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13 December, 2112

Sacagawea System, Beyond the Hyper Limit

LFS Werewolf dropped out of hyper in the far reaches of the Sacagawea system. Wrapped in a cloud of sparkling plasma from the translation event, the cruiser was temporarily blind. Condition Red had been set, and the warship’s 220 officers and crew stood at battle stations, but, for the moment, all of them were waiting on the junior lieutenant at the tactical station to determine whether they needed to go to war. 

Commander Lorna Greenwood, Werewolf’s captain, studied the lieutenant in question. Mary Jane McGill scanned the displays in front of her and waited patiently for her systems to come back up. Her hands moved confidently over the console, and she showed no sign she was aware of her captain’s scrutiny. 

Lorna smiled. Nearly a decade earlier, she had been the Assistant Navigation and Tactical Officer of LFS Lewis and Clark when the survey ship had entered this same system. She’d been in exactly the same position McGill was in, and she’d tried to maintain the same calm, controlled attitude. Like McGill, she’d been through it before in tactical officer training and in live exercises aboard ship, but this one was different. For McGill—as for Lorna, that first time—this was for real, her first time at the tactical station entering a star system many light-years from home. 

There was one major difference, Lorna reminded herself. Lewis and Clark had been the first LFS vessel to visit this system, and they had had no idea what to expect. That was no longer the case. Per the last reports before they departed Luna, the Sacagawea system was now secure, and there should be a significant fleet presence here. 

It had been the site of a recent military action during which the LFS had evicted the alien Ay’uskanar—the “Bugs” in common fleet parlance—from the human-occupied second planet of the system. That planet, known to its inhabitants as Tatanna—Home of the Goddess—was now a self-governing protectorate of the Lunar Free State. The pre-industrial human civilization of the planet was still ruled by a monarch and a feudal aristocracy, but LFS warships held the orbitals and patrolled the surrounding space against any possible return of the Bugs.

Even if protocols had not required it, Lorna would have entered the system at Condition Red. She had been there during the conflict, had in fact lost her first command—LFS Lynx—to enemy action in Tatanna orbit. The loss of her ship and a third of her crew still haunted her, but now, she was back with a new ship. If the Bugs showed up, she planned to collect some serious payback.

“Radar and lidar up,” McGill reported. “Scanning in progress.”

Lorna nodded but said nothing. The short-range active systems always recovered first after a translation. The passive gravitic detection gear would take longer, but at least they would soon know if anyone was close enough to shoot at them.

“Active scans clear,” McGill added. “Gravitics coming up now.”

Again, Lorna said nothing... waiting.

“All clear to thirty seconds,” McGill advised a moment later. 

Gravitic detection gear was generally limited to a thirty light-second radius of detection for warship-sized targets. Anything larger than that here in the outer reaches of the system would likely be an asteroid or other natural body. A ship under gravity drive would be detectable further out; had there been any such targets, McGill would have reported them immediately.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Lorna said at last. “I presume you have a course for the planet.”

“Laid in on the plot, ma’am.”

“Helm, lock in and let’s get moving. Make it 180 gravs, maintain until advised. Stand down to Condition Blue.”

“Aye, Captain... course three-five-six, down one, 180 gravs,” the helmsman confirmed the order. “Maintaining until advised.”

Throughout the ship, crewmembers relaxed as word was passed to stand down from battle stations.

* * *
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Had they been returning to the Sol System or entering a “friendly” system like Rothstein’s Star—home of the New Eden Protectorate—or even one of the allied Akara systems, Werewolf would have sent an immediate message in-system to advise local command of her arrival. 

Fleet had not yet extended that ID protocol to this system, however. Sacagawea was still considered a war zone, and the cruiser would proceed until within ten light-minutes of the planet or until challenged by another fleet unit. 

That didn’t mean they had not been detected. The translation from hyper produced a significant gravity event, and if anyone had been watching for it...

* * *
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“Hyper signature! Multiple hyper signatures!” McGill reported. “Dead aft at one-eight-zero, level... range, four light seconds. Hard translation, three sources, destroyer or cruiser size.”

“Acknowledged... set Condition Red... maintain course and acceleration.” 

Lorna had expected something like this—assuming the fleet units in system were maintaining a competent watch. They’d spotted her translation, given her sufficient time to move inside the system hyper limit, then jumped in to close the door behind her. 

Under the so-called “Ling Defense Protocol”—named for former Admiral of the Fleet and current CEO of the LFS, Amy Ling—it was SOP to establish a patrol just beyond the hyper limit. The patrol ships were not there to watch for incoming hostiles. Instead, they were maintaining station, waiting for FTL grav-pulse orders from system command, giving them the location of an incoming bogey. They would then make the jump to hyper for a fast trip to the point in question.

Werewolf had been moving inward for twenty minutes and was already three light-seconds inside the limit. Despite the “hard” translation, the pursuers would not be carrying enough inbound vector to catch her easily if she chose to run, but they could cut off her escape back to the limit where she could re-enter hyper. If she did run, there would no doubt be other units in-system lying in wait, having been vectored into position by the ones chasing her.

It was a textbook intercept, executed perfectly—which was why, despite the alarms summoning her crew back to battle stations, Lorna was not especially concerned. The textbook in question was the same one she had studied at LFS Fleet Academy. 

“Mr. Brownell, IFF query please,” she told her communications officer.

“IFF initiated,” Ensign Mark Brownell responded, calmly. Despite his relative inexperience—fresh out of Fleet Academy—he had studied the same textbook and had anticipated the request. 

Lorna did not expect an immediate reply. As Werewolf had done earlier, the newcomers were no doubt waiting for their own systems to recover from the translation. For the moment, they were also powered down, and the gravitic spike of the translation event had faded. McGill’s instruments could no longer detect them except as inert objects on her gravitic plot. She would get no more information until they fired up their drives. 

Approximately thirty seconds later, they had the answers they were looking for, as the data on the tactical displays automatically updated.

