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By Molly Waters

Canadian Coast Guard Ship RISLEY was a legendarily capable icebreaker, up to any challenge. As were CCGS GRIFFON, and the American CGC MACKINAW. The three “Heavies” had formed the indomitable core of the Great Lakes icebreaking fleet and kept the iron and coal ships moving every winter since ‘44. Until the New Ice Age arrived. While the climate change crowd had been correct in their assertions of a shift, they were desperately wrong in one respect: Planet Earth was not warming. It had been a mere two years during which the new reality took hold. Summers in North America now rarely rose above 60 degrees Fahrenheit, and winters plunged to Arctic extremes. No one was worried about the polar ice caps any longer. 

What the United States and Canada did worry about was the Russian and Chinese advantage in the Arctic. Even more worrisome was the loss of formerly open water naval ports. The Port of Valdez, Straits of Juan de Fuca, the Chesapeake, and even San Francisco Bay now froze every winter. The U.S. and Canada had been forced to divert funding from construction of soft water naval vessels to belated recapitalization of their respective polar icebreaker fleets. Contracts had been awarded for three Canadian and seven American heavy breakers, which would be employed in militarily and economically critical ports as frequently as the Arctic. Both countries had also taken the monumental step of selecting nuclear propulsion plants for the new ships. Sovereignty, national defense, and the economy depended upon them. 

Unfortunately, no one seemed to have remembered the domestic icebreaking mission: the critical enabler in moving ore and coal from mines around the Great Lakes to the foundries and power plants. The noble diesel-powered icebreakers struggled on to meet mission, but it would only be a matter of time before they, too, succumbed to the New Ice Age. That is, unless the United States Coast Guard had anything to say about it…

~

Every member of the bridge watch lurched as RISLEY came to a halt...again. The First Officer blew out a breath in frustration. 

"Captain, we're going to need a different plan. In fact, ALGOMA TRANSPORT is going to need a different plan. I don't think anyone's getting into Buffalo before June."

The heavy Canadian icebreaker and her experienced crew had been backing and ramming for eight hours in the brash ice that choked the eastern basin of Lake Erie. On the heels of two weeks of west winds, the ice was stacked so deeply it was beginning to lift the bow as the mighty ship attacked new ice. The crew could no longer find the bottom of the pack as they backed down from each charge in the endless field of concrete-like refrozen chunks. Halogen floodlights revealed that the notch left by the hull was slow to fill with water. Even the most powerful icebreaker on the planet couldn't move ships where there was no water left.

RISLEY's commanding officer, a lean, grizzled veteran of twenty-five Great Lakes winters, took a sip of coffee, not noticing it had long since gone cold. An experienced ice operator hailed as the very best in his line of work, he never put his ego before mission accomplishment. He had already notified the Montreal Ice Center that the situation was grim, and even mighty RISLEY was going to require some assistance to get ALGOMA TRANSPORT into Buffalo. The client ship was a tanker, and no one liked the idea of allowing her to loiter in the lake with her cargo of fuel oil, ice belted hull or not. 

Nor did he like complaining. The MIC knew the situation, and if other assets were available, arrangements were being made. Still, with each new charge, the ice yielded less and his apprehension grew. They could be facing another Winter of Thirteen, when this very ice stopped two breakers cold and no shipping reached Buffalo until late spring. And the Winter of Thirteen was before the New Ice Age. 

"How's our fuel consumption?" he asked his First Officer.

"At our current rate, we'll need to move refueling up to tomorrow afternoon, Captain."

"Alright. We can keep at it for a few more hours, and I'll give the MIC another call. They're pretty good about getting back to us, even with bad news. I'm not sure why they haven't called yet. You've got the conn."

"Aye, Captain. Helmsman, rudder amidships!" The First Officer looked aft, and pulled the throttle astern. 

No sooner had the Commanding Officer drawn his cell phone than it began spiritedly rocking out to Highway to Hell. That was the ringtone for the MIC, selected in homage to the tasking normally issued to RISLEY. 

"RISLEY, Dubois speaking." 

