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Chapter One

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Corporal Jordan Wilson thought his crash seat felt like a giant’s hand, cradling him. The other jarheads would make fun of him the moment he mentioned it, so he wouldn’t, but damn, the designers had known what they were doing.

He was ready to admit that was a strange thought to have, especially at a time like this. But he’d be damned if he didn’t appreciate a little comfort during what might be his final minutes.

“That one came too close,” Major Avery said over the radios built into their power suits. The moment he finished talking, something hit their shuttle, causing her nose to wobble in its course, tossing the marines against their restraints.

“Just a glancing blow.” From the front of the craft, the major offered the marines a reassuring glance through his power suit’s visor.

But then the shuttle trembled, bucked, and dropped. Wilson tensed. Why does it feel like we’re going down? he thought.

Apparently, even a glancing blow from one of the Xanthic’s weird surface-to-air projectiles was enough to do the job. He’d watched them coming through exterior sensors for the first few minutes, hissing through the air toward the shuttles, which all had their articulated aerogel wings extended for descent. He’d decided he wasn’t doing himself any favors and closed out the visual. The oncoming projectiles looked like someone had taken a ball of energy and trained it to lengthen out and act like a conventional missile. They seemed more stable than should have been possible.

The Xanthic didn’t have weapons when they attacked Earth. So why do these guys?

The pilot’s voice played inside Wilson’s helmet. “Our starboard wing is toast. We’re going down.” He sounded as relaxed and detached as ever.

Probably so doped up on stims he thinks he’s inside a video game.

“Parachute deployed,” the pilot continued. “She’s seized up, otherwise. Everything’s seized up.”

Wilson felt the shuttle start to spiral out of control, corkscrewing wildly toward the planet’s surface. It would be a rough landing.

“Turn your suits’ force absorption up to max, marines,” Avery said quietly.

Every marine fumbled at his wrist to crank the feature up. The suits would keep them alive—probably. But it was better to impact the ground outside of a shuttle to achieve full shock absorption. Inside, strapped into crash seats…well, it was better than nothing.

The shuttle dashed itself against the ground, and Wilson’s world became one of igniting fuel and flying shrapnel. His power suit’s shocks absorbed some of the impact, distributing the rest evenly across his body. Even so, it hurt like a mother. He felt like a can of the carbonated piss-water Frontier called soda, shaken till it was ready to pop.

Even with all the commotion, he still found he had to rip his restraints off his battered body, not bothering with the buckle. With the suit enhancing his strength, the fabric tore with ease. It’s not like anyone’s going to use this shuttle again.

Avery’s voice came once more. “Laser cutters!” He sounded less calm, now. Actually, he sounded pissed.

Cutters flared to life all over the wrecked craft, accompanied by a high-pitched whine. Wilson set his own cutter to the higher setting and turned to work on the section of hull above his crash seat. Blue beam met steel, piercing it. He moved the cutter’s muzzle slowly, working on his own escape hatch.

The shuttle’s passenger compartment was designed to be flush against the hull, for times like this—the storage compartments were underneath. Wilson finished cutting through before any marines around him did, and when they noticed he was done, they stowed their own cutters and clambered out after him.

The staccato of kinetic weapons roared the moment he pulled himself out, and he dropped to the pavement below, fumbling at the shuttle’s exterior till his fingers found a combat hood’s handle. It pulled out only halfway—but it was a miracle it pulled out at all. The shuttle was tilted sideways in his direction, so he was forced to squat under the cover as he detached his Crossbow 790 assault rifle from his suit, poked it through a firing port, and returned fire.

Wilson took a second to finger the comm controls built into the side of his helmet, switching to a wide channel. “They’ve got us pinned on all sides.”

Weapons fire flashed past in the deepening dusk. Soon, visibility would become an issue—for anyone not wearing a power suit, that was. Could Xanthic see in the dark too?

A tiny box appeared in the top-center of his field of vision, showing a view down his weapon’s barrel, so he didn’t have to lift it to his face to peer down the sights. He drew a bead on his clearest target and fired, the Crossbow vibrating in his hands.

The rounds slammed into the alien, causing it to stagger back. It swung its own weapon around, seeking its attacker. Wilson’s shots seemed to slow the yellow beast…but how much damage was he actually doing?

Its carapace could be pierced. He remembered that from training. But some parts were stronger than others. He forgot which were which. No one had expected marines to have to fight these things here, in the Dawn Cluster.

He switched up his approach, aiming for the darker-yellow, segmented tendrils holding the weapon in place. His aim had always been good, and that held true today. As his rounds sprayed across the weird appendages, they snapped back from the beast’s weapon, and its aim got worse. Nice.

“Aim for the tendrils,” he said over the wide channel.

“The what?” It was Private Peters, who was crouching against the shuttle’s hull just ahead of Wilson.

“Their fingers. Uh—those ropey things they use to hold their weapons. They’re weak.”

Major Avery’s voice came next over the comm. “You heard Wilson, marines. Aim for the tendrils first, then pick them apart as their aim gets worse.”

Wilson’s assault rifle roared in his hands, his morale spiked after the major acknowledged his discovery, even though they were completely surrounded by nightmares.

A volley of Xanthic fire slammed into Peters, and he dropped his weapon, his body completely rigid, fingers curled stiffly around nothing.

Cursing, Wilson left the combat hood, lunging to grab a strap on the back of Peters’ suit. He hauled the private under the protection of the cover. There was only really room for one under the hood, so Wilson crouched just behind it.

“Peters,” he hissed over the comm. “Peters!”

No response. Peters’ suit was blasted apart over his ribcage, the flesh there a charred mess, with a large, spiked projectile sticking out. The power suits were designed to protect the wearer against kinetic weapons, distributing the force of each bullet as evenly as possible across the entire body. So why had the Xanthic’s fire gotten through?

 Wilson clawed at the clamps sealing Peters’ helmet to his suit’s neck, popping them off one by one.

When the final clamp was unfastened, he lifted the helmet from the private’s shoulders. What he saw made him bite his tongue, to stop a yell from coming out.

Nothing was left of Peters’ face. In its place was a mass of shiny black tumors, risen like hard bubbles all across what used to be the private’s head.

“VOLATILE SUBSTANCE DETECTED,” Wilson’s HUD told him. “DO NOT REMOVE POWER SUIT UNTIL THOROUGH DECONTAMINATION HAS BEEN PERFORMED.”

Chapter Two

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Avery’s entire body ached from the tension. His mind ached, if that was possible. It sure seemed possible, the way an invisible vise had gripped his head near the start of the battle and only tightened since.

“Contact on our right!”

At Corporal Wilson’s warning, Avery snapped his tactical shotgun in that direction, stepped to the left to clear his line of sight, and let loose on the trio of Xanthic approaching up the alleyway with both barrels of explosive rounds.

With his HUD’s assistance, he managed to land most of the spray across one of the hulking alien’s gripper tentacles, which slithered back from its weapon. The other two Xanthic spread out from their afflicted comrade, firing back at the marines. Avery reloaded and fired again.

The papery aliens looked like they should break apart with a strong gust of wind, with their frayed, yellow skin whose texture reminded Avery of moth wings. Instead, they withstood a lot of punishment.

They seemed to be adapting to having their tendrils fired at, too. These Xanthic bobbed and weaved, offering only moving targets as they gunned down two of Avery’s squad members.

But Frontier marines were well-trained, and they scored enough hits on both the Xanthic tendrils and carapaces that Avery’s third volley did real damage, the explosive rounds embedding deep inside his target, ripping it apart.

One Xanthic down.

The marines rallied, then, a lifetime’s worth of drills taking over. More explosive rounds found cracks in the alien’s armor, and the remaining two Xanthic went the way of their comrade, falling to the asphalt with their innards exposed to the air.

So strange, how they don’t bleed. “It’s all right,” he called to the civilians nearby, who’d huddled around a parked speeder—the only cover within reach. “We got ’em.”

It took a few seconds, but he coaxed the civilians back out into the street so they could keep moving. They were a mixed group, from all walks of life. Terrified children. A grandma who stared back at him with a blank expression, probably in shock. A teenager who looked resigned to his situation. Resigned to the idea he might die.

As marine commander aboard the New Jersey, a Frontier ship, it was his job to protect them. That was why Frontier—an American company—was in this system at all. To protect American colonists.

Today, it was failing pretty hard.

If I can get this group to the landing zone, at least they’ll be safe. A local planetesimal mining outfit called Starbound Metals had a few shuttles in the area, and they’d stepped up to the plate soon after the Xanthic attacked, ferrying civilians into orbit as fast as they could. One of their transports was due to touch down in ten minutes, just a few blocks away. 

Avery nodded toward the fallen marines. “Check on Davies and Rodriguez. Make sure your suits are sealed before you open them up.”

Wilson and Dupont stepped forward, popping the downed marines’ helmets. But Davies didn’t exist anymore, and neither did Rodriguez. Like the other marines who’d fallen to Xanthic fire, their faces had become dark, mottled masses. Giant tumors.

We’re losing the city. Avery resisted the urge to lower his visor so he could massage his temples. That wouldn’t set a good example for his men, or for the civilians, who he’d instructed to keep well away from the marines, and anyone who’d been shot, including their own loved ones.

This was his first major battle as commander of Frontier’s marine battalion, and he could never have anticipated how impossible it all was. Processing recon drone feeds and reports from squad leaders all over the city, trying to somehow extract victory from that data, all while focusing on the engagement right in front of him….

He knew a lot of commanders would have coordinated the battle from safety. Maybe holed up with civilians in one of New Houston’s underground shelters. But Avery didn’t want to be that kind of commander. He didn’t want to be…but his brain felt like a scrambled egg from trying to keep everything straight.