“Heavy cruiser, LFS Aborigine... two destroyers, Jaguar and Leopard—Jaguar showing a flag icon,” McGill reported. 

“Acknowledged. Hail them, Mr. Brownell.”

She smiled again. LFS Jaguar was a Predator-class destroyer, the flagship of Commodore Rebecca Ling, daughter of the aforementioned CEO of the LFS. In her previous command of LFS Lynx, Lorna had served as a member of Ling’s Destroyer Squadron Twelve, the battle-hardened and much-decorated “Cat Pack”—so called because every ship bore the name of a feline predator. After the loss of Lynx, Lorna had been advised that Ling’s recommendations were largely responsible for her promotion and subsequent assignment to command of Werewolf.

And now she was under Ling’s command again. Although Werewolf was assigned to Cruiser Squadron Two, Ling was the senior officer in the Sacagawea system, which put her in command of all LFS Fleet units on station.

“Hail acknowledged,” Brownell reported. “I have Jaguar Prime on channel eight requesting to speak to you personally, ma’am.”

“I’ll take it in the ready room,” Lorna said, getting up from her command chair. “Ms. McGill, you have the bridge. Stand us down to Condition Blue.”

“Aye, ma’am. I have the bridge, stand down to Blue,” McGill acknowledged, getting up from her own station to take the command chair and pass the order. 

* * *
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Lorna was still getting used to having a “ready room”—a small compartment just aft of the bridge used for private conferences and any other captain’s business for which she needed it. Destroyers didn’t have space to spare for such luxuries unless they had been reconfigured for squadron command, like Ling’s Jaguar. In fact, she reflected with amusement, her quarters aboard Werewolf were more spacious than Ling’s.

She checked her appearance as she sat down at the desk. Always look sharp when reporting to a superior officer, her grandmother had told her years before. Satisfied she did, indeed, look sharp, she brought up the wall screen and selected channel eight.

“Werewolf Prime,” she reported, identifying herself as the cruiser’s captain.

“Welcome back, Commander Greenwood.” Ling’s face appeared on the screen in front of her after a brief delay. Werewolf was still far enough from the interception group to produce a minor communications lag. “Congratulations on your new command.”

“I’m told I have you to thank for it, ma’am. Honestly, after Lynx, I wasn’t sure what was in store for me.”

“Don’t thank me.” Ling snorted. “You earned it. I wished Fleet could have given you the new Lynx, so I could have you back in the Cat Pack, but I’m happy to see they bumped you up to a cruiser.”

“And that cruiser is now reporting for duty, ma’am,” Lorna assured her. “LFS Werewolf is at your disposal.”

“Understood, but while I’m the S.O. in system, you’ll be reporting to Commodore O’Hara as part of CruRon Two.”

“O’Hara?” Lorna hesitated a moment. “John O’Hara?”

“Yes. He’s the squadron commander. Orders came through three weeks ago when Navajo arrived in system. She’s been assigned as his flagship.”

“Does he know I... that Werewolf is coming?” That came out... awkward, she thought, but Ling didn’t notice. 

“We knew Werewolf was in the queue, but I don’t think he knows they gave her to you. I’m sure he’ll be pleased—you served together once before, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am—aboard Lewis and Clark.”

“Fine. Check in with him when you reach Tatanna orbit.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Oh hell, Lorna thought as Ling signed off. Karma, I guess—and she really is a bitch!

* * * * *
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16 December, 2112

LFS Navajo, Tatanna Orbit

Lorna checked her uniform once again as Werewolf’s utility boat settled into the docking slot in LFS Navajo’s boat bay. The bay doors closed, and pressure came up quickly, producing green lights over the hatch as she prepared to disembark.

Two of Navajo’s Marines and a Navy lieutenant commander waited at the bottom of the boarding ramp as she stepped out of the hatch. 

“Werewolf arriving...” 

The announcement over Navajo’s audio system brought Lorna a thrill of pride, reminding her that she was, in fact, the captain of one of the Lunar Free State’s warships. The Marines snapped to attention as the Navy officer popped a sharp salute. She returned the salute as she came down the ramp and stopped at the bottom—one step short of Navajo’s deck. She turned and saluted the cruiser’s “colors” on the aft bulkhead—a vivid, large-scale image of a native American warrior under the banner of the Lunar Free State. Then she turned back to face the officer and read his nameplate.

“Permission to come aboard, Commander Morris.”

“Permission granted, ma’am. Welcome aboard Navajo. I’m her XO, and I’ll escort you to Commodore O’Hara.”

As she followed Morris through the heavy cruiser’s narrow passageways, Lorna reflected that the boarding ceremony had been smartly done, considering that two of the protocols involved had to be “tweaked” a bit. 

For one thing, she should have come down the ramp, saluted the colors, and then saluted Morris (even though she outranked him) when requesting permission to board—because it was his ship, and she was the visitor. But either he had noticed the very prominent ribbon on the left breast of her alpha dress uniform—the Lunar Medal of Honor—or someone had alerted him to its presence. 

She’d won that medal during the battle for Tatanna over a year ago, not only for her outstanding defense of the Marine Assault Carrier Iwo Jima (during which Lynx had been lost), but also for her later action with the Marines in combat on the surface of the planet. Per Lunar military protocol, all service members—including flag officers—were required to salute the wearer of the LMH, regardless of his or her rank. 

The second twist in the protocol was common aboard Navajo. The ship’s captain—not her executive officer—should have been on hand to meet her, as a nod to her status as a captain in her own right. But in this case, Navajo’s captain was also the flag officer commanding the entire cruiser squadron into whose presence she had been summoned.

It was a subtle thing, but Lorna had grown up in a world of such protocols. After the death of her parents, she’d been raised by the grandmother after whom she’d been named—the legendary “Iron Maiden” who had commanded the entire LFS fleet for more than half a century—and whose shoes she was certain she would never be able to fill. 

Still, the LMH on her uniform reminded her that she had come a long way in that regard, especially since she had less than a decade of service under her belt. And now, she was beginning a new assignment, entering a new phase of her career... with a meeting she absolutely did not want to be having.

