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      “All hands to action stations,” the call came over the speaker.

      Ensign Ulysses Fortier—Uly—was already on duty, midship and midwatch, so all that was necessary was taking the time to reach into the equipment pack he had stashed in a drawer next to his watch station, pull out the emergency lifesuit, and quickly pull it on over his maroon and black uniform. Around him, the handful of enlisted crew he supervised were doing the same, though none of them were moving as quickly as he was.

      Still, nobody was slacking. Hadn’t while he’d been aboard this warship, but that was only twenty-three days at this point, and these folks were still trying to impress the new boss.

      Overhead, the lights strobed three times and an alarm sounded before returning to normal. This watch space was already designated for Engineering and emergencies, so the starship’s designers had assumed that folks in here would be ready for trouble as soon as something happened.

      The stripes on his uniform’s epaulets were Operations Blue, but the men and women around him wore Engineering Orange. Uly wondered if they saw it as a punishment detail to be assigned to the new officer. Alternatively, Uly occasionally wondered if the commander, Captain Savatier, had assigned him the group with the worst attitudes.

      He understood that most of this crew had served together for years at this point, while Uly had been transferred in at the same time that the Forward Cruiser Marshall Castillon, named for the famous Eva Castillon herself, had come into base and laid in supplies so that they could go out commerce raiding on their latest incursion against the Combined Crowns of Danumash.

      Uly looked around and his engineers were all quickly getting into their suits, so he nodded and went back to monitoring things. With the call to action, he stopped being merely a lifeguard for the middle third of the ship’s systems and became an active part of Damage Control operations. He and his crew would be the first line if something broke or another ship managed to get a wavebolt shot through the electroshield array.

      “Sir, we should probably go ahead and monitor the relays at frame sixteen,” Specialist Marlou called, nodding his head aft. “Any sort of hull flexing and something is likely to pop free.”

      “You know this ship better than I do, Marlou,” Uly nodded back to the man. “You folks tell me where we need to be, so you can look good on the after-action reports, okay?”

      That got pleased and perhaps surprised smiles out of the six of them. Again, him being the newcomer had upset the waters, and these folks hadn’t settled back down.

      Plus, Uly had gotten the impression that his previous ship, the Forward Cruiser Vanguard Lesauvage, had run things tighter that Marshall Castillon’s crew preferred. Vanguard Lesauvage had been put into drydock for a massive rebuild after a recent battle, which was why Uly had been transferred here.

      He also suspected that the captain and senior officers aboard Marshall Castillon either knew who Uly was related to or had looked him up. There had always been an air of frosty formality around every interaction he’d had with other officers.

      Maybe they thought he was some sort of spy for the Party? Granted, his father was an Assistant Deputy Secretary, an extremely high-ranking member of the Secretariat itself, though Uly didn’t think the man would ever ascend beyond serving as a delegate to Institutional Republic of Batyr’s Annual Congress.

      Father had mentioned more than once, quietly, about not wanting the headaches that came with becoming a part of the Presidium itself. Or the highest echelons of the Party Secretariat.

      But Anselm Fortier was a name these officers might have recognized, and so remained skittish about his son, not that Uly could blame them.

      He wasn’t here to get anyone in trouble. Or to act as a spy for the Navy or the Secretariat.

      No, he had gotten transferred to Marshall Castillon because Vanguard Lesauvage was going to be in drydock for a year being repaired, and Father had pulled a few strings to get Uly into a position where his career wasn’t also stalled in the process.

      Uly wasn’t sure he wanted to ascend to the command ranks of Captain or even Fleet Captain, to say nothing of the flag ranks, from Echelon through Fleet Marshal. However, Father had understood that his son needed this transfer in order to keep those options open in twenty or thirty years.

      A mere Ensign wasn’t supposed to think about those things.

      So Uly served aboard Marshall Castillon as the Forward Cruiser went commerce raiding against the Combined Crowns of Danumash, the so-called Seven Kingdoms, named from the original seven little entities that had later combined into a single monarchy, still intent on conquering known space.

      Uly suspected that space was bigger than even Danumash suspected, but he was a lowly ensign, transferred abruptly to a different ship than the one he’d served aboard in the three years since he’d been commissioned, and nobody was going to listen to his opinions.

      “All hands, stand by for abrupt maneuvering and combat operations,” the speakers informed them.

      Uly followed Marlou and the others aft and down a level for now, making sure he knew where everything was, because Marshall Castillon was an older ship than Vanguard Lesauvage. Different interior layout that had confused him more than once.

      Marlou got to an oversized hatch and patted the bulkhead.

      “Right here, sir,” he said earnestly. “Got a pinch problem.”

      “Is it better or worse if you take the panel off now, Marlou?” Uly asked. “Does that panel hold things in place better than giving you an extra thirty seconds to get to the cabling behind it when something breaks?”

      Sounds of surprise, quickly suppressed before he could look back and see who. Uly smiled anyway, assuming that the last officer over this crew had been some sort of rules lawyer. That would explain the team’s behavior better.

      Uly understood that sometimes you had to throw out the manual and do things on instinct.