"Captain Dubois, good news! Sorry it took us so long to get back to you. This is actually just the situation we've been waiting for, although it took a few calls to get the Americans to bite off..."

"Slow down, please. Do we have anyone else on the way, or not?" 

Captain Dubois could sense the young Ice Watch Officer on the other end of the line grinning ear to ear. "Yes, Captain, we do."

"Good. Then they can cut a relief track off ours while we escort the TRANSPORT. Do you have an ETA?"

"They'll be on scene in three hours. Also, they request you heave-to well clear of the track, at least 500 yards off, half an hour before they arrive."

This plan was a first. Normally, icebreakers worked together closely in challenging conditions. "That's strange. Who's coming?"

"U.S. Coast Guard Cutter DRACO." 

That was a new one. "Are you sure you got that name right? Never heard of her."

"Yes, Sir. She's first in a new class. Pre-commission status." 

"Very well. Glad we'll get some help out here." Captain Dubois hung up and headed to the galley for a new cup of coffee. The Canadian and U.S. icebreaking fleets operated as one unified force in the winter, so he should have heard of DRACO. This wasn't like the U.S. Coast Guard. And this night was bound to be interesting.

~

The glowing, holographic chart hovered in the center of the bridge, surrounded by the navigation team and department heads. It was a perfect rendition of the operating area, complete with to-scale models of RISLEY, ALGOMA TRANSPORT, and DRACO, each with a label and operational status hovering above. At the current scale, they were just dots. The Port of Buffalo resided on the eastern edge. The chart “zoomed in” as the Deck Watch Officer transitioned from a description of the region and overall objective to the tactical plan. The little ships responded to his voice and maneuvered on cue. They demonstrated the plan, carried out emergency actions, and practiced numerous bail-out tactics. “Painting a Picture” for the crew carried a whole new meaning, now that Augmented Reality technology was integrated into their safety glasses.

They moved on to the risk assessment. Hazards and mitigators appeared in a list above the chart as they were discussed and weighed. Numerical ratings for each dimension of risk appeared, changed to match the crew’s consensus, and added automatically. 

"Thirty-five, in the amber." The Quartermaster of the Watch announced the score from the assessment. The chart transitioned from an icy blue to gold to match the finding. It was a high risk score, as was to be expected, as DRACO’s crew was taking her into heavy ice, on a bona fide vessel assist, for the first time.

"Alright, Ladies and Gents. Here we go. This sh*t is about to get real. Our major mitigator is that RISLEY will be leaving us plenty of room, and we've got all the time in the world. Let's do this methodically and look out for one another. See something weird, please speak up; you may be the only one who does. Any saved rounds or alibis?" 

Master Chief Boatswain's Mate Cavalier piped up. "Captain, do you think we'll need to launch Hover, Creeper, or Sapper?" 

"I suspect we’re going to need Creeper and Sapper, if this ice is anything like what we saw during the Winter of Thirteen." She glanced around at her crew, providing an opportunity for other suggestions. There were a few nods and some mischievous grins. The two craft appeared above the chart, slowly rotating and accompanied by labels indicating their operational capabilities and current status. Statistics on the Winter of Thirteen also appeared; the local chart was replaced by an overall view of the Great Lakes, plotted with heavy ice coverage. Assets and their struggles were identified by location, name, and the merchant ships they fought to move. The date indicated was thirteen years prior, to the day. The Captain smiled wryly. It had been a memorable night. Frustrating beyond description. And this ship was way too responsive to voice cues. 

"Roger that, Captain." 

"Alright, folks. Let's go help RISLEY and give it hell." RISLEY appeared above the chart just before the hologram vanished. DRACO was either very eager to please, or a bit sassy. The jury was out on that one. 