* * *
[image: ]


“Werewolf reporting as ordered, sir.” Lorna studied the man behind the desk as Morris departed, closing the hatch behind him.

“Sit down, Lorna.” Commodore John O’Hara waved in the direction of the comfortable chair in front of the desk. “Congratulations on your new command and welcome to CruRon Two.”

“Thank you, sir.”

O’Hara scowled, then took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. 

“You can drop the ‘sir’ Lorna. It’s still John.”

“No, it isn’t, sir. I’ve been assigned to your command... by your father, if I’m not mistaken.”

That produced a teeth-clenching grimace from O’Hara. “No, you’re not mistaken. He signed the orders attaching Werewolf to the squadron. I don’t think he knows about our... history. I haven’t discussed it with him, but very little happens in Fleet that he doesn’t notice.”

Admiral Robert O’Hara was the current commander of the entire LFS Fleet, having risen to that position when the assassination of LFS CEO Kim Jong Pak catapulted former fleet commander Amy Ling into the Chief Executive chair. The romantic tension between his son and Werewolf’s captain would have been a moot point to the elder O’Hara in any case—he had always gone out of his way to avoid any appearance of special consideration where family was concerned. He needed another light cruiser for CruRon Two, and Werewolf was available. Orders cut—end of story.

“Then let’s not make this any more difficult than it already is... sir,” Lorna said, a hint of pain evident in her expression.

“You’re right... Commander.” O’Hara wore an equally pained expression. “I’m just upset because people—whether deliberately or not—keep putting us in positions where we can’t have the kind of relationship I think we both want.”

“Needs of the service...” Lorna said. “Much as we might want that relationship—and yes, I want it too—neither of us wants to give up our chosen career. So, where does that leave us?”

She looked around the compartment, uncomfortable with the knowledge that the office-like setting was actually part of O’Hara’s private quarters. There was a bedroom just beyond the closed hatch to her left. As much as we’re attracted to each other, this is the closest I’ve been to his bed, she thought. 

“Hmmph,” he snorted, with a hint of humor. “I guess it leaves me as ‘sir’ and you as ‘Commander,’ but at least we’re not serving on the same ship.”

“So, with that in mind—” he sat back in his chair “—welcome aboard. We’ll be having a dinner tonight at 1800 in the wardroom where I’ll introduce you to my officers—bring your XO along. Aborigine’s out on system perimeter patrol, but Dragon’s captain and XO will be joining us. Fleet’s promised me two more light cruisers ‘when available,’ but, for now, it’s a four-ship squadron. Of course, we’ve also got Commodore Ling’s Cat Pack to help cover our mission.

“I guess the first order of business is to brief you on the situation here.” He touched an icon on the screen in front of him. “Comm, page Commander Wilcox and ask him to come to my quarters.”

“Yes, sir,” a female voice replied. 

“I don’t get a full staff like an admiral aboard a battlecruiser,” he told Lorna with a grin. “Wilcox is my overworked Chief of Staff, which means he does pretty much everything, including intel, planning, logistics, or any other gopher job a junior flag officer needs done. But he’s very good at it, as you’re about to find out.”

* * *
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“Welcome back, Commander Greenwood,” Marcus Liddy said as O’Hara made the pre-dinner introductions. “I’m glad to see our latest addition commanded by somebody who’s been here, gone through the fire, and knows the drill.”

Liddy—a commander in rank and senior to Lorna—was LFS Dragon’s captain. His ship and Lorna’s Lynx had served together in the recent campaign.

“Right... and we’re beginning to look like a squadron,” O’Hara said. “I’m also pleased they gave us a ship with Werewolf’s distinguished service record.”

Are you really? Lorna wondered. My ship’s twice as old as I am. 

Werewolf did have a distinguished record—acquired over nearly 70 years in service—but at 240 meters in length and 16,000 metric tons, she was about 30% smaller than Liddy’s Dragon. She had been scheduled to be decommissioned to make way for a newer cruiser, but in the build-up to Operation Blue Orchid—the campaign to liberate Tatanna from the Bugs—Fleet had decided to rebuild her one more time instead. The rebuild had taken longer than expected, and the campaign was over before it was finished, but the timing was perfect as far as Lorna was concerned.

She had to admit the yard dogs had done a very good job. When they finished, about all that was left of the original Werewolf was her hull. Weapons systems, drives, and electronics had all been upgraded to the latest military hardware. The newer systems were also more compact, allowing more room inside the old hull for crew comfort and amenities. 

And she was still a cruiser. Her twin fusion plants, heavier armor, and more capable weapons systems put her in a class above destroyers and frigates.

And she’s mine, Lorna thought. As far as I’m concerned, that makes her the best ship in the fleet.

“I’d actually hoped they would give Greenwood the new Lynx,” Rebecca Ling said, “so I could get her back in the Cat Pack. But Fleet decided she deserved a cruiser, and I can’t fault them on that.”

Ling had accepted O’Hara’s dinner invitation specifically to welcome Lorna back. Again, protocols had to be adjusted slightly. Seating at such events was normally by seniority, and Ling was the S.O. for the entire system. O’Hara reported to her, but Navajo was his ship—he was her captain as well as CruRon 2’s commanding officer—so he was at the head of the table, with Ling at his right and Liddy, the most senior of the other officers, at his left.

“I’m also glad to see another ship on station,” Ling added. “Fleet’s convinced the Bugs aren’t coming back, but I’d be a lot more certain of that if we had a couple of battlecruisers to back us up. I’ll admit I feel a little better now that the Bugs have accepted our ‘peace offering’ but...”

The Ay’uskanar had been exploiting the planet Tatanna for one specific mineral resource—gypsum—that apparently had great value to them. It was common on Tatanna as well as on Earth, found near the surface where it could be easily extracted with open-pit mining. Since Tatanna’s oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere was a hostile environment for the methane-breathing Bugs, they used native human forced labor to mine the mineral for them.