      “Probably better if we pop it, sir,” Marlou nodded.

      Uly nodded and stepped back.

      “Two of you here, then,” he ordered. “Marlou, pick who you want assisting. Two of you down a deck to frame eighteen and stand by. Two of you come back with me to monitor things at the station. You sort out the teams, because I don’t know any of you well enough to do it accurately. Understood?”

      Squawks of surprise, but again, good surprise. Relaxing a little around the new guy, maybe. Finally figuring out that Uly would trust their judgment to do things, especially as he had only three years in uniform and all of them had at least that, if not more.

      “Ensign Fortier, report to Operations Space Eleven immediately,” came the call over the speakers now. “Ensign Fortier, Operations Space Eleven for orders.”

      Uly suppressed the profanity and looked at his small crew with a nod.

      “You folks are on your own until I get back,” he said. “Keep things running and drag in any spare bodies you need if it breaks. Call the Chief Engineer or one of his people in that case and explain what happened, what you know, and what you need. Questions?”

      Marlou was closest.

      “No, sir,” the man said.

      “Good,” Uly said. “Where the hell am I going?”

      “Forward to frame four on second deck, sir,” somebody said from behind him. “That one’s just off the main bridge, opposite the captain’s office in the main corridor.”

      Uly nodded, remembering it now. Twenty-three days had been a blur of activity, learning everything and trying not to embarrass himself in front of the crew. And not to make himself look like a fool with his other officers.

      Why the hell did they need him up close to the bridge if combat was imminent?
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      Dimka Savatier, Captain of Marshall Castillon, studied the display and noted that the surprise had been nearly complete. Almost perfect, in that one Danumash freighter had taken an early hit that appeared to have completely crippled the ship.

      The rest of the convoy and their escorts were maneuvering rapidly away, but freighters were slow and the smaller enemy escorts were badly outclassed by a Forward Cruiser, being mostly Interceptor-sized warships. They would break soon and flee, which left Dimka with a problem.

      Or rather, an opportunity.

      He’d left his First Officer in command next door for now and taken the Operations Space across the hall from his office. Better later if this looked like it was formal, rather than personal.

      Dimka didn’t like Ensign Fortier. And there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. Not when the man’s father was a dangerous Party operative who could ruin careers easily enough with a word whispered in the right ear.

      Nobody in Dimka’s family had ever joined The Industrial Protectors Party. The Navy was an apolitical organization. Or rather, all the politics were internal. The Party generally left them alone, even at his level. It was the flag officers who had to deal with interlopers asking stupid questions.

      But Dimka knew that Fortier was a spy. An agitator sent to report on his ship.

      Dimka Savatier wouldn’t have it.

      And Danumash had given him the perfect opportunity to rid himself of the annoying puppy.

      The hatch chimed and Dimka pushed a button to open it.

      Ensign Fortier stepped in and came to attention, breathing a little heavy as if he’d run here from midship. He probably had.

      Always competing, that one. Always trying to make other officers look lazy and slack by comparison. Fortier had no understanding of how tightly aligned Dimka’s crew was. How well he had trained them.

      For now, he studied the young man.

      One hundred and eighty-five centimeters, but only seventy kilograms. Tall and skinny, but he would grow into those shoulders in another decade and a half. Closely trimmed black hair that looked like it would curl if allowed to grow.

      Long arms, long torso, narrow waist, long legs. Ethnically, Dimka placed him in the historical category called Turkic. Those dark eyes were staring at a spot on the wall above Dimka’s head.

      Better, the man was already in his lifesuit, with the helmet hooked to his hip and immediately ready for a breach, as suited his current responsibilities in Damage Control.

      There was no way in hell Dimka was letting that dangerous spy on his bridge without a direct order he couldn’t ignore.

      “At ease, Ensign,” Dimka ordered now, watching the man snap precisely into a new stance. Yes, too close to school, with all that marching and training to immediately obey orders.

      Good.

      “Lieutenant Dupuis is on medical report today with some bug,” Dimka informed the young spy. “One of the enemy ships has surrendered after taking damage, but the rest of the convoy is currently evading en route to fleeing entirely.”

      He paused there, but the young man remained silent. Just a slight nod of acknowledgment.

      It was a shame that Dimka hadn’t been able to shape the pup when he’d first come out of school. Then he might be able to trust him today.

      Pity, really, as those connections could have been quite useful later.

      “We expect the rest of the convoy to recharge their Variable Pulse Spatial Generators quickly enough and turn to escape us,” Dimka continued. “Danumash tactical procedures, however, generally require a convoy such as this to remain coherent for at least three engagements, so when they spin up their warp bubbles, we will be able to track their pulse-wake and eventually overhaul them. From there, we can force them back out of warp. I must leave somebody behind to take charge of the damaged freighter, Fortier. That’s you. As it is a small vessel, I will send one engineer and a small security team to accompany you. You will take command of the vessel and make for the nearest friendly port. Once there, you will make arrangements to return to base, at which point we should have returned with most of the convoy in tow and you can return to duty aboard Marshall Castillon. Questions?”