"Argh!" They dispersed to set the Torch Bill. The silly pirate pro word had made its way into the crew's vocabulary. The past several months of sea trials, experiments, and operating their revolutionary new cutter mostly independent of any oversight had bonded them into a real band of seafaring rogues. They sought the plunder of smashed ice and freed ships. Captain Danner loved it. Commissioning a first in class icebreaker was a dream come true, but working with this talented band of lunatics was the real joy of command, and the reason she sought the risky job over and over again. This would be her fourth afloat command. The powerful icebreaking tug stopped dead in the Winter of Thirteen had been her first. 

In the years since that exciting tour, she collected names. They were the very best Cuttermen with whom she had served, and she had followed their careers closely. When that rarest-of-rare opportunities to hand pick the crew of DRACO presented, she was ready. With one exception, all had eagerly accepted the offer. The engineer in question had suffered nearly fatal hypothermia while hunting, was now vulnerable to re-injury. She had been permanently stationed in the southeast. Otherwise, Captain Danner now had a dangerously can-do crew. They had already demonstrated themselves more than equal to the enormous task of commissioning the United States Coast Guard’s first New Guard class icebreaker. 

She took the last opportunity to refill her coffee cup (a tacky plastic clown head, acquired more than a decade prior at the circus) before what would be several hours of the most intense evolution of her career to date. DRACO would be applying icebreaking techniques never before attempted. Not even by the Russians. 

On her way back to the bridge, Danner stopped at one of the numerous LED displays stationed throughout the cutter. While the AR glasses made them mostly redundant, it was nice to have backups. Especially backups that recognized the viewer with retinal scanning. DRACO knew Danner’s preferences, and displayed the first of her usual data sets. The engineering status page indicated the second thorium reactor was being brought up to operational status from standby. It would power turbines two and four, which would join their brethren in supplying the giant motors turning three fifteen foot screws aft, the outboard two mounted on azipods, and a fourth screw forward. All told, DRACO could produce 80,000 shaft horsepower. At least, that's what she was rated for. The engineers didn't like to talk about what she could do with the control rods pulled out another inch, lest Captain Danner ask them to. For a 300 foot, 6,000 long ton icebreaker, it was an obscene amount of power. Tonight would determine whether that power translated to an obscene amount of capability. 

The integrated bubbler system, also being lit off, would certainly contribute. Two massive high-volume, low-pressure compressors supplied air to an extensive piping system that opened in rows of small ports along the keel and below the ice belt, lubricating the hull with millions of bubbles and significantly improving the cutter’s efficiency in the ice. When ports were selectively opened along one side of the keel, the system also acted as a thruster and could move the ship laterally through open water. While the technology was fifty years old, like sound powered phones, it simply worked. 

The small boat status page showed that Creeper and Sapper were being checked over and warmed up, their respective davit and hull port exercised. Small boat was a loose term aboard DRACO. The cutter carried DRAKE 1, also known as Hover: a hovercraft for use on open water and plate ice, and a boone in shoals. DRAKE 2, or Creeper, was the genius of a Russian shadetree mechanic, and resembled a UTV with enormous pneumatic tires capable of propelling the craft across smooth and brash ice. They also provided flotation and propulsion through water, and enough grip to crawl out of a hole in the ice. DRAKE 3, Sapper, was an autonomous submersible brilliantly designed to operate with guidance from the ship or another craft, or entirely independently. She was perfect for reconnaissance, bottom charting and even hull inspections. It was hard to imagine what cutter maintenance had been like without a sub. All three craft were mounted with ice augurs and carried some very specialized supplies had required months of school for a handful of crewmembers. 

Danner glanced at the right edge of the screen, and the navigation picture appeared. They were ten miles out from RISLEY, whose Automated Identification System data indicated that the Canadian ship was having a terrible fight of it. She watched as their speed rapidly dropped from ten knots to zero. Backing and ramming was so demoralizing. 

She stopped by her cabin on the way back to the bridge and grabbed a tiny camera that fit almost invisibly on the bridge of her glasses. The folks in Marinette were foaming at the mouth to see footage of DRACO's work. There weren't enough racks aboard for guests, so it was up to Danner and her crew to gather the required data. Not a heavy lift with the tiny cameras, but the crew did have to make an effort to watch their language while recording. Especially since the video streamed real time to its destination. They were a salty lot. 