For the most part, other than the mining operations scattered across the planet’s habitable area, the alien invaders left humans to their own devices. They were, however, quick to react to any perceived challenge to their authority or interference with their mining efforts. The Lewis and Clark expedition had witnessed the destruction of two human villages by Bug kinetic strikes, the latest of many such events during the century of Bug occupation.

That had led to Operation Blue Orchid and the liberation of Tatanna by the LFS Fleet and Marines. The battle on the planet had been brutal, but, in space, the Bugs had been hopelessly outclassed. Their surviving units had fled the system, and, since that time, only a few Bug scouts had dared to stick their noses inside the system’s hyper limit. 

The end of hostilities left the Lunar Free State with a problem. The planet Tatanna—in fact, the entire Sacagawea system, though Tatanna was the only life-bearing planet—was now a self-governing LFS Protectorate. Unlike New Eden, whose native humans were at the primitive hunter-gatherer stage, Tatanna had a developed civilization. They were pre-industrial, primarily because the Bugs had forbidden any sort of industry or technological development, but they were organized into a feudal society governed by a monarchy and a structured nobility. There was only one city worthy of the name—the King’s City—but there were many smaller towns and villages, the largest being the hereditary seats of the dukes who governed each region.

Despite the Bug overlords, the planet had a robust economy, and, now that the Bugs were gone, that economy had taken a serious hit. A little over five percent of the adult male population had been employed in the gypsum mines. While the Bugs had initially conscripted the miners, they paid them well—in copper, a precious metal on Tatanna. Now, those miners were out of work, as were all the artisans, shopkeepers, and others who supported them in the villages near the mines. For the nobility in certain regions, taxation of the miners and their support structure had been a major source of revenue. 

While the average Tatannan might agree that it was good the Bugs had left, the copper that flowed from the mining industry was gone as well. The future looked rather grim for the monarchy. King Arne had been a strong supporter of the LFS liberation effort, but he was young and new to the throne—his father had been assassinated in a failed coup attempt during the conflict—and he had yet to gain the confidence of the people. Seeing no way to resolve the problem, he had turned to his liberators for help.

The Lunar Free State had come up with a simple solution: re-open the mines and start paying the miners again. Copper was plentiful in the Sol System and worth much less than on Tatanna, but gypsum—though a generally useful mineral—was worth much less to humans than to the Bugs. In fact, it wasn’t worth enough to justify shipping it back to Earth and Luna.

But someone in Terra Corporation—the Lunar Free State’s commercial powerhouse—came up with a brilliant solution. A few thousand tons of gypsum were packed into barge-like containers and positioned in space just beyond the system’s hyper limit along the vector where Bugs had typically arrived and departed before and during the conflict. Beacons broadcasting on known Bug communication frequencies were attached to the containers and then they were simply left there, floating in the void.

By the time Lorna had gotten her ship out of the yards, fully-crewed, and past the acceptance trials, six months had passed—and it was almost nine months before she finally returned to the system she’d left behind after the conflict. By then, the “Bug Bait” operation had been running for four months and had drawn the attention of Bug scout ships on several occasions. A month before Werewolf arrived, two Bug warships had dropped out of hyper, escorting a huge freighter. They’d loaded the containers into the freighter and departed, leaving a small beacon-equipped capsule behind, containing a few hundred kilos of copper.

O’Hara had briefed her on the situation during their earlier meeting, so, now, she understood what Ling meant. The Bugs were creatures of logic—cold and ruthless logic, but logic all the same. Their acceptance of the offering was a hopeful sign, but the fact that they’d made payment in return was a message: keep the gypsum coming, and we’ll call it a truce.

No doubt Fleet read it the same way. Second Fleet’s Battle Group Two, headed by the battlecruiser Nike, had departed just five days earlier, leaving the defense of the system in Ling’s hands, with only a handful of cruisers and destroyers at her disposal. And now, Werewolf was part of that force.

Meanwhile, Fleet was implementing a new plan that would keep the Bugs out of the system entirely—using the alien Otuka as intermediaries to transport the gypsum from Tatanna directly to the Bugs’ home system. The first Otuka ships were expected to arrive within the month. 

“We’ll get Werewolf worked into the patrol schedule,” O’Hara said, “but you’ve just spent about three weeks in hyper getting here. I think a stand-down is in order—with your permission, Commodore...” He raised an eyebrow in Ling’s direction.

“Of course.” Ling shrugged. “SOP as far as I’m concerned; I would think five days should do it.”

“You heard the word, Commander.” O’Hara gave Lorna a nod. “Do whatever maintenance you need, but otherwise, give your people a break. We’ve set up protocols for shore leave, and Tatanna’s a pretty nice planet.”

“I know,” Lorna responded with a wry grin. “I’ve been there... and I’m sure it’s even nicer with nobody shooting at us.”

“Hah!” Ling laughed. “I forgot about that. You’ve spent more time down there than all of us put together, except Commodore O’Hara. He’s been stuck with the ambassador’s job until recently.”

When the Bugs took out Lynx, the destroyer had fallen out of orbit. As her captain, Lorna had been the last to abandon ship and had ended up on the planet’s surface with two of her crew. Presumed lost with the ship, they’d spent nearly a month there before finally being rescued by the Marines and making it back to the fleet.

“I expect you’ll want to go down there yourself,” O’Hara said. “Renew some old acquaintances.”

“Yes, sir,” she agreed. “I believe I’ll do that.”

* * *
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Blue Star Station, Tatanna Orbit

“This place gives me the creeps, Captain.” 

Lieutenant Commander Ivan Saito scanned the cavernous, dimly lit bay. The area where they stood was crowded with pallets of supplies and equipment, but the rest of the huge space was mostly empty.

“It smells funny, too.” He wrinkled his nose.

“It’s been under pressure with a methane atmosphere for about a hundred years,” Lorna said with a chuckle. “It’ll take more than a few months of oxy-nitrogen to get rid of that.”