      He could see ten thousand in Fortier’s eyes, but most of them got discarded while Dimka watched. Then the realization that he was being functionally abandoned to his fate crept in. Again, discarded in an instant.

      Smart kid. Too bad, really. He could have been something, had Dimka gotten to him first.

      Two birds. One stone. Fortier would be out of his hair for a considerable amount of time, especially since that freighter had taken a hit through the bridge that might have decapitated the vessel.

      When the puppy got back, six months might have elapsed. Perhaps a year. Maybe his damnable father would find a new assignment for the young hero, assuming he came back covered in glory, and Fortier could be transferred elsewhere.

      Anywhere.

      Or maybe Dimka would be lucky, and he’d never come back.

      “No questions, sir,” Fortier finally spoke. “Will we have a shuttle to board?”

      “Negative, Fortier.” Dimka smiled cruelly. “The ship is too small to have a bay, and I’ll need them later with the larger ships. You and your team will jump across when Marshall Castillon maneuvers close enough, at which time I expect we’ll go immediately to pulse-wake chase. Dismissed.”

      He watched the spy nod deeply, come to attention, and march out of the room like Dimka Savatier was the headmaster issuing discipline and rewards.

      Not all that far off.
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      Uly had gotten a written order printout, but it didn’t add anything meaningful, other than to tell him that he would have Machinist Specialist Kolya Roux along, with Lead Trooper Dan Chastain in charge of Able Spacer Beranger and Crewman Travers.

      Roux was a name he sort of knew, mostly because Uly’s watches tended to be Engineering in scope, so he’d encountered the man once or twice. Dan Chastain wasn’t a name Uly was familiar with, but he hoped that the Captain was at least giving him competent security forces, particularly if they were expected to board an enemy vessel and enforce discipline on a potentially restive crew.

      Uly had stopped by his quarters and dug into his gear for a book reader that would keep him entertained for a couple of years, on the assumption that he might need it. Mostly, though, for the Lamellar vest he’d brought with him from Vanguard Lesauvage.

      Modern combat at a personal level—say when boarding enemy ships or stations—could be swords or energy pistols, given the confines of fighting in narrow, pressurized corridors. Only planetside would you use a projectile weapon or rocketgun. Too easy to punch a hole in a bulkhead and kill everybody anywhere this side of a sealed bulkhead.

      Depending on what you expected to face, you might wear Battershield armor, which was a ballistic cloth made up of layers of fine chainmail to protect against sharp edges and points. Alternatively, isomorph was an insulated cloth that offered protection against heat and energy weapons, being a type of superconductive weave.

      Most of the time, people had to pick one or the other, because both were expensive, heavy, and somewhat rare.

      Uly’s father had given him the Lamellar vest as a graduation present. It covered his torso with isomorphic cloth that had Battershield plates a little bigger than his thumbnail attached all across the surface like fish scales.

      Incredibly expensive. Extremely rare. Something that showed off his father’s connections probably better than anything else, to have access to such equipment.

      It wasn’t that Uly was expecting trouble in boarding a ship that had already surrendered. Instead, he suspected that his prized vest might vanish if he left it behind, alone on this ship for six months or more. Someone was likely to steal it while he was elsewhere.

      Mine. Get your own.

      Quickly, he opened his lifesuit and strapped the vest on under it, sealing everything back up before heading aft to where Security was waiting for him. Time was short, but he didn’t have to jog. Uly did it because he wanted a few extra moments to meet this crew before he led them into battle on an enemy ship.

      Or whatever the hell was about to occur.

      He entered the assault area and looked around.

      “I’m looking for Lead Trooper Chastain,” he said to the group of about twenty folks doing things.

      Most of the faces turned toward him, but only one acknowledged the name.

      He’d been expecting a man. DAN Chastain.

      This was a woman.

      She stepped out of the group and moved close.

      Tall. Taller than him by a few centimeters. Athletic muscles to the point that she might have outweighed him. Dark skin. Black hair that showed even more curl than his.

      “I’m Chastain,” she announced sharply, looking a little down her nose at him.

      She had a square face, with a broad, flattish nose, very thin lips, and her brown eyes were ever-so-slightly slanted.

      He’d have called her Afro-Siberian, if he had to come up with an ethnic combination, weird as that might be.

      Absolutely female, though. Attractive but not stunning. Hard but not brutal. Lead Trooper, so she could probably fold him into knots any time she wanted.

      “I’m Ensign Uly Fortier.” He nodded to her. “Captain ordered me to lead a team over. That’s you and yours. Where’s Roux?”

      “Here.”

      Uly turned to note the man standing with an equipment pack slung outside his suit and a toolbelt filled with everything under the sun, near as Uly could tell.

      Anglo—almost albino—white skin. Hair somewhere between bronze and ginger, with hints of orange. It should have been cut at least a week ago. Maybe two.

      Roux had an oval face with a cleft chin, a narrow nose, large ears, and large lips. Gray eyes that looked like they’d been blue originally, with all the color washed out by time. One hundred and seventy-eight centimeters tall. Average build.