She grabbed a second, even smaller camera, and the cat sleeping on the rack. She clipped the device to a bracket on his collar. "Time to work, Dude." Casca was a seasoned operator. He had slept his way through the Great Lakes for years, and actually condescended to making extensive rounds of the ship when he wasn't napping. While the builders and design engineers had initially chuckled at her idea to outfit the cat with his own camera, they did eventually acquiesce, if just to shut her up. When his footage solved some vexing power distribution and equipment failure mysteries, they stopped laughing. He frequented areas behind server stacks and switchboards, and had recorded loose connections and telltale indicator lights that no human would have found without unreasonable time and effort. 

Casca powered up and on his way out the door, Captain Danner continued to the bridge, appreciating the low LED lighting that supplanted the old, obnoxious fluorescent tubes. It gently illuminated with her approach, and extinguished once again in her wake. On this ship, where there were no humans, there were no lights. Arrays of infrared and low light sensors provided closed circuit surveillance of every space. 

She arrived on the bridge to find everything working like clockwork. The sea trials had paid off. 

Bridge, Torch. Manned and ready. The words appeared to be floating about three feet ahead of her. They were in blue, indicating a message that had not been directed to her, but was transmitted on a channel she had selected for monitoring. The signal had been picked up by her earpiece, and translated to text that appeared on her AR display. She much preferred the text messaging to audio, and only turned on the latter at bedtime. Bulky radios and lost transmissions were, gratefully, relics of the Warm Age. 

Another blue message appeared, only a fraction of a second behind the spoken words. Fire Control, Bridge. Manned and ready, aye. The more formal title was both accurate and ironic. Traditionally, Fire Control operated major caliber ordnance. DRACO's rendition literally controlled the fires. The cutter did carry an enormous amount of fuel, but it was not for the engines or generators. And it wasn’t Bunker C diesel, but JP-5 jet fuel. Just above the water line were 60 hydraulically sealed ports hiding...flamethrowers. Alright, so maybe that wasn’t accurate; powered by three Pratt and Whitney jet engines, they were much more similar to afterburners. 

DRACO's ice belt was plated in a denser, more impact-resistant rendition of the ceramic armor used on space shuttles. The bow was built like a crucible to handle the heat from the six higher powered torches that could project flames more than 40 feet ahead, significantly weakening the ice before DRACO hit it. Electronically ignited and loaded with interlocks, the entire system was as safe as the designers could make it. Moreover, gas turbines were nothing new in the Coast Guard. None of that did anything to reduce the Torch System’s intimidation factor.

The Lead Torchman, Chief Warrant Officer Timothy Stem, had been the genius behind the Thermal System, as it was officially called. The flamethrowers were his babies, and no one on earth knew them better. 

As Captain Danner was announced and saluted onto the bridge, a green message appeared. The color indicated it was directed to her. So did eye contact from the Operations Officer, who no longer had to yell across the bridge. Captain, Ops. Torch manned and ready. Request lightoff and function check. 

Ops, Captain. Make it so. Relaying the message to Fire Control was unnecessary. Scarcely had she spoken the words, when, even over the cacophony of ice against the hull, the bridge team could hear 60 independent sets of hydraulics opening the hull ports. The engineers’ comms were obviously synced up with the bridge. Good riddance to the former gulf between the pilot house crew and the Men Down Below. 

Danner had visited Fire Control enough to know that CWO Stem would now be verifying all ports were open, electronic fuel valves were aligned, and piezoelectric interlocks disengaged. No one could hear the distinctive, electric clicking from the bridge, but that was the next step. And the glow that began to appear along the waterline, beginning at the bow and moving aft, indicated the pilot lights igniting sequentially.  