Werewolf was moored alongside what had been the Bugs’ orbital ore-processing facility. The insectoid aliens had abandoned it early in the conflict, and, now, the Navy was busy converting it into a service, repair, and supply facility for LFS warships. Fresh out of Luna, Lorna’s ship needed no repairs and very little in the way of service or supplies, but what she required was more easily provided here than at the orbital anchorage. Besides, the engineers were eager to show off their handiwork to any Navy officers who came along. Word was they were planning an orbital liberty station eventually—assuming Fleet gave them the budget for it. 

Once they were securely docked, Lorna had gone over to meet the dockyard superintendent to make sure her ship’s needs were met. She’d brought Saito—her Executive Officer—with her; she planned to go down to the planet tomorrow and would leave Werewolf in his charge until she returned. 

When they arrived at the superintendent’s office, they found a short, burly, middle-aged man wearing commander’s bars on well-worn work coveralls. The LFS military consisted of three branches—Navy, Marines, and Engineers—and George Bauer’s uniform insignia clearly proclaimed him to be an engineer.

“Ah, Commander!” Bauer looked up from the desk screen he’d been studying, rose from his chair, and came around the desk to greet his visitors. “Welcome to Blue Star Station.”

“Blue Star? That’s the official name, then?” 

“Well, not official yet, though I’ve requested it,” he said with a grin. “Technically, we are just ‘Orbital Facility Tatanna’ right now. 

“This thing is big enough to be easily seen from the planet’s surface on clear nights and noteworthy because it doesn’t move with the rest of the sky, thanks to perfect synchronous orbit. It’s also a striking blue color—the way the structure reflects light from Sacagawea’s spectral type—so the locals call it imbri prella, the blue star. I figured the name was appropriate.”

“I would heartily agree,” Lorna said. Saito nodded as well but said nothing. He was the junior officer and would enter the conversation only if invited. The two engineering ratings at their desks went about their business as if the officers weren’t there.

“Werewolf is the first warship to actually tie up here,” Bauer continued. “We just put the docking gear into service last week, and we’ve been waiting for somebody to use it. I watched over the docking myself, and I’m pleased to see everything went without a hitch.”

“Happy to serve as your test subject.” Lorna couldn’t help but smile. “I understand the facility is limited now, but they tell me you have big plans for the future.”

“That we do... all in good time. For now, however, you only need routine maintenance and resupply. We can handle that with no problem. Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of the old girl.”

“I’m sure you will,” Lorna replied, suppressing a grimace at the reminder of Werewolf’s age. 

“Well then, if you have time, let me take you on a tour of the facility,” Bauer said, with the eagerness of an engineer showing off his handiwork. “Is this your first time in the system?”

“No,” Lorna told him. “I was here during the war, but I was also with Lewis and Clark in ‘04 when we discovered this station. Of course, it was under different ownership at the time, and I’m sure you’ve made quite a few improvements since the Bugs departed.”

“Oh, that we have!” He beamed at her. “Step this way, and I’ll show you.” He gestured toward the door. 

Lorna resigned herself to a lengthy tour of a very large station, but she remembered something her grandmother had told her years ago when she was just a cadet at Fleet Academy: Always be nice to the dockyard people. Your life may depend on the work they do on your ship.

* * * * *
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22 December, 2112

Arne Shektal (King Arne’s City), Planet Tatanna

“I joined the Navy to see the universe,” Mary Jane McGill said, “but I never thought I’d be a guest of honor at a royal banquet.”

“I didn’t expect such a fancy reception,” Lorna told her. “I called the embassy yesterday to see if I could get an audience with Arne and Myrel—can’t just drop in on the royal family to say hello. I ended up talking to Bouchard, who is now the OIC of the embassy Marine detail. Next thing I knew, the party was on, and my presence was requested ‘by order of the Crown.’

“So, of course, I had to mention that you were here as well, and your invitation came right back with Myrel’s seal on it. The ambassador’s only been here for three months and had no idea what all the fuss was about until Bouchard explained it to him.”

Moira Bouchard had been a newly-commissioned lieutenant—former Master Sergeant—in charge of the LFS ambassador’s Marine detail when the war with the Bugs started. She had expected to have to defend the King’s castle against the Bugs, but she’d been blindsided when a Tatannan duke assassinated King Algar in a coup attempt that also took the lives of the first LFS ambassador and several of the king’s advisors, including a young Tatannan scholar who had been Bouchard’s lover. 

Armed only with a sword, Bouchard had gone after the assassins. On a mission to protect young Prince Arne—heir to the throne—and to avenge the man she loved, she had cut down every one of them, including the duke. In the diplomatic vacuum that followed, she had served briefly as the de facto LFS Ambassador to the newly crowned King Arne.

Then, in a final bid for control of the planet, the Bugs had attacked the castle. Bouchard’s Marines and three LFS Navy officers had held them off until a kinetic strike from orbit wiped out the last underground Bug hive, killing the queen. Every Bug still on the planet had immediately committed suicide, most by simply opening their armored suits and exposing themselves to Tatanna’s oxygen-rich atmosphere, which was toxic to the methane-breathing Bugs. 

When it was over, only two defenders still stood on the castle’s wall—Moira Bouchard and Lorna Greenwood. One Marine and two naval officers remained alive inside the castle, prepared for a last-ditch defense of King Arne and his wife Myrel. One of those was then-ensign Mary Jane McGill. 

“I didn’t know Bouchard was still here,” McGill said, “but, now, I guess it makes sense. You two are the heroes of the last battle—guess that’s worth a banquet after all.”

“Not heroes—survivors,” Lorna replied, grimly, “but you were there as well, so you deserve the banquet as much as I do.”

“I don’t know about that, ma’am.” McGill shook her head. “I was there, but I was scared out of my wits, locked up in the King’s chambers with a death grip on a light assault rifle I barely knew how to use. If the Bugs had come through that door, I wouldn’t have been able to stop them.”

