The two skiffs were projected onto the plot, just approaching the nearest edge of the AOU.

      And sure enough, their plotted course projections showed their closest point of approach abaft BARBOSA’s port beam in just over an hour, about five thousand kilometers away.

      It wouldn’t be a lengthy meeting; BARBOSA’s vector was different enough from the Dominance ship’s that they would quickly diverge from each other.  Pete frowned.  If they were to scuttle that ship after picking up the defector, whoever he was, they wouldn’t leave a whole lot of time to do it before his ship drifted out of range.

      So maybe this evolution wasn’t going to be as utterly simple as Pete thought.

      A few minutes more of discussing the ship’s status with Tim, and then Pete took over the watch.  As the Bridge watch standers acknowledged his announcement of the watch change, the Captain, still conferring with OPS by his chair, looked over and gestured for Pete to come over.

      “Report time to VBSS launch,” the Captain said.

      “Ready in seven minutes, sir.”

      The Captain frowned, then nodded briskly.  He worked his jaw as though chewing for a moment, then nodded again.  “Bring the primary cannons online, and power on the point defense turrets.”

      Pete had been expecting the primaries; they would be the most effective way to scuttle the Dominance ship without leaving records.  A fired missile or torpedo would have to replaced.  Plasma for the primaries came from the engineering plant, which constantly needed refueling from normal operation.

      But he hadn’t thought the point defense turrets would be needed at all.  Why⁠—?

      The Captain saw the question on his face.  “We don’t know for certain who’s on that ship.”

      That took a moment to sink in, and Pete felt a different sort of shiver than he had earlier.

      The Captain was preparing to destroy Barb-2 as well as the Dominance ship, in case there were shenanigans afoot and it got taken over somehow.  Which would mean taking out the XO and DSEO, as well as the entire VBSS team…

      Pete swallowed, then nodded.  “Aye, sir.”

      He relayed the orders to CIC, and then there wasn’t much to do but wait.  The seven minutes before Barb-2 was ready to launch seemed to drag for an hour.  But finally, the boat pulled into view from beneath the mass of the ship off BARBOSA’s port side.  There it hung for a few moments, the anti-collision strobes on its dorsal and ventral surfaces seeming ominous in a way that Pete had never experienced before.

      Then Barb-2 shot away, its acceleration vector carrying it swiftly to an intercept with the Dominance visitor.

      The minutes ticked by, becoming an hour.  Pete kept occupied with the routine of the watch, but throughout he kept looking back in the direction the boat had taken; kept checking its position on the plot.  It should have mated up with the Dominance ship by now.  And any minute, now, they’d learn whether this thing was real, or some sort of farce.

      But did it have to take so dang long?

      Over at the Captain’s chair, he and OPS were visions of calm, watching the command display with little comment except when the Captain took a report from Pete for from CIC.  You would think neither of them were concerned at all.  Except OPS was more fidgety than normal, and the Captain rubbed at his nose every couple minutes.

      Pete took some comfort that they were feeling the tension, too.

      Finally, Barb-2’s icon on the plot changed.  Its vector had been constant, parallel with the two Titans.  Now it was rotating, pointing back toward BARBOSA, and elongating quickly as the boat accelerated.

      The two Titans were moving as well, following the boat.

      The bridge-to-bridge crackled to life.  Pete recognized the XO’s voice.

      “BARBOSA, this is Barb-2.  Package received, over.”

      The Captain’s lips compressed.  He moved from his chair to the OOD’s lectern, where a handset for the bridge-to-bridge was mounted.  Pete thought his knuckles whitened a bit as he picked up the handset to reply.

      “Barb-2, BARBOSA Actual.  Report fuel state.”

      “We have enough to reach Occent Prime, sir.”

      Occent Prime?  That was three…no, four…jump points from here.  Barb-2 couldn’t possibly reach⁠—

      The Captain’s posture visibly softened.  His shoulders lowered slightly, and Pete thought he breathed out a short sigh.  Of relief?

      “Roger that, Barb-2.  Ready to receive you,” he said.  He released the transmit key and looked sidelong at Pete.  “Stand down the point defense turrets.”

      “Stand down the turrets, aye, sir,” Pete said.  And he understood.

      The rendezvous wasn’t a trap.  XO had met the defector and brought him on board without difficulty.  Occent Prime was outside of the Confederation, and far enough from any jump points to the Dominance that they probably wouldn’t know of it.  After all, Confederation intel only knew of the systems within a single jump of the Dominance’s border with the Confederation.

      So the XO, by saying that, would be passing word of something a Dominance captor would not have any way of coercing him to discuss.

      Pete was grinning as he picked up the 27MC, and relayed the Captain’s order to CIC.

      Not a bad bit
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