      Machinist Specialist, so an E-7, while Chastain was a Lead with an E-8 rating. She’d be his Second-in-Command effectively. For what it was worth.

      “What are you rated for?” she asked, gesturing to the weapon holstered on her hip.

      “Most things,” he answered. “I prefer an Exoripper pistol and Shadowwhip sword, given the option.”

      “Need armor?” she asked.

      Uly opened the suit to show her his Lamellar underneath, not really caring right now what they thought about Uly’s father or his connections.

      She nodded and turned to someone. Uly realized that there were several armorers here, with arms lockers on the deck. One of them started pulling out gear, and Chastain handed him a weapon’s belt identical to hers.

      Chastain, however, had a Heavy Exoripper pistol and was holding what looked like an Icemace, a telescoping baton that could be anywhere from sixty to two hundred centimeters long and delivered a cryogenic ice effect to stun muscles and minds. As well as a good whomp upside the head.

      The Shadowwhip she handed to him was basically a slightly curved saber with both edge and point, as well as a stun charge that could overcome Battershield armor. Useful in boarding actions like this but was more an officer’s symbol of rank than anything.

      Chastain gestured him towards the airlock, where Roux joined them, as well as Beranger, who was short, squat, and strong, plus Travers, long-limbed and skinny like ancient legends of trolls. About as pretty to look at, too.

      Uly pulled his helmet on and watched as Chastain fitted a spare airtank to his suit’s backpack.

      “Testing, channel three,” he said.

      “Good,” Chastain nodded. The others echoed the sentiment.

      “We’re crossing with a free jump and thrusters,” Uly reminded them. “The vessel has been disabled, according to the captain. As soon as we’re in their airlock, Marshall Castillon will go to warp, and we’ll be on our own. Everybody had a potty break?”

      That got chuckles.

      “We’re good, sir,” Chastain said. “Not our first pigeon we’ve taken this way.”

      Uly nodded. So much he didn’t know, but Vanguard Lesauvage hadn’t been dedicated to commerce raiding like this ship and crew.

      Still, he could learn quickly enough.

      “Boarding party, stand by to depart,” Captain Savatier’s voice came over the line now.

      Uly made sure everyone’s lights were green, then gave the sign to the folks back in the main chamber to seal them in and evacuate the airlock for deep space.

      Shortly, he would be on his own.
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      Dan watched the new officer move with deliberation but not hesitation. She knew that the Captain was playing something of a practical joke on the man but wasn’t sure what she’d done to get on Savatier’s bad side this week. Maybe he’d assigned her to babysit the kid?

      Fortier looked about twenty-four, so she had at least five years on him. And probably another five years of service since she’d enlisted as early as she could. The Navy was a way of life in her family with her father and both his parents as career enlisted.

      Plus, she’d wanted out of the house to escape her more traditionalist mother and sisters, both of them now happily married and having kids. Yuck.

      Nobody ever called her Sheridan. Just Dan. Sounded like a guy’s name. Fortier had obviously been fooled from the initial surprise on his face.

      At the same time, he hadn’t bristled at her height or mass. Both greater than his. Lots of men did, even unconsciously. The darkness of her skin also marked her distinct from a lot of Batyr culture, but her homeworld of Aurtan was like that. She’d had to deal with a certain racism based on color her entire military career, which had been a bit of a shock after her youth back home.

      But she was bigger and tougher than most folks, too. Travers didn’t count because that boy didn’t seem to have any pain receptors when he started pushing with those long limbs. Might tear shit, but that could be healed later.

      Not a bad team. Smaller than she would have preferred, especially if Savatier was dumping them here.

      Lowly Lead Troopers didn’t question officers. Smart ones knew to ask experts.

      Fortier earned about a zillion gold stars when he turned and studied the small group, nodding inside his unpolarized faceshield as he focused on her.

      “Who should be leading the assault?” he asked, head tilted back just enough to be obvious that she was taller.

      “We expecting shooting?” she countered.

      He shrugged.

      “Captain Savatier said that they had surrendered,” Fortier replied. “Looks like a bridge hit forward, so they might be completely confused right now. Maybe resentful. I’ve never done this sort of thing. If you have, you know better than I do what to expect when we get there.”

      Dan nodded back. Sound thinking. A lot smarter than he looked. Usually, they had to make Lieutenant or even Senior Lieutenant before they got that wily.

      “Beranger, you’re on point,” she decided.

      Man was short enough that she could shoot over his shoulder or head if she had to. And Travers could reach over everybody if she needed more guns pouring fire into a corridor. Didn’t matter what the new officer did at that point, as long as he stayed out of the way.

      Fortier nodded and remained silent. Ceding her tactical control that easily? That would be a welcome surprise.

      Dan was used to Lieutenant Dupuis, who had to have opinions on everything, right or not. And occasionally got a little handsy, but never so much that she might punch him in the face for it. He was one of Savatier’s golden boys—The In-Crowd.

      Dan wondered if the Captain had ordered the man to go on medical report so they could foist Fortier off on her, and then Dupuis would make a miracle recovery in about an hour.

      That right there left a sour taste in her mouth.