“Anyone who isn’t scared in a battle like that is a fool,” Lorna told her, “and we—Bouchard and I—didn’t stop them either. They were already past us and into the castle when the Navy pulled their plug.”

* * *
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Lorna and McGill had been dropped off on the landing pad outside the city gates—an area surrounded by construction aimed at turning it into a small but functional spaceport. In its present state, it could only accommodate LFS Navy and Marine small craft, but the goal was to provide facilities for heavy lifters and warehouse space for import and export. The Crown—King Arne—had ceded the land for it to the Lunar Free State, and the first order of business had been to surround it with security fencing to control entry and exit.

As soon as they were clear, Werewolf’s utility boat lifted off to return to the ship and make room for any other arrivals on the still-small pad. The two women walked toward the small, modular construction building whose signage proclaimed it to be the Port of Entry for the entire planet. 

The Marine corporal on duty at the check-in counter looked up in surprise as they came through the door, obviously not accustomed to seeing Navy officers in full-dress bravo uniforms. He snapped to attention and popped a sharp salute—something he would not normally do while on duty at the security desk—but it was hard to miss the Lunar Medal of Honor on Lorna’s dress bravos. She had been wearing the medal long enough that her return salute was automatic. 

“Welcome to Tatanna, Commander, Lieutenant,” the Marine greeted them as they approached the counter. “I’ll need to see your IDs, please.”

He scanned the presented IDs, then nodded as their names appeared on his “authorized shore leave” list. 

“Have you been on Tatanna before?”

“We have,” Lorna said with a wry smile, “but not since the Bugs stopped shooting at us. I’m sure a lot has changed, so please tell us whatever we need to know.”

“Well, first I have to ask: Are you carrying any mechanical or electronic device, product, or other item beyond the capabilities of Tatannan technology to produce? Clothing, belts, footwear, and uniform accessories are exempt, but anything else is considered contraband. If you have it, you’ll have to leave it here to pick up when you leave.”

“No,” Lorna said. “We were advised of that before coming down. I have my personal comm pad—as required for a ship’s captain—but I was told that’s also exempt. Nothing else.”

“Nothing for me. No pad, either,” McGill said.

The Marine nodded. “Are either of you armed? Knives, swords, other hand weapons?”

“No,” Lorna replied. McGill echoed the negative. Marines wore swords with their bravo dress uniforms; Navy officers did not.

“Be advised that you are allowed to purchase locally made weapons here to take back to your ship. Tatannan artisans produce some very nice knives and swords, and they’re very popular as souvenirs... which brings me to the next question: Are you carrying any form of currency, precious metal, or jewelry intended for trade with the locals?”

He nodded again as both of them responded in the negative. 

“Only local currency can be used for trade,” he advised, “and that’s available here, chargeable to your Fleet account at a rate set by the embassy. It’s designed to not make us appear disgustingly rich to the locals, but you should be aware that merchants in the King’s City tend to nudge their prices upward when they see an LFS uniform coming. For the most part, they keep it within reason, and most of our people still come away with a bargain.”

He went through a further list of “do” and “don’t” items for them, then produced a paper-printed packet for each of them. 

“This covers the general protocols for dealing with the locals—I suggest you read it before getting involved in anything. There’s also a map of the city inside, with special notes as to places that are off-limits to LFS personnel. Some of those are by Fleet order—places where we’ve had issues in the past—but others are by local request. Some, like places of worship and shrines, can be visited but only by prior appointment or only at certain times. It’s all covered in the packet.”

“I’ll vouch for these two, Corporal.” 

They all looked up at the voice coming from behind the checkpoint. Moira Bouchard had come in from the “street side” of the building, and the corporal snapped to attention as he recognized his commanding officer. 

“Yes, ma’am!” He popped a sharp salute. Bouchard was also wearing her dress bravos—the Marine version—and presented a much more dramatic fashion statement than the two Navy officers. She had a major’s oak leaves on her collar, and she was wearing the LMH, which she had earned for taking out the assassins as well as for the same stand on the castle wall cited in Lorna’s award.

“Moira!” Lorna exclaimed. “Damn! It’s good to see you again.”

McGill offered the same sentiment, and the corporal at the desk looked on without comment as the three of them embraced each other with the forearm-to-forearm grip that was the Tatannan equivalent of a greeting among comrades. 

“I’ve got transportation available,” Bouchard advised. “Otherwise, you’d have to deal with the local livery people. One look at those uniforms would triple the price and then it would triple it again when you told them you were going to the castle.”

“Brass alert!” The Marine private who came out of the office behind the counter looked up from his data pad and came to an abrupt halt as he noticed the three officers for the first time.

“Uh... sorry, ma’am.” His face reddened as he snapped to attention and popped a salute, which, Lorna noted, was clearly directed at Bouchard.

I’m senior, but he’s a Marine. Navy officers don’t count, even with the LMH. Besides, Bouchard’s the one who’ll be doing his next fitness evaluation.

“Brass alert?” Bouchard returned the salute but favored him with a look that should have turned him to stone. “Would you care to explain that, Private?”

“Ah... er... that would be ‘Cruiser Squadron Two inbound’... ETA seven minutes, ma’am.”

“Ah, I see. Thank you, Private. You may return to your duties.” 

Bouchard turned to Lorna and McGill as the hapless Marine scurried back into the office. The corporal behind the counter busied himself with his screen and tried to be invisible.

“Good.” Bouchard nodded. “We don’t have to wait long for the fourth guest of honor. Commodore O’Hara’s been down here often enough he could get to the castle on his own, but it’ll be easier on the King’s protocol people if we all arrive together.” 

“Oh, so he’s been invited as well?” Lorna kept her voice neutral. I can deal with being under his command, but I really don’t want to be running into him in social situations.

“Of course.” Bouchard shrugged. “The defenders of the castle, protectors of the Crown—the four of us—are being held up as heroes throughout the kingdom. They wanted to do a parade—thank the Goddess I talked them out of that—but they’re going to want to give you a medal.”

