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“Derelict ship dead ahead!”
“I can see that, Mister Pyle.” Captain Nate Demming leaned forward in his chair, the motion creating gentle ripples in the water all around him, and studied the view through the forward window. The ship ahead of them must be one of the two they’d detected, but which one? All their long-range scanners had noted was the presence of two vessels close together, which was enough of an oddity in and of itself that he’d felt compelled to investigate. Now one was gone and the other was floating, powerless and most likely lifeless, if the gaping hole in its side was any indication.
“Bring us in close, Miss Mills,” he instructed. “Let’s take a closer look. Perhaps we can learn something about the victim—and its attacker.”
“Aye, captain.” Lizette Mills shifted her weight slightly, the wheel rotating gently beneath her small, skilled hands. Her movements were as unconsciously erotic as ever, and Demming hid a small smile as he considered how many men—and perhaps a few women—onboard the Dread Remora would pay a great deal to feel the touch of those same slender digits. The ship responded easily, slowing pace and swiveling about so its sleek prow neatly brushed against the other ship’s side. The Remora was long, slender, and hydrodynamic, an important factor beneath the waters of their homeworld. Its upper portion, however, was short, stocky, and bristling with weapons, a factor that was far more vital out here among the ether.
“Mister Kesselman,” Demming called into the speaking tube, and was rewarded a second later with affirmation from the boatswain, standing by in the crew quarters. “Ready a boarding party. Full arms, please—it looks dead but let’s not take any chances.”
“Aye, sir!” Kesselman was a good bo’sun, solid and loyal. He’d have his team selected and outfitted in a matter of minutes.
In the meantime, Demming continued to consider the ship before them. What was it? Who had been on it? And what had happened to it?
“Miss Scutt,” he called into the speaking tube. As always, he felt a shiver of delight run through him when Amelia answered. “What can you tell me about our friend here?”
“Not much yet, sir,” she answered. Demming could close his eyes and picture her down in engineering, her long features drawn in concentration, that dark braid swinging gently behind her. Her voice was soft and low, and thrilled him far more than Lizette’s husky teasing ever had. “Medium size, lightly armored, minimal weapons—I’d guess a trader or a passenger ship, possibly a colonization vessel. Whatever hit it hit hard, though. Burned right through the plating, fried the engines and the weapons. They probably didn’t even get a shot off.”
He could hear the sadness in her voice. Amelia hated violence, particularly when it cost lives. She’d joined the Royal Navy for the adventure and the science, and had thought she was escaping any sign of bloodshed when she’d signed on to the Remora, the Navy’s first-ever ethership.
Little had they known, when they’d launched, that they would find not a vast empty space but an expanse teeming with life, filled with scores of other worlds and other cultures and other ships.
Some of whom preyed upon the weak, just like the predators back home.
The HMES Remora might have transformed itself into the Dread Remora, feared pirate ship, but Demming and his crew were Royal Navy to the core. They did prey upon other ships, both to resupply and to maintain their cover, creating tales of horror to frighten most into steering clear of them, but they never did more damage than was necessary and never left their victims unable to fend for themselves. Unless they were facing real pirates, in which case they acted as they would back home, eliminating the threat before it could endanger others.
They would never hole an innocent ship and leave its people to die.
Whoever had done this had shown no mercy, that much was already clear.
Demming just hoped they had moved on in search of other kills. He didn’t relish meeting such a monster.
“I’ve got something!” Leif announced. “Just beyond that asteroid belt!”
Merok turned to study the display over his friend’s shoulder. “Aye, that’s their trail, all right.” On the scope, the radiation traces glittered and gleamed like fresh blood melting into pristine snow. “Even in space, they leave blood spattered behind them like the ravening beasts they are.” He swiveled back around, fingers settling on buttons and levers. “Well, let’s go give those devils a surprise they won’t forget.” He flicked the engines to max and their small ship roared forward, hurling itself through space in a mad dash to close with its chosen foes. Merok’s free hand went automatically to the blade at his side, and he smiled grimly. Even here, his first thought was of the sword.