Eyes! The urgent warning appeared in red, allowing scarcely a second for the bridge watch to cover their night-adapted eyes. With an almighty bang, followed by a screaming roar straight from a work by Dante, night instantly turned to day as 60 of the most powerful flamethrowers ever built ignited simultaneously. After a mere five seconds, they were extinguished. All was quiet. Not just within the bridge, but the sound of ice on the hull had died away

QMOW, XO. Spots! The Executive Officer’s excitement briefly confused the AR system, as the message appeared in urgent red and shifted to routine blue. Commander Daum was maneuvering the searchlights even before the QMOW could energize all five 2 million candlepower LED lanterns. All were awestruck by what they saw. Where there had been thick, iron-hard brash only a few seconds before was now sickly, pitted ice nearly a foot lower than the surrounding pack, still-boiling water flowing back over it toward the hull. Seam hung in the frigid air. The flamethrowers had packed so much heat and pressure at just the right angle that they not only melted the ice, but had blown the insulating meltwater away from the surface, enabling them to bore through more than two inches per second. Off the bow, the Big Six had carved down two feet for a full ten yards ahead. 

Danner was as slack-jawed as the rest of the crew. They had all seen the Torches at work in much thinner ice, and half power. No one thought they were capable of this. She had an undergraduate degree in Oceanography and was a self-proclaimed nerd: she knew the specific heat of water, and that made this performance all the more astounding. And sobering. DRACO…was a Dragon. 

~

“Captain, DRACO is about thirty minutes out, Sir. I think I see her lume on the horizon.” 

“Very well. Let’s work on heaving to. I think it will take that long just to get 500 yards off the track.” Captain Dubois scanned the black western horizon with his binoculars, and shortly located the glow. Suddenly, it brightened. Exponentially. He lowered his binoculars, and could see the intense light with his naked eyes. What, short of an explosion, could make a lume like that? “Number One, could you call DRACO…make sure they’re alright?”

“Aye, Captain.” 

The lume died back down, and Captain Dubois once again raised his binoculars, afraid it would be gone altogether.

“They say it’s ops normal, Captain. They were conducting an operational test.” 

“Roger. Thank you.” He wasn’t easily rattled, and certainly didn’t show it when he was. He was rattled. What was going on? 

~

Captain, XO. RISLEY has heaved to 500 yards off their track. We’re at full plant, we’re bubbling, and the Torches are ready. 

XO, Captain. Thanks. Ops, Captain. Let ‘er rip.

Captain Danner had selected the Operations Officer, Lieutenant Commander Jacob Hanset, to drive for this all-important mission. His extensive shiphandling experience and stone-cold, analytical demeanor were weapons as critical as DRACO’s systems. He had all three of the Junior Officers eagerly shadowing him. Captain, Ops. Aye, Ma’am. His softspoken reply would have belied his excitement to all who didn’t know him. Danner knew he was ecstatic. 

Hanset gently rolled the throttles forward, and made an adjustment to the helmsman’s ordered course. Torch, Bridge. May I please have all Torches ignited, full power?

Danner suspected Stem would be cackling right about now. Bridge, Torch. DONE!

BOOM. With eyes already adapted to the searchlights, this ignition wasn’t as much of a shock to the bridge team, but the sustained burn was nothing, if not disconcerting. This would take some getting used to. 

“Nav.” Danner’s custom AR navigation suite appeared, politely floating just beneath the bridge windows. Within seconds, the cutter had picked up another two knots. Between the bubbler and Torches, DRACO had increased speed by an astonishing four knots in normally show-stopping ice. They were now making an unbelievable 11 knots. Their wake was actually fracturing brash several beam widths to either side of the ship. 

~

Captain Dubois couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He was tired, but he didn’t think he was THAT tired. He lowered his binoculars, rubbed his eyes, and raised them again. With RISLEY hove to, he was afforded a steady view. And what he continued to see was what appeared to be a massive black hulk steaming along (at least, he assumed it was steaming; there was no stack that he could see), in the middle of…a ring of fire. 

As the apparition drew closer, Dubois could begin to discern a roar. Two of them, actually. One was low pitched, and seemed to be coming from the…flamethrowers? The other was a high whine. Turbines? Given the speed at which DRACO was closing, 11 knots by AIS, she had to have turbines. And…she was huge. She had to be even larger than the old MACKINAW, retired back in ‘12. 