She made a point of examining the rather impressive rack of “fruit salad” on Lorna’s left breast. “Assuming, of course, you can find room for another one.”

“That, Major,” Lorna snorted, with a wave at Bouchard’s own rack, “is clearly a case of the pot calling the kettle black.”

* * *
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Their transportation was a strange-looking vehicle by Earth standards. It was built to be drawn by a single kilder—the local beast of burden that resembled a cross between an alligator and a rhinoceros. The massive herbivore had a horned snout and a scale-covered body with a long, thick, gator-like tail that swung from side to side as it walked.

The coach attached like a fifth-wheel trailer on Earth, with its forward end—and driver’s station—resting on a saddle in the middle of the kilder’s back. The passenger compartment was suspended over the animal, supported by the saddle in front and a pair of wheels in the rear, well clear of the swinging tail. The arrangement provided a surprisingly stable and comfortable ride.

When they boarded, Lorna found herself sitting next to O’Hara, uncomfortably close in a compartment that was a tight fit for four passengers. The good news was that she was facing Bouchard, with an opportunity to catch up on a friendship—a bond forged in combat—that she’d left over a year ago.

“When I left, you had a real mess to clean up,” she said. “Sorry about that, but they shipped me home immediately. If I hadn’t lost Lynx...”

“If you hadn’t lost Lynx, I wouldn’t have had you up on the wall with me.” Bouchard shook her head. “That might have cost us the whole show at the castle. It was that close.

“As for the mess, the hardest part was hauling all those dead Bugs out of the lower hall and the courtyard. Yeah, you helped create that mess, Commander, but I’m not complaining.”

“Let’s skip the ranks,” Lorna said. “Call it quarters rules, if that’s okay with you, Commodore.” She glanced sharply at O’Hara.

“I completely agree,” O’Hara said, reaching up and pulling the white flag officer’s beret off his head. The other three immediately did the same. As a ship’s captain, Lorna also wore a white beret. McGill and Bouchard wore light blue and crimson respectively—Navy and Marine officer colors.

The “quarters rules” protocol dated back to the earliest days of the Lunar Free State. By mutual agreement, regular military courtesies—salutes, address by rank, deference to seniority and so forth—were temporarily suspended, as if the people involved were at home in private quarters. Unlike most military services on Earth, LFS Navy and Marine personnel wore uniform headgear aboard ship and in other enclosed spaces while on duty. Removing their berets meant they were off duty for the moment.

“So, how are things back home?” Bouchard asked. “The ambassador brought us up to date when he got here, but that’s the official word. I haven’t seen Luna in almost nine years. I don’t have any family back there, but it’s still home, and I’m still a Lunar Marine.”

“Oh, I’d forgotten,” Lorna said. “You were dropped here with the original group before the war. Didn’t realize it was that long ago.”

“Yeah, the ‘secret delegation’ that was supposed to hook up with the locals and prepare them for liberation,” Bouchard said. “Some of us hooked up deeper than others, but I still think about Luna a lot.”

Lorna glanced at O’Hara. He’d been away from Luna for more than a year, since the beginning of the conflict with the Bugs. Now, with a new squadron to command, he’d be here for a while longer. She thought he might be interested in news from home, but he didn’t say anything, gave no indication he was even following the conversation. Lorna shrugged and turned back to Bouchard.

“When we left, things were mostly back to normal,” she said. “The assassination was a shock. They caught the guy, but he was a hired killer, and—according to news reports—he didn’t know who his employers were. He got his money and instructions through a blind drop system. Anyway, they gave him a trial and hung him, so that’s the end of that.

“Luna was in mourning for months and on edge for months after that. He didn’t just kill our Chief Executive. He murdered a bunch of other people—innocent civilians as well as the CEO’s security detail. The bastard used a nerve agent in a busy commercial concourse without regard for who else was around. He also placed a bunch more of the devices in case he needed them. It took SID and TerraNova Security a while to find and neutralize all of them.

“That shook a lot of people up. Hey, Moonies are tough. We live in a sealed environment that protects us from the vacuum and temperature extremes outside. That somebody could create havoc inside that environment was a real shocker.

“The good news is that the Constitution kicked in, and the succession happened before most people knew what was going on. Admiral Ling is... well, I guess ‘no nonsense’ is the best term, but they don’t call her the Dragon Lady for nothing. She took charge, handed the fleet off to...” Lorna hesitated.

“My father,” O’Hara supplied, with a sigh of resignation, proving he had been listening after all.

“Right.” Lorna tried to suppress a grin. “The point is nobody dropped the ball, the LFS kept running, and two weeks later, when the Confeds made a move on Mars, they almost got their asses handed to them. Admiral O’Hara saw their Mars squadron and raised them a battlecruiser division. They folded.

“In a way, they did us a favor; they let our people see that we were still the Lunar Free State, and it would take more than the assassination to bring us down. Everybody figures the Confeds were the ones who hired the assassin. We just can’t prove it.”

O’Hara shook his head and joined the conversation at last. “It still bothers me that we were here, fighting somebody else’s battle, when our own nation was being attacked.

“I know.” He held up his hand to stop Lorna’s protest. “If we’d been there, we couldn’t have done anything to stop it. Our enemies back there don’t have the guts to fight in the open, and Home Fleet still has enough firepower to wipe out everything Earth could throw at us. 

“That doesn’t stop me from wishing I’d been there, but it looks like we’re here for the long haul. Tatanna’s officially a protectorate now, just like New Eden, and Fleet still maintains a presence there. For the record, my esteemed father was a lieutenant commander, captain of a destroyer when that happened about thirty years ago.

“Just like you were for this one,” he told Lorna. “In other words, Ms. Greenwood, we’ll probably still be here when you pin four stars on your collar.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


22 December, 2112

Castle Boroson, Planet Tatanna

The banquet proved far less tedious than Lorna had feared. King Arne had invited every noble available—there were always a few at court to conduct business with the crown—and several prominent dignitaries from the city itself. By Tatannan protocol, the guests of honor were the last to enter the banquet hall, announced by a majordomo whose voice would have done an LFS Marine drill sergeant proud. 