But he was practical enough to hope that closing with the fiends hand-to-hand would not be necessary.
“There!” Leif tapped the display. They were entering the string of asteroids, and their scanners could now pierce that rocky veil and paint a picture of the scene beyond. Two vessels hung there, as if pinned to the color-splashed backdrop of space. One was long and spiky and lit all around with light. The other was bulkier but smoother, lacking the weaponry of its companion, and lay cold and dead at the other’s side.
“We’re too late to save whoever was on that second ship,” Merok stated between clenched teeth, “but by the Blade we’ll give those devils reason to regret their atrocities!” He twisted a switch and the weapons console rose before him, sights appearing on the front display as the ship readied itself for targeting.
Leif nodded and busied himself with his own controls. “Shields at full,” he declared. “Weapons powered. Fire at will.”
Merok grinned, lips pulling back from his teeth as a low snarl escaped. “Take this, you hoary bastards! Taste the vengeance of the Starry Blade!”
He jabbed hard at the buttons, and their ship leaped toward its target, weapons spitting out bursts of righteous death as it closed the gap to its prey.
“We’re under attack!” Pyle’s statement was followed almost instantly by a dull shudder as something struck the Remora’s hull. “Another ship—it just appeared out of nowhere! It’s coming in fast!”
“Those must be the monsters who did this, either back to finish the job or laying in wait for whoever comes to their victims’ aid.” Demming banged a fist on the arm of his command chair. “Miss Cuny!”
“Weapons hot, sir,” his gunner’s mate replied at once. As always in combat, her usual soft whisper had been replaced by a sharp, clear voice as hard as diamond. Molly Cuny might be the most reclusive member of his crew, but she lived for battle. “I’ve already targeted the other ship’s weapons.”
“Good. Fire at will.” Demming wasn’t all that fond of violence, but he had no problem using it when necessary. And in the middle of an etheric battle was no time to hesitate. “After the weapons, go for the engines. Try to leave the cabin intact, however.” He got only a grunt in reply, but he knew she would obey his orders.
“Our armor is holding,” Pyle reported from his station to the left. “A few more hits to the same spot and we could have a problem, though.”
The ship trembled slightly as Miss Cuny fired her guns. A second later there was a faint shiver as the upper weapons also fired. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Demming remarked.
He studied the screens, where Lizette had helpfully put up an image of their new assailant. It was small, not even a tenth the Remora’s size, wedge-shaped like an arrowhead, and racing right toward them. But even as he watched the tiny ship was rocked to one side by the Remora’s return fire. Blossoms of light indicated direct hits, and the hail of fire toward them winked out completely. A second later the smaller ship began to slow, its engines dead but momentum still carrying it forward.
“Direct hits!” Miss Cuny reported, the glee evident in her voice. “Weapons disabled, engines disabled, hull and cabin intact. They’re all yours, sir.”
“Thank you, Miss Cuny—and you, Mister Mirsux,” Demming responded, remembering to acknowledge the alien assistant gunner’s mate who was manning the weapons in the Dread Remora’s upper half. “Miss Scutt, any chance we can draw that ship in without hurting its occupants—and without it slamming into our side like a floundering whale?”
“I think I have just the thing, sir,” Amelia replied. “Lizette, can you shift us back a pace, so we’re not in its direct path?”
“Not a problem,” their pilot replied. She glanced back over her shoulder for Demming’s permission, her long black hair framing her round, pretty face, but for once her mind was not on flirting. When she was on duty Lizette Mills was all business. Well, almost all.
Demming nodded, and she used the ship’s maneuvering jets to pull the Remora back slightly, leaving a gap between it and the damaged ship at its side.
“Perfect!” Amelia said. Demming could hear her flicking switches. “Now just hang on.” There was a faint thrum in the air, as if the water had picked up a subtle tone from somewhere in the ship. “Got it!”
Demming watched as the small ship began to angle toward them.