Captain Dubois suddenly understood why DRACO wanted RISLEY to stand off. Those flames were a major hazard to any vessel within 100 yards. As the fire-breathing dragon passed, he glassed the entire cutter to gather as much detail as possible. She looked very much like a small Russian nuclear-powered icebreaker, but with better lines. The flamethrowers along the hull were certainly a shocking first for any ship. As he looked at the floodlit boat deck, he noted not a boat, but what appeared to be a UTV with enormous tires. Captain Dubois resolved to meet Cassandra Danner for a beer and interrogate her. 

As DRACO passed, leaving a steaming, open track in her wake, Dubois lowered the glass and reached for his coffee, the bridge having gone strangely quiet, and grown strangely crowded. The entire bridge team and a dozen other crewmembers had their own binoculars stuck to the windows, their responsibilities entirely forgotten. 

~

XO, Captain. A salute for RISLEY, please. Commander Daum hauled on the shatteringly loud train whistle, one prolonged blast followed by two short: the Great Lakes salute. Uncharacteristically, RISLEY didn’t return it. Danner grabbed her binoculars and scanned the Canadian ship’s bridge. She saw at least 10 people, plastered to the windows with binoculars, as many mouths open as closed. She chuckled. They hadn’t even registered the salute from the ship that was, visually, unexplainable. 

~

Thirty minutes had passed, and DRACO was making good progress. She had covered four and a half nautical miles on the way to Buffalo, RISLEY was following and maintaining the track, and ALGOMA TRANSPORT was half a mile astern of the Canadian breaker. Still, progress was slowing. The ice was growing incredibly thick. It had also begun to snow, which would increase the friction against RISLEY’s and TRANSPORT’s hulls. Captain Danner had reviewed the weather report. There were no east winds predicted for the next week. No point in sparing the horses. DRACO had to get TRANSPORT into Buffalo for offload, and RISLEY in for fueling and crew change. Captain Dubois had discussed his concerns earlier in the evening, and Danner was bound and determined to deliver. RISLEY had put in a Herculean effort for nearly twelve hours even before DRACO arrived on scene. Her crew was exhausted. 

She prompted the navigation display. DRACO had slowed to three knots. Commander Daum texted Danner’s thoughts. Captain, XO. I recommend we heave-to and launch Creeper and Sapper.

XO, Captain. An inspired move. Make it so. Lieutenant Commander Hanset gracefully hove-to and secured bubbles and flames, while his plussed-up bridge team of Junior Officers notified RISLEY and ALGOMA TRANSPORT and set the “boat” lowering detail, starboard side and bay. Creeper’s crew held a risk assessment, while the galley crew outfitted them with enough hot liquids and snacks to keep them warm and fueled for hours. The duty Sapper pilot paired the sub to Creeper, and her job was finished. The sub would automatically deploy through a bay in the bottom of the ship as soon as Creeper launched. It would take operational cues from its on-ice colleague. 

It seemed only a few minutes before Creeper alit on the ice and took off on her mission. Her nav system was fully synced and integrated with DRACO’s, and she proceeded perfectly along the ship’s plotted trackline to Buffalo.

“Small boats.” Creeper was highlighted with a glowing overlay, her trackline and waypoints also appearing. Status of machine and crew appeared and updated in real time. About 100 yards astern of the craft, the image of Sapper represented her location beneath the ice, following Creeper’s track. 

Danner had the searchlights secured, so Creeper’s navigation lights would be easier to track visually. She valued inputs from all sensors; especially her Mark I eyeballs. The strange little craft paused at a plotted waypoint every fifty yards, and Sapper executed the same pattern. The waypoint interval was tight; they were being awfully thorough. Well, they would be. Not a member of Creeper’s crew was over 25 years of age. They were so excited for phase two of their operation they were probably jumping out of their drysuits. They wanted to ensure they were setting the unit up for success. Or, at least, maximum excitement. Danner hoped they had enough supplies for their mission. Lecturing them on conservation would be an exercise in futility. 