      “Airlock team, we are about to vent you to space,” came the call over the headset. “Everyone polarize your helmets.”

      Dan checked her thruster backpack and unlimbered the controls in her right hand while she drew the Heavy Exoripper with her left. Safety on for now, but something of a security blanket, at least until they boarded and she had to decide whether or not to switch to the Icemace hooked to her backpack and out of the way.

      She lined up behind Beranger and flexed her shoulders.

      Deep in her soul, she knew she wasn’t going to see the ship or the captain again for a while.

      That also left a sour taste in her mouth. Maybe one of these Danumash punks would give her a reason to use unreasonable force shortly.
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      Uly had maintained his freejump qualifications for EVA assaults while on Vanguard Lesauvage. But those had been for training. He’d never attacked an enemy ship before.

      Fortunately, Chastain and her people seemed perfectly at home, so he fell into her wake as they crossed the vacuum, though he didn’t draw a weapon yet. He was the only officer here, so Uly figured he was supposed to be thinking strategically.

      Let Chastain handle tactics. She obviously had a better feel for it than he did, at least here. Starship combat was what he’d been training for. Not petty piracy.

      Still, they crossed quickly. The gap was only a few hundred meters and both ships had been at rest relative, so they were making good time.

      “Boarding team, Danumash forces are responding on channel eleven,” came the message from the ship.

      “Understood,” Uly replied. “Boarding team stay on channel three for now. Chastain, join me on eleven to talk to them.”

      Her helmet was polarized like his, so he could only read her body language. Still, Uly thought he detected a hint of surprise. A tiny flinch.

      He supposed that most officers expected the enlisted grunts to do all the work and stay out of the way the rest of the time. To be merely hands without accompanying opinions.

      In Uly’s mind, Dan Chastain was his Second-in-Command now. Executive Officer. Acting Commander, if he were the new acting Captain of this long, damaged sausage in front of them.

      “Enemy vessel, this is Ulysses Fortier from the Batyr Forward Cruiser Marshall Castillon,” he announced after switching over and waiting three seconds. “We are approaching your airlock now. Reply on this channel.”

      “This is Quartermaster’s Mate Midshipman Thorley Eldridge of the Danumash Freighter King Hewitt II,” a voice replied hesitantly. “Senior surviving officer. What are your orders, sir?”

      Senior surviving officer? A Midshipman?

      Batyr didn’t even use the rank outside of school when everybody was a Midshipman One to Four depending on your class.

      No commissioned officers had survived? At all?

      What a stupid way to run a ship, if all the officers had been forward. The ship truly had been decapitated in that case.

      “Meet us at the airlock unarmed, Eldridge,” Uly ordered. “The rest of the crew will maintain duty stations and continue with their repairs when we come aboard. I will take command, and you can brief me at that point.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Eldridge replied. “Understood.”

      Chastain released her flight controls long enough to hold up three fingers. He joined her down on that channel.

      “That’s new,” she said.

      “Something went wrong over there,” Uly agreed. “Don’t know what, but I think they’ll generally behave if that’s the case, because I suspect that these are kids even younger than me, and less prepared, trying to figure out next steps.”

      “Sir, Danumash vessel like this probably has a civilian crew with naval officers seconded,” Beranger spoke up suddenly for the first time since they got introduced back on the ship. “Freighters that get impressed into service usually are handled that way. Not the first one of these we’ve taken.”

      Uly nodded.

      “Thank you, Beranger,” Uly replied. “If so, we’ll sort them as necessary. Will that include a civilian sailing master?”

      “Sometimes,” Beranger offered. “Happens when an owner decides to take transport contracts. Weird mix of civilian and military aboard when you do that. Civilians are usually easier to deal with, because they’re just employees, ya know?”

      “Got it,” Uly said. “Again, you have a better hold on this concept than I do, so make sure you tell me things that I might not know, okay?”

      Long pause.

      “Yes, sir,” Beranger said in a quieter voice, echoed a moment later by Travers.

      “Headed in now, sir,” Beranger announced as they got close.

      The airlock was an open mouth on the side of the ship, but it had a monstrous bay door at the front end where you could probably drive a big ground transport up to handle cargo.

      Medium-sized transport. What Danumash classified as a Shipper, between the smaller Couriers and bigger Dropships. Marshall Castillon had hammered them with what looked like a six-decimeter wavebolt. 6dm. Cruiser-scale firepower capable of reaching a considerable distance and hurting things.

      Especially if you caught them by surprise. This ship, King Hewitt II, looked like someone had set the plasma torpedo to punch a hole in the electroshields, when nobody had thought to raise their shields in time, so the torpedo had instead bored a tunnel through the bow of the vessel from side to side.

      He’d seen starlight through that gap on approach.

      The airlock was a civilian thing. More a long, slender hallway between two rooms than the oversized assault chamber they’d left behind. Beranger and Chastain went in first, while he waited outside with Travers and Roux.

      The hatch cycled and he watched.

      “We are inside now,” Chastain kept up a running commentary. “Pressure is coming up. Green lights, so the inner doors are opening. Welcoming party of four, in suits but they have not put helmets on yet. We are entering. Stand by or listen on eleven.”