“I modified the electromagnetic pulse we’ve been using for docking,” Amelia explained proudly. “Instead of a short burst, though, this is a sustained stream. It’s drawing that ship toward us, and since it’s being tugged to one side, the sideways motion will actually steal most its momentum. I can reverse the charge at the last second, pushing it away, so it may just barely scrape against us but there won’t be any real impact.”
“Nicely handled, Miss Scutt,” Demming told her admiringly. There was a reason she’d been a shoe-in for the engineer position on the Remora. “Mister Kesselman, I want that ship reeled in and whoever’s inside brought in for questioning as soon as possible. Alive and as unharmed as you can manage. Let’s get some answers.”
He gripped the arms of his chair tightly and glanced back at the dead ship beside them. Yes, he definitely wanted some answers.
“They’ve got us!” Leif announced unnecessarily. Merok had felt the demonfire pummeling their vessel, had been forced to yank his hands back quickly as the weapons console began to spark and smoke, and had noted the sudden silence as their ship’s engines had failed, leaving them adrift and defenseless.
Or so the demons supposed.
“They’re reeling us in like a batch of fish,” Merok muttered, studying their monitors. Those still worked, and showed them moving toward the spiky ship, their pace slowing as they went. “They think we’ll be helpless and meek, like most of their victims.” He drew his sword and admired its gleaming length and fine edge.
“Well, we’ll soon prove them wrong.”
“Contact!” Kesselman announced. The tall, rugged bo’sun turned as the door behind him opened and Demming stepped through. “Captain?”
“Don’t worry, Mister Kesselman,” Demming assured him, “I won’t be accompanying you this time.” He’d made that mistake before, forgetting his place and his responsibilities to ship and crew in his eagerness to see other ships and other races—with near-disastrous results. “But I wanted to be on hand to see our new friends once you brought them back aboard.”
“Of course, sir.” His concerns satisfied, Kesselman turned back to the three men with him. “Weapons ready.” All three carried sonic rifles and clubs drawn from the ship’s weapons stores. The bo’sun himself carried a sonic pistol, a club, and a sheathed dagger. Demming had not come unprepared either—at his side was his own pistol and the curving blade he had taken off a smuggler and in his boot was his diving knife.
“Seal active,” the slim olive-skinned man by the forward port announced, studying the console there. Xander Twist was Amelia’s second in engineering, a good man to have around. And far less squeamish than his boss, which was why she’d sent him in her stead. “Cycling the lock now.”
Kesselman nodded, raising his club. He held manacles in his other hand, and more jingled on his belt. His men hoisted their rifles as Twist opened the portal, revealing a pitted expanse of russet metal just beyond, and then affixed a small device to the other ship’s lock. The electromagnetic seal kept the two ships’ hulls bonded together so no air could escape and so the surrounding ether could not seep in. Demming had seen firsthand what could happen when a ship was breached out here, and he shuddered at the memory. A faulty seal would kill them faster than any enemy fire.
After a second the device beeped, and the other ship’s entrance began to open as well. Everyone tensed, unsure what they would face.
The opening was barely wide enough for them to see past when two men came charging through it at a dead run. Both had swords—swords!—raised, and were bellowing at the top of their lungs.
“Drop your weapons!” Kesselman shouted, backing up a pace to give himself room to move. “Drop them or we will be forced to fire!”
“Kill us if you can, Moringen,” one of the men responded, swiveling toward Kesselman and aiming a powerful blow at the bo’sun’s head and shoulders. “But we’ll take a few of you devils with us, at least!”
Fortunately, the Royal Navy trained all of its members in personal combat, both armed and unarmed. Kesselman used his club to block the sword blow, the heavy inlaid stone stopping the metal blade easily. Since his other hand still held manacles he couldn’t draw his pistol—instead he slammed that fist into his assailant’s stomach, the force of the blow doubling the other man over.
The second intruder had glanced around, seen the men with raised rifles sighting on him—and spotted Twist, standing off to the side. Unarmed. He’d angled toward the engineer’s mate, arm cocked back to bring his blade whistling around on the hapless crewmember—
—and Demming’s sonic pistol took him in the small of the back.