Something flashed across the sky, made all the brighter by his night vision. Less than a second later, fire blossomed on the horizon, and the ground rumbled. Captain Thatcher must have taken out another group of those yellow bastards. If it wasn’t for orbital support from the Jersey, blasting rods from God at Xanthic who emerged from the ground to move on the city, New Houston would have been overrun hours ago.

His comm crackled, and Sergeant Dillon’s voice came over the line. “Major, the northeast quadrant’s crawling with these buggers. We gotta pull back.”

That left the northwest and southwest quadrants, and Avery already had intel that the latter was on the brink of falling too. “Do it. Fall back to the northwest. To Frontier HQ.”

“Will do.”

“Uh…Major?”

Avery turned back to look at Wilson, but he didn’t need to ask what he wanted. He saw: fifteen Xanthic WERE loping up the street toward them, scythe-like blades whipping back and forth, glinting in the light from a nearby street lamp.

He slapped his helmet twice, switching it to broadcast, and raised his voice so his marines and the civilians could hear. “Push forward to the LZ! Scatter, and run!”

No one hesitated. Children were scooped up by adults, and Avery saw Wilson snatch up the frightened little girl he’d noticed before. They pounded along the shadowy street, weaving between lamp posts and speeders.

The Xanthic opened fire. Avery’s suit informed him that one of them was getting close to hitting him, and he threw himself into an alleyway, whipped around, and raised his shotgun to fire around the corner. Wilson had taken an alley on the opposite side of the street, the girl in one arm and his assault rifle in the other, muzzle blazing as he sent round after round at the Xanthic.

We’re done here. Damn it. What do I do? He needed to survive, so he could continue commanding the battle. There was no one he trusted enough to take over that job—not now. Not on the fly like this. But he also needed to save these people.

A whining sound came from overhead. A sound he recognized, and welcomed. The street flooded with light, and he glanced back and upward to see a shuttle filling the space between two buildings, thrusters flaring. That has to be Hotdog. No other pilot would be crazy enough to attempt a maneuver like that.

The combat shuttle’s turrets blazed to life, opening up on the Xanthic. Not even their carapaces could withstand that kind of firepower, and the onslaught put down two of them, then three more. The rest scattered, though Hotdog wasn’t letting them off that easily. He picked them off as they ran.

Good thing they can’t carry those surface-to-air energy weapons around with them. Those things all seemed to be positioned around the city perimeter, which was where Avery liked them, right now. It meant Hotdog was virtually invulnerable from them.

A few of the Xanthic escaped, but the ambush had been neutered. Avery flashed the shuttle a thumbs-up, in the off chance Hotdog was looking his way. The shuttle continued forward, thrusters roaring as its pilot searched for its next targets.

Avery’s comm crackled. “I’ll take my thanks for that in the form of bourbon, Major.”

Avery chuckled. He didn’t drink, but— “For that little maneuver, I think I can probably hook you up, Hotdog. Any news from above?”

“Word is reinforcements are on their way down from the Victorious.” Hotdog sniffed. “Hope they do better than Jetson when it comes to avoiding the bugs’ surface-to-air fire.”

“Roger that. Thanks again for the assist.”

“Assist, Major? Pretty sure I was the whole show.”

Avery chuckled.

When he reached the LZ, the civilians were already gathered there, along with most of his squad. The Starbound Metals shuttle was just touching down. Its airlock opened, and the New Houstoners piled in.

“Major, you there?” It was Sergeant Landon, who was leading a squad on the border between New Houston’s northwest and southwest quadrants.

“Go ahead, Sergeant.”

“I got bad news. We’re losing the quadrant to the southwest.”

Avery sucked air through his teeth. “Pull back to the northwest. To Frontier HQ. That’s where we’ll make our stand.” He barely stopped himself from saying “last stand.”

This tasted sour. There were still plenty of civilians scattered throughout the city, who hadn’t made it to either a shuttle or a shelter. And Avery was abandoning them.

It also wouldn’t look good that the area he’d identified as most defensible also happened to be the one where Frontier HQ was situated. But it was true. The company tower was outfitted with defensive turrets on all sides, and it overlooked a broad square.

This is the call that needs to be made. The kind of call you agreed to make by accepting that promotion.

As rotten as it felt, he knew he was right. He also knew that, even falling back to Frontier HQ—even if Sunder marines really were on their way—their odds for beating back the Xanthic looked pretty bad.

Chapter Three

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Hans Mittelman paced the living room of the fourth-floor apartment he’d broken into, occasionally peeking through the cheap ivory curtains at the fighting in the street outside.

He grimaced. Xanthic and marines were still slaughtering each other out there.

How did I allow myself to end up in this situation?

Most people wouldn’t have blamed themselves. They’d make the easy excuses: how could Mittelman have known the Xanthic would swarm up from underground here on Oasis? How could he have known that this had been the wrong day to take a solitary stroll through Starlight Gardens on the outskirts of the city?

But he wasn’t the type to let himself off the hook so easily. It wasn’t just his job to gather intel, but to deftly apply it to every situation he encountered. Everyone knew the Xanthic were capable of this. It wasn’t special knowledge. The only mental leap required would have been to consider that they could do it in the Dawn Cluster, too. And there was never any reason to think they couldn’t.

I should have considered this possibility. I should have stayed vigilant. Now I’m paying the price.

He kicked at the threadbare, maze-patterned rug that anchored the sparse room. He should have kicked himself instead.

Cut that out. You’re beginning to sound pathetic.

Indeed. It wasn’t the first time he’d made a mistake—even he wasn’t impervious to them. Yes, he taxed himself fiercely for them, but it didn’t mean he could afford to let it throw him off.

Another look through the curtains, just in time to watch a marine stiffen before hitting the ground like a piece of cordwood.

“Come on,” he muttered. This apartment’s occupants had long since fled to one of the many underground bunkers that Rand Survival, another member of the Oasis Protectorate, had been contracted to install all over the city. Whether they’d actually made it to the bunker was anyone’s guess. Their locations weren’t secret—not to citizens of the city, anyway. Hopefully, the Xanthic remained ignorant to their existence.

The marines were falling back, just as they’d been doing all day. Mittelman’s jaw clenched as he watched them. I’m out of time. This quadrant would belong to the Xanthic in a matter of minutes.

He sprinted out the apartment’s open door, barreled down the hall, passed the elevator, and began pounding down the stairs. When he reached the glass doors that let out onto the street, he hesitated only a second, even though a Xanthic stood nearby with its back turned to him.

As warm as New Houston’s day had been, its night was quickly turning cold. He turned up the collar of his jacket against the biting wind and pressed himself against the apartment building, sidling to his right while the Xanthic moved away from him to his left.

He’d almost made it to an alleyway when one of the beasts suddenly turned, its tendrils whipping its weapon toward him. Moonlight glimmered dimly off its papery yellow carapace, and gleaming blades projected from its arm, above its tendrils. Its head was insectile, with bulbous black orbs and more yellowy tendrils that might have looked like hair, if not for their thickness and constant movement.

Mittelman heaved himself backward into the alley, barely dodging the high-velocity spike the Xanthic had fired at him from a launcher. Before he could tear himself away to run down the alley, his gaze hitched on the part of the building his attacker had hit. The otherwise smooth marble surface now projected outward in complex geometric patterns—topography laid over topography, all with a hauntingly beautiful symmetry.

Mittelman shook himself and dashed down the alley. No parting shots were fired. He wasn’t sure the thing had even bothered to watch him go.

The next street over was empty of Xanthic or marines, and so was the next. True safety likely lay to the north, at Frontier HQ, but actually reaching it seemed doubtful. There was an entrance to a public shelter on the next street over, which offered a much better shot at survival.

He sprinted across a dirt-strewn parking lot to his destination street, then kept to the shadows as much as possible while he made his way toward the shelter entrance. Still no Xanthic. He didn’t deserve such good luck. Not after the morning’s oversight. But he would take it. I suppose I was shot at by an alien. Maybe that’s penance enough.

“Yes,” a voice said seconds after he activated the intercom outside the shelter’s entrance, which was nestled inside thick concrete walls, with a joining overhead segment to protect people from whatever disaster had befallen the city as they squeezed through.

Yes, Mittelman repeated in his head. A single syllable, but it carried volumes of meaning. He could tell from its intonation that the speaker was already determined not to help him. There was really only one reason that might be, but he needed to go through the motions regardless.

Pulling his coat tighter around him—in the event there was an active camera on him, the motion could help garner him some sympathy—he said, “Please. Let me in. The aliens are everywhere out here.”

“Can’t.” The voice stayed just as gruff, just as clipped. It made Mittelman picture a man in his early fifties, growing round in all the traditional places, his clothes struggling to contain him. A man used to authority. That means he’s used to obeying authority, too. Unless he’s clawed himself all the way up to King Shit of the Universe, which I tend to doubt.

It was time to drop the desperate act. King Shit clearly wasn’t biting. “Why not?”

“We’re full up. Past full. There’s another shelter five blocks to the north. Try there.”

Based on recent experience, those blocks swarmed with Xanthic. But playing on this asshole’s sympathy clearly wasn’t an approach likely to bear fruit.

Let’s try this. “You think you’re safe in there, but you’re not.”

“Excuse me?” King Shit’s voice had taken on a nasal quality, and Mittelman’s mental image of him shifted. Now he saw a reedy low-level office grunt. Maybe a city administrator, lording his piddling power over whoever his bosses had seen fit to place under him.

“These shelters were built to protect you from a tornado, or maybe an attack by a hostile corp. But that’s not what’s come to New Houston. The Xanthic are unlike anything we’ve ever encountered. There isn’t any infrastructure we can put in place to keep safe from them, because we’ve never experienced an attack like this.” In a past life, Mittelman had been a corporate defense lawyer, which had been about making the opponent look bad more than it was about making his client look good. The second one was often impossible, whereas digging up dirt on an adversary was only a matter of time and effort. The Xanthic were pure dirt, and if he could make them loom big and terrifying in this man’s mind…

“Why do you want to get in here, then?”