Lorna knew very little of the Tatannan language, but Bouchard translated as they stood at the top of the short staircase. Lorna was blushing by the time her own introduction ended. Do I really deserve all that? she wondered. All I did was kill Bugs and try to stay alive, and I didn’t kill them as well as some Marines who didn’t make it through the battle. Bouchard did a lot more than I did.

The introductions over, they were escorted to the places of honor at the king’s table. Servants swarmed into the hall bringing dinner. The food was excellent, and Lorna knew better than to ask what sort of animal had provided the meat. Tatannan zoology was far different from that of Earth, and she wouldn’t have known what it was if they told her. Tatannan people, however, were human—another example of the galactic mystery embodied in legends of the Progenitors—so she could eat anything they served with confidence.

Per local custom for a formal dinner, there was very little conversation during the meal. Those who finished eating simply sat back and waited patiently for the king to declare the dinner complete. When he did so, they all got up and stood back while the servants cleared the tables—literally removing the furniture from the hall—then gathered in groups for conversation, while more servants came in with crystal goblets of wine. 

The four LFS officers stood together, or more correctly, the three Navy officers stood near Bouchard, whose translation services were needed as various Tatannan dignitaries came by to pay their respects. Some approached timidly, having never encountered a completely foreign language. While there were regional dialects, all of Tatanna spoke the same root language. To put them at ease, Bouchard greeted each one as they approached, and some of them proved quite talkative. 

They were soon joined by the newly-appointed LFS ambassador, whose uniform proclaimed him to be a Lieutenant Commander in the Diplomatic Corps. Lorna was surprised to see such a low-ranking officer in what was an important post, but before leaving Luna she’d heard rumors of a shakeup in that division of Lunar Command—effectively, Luna’s Foreign Ministry. 

Like most such divisions reporting to the CEO, Diplomatic Corps used a rank structure like the Navy but with uniforms that were more subdued, less military. Ambassador Harold Wilkerson seemed well aware of his lack of seniority.

“Commodore, Commander.” He nodded to O’Hara and Lorna, both of whom technically outranked him. Then he turned to Bouchard.

“Moira, I can’t tell you how much I missed you at dinner. They put me next to Duke Three Rivers, and I really struggled. Good thing Tatannans don’t talk much while eating because I couldn’t understand most of what he said, let alone reply to it.”

“Not my choice, sir,” she said with a smile. “Seating arrangements were made by the Crown.”

“I know, but I really have to spend more time on those language lessons. You are a good teacher, but I’m afraid I’m a terrible student.”

“You’re doing fine, sir. I’ve had ten years to learn it; you’ve had two months.”

“All the same, I consider myself very lucky both the king and queen speak English.” He shook his head.

Bouchard tried to hide a small grimace. You also need to learn a lot more about Tatannan society, she thought. In the planet’s patriarchal social structure, Myrel wasn’t the queen. She was simply King Arne’s consort—his first consort since polygamy was common practice among the nobles. While Myrel’s position gave her a great deal of social status, it carried no hint of authority. She was properly addressed—in English—as “Your Highness” or “Princess,” but her primary functions were social, not governmental.

“I was surprised to find that my Marine commander was a Medal of Honor recipient,” Wilkerson said. “Now, I’m absolutely amazed to find another one standing in front of me! It’s an honor, Commander Greenwood.”

Lorna, at a loss for words, just smiled and nodded. Bouchard came to her rescue.

“She got hers the same place I got mine. That’s why we’re having the party tonight.”

“Oh, right... the castle defense—”

Whatever else he’d been about to say was interrupted by the arrival of Arne and Myrel. If nothing else, the young king had a talent for putting people at ease. He approached with a smile and a cheerful greeting.

“Friends! What a joyful sight, especially three such beautiful women. Such tall and beautiful women, I might add.”

Tatannan males averaged around 165 centimeters in height. The king was considered tall at 175, which put him eye-to-eye with Ambassador Wilkerson. O’Hara towered over the king at 187, but among the women, even McGill stood 164 and Bouchard came in at 185. Lorna Greenwood topped the group at 194. She was the tallest person in the hall and might well have been the tallest person on the planet at that moment.

“Your majesty....” She bowed as did the others, bringing her eyes down to his level momentarily. “It’s good to be here again. You honor us with your hospitality.”

“Formal stuff—have to show everyone how highly I think of you.” Arne chuckled. “But we must meet and talk as friends away from this crowd. You’re staying the night with us, are you not?”

“Apologies, majesty,” O’Hara said. “I must return to my ship tonight. We depart in the morning to patrol the outer system.”

“You and I can talk anytime.” The king waved a hand in dismissal, then turned to Lorna. “The ladies, however...”

“My ship is on stand-down, majesty. Lieutenant McGill and I will be happy to stay.” Having been warned in advance, they had packed overnight bags for the trip. They had surrendered those bags to the servants on arrival—servants who, obviously, had been advised to expect them.

“If I might stay as well, majesty,” Bouchard spoke up, “I would like to renew my friendship with these two.” She nodded toward Lorna and McGill.

“Of course, Priestess,” Arne replied with a small bow in her direction. “You are welcome under my roof at any time.”

Priestess? Lorna gave Bouchard a quizzical look, but Arne was still talking.

“We will share a morning meal in our private dining room,” he told them, “then spend some time together. Much has come to pass since last you were here.”

“And,” Myrel spoke for the first time, “we will also introduce you to the newest member of the royal family, Princess Valara.”

“Oh wow!” McGill exclaimed. “It was a girl!” 

The last time Lorna and McGill had been there—at the end of the Bug War—Myrel had been pregnant. Given the state of Tatannan medicine, the sex of the child had not been determined.

“Indeed, it was,” she replied. “And despite the fact that her father was hoping for a male heir to the throne, she has already become his most precious treasure.”
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