The weapon’s concussive burst took the intruder off his feet, slamming him into the wall as Twist hastily stepped aside. The sword clattered to the floor, and the man dropped to hands and knees beside it a second later. One of Kesselman’s men was already moving in, rifle slung back over his shoulder, manacles at the ready. In an instant the second intruder was bound, ankles and wrists.
The bo’sun had been trading blows with his own foe, and the stranger had landed several punches, a few kicks, and one head butt, fighting like a crazed animal. But Kesselman had managed to keep the sword itself out of play, and had given as good as he got. One of the strongest men on the Remora, his own blows had left the stranger reeling, and finally a solid punch to the jaw sent the man back and to his knees. He was manacled before he could rise again.
“Nicely handled, Mister Kesselman,” Demming complimented, and the bo’sun’s broad, fair features flushed with pride. “Are there any more in there?”
“None, sir.” It was Twist who answered. “We only detected two life signs aboard.”
“Good.” Demming watched as their new captives were patted down, and daggers removed from each. No firearms, though, which was curious. “Escort them to the brig. Let’s leave them to stew a bit before we press them.”
“You’ll get nothing from us, foul demon!” the first man spat through bloodied lips. “Do your worst! In the end, your kind will pay for what you’ve done!”
Demming leaned in close to examine the man. He looked human, Demming noticed—the first they’d encountered out here who could make such a claim. Two arms, two legs, two eyes, one nose, one mouth, normal body hair, even normal teeth from what he could see when the stranger snarled at him. No gills, which was interesting, but otherwise the men could have come from their own world. Their gear was unusual, though, and not just the swords that looked like they’d been stolen from a museum—both attackers wore what seemed to be flexible suits of interlocked metal rings, under sleeveless tunics belted at the waist. Heavy, metal-plated gloves and thick leather boots completed the image of men who belonged more on the surface vessels of legend than out in the ether.
“We have done nothing,” Demming informed the man, keeping his own emotions in check. “You have attacked an innocent ship, killed its crew and passengers, and then fired upon us. We do not take kindly to such aggression, and you will pay for your crimes.”
The second man had started at Demming’s words. “Wait, what?” He had black hair, long and matted, while the first had reddish-brown hair and a ruddier hue to his skin. “We didn’t attack that ship—you did!” He glanced at his companion, a question clear in his blue eyes, but the first man only growled and twisted, trying to shake the hands that held him fast.
“Don’t listen to them!” he warned. “You know their kind! They breathe lies!”
But now Demming was intrigued. “You honestly think we were the ones who attacked this ship?” he saw the confirmation in the second man’s gaze. “We thought you were responsible, and had lain in wait for whoever happened along to help—or to scavenge the remains.”
“We are no demons!” the black-haired man insisted. “We saw your ship hovering over the remains of its victim and sought vengeance on their behalf!” But his words were less forceful than they had been, and doubt clouded his features.
“We spotted two ships close together and investigated,” Demming explained, relaxing slightly as he realized these men might not pose a threat after all. “By the time we arrived, one ship was dead and the other gone. When you attacked, we thought you were the second and had simply hidden from view to await new victims.”
The second man turned to his companion. “Merok, we have made a mistake! These are not the Moringen! We missed them!”
His friend grunted. “Perhaps.” He had gone from rage to sullenness. “Or perhaps this is some new trick of theirs.” But he had calmed as well.
Demming considered this new information. “Regardless of the reason, you attacked my crew,” he pointed out. “I must confine you to the brig. But we’ll talk more on this later. If this was merely a misunderstanding, I’m sure we can resolve it.” He nodded to Kesselman, who led the two men away. Demming watched them go, then reached out to take one of the swords from the crewman who’d retrieved it. It was an elegant, deadly weapon, its blade sharp and straight, its balance good. This was no museum piece, it was an active tool for combat.
But who would carry such a thing out in the ether where radiation bursts and lasers ruled?
It was all a puzzle. And one he found he was looking forward to solving.