“What?”

“You said there’s nothing we can build to protect against them.”

“In there is still better than out here.”

“Well, we’re still full up.”

Mittelman smiled. “You’ll make room for me.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Because I’m a prominent executive with Frontier Security. Which means your chance of surviving today depends on my ability to coordinate with other company elements from a secure location. Like this shelter.”

That brought a silence of a few seconds, and Mittelman resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder to check for Xanthic.

“Got ID?”

His smile broadening, Mittelman fished in his pocket for his billfold, letting it tumble open to reveal his corporate ID card.

The card named him as Harold Wills, Logistics Specialist. Rose had been smart enough to supply him with a fake identity and role without having to be asked. It should be enough to convince King Shit.

The door clicked open, whispering across the track it rested on as it retracted into the wall. Mittelman stepped through to find a stocky, muscular man with spiked red hair.

That’ll teach me to make assumptions. He extended his hand.

The man shook it, too vigorously. The gruffness that had infused his voice was gone, now, replaced by a conciliatory smile that stretched his cheeks boyishly. “It’s a pleasure to have you with us, Mr. Wills. I’m Rodney Green. Sorry for keeping you out there, but you can’t be too careful.”

Mittelman allowed himself to chuckle sardonically. That wasn’t caution you showed me out there. No matter. He was inside, now.

Beyond King Shit sat a long room with two benches facing each other, filled with frightened-looking civilians. More people stood, mostly men and teenage boys, who’d left the seats for women and children.

A closed door adorned the far wall. Closed probably meant locked, otherwise these people would have opened it, if only for the extra space.

Mittelman nodded toward the door. “That’s the control room, I take it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have the key?”

King Shit hesitated. “Well sir, I’ve been overseeing the lines myself…keeping city security updated on—”

“On these civilians’ moods? I’m sure you can understand the importance of allowing me exclusive use of the control room, yes, Mr. Green?”

“Of course.” With great reluctance, King Shit detached a key ring from his belt, and handed it over.

A cursory study showed it held only two keys, identical to each other. “Thanks.”

Mittelman smiled at the people lining the benches as he passed, winking at a young boy who stared at him like he was a walking miracle, descended from on high. No one spoke to him—only gawked. Then he was at the office door, unlocking it, stepping briskly through, and slamming it behind him.

He locked the deadbolt and turned to take in the furniture. A holoscreen, a data entry pad, a comm unit. More importantly: a desk and a plush chair. He strode around the cramped room, adjusted the chair as high as it would go, and deposited himself into it, kicking his feet up onto the desktop.

Within minutes, he was sound asleep.

Chapter Four

 

Aboard the New Jersey, Low Oasis Orbit

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

“Guerrero, what’s the latest from the satellite uplink?”

Lines of tension creased the Ops officer’s forehead as she turned toward the captain’s chair. “Another group of Xanthic have emerged two miles east of the city.”

Commander Tad Thatcher nodded. “XO?”

“On it, sir.”

Thatcher didn’t have to spell out the order, since it was the same one he’d been giving for hours. Guerrero spotted and called the targets. Lieutenant Commander Billy Candle worked with Ortega, the chief tactical officer, to arrive at a firing solution as soon as possible. One that took into account the Xanthic’s trajectory and velocity, anticipating where the aliens would be when the Jersey’s shot struck the planet’s surface.

“Lieutenant Bragg reports the next tungsten rod has been loaded into the launcher, sir.” Guerrero brought a hand halfway to her face while she spoke, then dropped it to her lap. “They’re ready to fire on your command.”

“Very good.” Thatcher was impressed by how well Guerrero was holding up. The Ops officer was tense under the best of circumstances, and anything that put Oasis in danger tended to amplify her natural twitchiness. She had family down there. A husband and two young children.

Today should have been even worse. Xanthic swarmed the city, killing marine and civilian alike. Their numbers and their strange new weapons were carrying the day, and Thatcher wondered whether he’d have any marines by the end of it, let alone a colony to protect. There’d been no time for anyone in the CIC to check in with loved ones on the planet’s surface, to figure out whether they were safe. Even if we had the time, I doubt they’d have much luck contacting anyone, with all the chaos down there.

But instead of making Guerrero fall apart, it appeared to have hardened her. Made her more determined to make each shot count. That’s how I know I have a good officer. He’d had his reservations about Guerrero since taking command of the New Jersey, but now he felt the last of them evaporating. She was a spacer, and when the chips were down, she delivered.

Everyone was delivering, today. Totally focused on their work. They were facing an attack with no analog in all of human history, and it seemed no one wanted to look themselves in the mirror later with the knowledge they hadn’t done everything within their power to minimize the damage. The loss of innocent life.

Candle looked up from the console he and Ortega sat hunched over. “Firing solution ready, Captain.”

Thatcher didn’t hesitate. “Fire the tungsten rod.”

A few seconds later, Guerrero’s fist clenched atop her station. “Rod is away, sir.”

Unlike most of the light cruiser’s weapons, this one sent no tremor through the ship upon firing. It had taken a few shots for Thatcher to get used to that, but he mostly accepted it now. He just reminded himself that, when fired from orbit, a projectile needed very little initial velocity to wreak considerable damage on the planet’s surface. Unofficially known as “rods from God,” by the time the tungsten rod reached Oasis, gravity would accelerate it to startling speeds. When it struck, the energy release would be immense. If he’d wanted to, he could have directly accessed a lower satellite’s visual feed and watched the mushroom cloud from space.

Indeed, if they fired the rods with too much force, they would risk endangering the city. That was why they launched it with just enough force to ensure it entered the atmosphere at the proper position and angle to strike the target.

Thatcher found himself gazing at the holotank, which sat empty at the front of the CIC. With nothing inside it, the large sophisticated display looked hollow to him. Desolate. It felt odd to conduct operations with nothing there to analyze. Yes, if he wanted he could supplement his impression of the battle below with satellite imagery, but he feared that would impair his effectiveness, not enhance it. If he let himself see how close to the city his orbital strikes were coming, would he be able to bring himself to keep ordering them?

I took this job to protect Americans. To protect humanity. Now, I endanger them with my own ship’s weapons.

He did it with the goal of saving as many lives as he could. Still…with their surprise invasion, the Xanthic had forced his hand in a way that would steal his sleep for many nights to come.

I can’t believe Veronica Rose is down there. They’d been on Helio Base 5 when they learned of the Xanthic attack. Rose could easily have remained on the Jersey and conducted operations from there. Instead, she’d chosen to take a shuttle to the planet’s surface at once, despite Thatcher’s objections.

“My father didn’t just teach me how to run the admin side of things, you know,” she told him. “He didn’t want me to be a glorified secretary. He trained me to be able to fight alongside my soldiers, if the need arose. But whether I ended up in battle or not, he wanted me to have a deep understanding of what my people go through every time I send them out to lay their lives on the line.”

He’d resisted the urge to massage his temples. “You don’t actually plan to fight the Xanthic yourself, do you?”

A coy smile stretched one corner of her mouth. “I mean, I don’t plan to seek them out.”

The look on his face must have convinced her to take some mercy on him, then, because she softened her tone. “I can coordinate things better planetside, Thatcher. That’s all.”

He’d nodded, and she’d climbed into the shuttle. Now, he sat in the captain’s chair, almost wishing she were here in the CIC, interfering with his ops like she had a few times before. Every time he thought of her somewhere down there—who knew where?—the queasy sensation in his stomach grew worse.

Frontier would be finished without her. I can’t think of a single person worthy of replacing her.

But that wasn’t the only source of his unease. He worried for her safety on a personal level, too.

He shook himself, returning his attention to the task at hand, casting his gaze across the various stations inside his CIC. Everyone was intent on their tasks, zeroed in on the data their consoles showed them.

 “Sir.” Lucy Guerrero’s voice came out sounding strangled. “A large group of Xanthic just emerged from the ground right next to the city, to the southwest.”

Thatcher clenched his fists atop the armrests. “Forward me the latest satellite image.”

“We don’t have much time, sir.”

“Forward me the image,” he said, sterner than he’d intended.

It flashed on his holoscreen—a 2D image, well short of what the display was capable of. It gave him what he needed, though. A yellow mass advancing toward New Houston, already within three miles of it and closing fast.

They must have tunneled to that location. The city had some caves around it, where colonists liked to picnic on warm summer days. But it didn’t have enough to accommodate a horde this large.

Candle looked up from the station he was sharing with Tim Ortega. “There’s no way the marines can handle that many. They’re getting overrun as it is.”

But even the XO stopped short of stating what needed to be done. No one actually wanted to say it out loud. As always, they left all the responsibility for difficult decisions to their captain.

Thatcher didn’t resent them for that. It was what he’d signed up for.

A wince threatened to bunch his features, and he fought to keep them smooth. The colonists were sent instructions, to every device in the city. Get to the nearest shelter. Board a shuttle if you can. If neither is an option, go to the lowest level of the building you’re in, get in a closet or under a table, and lie face-down on the floor with your hands over the back of your head.

The same procedure for surviving a nuke. This would be close enough.

“Get me the targeting data,” he said through gritted teeth. “We’re hitting them.”

Candle nodded, bending once more to his work without hesitation. He’d known what Thatcher would command him to do.

Less than a minute later, Candle and Ortega had their firing solution. They looked at Thatcher expectantly, waiting on his final confirmation.

“Fire the rod.”

This time, the fact Thatcher couldn’t feel the shot leaving felt extremely wrong. Because he knew what kind of damage it would do.

Windows blown out. Possibly entire structures knocked down. And if anyone was out in the streets, the chances of surviving the shock wave were negligible.