      Uly switched up.

      “I am Lead Trooper Chastain,” she said, with a reverb in the background suggesting her external speakers were on. “Which of you is Eldridge?”

      “Me, sir,” came that voice. “Ma’am?”

      “Lead Trooper, Midshipman,” she said coldly. “Fortier will be along shortly.”

      “Understood, Lead Trooper,” Eldridge replied.

      Uly nodded to himself and motioned the others into the airlock with him. It would be a tight fit for three, but he wanted everybody inside now, because he knew that Captain Savatier was about to spin up a warp bubble and leave him behind to his fate.

      Or perhaps, his destiny.
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      Dan watched the midshipman stand at a sloppy attention that spoke volumes about discipline on this ship.

      Or rather, the lack thereof. Captain Savatier would have had that boy’s ass running laps around the interior of the ship in a twenty-kilo pack until he straightened his shit up.

      She had her Heavy Exoripper out and vaguely pointed at them, mostly to make a point rather than a threat.

      Four of them, all in a tight cluster. Two teenage boys, from the looks, with two older ones, more like young adults. All wore the black jodhpurs and belted gray tunics of the Danumash Navy. Two Midshipmen, a Specialist, and an Able Spacer from the rank insignia on arms and collars. None were armed. That was good. Meant that they preferred surviving what was about to happen.

      Every once in a while, a ship that had properly surrendered would suddenly swarm a boarding party and turn the tables. Depending on what happened at that point, folks might get mean. With Marshall Castillon gone, she and hers might be thrown in the brig. Or killed.

      Captain Savatier would hunt such renegades down individually if that happened. If they broke their ransom in the process, Danumash High Command might do it as well.

      There were rules in this game. Even a lowly Lead Trooper understood that, but she was frequently at the tip of the spear, as it were.

      Regardless of whatever she’d done to piss off the Captain this week.

      Behind her, Dan heard the airlock cycle and open. Fortier stepped into view, along with the other two, then walked past her to the other group.

      Interestingly, he did it in such a way that he didn’t step in front of either her or Beranger, in case they needed to shoot someone. Useful to know. He was sharper than he looked and moved quietly without trying to show off.

      Dan found herself liking this new officer. He was a lot of things that Lt. Dupuis never even dreamed of being, which was probably why Savatier didn’t like the ensign.

      Fortier reached up and detached his helmet with a click and a pop, hanging it from his belt and running a gloved hand back through the curls.

      “Eldridge?” Fortier asked.

      The one in the middle perked up, nodding.

      “Here, sir,” Eldridge replied.

      Dan studied the youngster. Tall, though not as tall as her. Bulky instead of muscular, like he carried a walrus layer of fat around the middle and in his face. Beady eyes and skin lighter than Fortier’s. Almost as pale as Roux. Hair kept buzzed to maybe five millimeters length, though already showing signs on top where it would be badly receding by the time he hit thirty.

      “I’m Ensign Ulysses Fortier, Batyr Navy, Eldridge,” the boss spoke clearly. “I am formally taking command of this vessel under the recognized rules of warfare and your honorable surrender and ransom in combat. Do you have any questions?”

      “Negative, sir,” Eldridge replied. “I stand relieved of command, sir.”

      “This is Engineer Roux,” Fortier continued. “Lead Trooper Chastain will be in charge of security, with Beranger and Travers assisting.”

      He turned to look around, and she saw the grim determination in Fortier’s eyes. He had the same sour feeling about this that she did. Outside, Marshall Castillon was probably already in their warp bubble, racing at fast FTL after the rest of the convoy.

      They were on their own.

      “Helmets off and let’s get to work,” he announced.

      Dan holstered her pistol and reached up, clearing her helmet and getting a smell of the life support systems over here.

      Rich, with a strong undertone she couldn’t place. Earthy and a little sour, like a dash of vinegar added to a sweet drink.

      “Eldridge, as there are no commissioned officers aboard other than myself, I will be relying on your crew,” Fortier said. “However, I am appointing Lead Trooper Chastain as my Second-in-Command, so any orders from her will have precedence.”

      All heads turned her direction. Eldridge’s eyes got ugly.

      “I ain’t taking orders from no washenzi,” the youngster muttered, just loud enough that she could hear it.

      The other three with him got big, shocked eyes in that moment. Dan started to take a step forward to have words with the little punk but stopped cold when Fortier slugged the man in the jaw so hard the man went over backwards.

      As Eldridge started to get up, Fortier stepped into the Midshipman with a kick hard enough that he might have cracked ribs.

      Finally, Eldridge was flat on his back, with Fortier’s Shadowwhip sword touching the front of his throat.

      “One word, Eldridge,” Fortier rasped harshly. “Any word.”

      The tableau held. Beranger and Travers were locked in on the three others with death only a trigger pull away. Dan blinked in shock.

      Not at the reaction of a fine Danumash gentleman sailor. The Combined Crowns had a starkly hierarchical society. An aristocracy of racism, privilege, and wealth that was almost perfectly opposite everything Batyr stood for.