“We are wrong, I tell you!” the dark-haired one was saying as Demming cycled the brig’s outer door and stepped through. Over the past two hours Amelia and Twist had swept their captive’s ship and reported some very interesting discoveries—discoveries that led him to believe the men’s claims of innocence. It was clear, however, that at least the ruddier of their two prisoners was not so easily convinced.
“They have not tortured us, or even threatened us,” their second captive continued, not noticing Demming’s arrival. “They have given us food, and made no demands of us, nor come to taunt us in our helplessness. Would the Moringen behave so humanely? So nobly? It is not them, I say!”
“Perhaps,” his companion muttered, picking at the food one of the crew had delivered. “But I still say we stay on our guard. They are masters of deception, do not forget. This may all be some clever ploy to trick us.”
“To what end?” His friend glanced around and noticed Demming at last. “Have you come to release us?” he asked, approaching. Only heavy bars separated them, wide enough for a man to reach through easily, and Demming had taken a calculated risk approaching alone, and unarmed save for his diving knife. Of course, Kesselman and two other armed crewmen stood off to the side, ready to stun the prisoners into submission and rescue their captain if that proved necessary.
But somehow he didn’t think it would.
“Perhaps,” he replied to the man’s question, leaning casually against the barred door. “If I’m sure you don’t pose a risk to my ship and my crew.” He nodded to the first man, who was still nudging things around on his tray. “Is the food not to your liking? Mister Watkins will be sorry to hear that. He prides himself on maintaining the finest galley in the ether.” He allowed himself a slight smile. “Though admittedly we’ve had scant chance to sample his competition.”
“The food was very good, thank you,” the dark-haired man answered. “And a welcome respite from the cold rations we’ve lived upon for far too long.”
The other man only scowled, and Demming laughed. “You don’t agree?” he asked. “Maybe you think we poisoned your fare?” He reached through the bars, snagged a hunk of bread off the man’s tray, dipped it in the stew, and retrieved it to eat in a single bite. “I assure you, it is safe. The Royal Navy does not treat its prisoners so poorly.”
“What is this ‘royal navy’ you mention?” The red-haired prisoner was still frowning, so it was his companion who voiced the question.
“It is the official peacekeeping force of my home world,” Demming answered. “Though we are new to the ether, we are an expeditionary force of Her Majesty’s navy, and still follow the normal rules and requirements of our service, including lending aid to those in need—and punishing those who would harm others.” He straightened and bowed. “Captain Nathaniel Demming, at your service.”
“Leif MacAvoy, at yours,” the red-haired man responded, and offered his right hand. Demming reached through and took it. The man’s grasp was firm and sure, and without the gauntlets his grip was callused as if from years of hard work. “You have . . . gills,” Leif asked then, staring at Demming’s neck.
“Yes, and you do not, I’ve noticed.” Demming had chosen to link to the smaller ship through the Dread Remora’s upper portion, and had kept them in the brig up here as well. It had obviously been the right choice. “Our world is covered in water,” he explained finally, hoping he wasn’t making a mistake by revealing so much. But he trusted his instincts, and they said that these men did not mean them any harm. “We can breathe both water and air equally well. The lower half of our ship is filled with water.” He smiled. “I thought you might prefer drier quarters.”
“Fishmen!” The first man laughed. “We’ve been captured by fishmen!” But he rose to his feet and stepped closer. Demming did not flinch from his hard gaze. “Even the Moringen would not be so foolish as to take such an odd form—they would match us, as they often have, or use a shape far more deadly, to give themselves the advantage.” He nodded, and offered his hand. “Merok Belyle.”
Demming shook hands with him. “Well met, gentlemen. Now, can I assume from this that you are willing to discuss matters with no more threats of violence?”
“Aye.” Merok actually hung his head. “My apologies for that,” he grumbled. “We thought you our quarry, and were determined not to sell our lives cheap.”
“A noble sentiment, but fortunately not necessary here.” Demming gestured, and Kesselman stepped up beside him. “Mister Kesselman, kindly open the door so I might speak with our guests more easily.”