But we’re saving millions more lives. Don’t forget that.

He wouldn’t. At least, he would know it on a rational level. But his brain tended to focus more on the negative side of such equations...whenever they came up in his career, which was more than he would have liked. In the balance, he would lose sleep.

Silence settled over the Jersey’s CIC as Guerrero scanned the planet’s surface, seeking more targets. Please let them be farther from the city. He didn’t know why they would be, though. If the Xanthic had tunneled so close, there was no reason for them not to press their advantage. Why not force him to pay a price every time he killed them?

Even so, he marveled at the aliens’ willingness to spend their lives so freely in battle. Yes, they were winning, but Thatcher’s marines knew the city, and they’d killed far more Xanthic than they’d lost of their own number. Maybe they’re so committed because they know if they lose, we’ll find their underground base and eradicate it. But even that didn’t seem to account for how casually the creatures charged into danger.

“Sir.”

Thatcher snapped out of his reverie, his gaze falling on Guerrero as a tight knot formed in his stomach. “Yes? What is it?”

“We have three incoming vessels, sir.”

Incoming vessels. For a fleeting moment, his mind turned the words over and over, unsure what to do with them. In his intense focus on Oasis’ surface, he’d almost forgotten entirely about the concept of a battlespace. “Who are they?”

“According to our database, they’re Kibishii troop ships. They appear to be bypassing us and heading straight for the planet.”

“Put me in touch with one of them.”

Moments later, an Asian man replaced the holotank’s gloomy emptiness. Japanese, unless Thatcher missed his guess. Yes, he remembered now. Kibishii was a Japanese corporation.

“Commander Thatcher, is it not?”

“It is. Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

“I am Captain Sho of the Swan, a Kibishii vessel. We have come to welcome you to the Daybreak Combine, and to offer you the use of our marines. I see our timing could not have been better.”

“The Daybreak Combine?” The last he’d heard, it had been the Daybreak Alliance.

“Yes. Recent unsettling events unfolding in the Cluster have motivated an alliance of alliances. A super alliance, if you will, of which you are a part. Simon Moll of Sunder Incorporated has already sent word of your good deeds, and every constituent corporation is prepared to welcome Frontier with open arms. But perhaps we should discuss this later. It seems there are more pressing matters at hand.”

“There certainly are. You’re willing to deploy your troops to the planet’s surface?”

“Of course.”

“Then we gratefully accept your aid.” Thatcher didn’t exactly have the authority to speak on Frontier’s behalf in this regard, but he did it anyway. To do otherwise seemed suicidal. That’s what Rose gets for abandoning ship and running off to meet some aliens.

But his little joke with himself didn’t do very much to amuse him. Clearly, there was a reason Kibishii had come here showing such generosity. They wanted something. And Thatcher had no choice but to indebt Frontier Security to them.
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As quickly as he could, Avery swapped out a spent magazine for a fresh one and continued firing over one of the barricades bordering Frontier HQ.

He had no shortage of targets. Xanthic emerged from streets, alleys, even gaps between fences he would have thought too small for them. The yellow horde had truly assembled, and now they charged across the square. Most of them fired their strange weapons, turning marines into human-sized tumors, but some of them simply brandished their arm-blades and ran. None of the aliens had actually made it to the barricades yet. Once that happened, Avery felt fairly certain the day would be lost.

Not that he intended to stop fighting then. He’d do that after he’d drawn his last breath.

His Crossbow 790 assault rifle shook in his hands as he fired round after round, and above him, wall-mounted turrets roared from the Frontier HQ’s battlements. The building was a modern-day, multi-tiered fortress, all steel and bulletproof glass, complete with ramparts and loopholes all being used to their full advantage. The HQ had its own security detail, and now that the fighting had come to the square, they were taking the fight to the Xanthic as well. Those employees wore no power armor, but they were just as highly trained as Avery’s marines, and for now the HQ itself protected them.

Corporal Wilson stood beside him, firing away with a KS 7.62 sniper rifle that Avery coveted. He preferred to snipe, but being squad leader interfered with his inclination to hang back and rack up kills from a distance. Not to mention battalion leader. Then again, there wasn’t much to coordinate, now. This was truly the last stand, and the marines’ strategy was simple: fight or die.

A Xanthic projectile hit Wilson, spinning him around and sending him to his knees, crouched behind the barricade.

“No!” Avery said, dropping beside the corporal. But there was nothing he could do.

Or was there? Wilson was fumbling at the clamps around his suit’s arm piece, and seconds later he had it off. “They got me in the wrist.”

Avery could see: the tumor-like growths were moving up his arm with startling speed, headed toward his torso.

“My belt knife, Major. You have to cut it off.”

Without balking, Avery unsheathed his own carbon fiber belt knife. “Lie down.”

Wilson did, and Avery straddled him, pinning the corporal’s body with his power-suited legs. “Grit your teeth, marine. And don’t move.”

The serrated blade plunged into the flesh just below the shoulder, and blood sprayed, painting the asphalt and gray building. He worked the knife back and forth, hacking and sawing at tendons, arteries, bone, flesh.

Underneath him, Wilson screamed, bucking wildly. Even wearing a power suit, keeping the flailing marine still was just as difficult as it would have been otherwise, since he wore one too.

At last, the grisly deed was done. Wilson’s arm lay on the asphalt nearby. Avery kicked it away. As he did, the bulbous black mass finished consuming it.

Avery tapped a panel on his left arm, and a medkit popped open. His power suit’s gloves offered amazing dexterity—almost as much as a human hand. Enough to unscrew the tiny vial of pig bladder stem cells, anyway, and sprinkle it over Wilson’s wound, which gushed blood onto the ground.

Within seconds, the bleeding slowed, then stopped. A thin layer of flesh had grown over the wound. For now, anything might reopen it—to protect it properly, it would take at least another hour for the necessary layers of skin to form. But Wilson would live, which was a lot more than Avery would have expected just a minute ago.

“Get inside the HQ.”

“I can’t do that, sir.” The corporal’s voice came out strained and thin.

“Wilson, I said get inside!”

“Sorry, sir.” He picked up his sniper, dragged it to a barrier, and nestled it on the lip, using the concrete to balance the weapon as he lined up his shot. The recoil slammed against his good shoulder—it was the one he normally kept the butt against, if Avery remembered right—but without his left arm to stabilize, it rocked him backward, twisting his torso.

Wilson didn’t let that deter him. He laid the rifle on the ground, fumbling with the chamber until he managed to jettison the empty cartridge and replace it with a fresh round.

Avery shook his head. If he was going by the book, he would have slammed Wilson for insubordination. But he’d be damned if the man’s grit didn’t sum up everything the marines were about. So instead of yelling at him, Avery joined him at the barricade and resumed firing.

As the Xanthic’s front rank drew ever closer, even as their bodies littered the square, Avery wondered if Hancock would have commanded this battle better than he had. Would the marines be pinned against Frontier HQ right now, fighting for their lives after giving up the rest of the city to a bunch of aliens?

He’d gone against his old marine commander and friend because Hancock had wanted to turn against Thatcher, whereas Avery considered the captain just the right kind of person they needed right now. Frontier needed him…and maybe the Cluster as a whole did, too. He couldn’t quite put words to why he thought that, but the thought often occurred to him, rising up from his gut. He’d never been too good at putting words to things.

Either way, Thatcher couldn’t help him now. At least, the support he had to offer was limited—he couldn’t very well start blasting away at this plaza with orbital strikes.

Maybe if it had been Hancock here instead of Avery, things would have been different. They might not have been pushed this far back.

Then again, if he were still alive, Hancock would probably be long gone from this star system.

A shadow covered him and Wilson for a split-second, then flitted past. He looked up to see the gray underside of a combat shuttle, its articulated wings curled to arrest its momentum, retractable turrets already extended and sending threads of light at the Xanthic. The rounds ate away at the front row of charging aliens…then fire from another shuttle joined them. And another.

Soon, ten shuttles filled the air above the plaza, all acting as gunships, firing at the Xanthic and slowing their charge. Then the aliens stopped altogether, hastily raising weapons to return fire at the shuttles. But the same weapons that were so effective against marines didn’t seem as damaging to the shuttles. Maybe if they’d had the wherewithal to concentrate their fire, but the shuttles’ attack had been sudden, and the aliens were in disarray. Their surface-to-air energy weapons were blocks away, Avery knew, their lines of sight obstructed by towering buildings.

Then, all at once, it was over. The Xanthic turned and scattered for the cover of surrounding buildings, and the shuttles began to touch down. Green lights came on over their airlocks, signaling the completion of the cycling process, and then they opened to let out an army of stocky marines in blue power suits.

For the most part, Avery’s marines stood a couple inches or more above the new arrivals. Then, one of them spoke, and Avery knew why.

“Who’s in charge here?” asked one of the new marines in a thick Japanese accent, his hand raised in the air.

Avery raised his hand in kind. “I am.”

The speaker nodded, then jogged toward the barricade Avery was still crouched behind. A squad of blue-suited marines followed.

“I’m Tanaka.” The marine extended a hand, and Avery shook it, finding his grip firm. “We’re with Kibishii. Looked like you could use some help.”

“You might say that.” Avery glanced upward. “I’m Major Will Avery. Appreciate you dropping in.”

Tanaka nodded curtly. “You know what’s going on better than I do. Tell me where to direct my people, and we’ll get to clearing this city of those overgrown bugs.”

 Avery raised his wrist with the intention of accessing the HUD interface built into it, but he hesitated for a moment. What did this Tanaka want? Why was Kibishii here in the first place? He’d never heard of a Cluster corp that worked for free.

Then, he raised the wrist all the way, tapping at it to access the visual feeds from the recon drones he’d ordered his techs to distribute throughout the city. Once the Xanthic reached the plaza surrounding Frontier HQ, he’d all but forgotten about the drones.