      Washenzi meant uncivilized. Barbarian. In a Danumash mouth, connotations of being less than human.

      Wasn’t the first time Dan had heard that particular term thrown in her teeth. Usually, there was nothing she could do about it either, coming from a Danumash officer prisoner or maybe just a random vehicle on the street.

      That was one of the reasons she enjoyed this job. That look in the eyes of a Danumash prisoner on some captured ship, when they looked at the color of her skin and realized that she was in charge.

      First time one of her own officers had ever laid somebody out for it.

      No, her shock was due to Fortier’s reaction. Officers were supposed to be gentlemen and gentlewomen of their own class, even in a society dedicated to eliminating inherited wealth and power for an open meritocracy where the tall, black daughter of an enlisted man could walk down a street without being catcalled or sexually assaulted with impunity.

      Most Batyr worlds were pretty good about that, though not all. And not all people, but they were exceptions. In Danumash, they were the rules.

      And the rulers.

      Eldridge had apparently never been in a position to be punched in the mouth for his casual racism. Dan wondered if he was the son of a baron. Those were almost a dime a dozen on some worlds. Or maybe a third or fourth son of a planetary count?

      Eldridge quickly discovered humility as Dan watched, almost as shocked as the kid with broken ribs and a sore jaw. He shook his head side to side meekly, otherwise unmoving.

      Fortier glanced back.

      “You, other Midshipman,” he snapped angrily. “What’s your name?”

      “Astronomer’s Mate Sterling Huff, sir,” the other officer trainee stammered nervously. Probably wondering if he was next. Fortier only had to lean forward slightly at this moment to kill Eldridge.

      “Huff, you will escort this prisoner to the brig,” Fortier ordered. “Beranger and Travers will accompany you. He is relieved of duty and will be brought up on charges of insubordination and dereliction of duty when I have a chance to hold a captain’s mast. Am I clearly understood?”

      Dan wondered if Huff was about to piss himself, but he nodded.

      “Beranger, take charge,” Fortier ordered, finally stepping back.

      Eldridge only moved when Huff and Beranger started to lift him, doubling over in groaning pain.

      “Permission to escort the prisoner to medical first, sir?” Beranger asked carefully, obviously unsure where the edges of Fortier’s rage were right now.

      “Granted,” Fortier replied angrily. “Chain him to the bed if necessary.”

      Ouch.

      Fortier slammed his sword home hard enough that everybody jumped a little, including her.

      On balance, she might enjoy serving under this guy.
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      Uly focused inwardly as hard as he could to control that hot flame at the base of his stomach. Beranger and Travers got the prisoner out of the room before Uly lost his temper again, which was good. He gestured Chastain closer and nodded a silent apology to her, before confronting the remaining crew members.

      Both military, as Beranger had suggested that civilians would dress as they chose. These were in crisp uniforms.

      “Identify yourself,” he rasped, still sucking deep breaths in through his nose to cool his core temperature.

      “Specialist Quintin Butcher,” the taller of the two replied. “Assistant Bursar.”

      Banker, then. His appearance put Uly in mind of a loyal dog, which was rude, but still accurate, with bright blue eyes that were like two big windows looking out on the afternoon sky. Bone-white skin and short black hair, with an air of helpfulness and probity that you never expected from a ship’s banker.

      Doubly so a Danumash vessel, where the position was frequently sold to the highest bidder, who then made his profit from the crew’s general needs, offering loans and selling sundries beyond the minimal basics the fleet provided.

      “And you?” Uly turned to the shorter man.

      This one had the look of an artist, with narrow, brown eyes. Luxurious, curly, yellow hair styled in a manner that reminded Uly of a sea urchin for reasons he couldn’t have named. Like Uly, a little longer on top than perhaps regulations allowed, but shorter on the sides. The man was short and had a slender build. Oddly, his skin was deeply tanned but otherwise lighter, in a society where skin color was often a factor of social rank. He looked out with a smile, from under bushy eyebrows.

      “Specialist Drew Roscoe, sir,” Roscoe replied. “Trainee sailing master. I was assigned to secondary operations, minding the young gentlemen.”

      “All the officers were on the bridge when it was destroyed?” Uly asked.

      “All the naval command officers, sir,” Roscoe stressed carefully.

      “Oh?” Uly leaned into the man now, sniffing a potential problem he would need to address.

      “This vessel has a…unique cargo, sir,” Roscoe said slowly.

      Beside him, Butcher nodded rapidly in agreement. Must be good.

      “Go on,” Uly ordered.

      Marshall Castillon was gone by now. Whatever weird shit was about to unfold was on his head as commanding officer.

      For good or ill.

      “Uhm, it might be best if I showed you directly, sir,” Roscoe hemmed and hawed a little. “Let’s just suggest that the bridge hit that took out the officers wasn’t the worst thing, though I’m severely saddened that Hylda happened to be among them.”

      “Who?”

      “Hylda Hobbs, sir,” he nodded. “The Sailing Mistress and owner of the vessel, banks and mortgages notwithstanding. She was the only one forward I’ll miss.”