“Are you sure, sir?” The bo’sun asked, glaring at the two men a bit. Especially at Merok, who had given him the bruises now purpling his fair skin.
“I think it will be fine.” Kesselman nodded, clearly not convinced, but obeyed as always. With the barred door open, Demming stepped into the cell and settled himself onto the edge of one of the bunks there. “Much better. We analyzed your ship,” he told the two men, who moved to sit on the bunk facing him. “Your systems show that you have been tracking another ship across the ether. And the trail led you here. That tells me your story is true, and you genuinely believed us to be your target and the butchers of the nearby ship.” His face tightened into a scowl. They had investigated the dead ship as well, and had found nothing but horrors waiting there.
Merok noticed his expression. “Slaughtered everyone aboard, did they?” he asked, his gruff voice surprisingly gentle. “And not right away, either, I warrant—took their time with some.”
“Yes.” It had been the worst thing he had ever seen, and Demming knew those sights would haunt his dreams. “Whoever did this . . . enjoyed it.”
“That’s the Moringen,” Leif agreed, biting off each word. “Vicious beasts, callous monsters, they delight in bloodshed and suffering. We have vowed to put an end to their rampage.”
Demming leaned forward. “Then we will help you,” he announced. “I cannot in good conscience allow such depravity to continue. We will hunt down these murderers together, and ensure they will not harm another living soul.”
Merok and Leif glanced at each other. Then Merok nodded. “Aye, and we’d welcome your aid,” he admitted, a grim smile stretching weathered features. “Together we’ll put those demons to rest once and for all.” He offered his hand, and again Demming clasped it. But this time it was more than a gesture of introduction. It was a promise.
“We have been on their trail for years,” Merok admitted as Demming led him and Leif to the Dread Remora’s upper command cabin. The controls here had been slaved to those below, as had the displays, so they could check scans and other details without subjecting the two men to immersion. Demming had asked Amelia to join him, and the willowy chief engineer was already waiting at one of the consoles when they entered. As always, he felt a jolt at seeing her. Nor did he miss the appreciative glances she drew from his two companions.
“What exactly are these Mooring Men?” Amelia asked, her voice soft as always.
“Moringen,” Leif corrected, his tone almost reverential. Not toward their quarry, though, Demming sensed. The awe and admiration were directed at Amelia. Demming had seen that look and heard that tone before, in hardened sailors after long voyages. These men had not seen a woman in a long time. But judging by the way they bowed to her, he didn’t think she or any of their other female crewmembers were in danger. For all their gruffness, he sensed a broad streak of honor in his two new allies.
“They are demons,” Leif continued. “Monstrous marauders who live to cause pain and suffering, both emotional and physical. They are crazed, vicious, violent, and cruel. The worst beings alive. And it is our sworn task to hunt them down and destroy them.”
“Just the two of you?” Demming found that hard to believe.
“There were more of us, once,” Merok admitted. “Perhaps there still are. The Order of the Starry Blade, pledged to defend our homeworld from invasion—and, later, to avenge its destruction. We divided into small groups, pairs and individuals, and set off to pursue the Moringen as they scattered from the barren carcass our world had become. Our path has led us here.” He shrugged, but there was a gleam in his eye that made Demming nervous. He’d seen the same look from several whalers and shark-hunters in the waves back home. It was the look of the fanatic hunter, utterly obsessed with finding and killing his prey. Thus far Merok and Leif had seemed reasonable, but Demming suspected that would end if they actually caught up with his long-time quarry. He just hoped the two men would still be able to tell friends from foes at that point.
“And you tracked them here by their strange trail.” Amelia put the image up on the main screen, and Demming repressed a shudder at what looked very much like blood in the water. “It’s an unusual energy signature, and a virulent one. Very easy to track—almost impossible to miss, actually.” She frowned. “Except that somehow we have.”
That earned glowers from both men. “What do you mean? You lost the trail?” Merok demanded.
Amelia nodded. “It simply vanishes. If it was blood, I’d say it’d been washed clean. But of course it isn’t.”
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