But they were still there, programmed to secret themselves away in hidden vantage points, where they could keep an eye on enemy troop movement without being seen.

Looking through their eyes, Avery saw that, although the main thrust of the Xanthic attack had been broken, carnage had not left New Houston. The yellow aliens still rampaged through streets and alleyways, chasing down civilians unlucky enough—or unintelligent enough—to still be outside. Impaling them on their arm blades. Turning them into hard, black tumors with a single shot.

Before he turned back to Tanaka, something struck him: there were barely any fires broken out, anywhere. When humans sacked a city, fire always followed. But not today. Yes, errant shots from the Xanthic’s weapons had done strange things to some buildings, but for the most part the city was intact.

Was that intentional? Did they plan to take it for their own? Use it? Strange behavior for creatures that emerged from underground.

“I’m granting you master access to all the drone feeds in this quadrant.” Avery tried to keep his suspicion out of his voice. I think I’m managing it. “We’ll retake the city street by street, then quadrant by quadrant. Once we have one area locked down, we’ll work on the next. If you can continue to lend the use of your shuttles, we’ll have air superiority. Although, you should know the Xanthic can take them down pretty reliably, once they establish line of sight.”

“We learned that on our way down. I’ll make sure my pilots know to stay low. I look forward to working with you, Major Avery.”

That sounded like something a salesman would say just after landing a new client. “Yeah,” he grunted, turning to start marshaling his troops and distributing orders. This wasn’t the time to go over Kibishii’s motives.

He spotted Wilson stumbling toward one of his squad. “That idiot,” Avery muttered, not without some affection. He sprinted over and grabbed Wilson by one of the straps on the back of his power suit, pulling him up short as gently as possible.

The corporal spun around, brow stormy through the faceplate—until he saw who’d stopped him.

“Get in one of those shuttles, Wilson. Right now.”

“Major, I want to keep fighting. I’ll feel like a waste sitting in one of those things.” His voice lowered to almost a whisper. “Please.”

“Heading out to fight the Xanthic one-armed would be the real waste. You’re a good marine, but I can’t have you defying my orders. And I can’t have you dying on me. We’ll get you fixed up with a prosthetic, and you can toss yourself into the next battle, more full of piss than ever. Trust me, I don’t think we’ve seen the last encounter with these bastards.”

At that, Wilson finally complied, shoulders slumped as he trudged toward one of the Kibishii shuttles. Avery watched him climb into it, then turned his attention to retaking the city.

Before he could follow his marines into the streets, a woman approached him from the direction of the barricades surrounding the Frontier HQ. Avery glanced at her, then did a double take. Raven hair. Pale face. And as she drew closer: bottomless blue eyes.

It was Veronica Rose. Here. In the middle of a battlefield.

He jogged toward her. “Ms. Rose. Why aren’t you on the Jersey?”

“Because I’m leading from the front, Major. Just like my father did.”

His teeth felt cold as he sucked in breath, weighing his options for what to say next. He didn’t want to piss off his boss, and this felt like a delicate situation.

“Ma’am, with all due respect—”

“I want a power suit and a marine loadout, Major. We don’t have any time to waste.”

He shook his head. “I think you know I can’t do that.” What she was asking was insane. The CEO, out here in plain sight of the enemy, risking her life? Risking the entire company?

“It wasn’t a request.” Rose’s voice was as icy as her pale skin would suggest.

“Ma’am, without the proper training you’re just as likely to hurt yourself as the Xanthic.”

“Who said I don’t have the proper training?”

He clamped his mouth shut, at a complete loss for what to say next.

“My father made sure I got the same training any of your marines got. That I met the same standard for physical condition, endurance. I’m rated first class on any weapon you care to put in my hands. So please don’t try to baby me just because I spend most of my time behind a desk.”

Her words didn’t begin to address all of his concerns. One more try. “Okay, but we don’t know what level of exposure to the Xanthic’s weapons is lethal. It could be an airborne contagion—”

“All the more reason to get me a power suit I can seal, stat.”

He gave up. Raising his hand, he waved for one of his own pilots to touch down nearby, in an area recently cleared of marines.

The power suits were designed to fit any size. A button on the inside caused it to expand, and when Rose stepped inside, it contracted until it fit her snugly, hugging her slender curves. Avery swallowed. He’d never seen anyone manage to look sexy wearing a power suit before.

Keep your mind on the battle, you idiot. Good God. Who are you?

Once she’d donned the power suit and accepted a Crossbow, Rose turned to him once more. “It’s not enough to push the Xanthic out of the city, Avery. We need to keep pushing. Find out where they’re coming from. And burn it down.”

He nodded, seeing the sense in it. If they didn’t deal with the Xanthic now, and figure out how they were able to surprise them like this, then it would just keep happening.

“Ma’am…aren’t you concerned about what Kibishii might want in exchange for helping us?”

Through her faceplate, she shot him a look of pure disbelief. “Of course not, Major. To save this city, I'd dance with the devil himself.”
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Rose gripped the assault rifle they’d given her tightly as she tailed Avery’s squad out of Frontier Plaza. If she was being honest with herself, she’d neglected her shooting practice, lately—something her father had warned her never to do.

But I’m not about to tell Avery that.

“Contact,” a marine barked over the squad-wide comms.

All ten marines reacted immediately, spreading out to avoid offering the Xanthic a convenient mass of silver power suits to shoot at.

By the time she saw where the aliens were coming from, the marines were already shooting down an alleyway to their right. Two particularly large Xanthic filled the alley’s mouth, arm blades raised as they charged. They seemed totally committed to their attack, even though anyone could see they were doomed.

Rose rushed to the marines’ right flank and added her fire to theirs. At least, she tried to. When she lined up the shot and squeezed her trigger finger, the weapon only clicked.

She gazed down at it, dumbfounded. Oh my God. Did I really forget to unsafety this damn thing?

Her finger found the black knob, and she tapped it in, allowing her to shoot. But by then, it was too late. The Xanthic lay on the asphalt between the marines and the alleyway, twitching weirdly.

None of the marines seemed to have noticed her blunder. At least, if they had, they were putting on a good show of hiding it. Which was a good thing, where their job security was concerned.

That was a joke. I think.

The Kibishii marines had lent their shuttles to help push the Xanthic out of the city, using the armored craft as gunships to great effect. But then they did one better.

Rose found herself nodding slowly, feeling impressed, as a Kibishii mortar team set up at an intersection of two main streets up ahead.

A nearby marine was staring that way, too. “Nice.”

“Agreed,” Avery said. “Let’s head that way. It’ll be nice to have some heavy artillery backing us up for a change.”

By the time they arrived, more Kibishii employees were setting up a pair of heavy machine guns on tripods.

“Any sign of Xanthic around here?” Avery asked the man whose power suit lapels singled him out as the highest-ranking Kibishii fighter.

The marine stared at Avery blank-faced, then tapped at his wrist. “Please say again,” said the computerized voice of a universal translator. Universal for human languages, anyway.

“Oh,” Avery said, his southern accent getting thicker as he grew more uncertain. “Uh…have you had any contact with the enemy?”

The Kibishii officer raised his hand to gesture down one of the intersecting streets. “There are some hiding in an alleyway, three hundred meters in that direction. Unless they departed from the alley’s opposite end.”

“Let’s check that out, marines.”

Using the heavy artillery for counterpreparation fire, Avery led the effort to spider-web through the city, clearing street after street as he coordinated other squads to do the same.

Rose’s performance picked up as they did, her old marksmanship coming back to her as she picked off alien bug after alien bug.

Well, “picked off” wasn’t entirely accurate. She added her fire to the other marines, and together they eventually cut through the thick Xanthic carapaces to mow their targets down.

She appreciated how deftly Avery handled his charges, especially considering how new he was to command. That was also why she’d gone easy on him for assuming she couldn’t fight.

Capable leaders lead from the front, Gregory Rose said into her ear, a voice from what felt like the distant past. That’s how they earn the trust of their people. By sharing the danger. Shouldering the burden right along with them. Don’t become a hapless desk jockey, Veronica. The Roses are killers—no use pretending otherwise. Just make sure you stay that way.

She was a killer. But that didn’t mean she stayed unaffected when errant mortar fire crumbled the corner of a building, or rendered an intersection unnavigable to speeders.

That was happening more than she would have liked. The slow destruction of the city. It seemed that in retaking New Houston, the humans were doing far more damage to it than the Xanthic had so far.

She could tell it bothered Avery and his marines, too. The way they went rigid whenever a mortar crashed into a storefront. Their feet dragging for a minute after, till they shook it off and resumed fighting with as much vigor as before.

Protecting Oasis isn’t just a job, to Frontier employees. We take this personally. And I’m proud of that.

It took two hours to clear the city’s northwest quadrant of Xanthic, and another hour until it seemed obvious they were about to reclaim the southwest.

“Put someone else in charge of the cleanup,” she told Avery. “They can help Kibishii retake the rest of New Houston. We need to find the Xanthic’s base now, while they’re in disarray. If we let them prepare for us, we’ll have a much harder fight. Gather a platoon of your best marines.”

He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” With that, he brought a hand to the side of his helmet and started giving the necessary orders.

As he did, she decided now was a good time to get in touch with the New Jersey.

She expected Lucy Guerrero’s voice to greet her, but Tad Thatcher spoke instead. “Veronica. Are you hurt?”

His use of her first name sent an unexpected thrill through her. But the question itself irked her. “Why does everyone assume I’m seconds away from getting myself killed? Didn’t I mention getting the same training as any Frontier employee?”

Unlike Avery, Thatcher answered immediately, his voice firm. “Having the training is one thing. Risking the entire company by putting yourself in danger is quite another.”

“This is just my leadership style, Thatcher. Like it or find another corp to work for.”