      Uly considered that. A female ship owner and sailing master was exceptionally rare in Danumash.

      He nodded and Roscoe turned to depart, with Butcher in the man’s wake. Uly glanced over at Chastain, but she seemed to have recovered her equilibrium and grinned at him for the briefest moment.

      Still strangers, but he could work with that.

      Roux just shrugged but understood that they needed to sort things out before he could go to work on repairs. Doubly so if he might be the senior surviving engineer aboard.

      Through the hatch, they crossed a main corridor then continued down a smaller one. There had been a scent in the air Uly couldn’t place. It got thicker as the next hatch opened and they stepped out onto the floor of the main cargo hold.

      Uly had been expecting boxes and shipping containers. Instead, the space had been built up like offices. Even the overhead had been modified, because whoever had done the work had used steel with a different sheen that left a distinct seam in the ceiling where the front and rear thirds of the ship had been linked later to form a full second deck.

      The first person Uly saw in the space was a civilian. Male, but his long, blond hair was in a braid that seemed to trail halfway down his back. The man looked serious, but only slightly, as if it was a mask over irrepressible joy. Certainly, the blue and bright yellow checks in his shirt and matching pants were not the attire of a dour man.

      “Hey, Blair, there was a small problem with the young gentlemen,” Roscoe called, drawing the man to his feet and walking towards them from about fifteen meters. “Captain Fortier is in charge now and will have questions. I didn’t tell him anything about the cargo.”

      A range of emotions passed across the other man’s face in a heartbeat. Interesting.

      In the distance, an older man and a middle-aged woman emerged from an office on the right, along with a younger male. Unlike this Blair person, those three wore Danumash naval uniforms in gray and black, with the two older ones being officers and the younger dressed as an enlisted man.

      Uly decided that he liked Blair even more, based purely on his sartorial choices.

      “Blair Mitchell,” the man said as he stepped close and nodded. “Ship’s Nurse. The others are xenobiologists, so I’m the only Human specialist around.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Uly found himself saying, sounding far stiffer and formal than he’d thought.

      “The, uhm, cargo, Captain,” Blair Mitchell replied carefully. “They’re…well, let’s not put too fine of a point on it. They’re slaves, sir. Aliens, at that. The species is called Mazhin, but they speak Standard better than most of us do.”

      The two officers had stomped close enough to overhear. The male’s face had gone red.

      “What are you telling them, Mitchell?” the older man thundered as he continued to stomp closer.

      Uly took a step and leveled a pointing finger at the man like a gun while the stranger was still ten meters away.

      “You will remain silent,” Uly ordered in a hard, angry voice. “Midshipman Eldridge is already in the hospital for insubordination. Your other choice is to join him there. Am I clear?”

      The three Danumash naval personnel stumbled to a stop like they’d nearly flown into an asteroid field. Blair grinned, but those three couldn’t see anything but the back of the man’s head until they got closer.

      “You were saying?” Uly turned back to Blair as Chastain stepped into view.

      She had her Icemace in one hand. It clicked loudly in the sudden silence and extended to two meters long.

      A woman not playing around.

      Uly wasn’t either, but he was five people against the entire crew. Hopefully, he could recruit some allies.

      “Alien slaves, Captain,” Blair grimaced. “Mostly Mechanicals with a couple of Technicals and a few Socials.”

      Uly kept his temper under control. More or less. One hand might be flexing into a fist and relaxing.

      The Institutional Republic of Batyr didn’t keep slaves. All men and women were created equal, and all species, with citizenship and meritocracy being the signature points of Batyr culture. That included the exceptionally rare aliens who wished to join.

      Danumash, on the other hand, was an aristocracy. With slaves.

      Intellectually, Uly knew that there were lots of alien species out there. Humanity had just grown up in a weird pocket that didn’t have many close galactic neighbors. Batyr had even fewer, facing a hollow spot in the concentration of surrounding stars.

      And Danumash kept alien slaves.

      Uly promised himself that all the humans in charge would make it safely home. That he would not unleash hell on them for doing what their culture taught was right.

      However evil it might be.

      Something must have showed on his face, because Blair had stopped and gone a little whiter around the edges. Gulped, even. The other three looked poised to flee, rabbits discovering a hound on the trail.

      Uly swallowed and took a deep breath.

      “Mechanicals?” he asked in as calmly a tone as he could manage right now. “Technical? Social?”

      “Right, sir,” Blair nodded. “No Physicals.”

      “Explain it to me,” Uly ordered, lost at the terminology.

      “Oh, right,” Blair nodded again. “Mechanicals build things. Artisans and repair folk for the most part, Captain. That sort of thing. The two Technicals, near as I can tell, are genius research scientists. Or were before we got hold of them. The Socials include a cook and a couple of females that are…”

      His voice failed there. Trailed off like an abandoned road not quite reclaimed by nature. A gap in the forest you could follow if you were feeling adventurous.

      Or angry.

      Uly went ahead and inserted the word. Prostitutes, though he doubted that they got paid for it.

      Standard didn’t have a good term to encompass sex slave.

      If Uly had his way, there would never be a need, outside of a history
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