It was two and a half hours and several clown mugs of coffee before Creeper made the anticipated call. DRACO, Creeper. RTB. The sub followed suit. DRACO, Sapper. RTB.  

Ops, Captain. Set the boat recovery detail. XO, Captain. Why don’t you head down to Fire Control. I have the deck. Commander Daum couldn’t stifle a goofy grin. He frequently mentioned his anticipation of the next trick up DRACO’s sleeve, and disappeared from the bridge in a hurry. 

Sapper and Creeper were fast, safely aboard and secured in fifteen minutes. Danner called Main Control and Torch for bubbles, power, and flames. She made eye contact with Hanset and gave him a nod. It was time for DRACO’s coup de grace. Torch, Bridge. Standing by for remote fracture. Lieutenant Commander Hanset was always precise in his language, and Captain Danner admired him for it. She probably would have said, “Blow it.”

Bridge, Torch. Initiating remote fracture. A mere 100 yards off the bow, the first charge detonated. Or, Danner assumed it was only one charge, but she could feel the shock wave through DRACO’s heavy bulkheads. The kids had definitely cut the bricks an ounce or two heavy. In series, plastique charges remotely detonated in plumes of fire and ice, an explosive bread crumb trail to the mouth of Buffalo harbor. 

Creeper, Sapper, and their ice augers had performed as planned, setting charges from above and below. The New Ice Age may have exceeded DRACO’s capabilities, but it hadn’t anticipated the Coast Guard playing dirty. Explosives had been unthinkable a decade earlier. Now, they were just another tool on the belt. Like nuclear power. And turbine flame throwers. 

Ops, Captain. Let’s get her moving.

Captain, Ops. Aye, Ma’am!

In minutes, the three ship convoy was making six knots through the blasted, burned, and broken track to Buffalo, the ring of fire lighting the way and competing with the brightening eastern horizon. DRACO secured her Torches as she neared the breakwall. Nuclear power and bubbles were sufficient to get ALGOMA TRANSPORT and RISLEY to their respective berths, cleared by commercial tugs and waiting to receive them. 

~
While she hadn’t slept in nearly thirty hours, Danner was too excited to rack out. She finished a wonderfully gluttonous breakfast and was enjoying another cup of coffee while reviewing Casca’s footage. His perspective of the night was what she expected. Lots of views about six inches off the deck, prowling all the spaces to which cats gravitated. The whole thing had a rather calming effect, and Danner finally began to feel like it was time to get a shower and hit the rack. 

She was about to pause the video when the feel of the footage changed. Casca had suddenly gone from prowl to dash. He chased a pair of boots moving at top speed through the passageways and down ladderwells. The human pulled far enough ahead for her to identify Commander Daum. This was man and cat racing for Fire Control. As they arrived, Casca darted through the door and across the small room. He bounded into CWO Stem’s lap as the Engineer Officer sat at the control and monitoring console. The camera picked up the conversation. 

“Aww, c’mon! The first time we do this for real, and the damned cat gets to hit the button?!”

“Sorry, XO. He beat you here.”

“Was I supposed to jump into your lap?” 

“That would really top the evening.” 

“F**k you, EO.”

Standing by for remote fracture. The camera was sensitive enough to pick up audio output from Stem’s comms system. Impressive. 

“I love you too, Sir. Go ahead. It’s all yours.” Commander Daum’s hand appeared in view, swiftly moving for the button that emitted the detonation signal. Casca was faster. He wound up and administered a rapid double-tap swat, drawing blood from the Executive Officer.

Daum jerked his hand back. “What the…?!.” 

“Maybe if you give him an ear scratch, he’ll change his mind. Initiating remote fracture!”

“This is idiotic.” While the camera wasn’t at the right angle to capture an ear scratch, it was apparent the cat had won. His purring almost drowned the audio, and the shifting picture indicated he was leaning into the obliging hand. He stepped sideways to maintain his balance, paw landing squarely on the detonation button. The video monitor above the console provided a clear view of the flawless series of explosions. 

~