This time, a brief silence did pass between them. “All right, then.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that to sound so harsh. But…I’ll be fine, okay?”

“If you say so, Ms. Rose.”

Back to Ms. Rose, is it? Well, that was fine. Probably for the best. She didn’t want any employee getting too familiar with her. “I want you to figure out the Xanthic exit tunnel that’s closest to the city and send me a close-in visual of it.”

“We can’t get too close-in. The satellites’ magnification isn’t that powerful.”

She nodded, even though Thacher couldn’t see the gesture. Rayon Corp had sold Oasis Colony those satellites in a one-off contract with a money-back guarantee before taking off to the other side of the Cluster and refusing to answer any of their communications. Not the most sustainable way to do business, but it’s one way. “Just have Guerrero send me the best she has.”

“Yes, ma’am.” With that, Thatcher ended the call.

That was abrupt. Did I offend him, or something? Wow. I didn’t realize the great captain was so touchy.

Once she had the visuals she’d requested, she forwarded them to Avery’s HUD. “Here’s where we’ll enter the Xanthic’s network.” Assuming they have a network. If they’re managing to emerge spontaneously from the ground, we have bigger problems—like technologies we likely have no chance of understanding. She was giving the enemy way too much credit, she knew. Yes, they were powerful, and yes, they were alien. That didn’t mean they were gods. We can win this.

By the time they’d properly assessed the lay of the land around their intended entry point—a little hilly, but nothing major—Avery’s platoon had assembled. Forty marines ready for action, who seemed to get even more pumped up when Avery told them what they’d be doing.

“Ms. Rose will be accompanying us,” he finished.

A silence fell over the platoon, and she caught a few uncomfortable glances passing between the marines. She gritted her teeth and said nothing. Gradually, the excited chatter picked back up, and at Avery’s command the marines formed up to move out.

One of the marines kept looking back at her. Through her faceplate, Rose recognized her as Sergeant Suzanne Ruan. When she activated her night vision, she saw that Ruan was glaring at her.

She restrained the impulse to rebuke the marine. Maybe it only looks like a glare. She’s probably just concerned for the safety of her CEO. Her people needed to realize that she was just as capable as they were.

And the only way to make them realize that was to demonstrate it.

As they exited New Houston and neared the broken ground where the Xanthic had emerged, Rose surged to the front of the platoon, assault rifle at the ready.

“Ms. Rose, I really—”

But she ignored Avery, marching into the tunnel instead, weapon raised to scan the green gloom shown by her night vision.

The passage’s earthen walls had nothing particularly alien about them. Just the yellow soil characteristic of this region, caused by its high goethite content, along with plenty of rocks, roots, and Oasis’ unsettlingly large insects poking out.

We need to move fast. She pushed through the gloom, her helmet’s augmented audio picking up the marines’ footfalls padding over the ground behind her.

Her cardio was one thing she hadn’t let fall to the wayside, even if she had been mostly chained to her desk recently. She jogged along the uneven terrain, intent on reaching wherever the Xanthic had staged their attack.

The marines stayed close behind her, but none of them passed her. Their cardio was stellar. Word had reached her that Avery saw to it that they were drilled even harder than Hancock had. Is that really his inclination, or is he trying to overcompensate for how green he is? Either way, it kept his fighters in tip-top shape.

Their reason for holding back probably had more to do with who she was. They didn’t want to pass her, because they sensed what she was trying to do—follow a certain leadership style. And they probably respect it. Subordinates always did, when their leaders shared their burden. That’s what her father had always said.

Twenty minutes in, the tunnel’s slope dropped sharply, and a few minutes after that it opened up into a cavern whose size surprised her. A three-story building could have fit inside here easily. Around the cave’s perimeter, she spotted at least five other tunnels branching off.

Was this their staging area? She shook her head. Judging by the numbers the Xanthic had attacked with, it was probably one of several.

Halfway across the cavern, passing a loose circle of boulders in its center, she noticed a Xanthic’s firearm leaning against one of the large rocks.

Why would that be left there? Unless…

A Xanthic appeared from behind a boulder, two rocks away. It went rigid, apparently just as surprised to see her as she was to see it. Then they both sprinted for its weapon at the same time.

She only had time to kick the weapon away, sending it a few meters from the formation of boulders. Then the alien’s right arm-blade came at her, slicing toward her torso. She danced back, seeking the safety of the boulders.

Gunfire from the direction she’d come slammed into the Xanthic, sending it staggering sideways into the rock nearest it. The alien recovered, then headed for its weapon, but Rose could tell it wouldn’t make it before the marines finished it off.

She had other problems, however. Sharp cracks emanated from one of the tunnels she’d spotted, and a boulder beside her sprouted the same geometric formations the city’s buildings had whenever they’d been shot by the aliens.

Rose dove sideways, positioning the closest boulder between her and the weapons fire. Then more firing came from another tunnel, and she dropped, flattening herself to the ground.

The Xanthic were pulling back, returning to this cavern to regroup…and she was stranded in the middle of it, cut off from her marines.

All because she’d wanted to play the daring leader.

Idiot.
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A speaker near Hans Mittelman’s ear blared obnoxiously, jolting him awake.

He sat up, for a moment not remembering where he was. Then, it came back to him: I’m in a civilian shelter. In the middle of an alien attack.

That blaring could only be a priority call concerning the attack. Which meant he’d managed to choose the central command bunker to hole up in and take a nap.

“I probably should have known that already,” he muttered. He was Frontier’s Chief Intelligence Officer, after all.

It took a few seconds of scanning the cluttered desk to find the comm unit’s controls. He hadn’t paid much attention to the devices and smart paper covering much of the desk, but now they struck him as odd. Has someone been sneaking down here to get work done? Mittelman could sympathize with that, if so. People did have an annoying tendency of interrupting whatever you were doing at any given moment. Under normal circumstances, the shelter would be a good place to get some peace and quiet.

He tapped the comm control. “What?”

The desk’s holoscreen flickered to life, displaying a 3D render of a man with almond eyes and dark, neatly trimmed facial hair. Shit. The sensors are probably in this office to show him the same of me.

Yep. He could see it in the way the man’s eyes narrowed, his lips curling downward slightly. On his end, he’d see a dim room and a bleary Mittelman blinking away the dream he’d been having, which had been much nicer than what reality had to offer him at the present moment.

“I am Theodore Xu, chief operations officer for Kibishii. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

“Harold Wills.” The name sprang to his tongue automatically. He was used to giving it.

“What is your position, Mr. Wills?”

Something about Xu’s tone told Mittelman it would benefit him to have a higher position than the “logistics specialist” listed on his fake ID. “I’m VP of Frontier Security.” He doubted Xu knew enough about Frontier’s structure to doubt the claim. Rose tried to protect that information as well as she could, divulging it only to clients and encouraging them to keep it under wraps. Less chance of an adversary picking off key personnel, that way.

Besides, the actual Vice President had been on Earth’s side of the wormhole when it collapsed. So Mittelman doubted he would show up to contest his claim before the end of this conversation.

Xu nodded, and his shoulders lost some of their tension. “Excellent. I’ve been trying to find someone capable of negotiating the conditions of our aid for some time. The cruiser captain we spoke with initially accepted our help on Frontier’s behalf, though he told us he lacked the authority to conduct any negotiations.”

Is that so. Maybe Thatcher was savvier than Mittelman had assumed. “Your timing is a little interesting. Traditionally, negotiations are conducted before the service in question is performed. But I take it you’re already helping us repel the Xanthic, are you not?”

Xu’s face hardened. “Surely you don’t mean to suggest that Kibishii’s aid means nothing to you.”

Mittelman shrugged. If the Kibishii rep hoped to influence him with an emotional appeal, he was barking up the wrong tree.

“New Houston would have fallen without us,” Xu went on. “And Frontier Security would have failed the task assigned to it under your contract with Oasis. I’m approaching these negotiations in good faith, with the expectation that you will recognize the value we have contributed today.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you want?”

Xu’s face grew even stonier as he scrutinized Mittelman. Then, his tension seemed to ebb a little. Maybe he just realized that negotiations have begun.

“Kibishii has come to Freedom System under the pretext of officially welcoming you to the Daybreak Combine. But considering we came with three troop ships’ worth of marines, it’s probably already clear to you that our true intentions go deeper than that.”

Mittelman blinked. Daybreak Combine. He’d heard whisperings that the super-alliance Simon Moll had invited Frontier into was coming together at a fast pace, but from the way Xu was talking, the arrangement had already been formalized. “Clearly,” he agreed, doing his best to hide his surprise.

“Kibishii’s board of directors recognize the necessity for corporations to band together, and so we support the formation of the Combine…in principle. But we already have a problem with how they’re handling certain matters.”

“What matters?”

“One in particular. As you likely know, Kibishii specializes in discreet troop movement, made possible by the proprietary stealth tech all our troop ships employ. But we’re not the only corp in Daybreak who specializes in stealth. Meridian does as well.”

“So…what? You don’t want to share an alliance with your competition? Is that it?”

Xu’s forehead bunched. “Not at all. We view the super-alliance’s security benefits as far weightier than the drawbacks of a friendly relationship with our competition. It is Meridian that appears to have the problem.”

“Ah.” Mittelman thought he saw where this was going, now. “Let me guess. They’ve begun making their displeasure known. In unpleasant ways.”

“That is an understatement. But it’s a little more nuanced than that. You see, Kibishii does not only specialize in using stealth to get marines to wherever our clients need them to be. We also specialize in stealth detection. Meridian’s entire business model relies on their warships’ ability to move about undetected, whereas ours relies both on detecting ships that are using stealth, and on having better stealth than anyone else.”

“I see. How has Meridian expressed their displeasure, then?”

“By destroying the Boundless Horizon. It was actually a mining vessel, belonging to Kibishii’s mining arm.”

Mittelman sat a little straighter in his chair. “Do you have evidence of that?”

“We do not. Any evidence that might have existed was destroyed along with Horizon. But we are certain. No other company would have been able to get the drop on one of our ships and then sneak away without being seen by any witnesses. Of which there were several in-system.”

“Okay.” Mittelman drew a deep breath, trying his best to limit the rise and fall of his shoulders. “Tell me what you want from Frontier.”

“We’re hoping to gain an ally. Someone who can help us catch Meridian in any further acts of violence, and retaliate if necessary, but also someone who will have our backs in case this fledgling super-alliance falls apart. Obviously, we would prefer it to remain intact. But we cannot remain part of an organization for very long when that organization fails to take injustices seriously.”

“You said you had no evidence.”

“It’s a simple process of elimination, Mr. Wills. There is no other corp in Daybreak space capable of doing what has been done. At the very least, there’s enough pretext to launch an investigation into Meridian. But Herwin Dirk, the new leader of the Combine, has done everything he can to protect them from such an investigation.”

Mittelman nodded, his eyes drifting to the far wall as he processed everything Xu had told him.

“It is a delicate time, Mr. Wills. And we all need friends more than ever. If Frontier is willing to commit to Kibishii, then Kibishii is willing to commit to Frontier. We have already shown that today. As you know, your position is already quite fragile, with the Degenerate Empire amassing on your border—”

“Wait, what? Degenerate Who?”

Now it was Xu’s turn to blink at him. “Have you not heard? The pirate coalitions to the north have chosen a name for a super-alliance of their own. Rumors say that criminals have been flocking to their ranks from all over the north and east. They’re calling themselves Degenerate Empire.”

How did I miss that? Things were certainly moving quickly in the Cluster. “I think they need a better PR manager,” he muttered, almost to himself.

“Whoever they have may be just the person for the job, actually. The name of their alliance might be a masterstroke. It will attract exactly the sort of element they wish to attract. Those who embrace their criminality. Who would welcome the label ‘degenerate.’”

“You may be right.” Mittelman stroked his goatee. “You’ve certainly given Frontier a lot to think about, Mr. Xu. I’ll need to run all of this by our CEO, Veronica Rose—as soon as I can find her in all this mess.”

“Of course. I am relieved that a dialog has begun. And that you are more…amenable than I initially assumed.”

Oh, I wouldn’t rely too much on that assessment. But in response, Mittelman only smiled.
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Rose poked her assault rifle around the rock, fired a wild spray of bullets across one of the tunnel mouths containing Xanthic, then pulled back behind her boulder.

As she did, an alien projectile hit the boulder directly in front of her, causing its surface to morph and rise, becoming a landscape of vaguely pyramidal structures.

I don’t have much room to play with here, do I? With the two firing angles the Xanthic were shooting from, the boulder offered her just enough cover to stay alive.

The only reason she hadn’t been hit was that her marines were pouring round after round toward both Xanthic locations, who shot back at them in kind. They were diverting the aliens’ fire, which was keeping her alive.

Something clicked against rock, and a second later an explosion roared from the direction of one of the Xanthic positions. She pressed herself back as close to the boulder as she could get. Her HUD flashed an alert that the temperature of the air around her had risen sharply—she was sure she could feel the explosion’s heat even inside the power armor.

After that, the fire from that Xanthic position tapered off to almost nothing, and the marines used the lull to push out into the cavern to establish better firing lanes on the remaining aliens. After less than two minutes, it was over.

The second the last Xanthic fell, Avery shoved one of his marines against a boulder nearby. “Do you have any idea the risk you just took with Ms. Rose’s life? Cooking a grenade till the last second? Lobbing it across a dark cavern, where it could easily ricochet off the rock and land near her?”

“Major I—I—”

“It’s fine.” Rose reached the pair and laid a hand gently on Avery’s arm, till he lowered it to his side. “This private just saved my life, Major. Something drastic needed to be done. I’m not sure how long I would have lasted otherwise.”

Avery’s eyes lingered on the private’s forlorn face a second longer. Then he jerked his head sideways, staring at the ground. “Get out of my sight.”

The private slinked away, looking grateful to escape Avery’s wrath.

“Truth is,” Avery mumbled, “I’m angry at myself for letting you go ahead like that. It ain’t right, ma’am. Sorry, but it ain’t. You shouldn’t risk yourself like that.”

“You’re right.”

He raised his gaze to her face, his eyebrows up.

“It’s foolhardy for the CEO to charge into enemy territory at the head of her forces. I…I was trying to be like my father. But he would have been smarter than that. This was a wakeup call for me, and I’m going to do my best to make sure it’s the last one I need. I just thank God my stupidity didn’t get anyone killed.”

The look on Avery’s face mixed shock and horror in equal parts. When he spoke, his voice came out thin-sounding. “Stupid is the last thing I’d call you, Ms. Rose. We all make mistakes, and—”

She shook her head. “It’s fine, Major. Let’s just get on with it.”

Nodding, he trotted off to gather his marines, and to marshal the ones still coming into the cavern from the tunnel. Rose let herself lean back against one of the large rocks and took a deep breath. That was much too close. She would have prayed for the story not to get back to Thatcher, if she thought it would do any good. But her people were coming to love Thatcher too much for that. Someone would relay the information to him, if only in an unconscious attempt to curry some favor.

She fought to calm herself, focusing on the noises of the cavern. A steady drip-drip-drip that sounded from somewhere behind her. The scuff of the marines’ boots as they arranged themselves in squad formations.

After ten minutes, Avery reconvened with her near the boulder formation. “We’re good to go, ma’am. If I can make a recommendation…”

She nodded.

“Maybe you can join Beta Squad, with Gamma and Epsilon bringing up the rear behind you.”

From the tightness in his voice, she could tell he’d had to work himself up to say that. No one wanted to tell the CEO that she’d tried to bite off more than she could chew.

But she already knew it. So she smiled, and nodded again. “Sure thing.”

He smiled back, looking relieved.

As they exited the cavern and continued through the network of caves, the passageways sharply grew steeper. The rock walls drew her attention again and again, as did the tunnel floor beneath her feet. She knelt to run a hand over its surface—the suit’s gloves had excellent tactile relay—and found it pebbled in a way that was almost uniform.

Just as she’d expected.

“Major.” Her radio crackled slightly as she called ahead to Avery, who was near the head of the platoon. Marines had bunched up behind her when she stopped, and now they eyed her warily, like they expected her to do something erratic at any moment. She ignored them. “Can you come back here a moment? I want to show you something.”

“Sure thing.” He pushed back through the marines, reaching her after a few seconds.

“These tunnels. They’re artificial.”

“Uh.” Avery placed a hand on the back of his head. “Well, yeah. I mean, I didn’t expect naturally occurring tunnels to line up with the Xanthic’s attack plan.”

She chuckled. “That’s not what I mean. It’s just—look. These walls have had something done to them. They’re too uniform, too smooth. I think the Xanthic treated them somehow. For stability, and to make it easier for them to traverse them. Try running a hand over it.”

Avery patted one of the walls, then rubbed it. “Yeah. I think I see what you mean.”

“Before that cavern we passed through, the tunnels looked like what you’d expect. Rocks, dirt, roots, all mixed together. But it’s too uniform here. Like it’s all the same surface.”

“What do you think it means?”

“It doesn’t look like much, but I think we’ve entered the Xanthic’s home. Which means they’ve been living under Oasis Colony for a while. Maybe longer than we’ve been here. Which raises the question of why we didn’t see any sign of them before today.”

“Maybe they’ve been gearing up for an attack all this time.”

Not long after her observations, they began encountering offshoot caves at regular intervals—again, too regular to be natural. One of the chambers had some more of the Xanthic firearms, and Rose made a mental note to have the marines collect some of them on the way back, for study. Most of the rooms contained what looked like furniture, but made for creatures as large and oddly shaped as the Xanthic.

To avoid getting flanked from behind, the marines took the time to clear each chamber before continuing down the tunnel. In one room, Rose paused next to a piece of furniture that looked like it might be the alien version of a couch, or maybe a bed. It was lumpy and misshapen, but clearly made for a massive Xanthic to sit or lie on top of.

Her night vision washed it with green, but tapping at her wrist panel, she instructed it to convert it to real colors. That wasn’t something the power suit’s computer had the processing to do in real-time, but it only took a few seconds to feed her a still image.

The thing was mostly brown, but speckled with white and gray, as though multiple substances had gone into molding the lumpy mass.

She pinched a piece of the object, and to her surprise a lump came off in her hands. Activating the suit’s olfactory function, which was designed to filter out harmful agents, she held it up and took a sniff. Avery wouldn’t have liked that, but he was checking a room farther up the tunnel.

Rose wrinkled her nose. The thing smelled…well, like shit.

Then her suit finished analyzing the substance using sensors built into the fingertips, and she learned that manure was indeed one of the ingredients—at least, what the suit’s AI projected to be the Xanthic equivalent of manure. There was also urine, earth, sand, and clay.

“So they sat in their own shit,” she murmured. “Wonderful.”

Checking each chamber slowed their progress to a crawl. After an hour of this, Rose trotted ahead to catch up with Avery. He looked a bit uncomfortable with her appearing at Alpha Squad’s position, but he said nothing.

“There’s no one here, Major. No Xanthic, I mean.”

The marine commander tilted his head sideways. “I still don’t think we should stop clearing the chambers.”

“That’s not what I’m suggesting. It’s just…odd.”

“Agreed. It’s putting my people on edge. Me too, if I’m being honest.” They were speaking over a two-way channel, so Avery could afford to be a little more candid than he would have otherwise been.

“You’re expecting an ambush?”

It took him a few moments to answer. “To be honest, Ms. Rose, I’m counting on it. I’d offer to send some marines to escort you back to the city, but—”

“But you know there’s no way I’ll allow you to weaken your force when you might need every marine.”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“Good. Let’s continue, just as cautiously as we have been.”

They did just that, clearing chamber after chamber until the central connecting branch grew all but vertical, exhibiting a slight spiral as it descended. Some other branching passageways were too long to clear, and Avery made the call to gamble on forging onward rather than split up his force.

After hours that seemed to stretch on for days, they came to the end. The tunnel let out onto a ledge overlooking a vast cavern, much bigger than the one they’d encountered before. Rose couldn’t see the opposite side through the gloom.

But it wasn’t the cavern’s size that made her breath catch in her throat. It was the sprawling mosaic of bio-luminescent moss that stretched across the entire space, embedded seamlessly into the rock. She couldn’t be sure until she left the ledge, but from here it looked like you could run your hand over the cavern’s floor without ever encountering a seam between the moss and the rock.

Avery stood beside her as four marines descended the steep ramps on either side of the ledge, to inspect the cavern before the others followed. More marines guarded the tunnel behind them.

“It reminds me of something.”

He looked at her expectantly, but she couldn’t quite place her finger on it…

“Oh.” She tapped her wrist to activate voice commands for her HUD. “AI, superimpose the Dawn Cluster over the moss.”

Her HUD did so, creating a jumbled mass of light.

“Rotate sixty degrees.”

It complied. Closer.

“Three degrees more.”

There. “It’s a heat map. Of the Dawn Cluster.”

Avery had been watching his marines venture across the moss-covered surface, but now he swept his gaze across the patterned floor. He wouldn’t have heard her voice commands to her AI, so it took him a few seconds to catch up.

Then he nodded, and raised a finger to indicate a point just before where the mosaic faded into the green-tinged darkness. He synced his suit with hers, so that the part he was pointing at lit up red. “That would be the Lacuna Region, then. Right?”

She swept her gaze to a nearby system, compared it with her AI’s map, then followed his finger again. “Yes. I think you’re right.”

“Why is the largest concentration of moss over there? Looks like it’s concentrated in the Ucalegon System, specifically. What exactly does this heat map represent?”

Rose didn’t answer. Instead, she found herself looking for the Dupliss Region, and then for Freedom System.

As her gaze settled on it, the base of her throat tightened. It was lit up too, though not as much as the system in Lacuna.

“I think this is a map of where the Xanthic intend to strike, Major.” She swallowed. “By the looks of things, Lacuna is next.”
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Executives and employees from the various corps trickled in, and Rose watched the ones already seated around the board room table make small talk with each other.

Three of the four Frontier board members who’d been on this side of the wormhole when it collapsed were present; the other was away negotiating with a prospective ordnance supplier in a nearby system.

Captain Fujio Sho bowed across the table at the man in the seat opposite his—Simon Moll. “I’ve heard much about Sunder Corporation, Captain Moll. It is a privilege to meet her CEO.”

“Really?” Moll quirked an eyebrow. “I don’t get that very much. Then again, most people meet me for the first time across a battlespace.”

Sho fell silent, his expression going blank, as if uncertain how to interpret the remark.

Rose resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Moll had no shortage of bravado, and while he certainly had the track record to back it up, it did get somewhat tiresome after a while.

For her part, she sat at the head of the table, somewhat isolated from the others. Right now her only neighbor was Commander Tad Thatcher, who showed no interest in the small talk. Kibishii’s COO, Theodore Xu, sat diagonally from Thatcher and had tried to engage him in conversation exactly once. Thatcher’s stiff, one-word responses had quickly put an end to that.

The man either didn’t care that Frontier had something to gain from Kibishii or wasn’t willing to engage in empty pleasantries to get it. She suspected it was the latter.

He never would have gotten along with my father.

She had no idea where that thought had come from, but it happened to be true nevertheless. The two were too much alike. Sternness bordering on coldness. And a savage competence that caused Thatcher to err on the side of micromanaging his subordinates.

I doubt his crew are likely to ever get away with much. But they seemed to love him regardless, especially after his performance against Reardon Interstellar and the pirates that corp had aligned itself with.

Moll took his eyes off the far wall, which he’d been staring at since breaking off his conversation with Sho, and twisted toward her. “If you wouldn’t mind, Ms. Rose. I’d like to get our little meeting started before pirates overrun the entire Cluster.”

She found herself glaring at the Sunder CEO, until her father’s voice cut across her biting thoughts. Peace, Ronnie. Give them honey, always. That way they won’t expect the stinger till they’re skewered by it.

Hans Mittelman appeared at the boardroom doors, gave her a slight nod, then took the seat closest to the door without saying anything. He had been the one holding things up—she’d wanted him present. Mittelman’s facial hair had begun to colonize parts of his face beyond his usual chin patch, and his trademark blazer looked rumpled, along with the t-shirt underneath. I’ll give him a pass, given what he’s been through. Apparently the Xanthic attack had been something of an ordeal for the spymaster.

“Of course, Simon. Let’s begin, and let’s get straight to the point.” Rose stood, placing both hands on the broad oaken table, palms down. “A few hours ago, I returned from what can only be described as an underground Xanthic colony, which has existed right under our noses without our knowledge. Probably since before Oasis Colony was founded. It seems very likely that’s where the attack originated.”

“What became of the Xanthic living there?” Normally tense, Captain Sho now looked as rigid as the table. “Should we expect another assault at any moment?”

“That’s one of the mysteries our probe into the colony unearthed. After some initial resistance, we found the colony completely empty. Either they evacuated it, or every single Xanthic that had been living there took part in the attack.”

“Evacuation seems more likely.” A sardonic smile played across Moll’s lips. “Presumably Xanthic aren’t hatched combat-ready. Or spawned, or shat out, or however they’re born.”

Rose felt the corners of her mouth quirk downward. “They might also have evacuated their young before launching their attack, in case we survived and counterattacked. But the absence of Xanthic isn’t what should concern us most. It’s what we found at the colony’s lowest level.”

She tapped a button on the side of the table, and holoscreens rose in front of each seat around the board room table. “You’re looking at a star map of the entire Dawn Cluster, rendered in bio-luminescent moss on the floor of a vast cavern deep underground. Clearly, we have no idea how the Xanthic are able to appear out of the ground, from inside planets that bore no trace of them before. Yes, their colony inside Oasis may have been here longer than we have, but it seems unlikely that a similar colony existed on Earth. Some speculate the aliens that attacked Earth grew from microscopic spores traveling with the gas cloud that enveloped Local Earth Space three years ago. And yet, when they first attacked Earth fifty years ago, they came in spacefaring ships.” Rose shrugged. “For now, it seems safest to assume that the Xanthic are capable of appearing anywhere, at any time.”

She nodded at the display that had risen in front of Theodore Xu. “Feel free to view the map from any angle you like, or to zoom in for a closer look. I’ve had a modeling AI extrapolate its appearance from every angle. For now, there’s one area I’d like you to focus on: the area representing the Dupliss Region. Specifically, the Freedom System.”

All around the table, officials and employees reached for their displays, using the ancient “pinch-and-spread” gesture to zoom in on the part she’d indicated. Thatcher frowned at his holoscreen for a moment, then joined the others in inspecting it.

“As you can see, this system is brighter than those surrounding it, despite that the Freedom System’s star produces an average level of light.” She swept her gaze across those assembled. “That’s because this map isn’t meant to show the strength of each star. It’s a heat map, showing sites where Xanthic attacks will occur all over the Dawn Cluster.”

That brought a couple sharp intakes of breath. Thatcher’s eyes widened, while Moll’s face remained stony. Xu and Sho were also expressionless, though Rose saw their concern in the way their upper cheeks tightened as their lips firmed slightly.

“Other than Freedom System, we’ve discovered twelve sites marked out on this map. Marked out for attack, it would seem. But no system shines brighter than the Ucalegon System, deep in the Lacuna Region. It’s my belief that Lacuna is where the Xanthic will concentrate their efforts to take over the Dawn Cluster.”

Deathly silence followed her last statement. Now, no one was sure how to react. But emotions gradually began to emerge around the table, and Rose didn’t like the shape they were taking at all.

Denial.

“How can we be sure the map indicates where the Xanthic will attack?” Captain Fujio Sho asked.

Rose shook her head. “I don’t know how we can conclude otherwise, with thousands dead in this very city.”

“But isn’t it possible that Freedom’s demarcation is a coincidence? Or could it be that the Xanthic left this map to fool us into concentrating our efforts on a distant region that happens to be swarming with pirates?”

Moll looked up from studying his nails. “He has a point. Why not let Degenerate Empire deal with the Xanthic? I like it when my enemies attack each other.”

“Leaving a ragtag collection of pirates piloting decrepit tubs to deal with the greatest threat humanity has even known seems foolhardy,” Thatcher said flatly, his eyes locking with the Sunder CEO’s.

Thank you, Commander. Rose suppressed a smile. “We can’t afford to take chances here, people. It seems unlikely that the Xanthic would try to fool us with this map, since that would have required them to plan for their own defeat today, which only occurred because Kibishii showed up with three troop ships full of marines. Judging by the size of the lit-up portion in Lacuna, the attack there will be massive. Provided it isn’t already happening. Either way, we can’t just ignore it. That’s why I called you to this meeting. To request the aid of Sunder and Kibishii in helping Frontier to answer this threat.”

Xu’s and Sho’s eyes were on Simon Moll. They’re waiting to see how he reacts. Moll met each of their gazes in turn, then looked at Rose. “Sunder can spare no ships, and I’ve been away from Candor Region too long already. I would remind you, Ms. Rose, that if we lose control of any of the four gateway regions—Endysis, Candor, The Splay, or Dupliss—then all of Daybreak Combine’s efforts to stabilize the northwest will have been for nothing. It’s Frontier’s job to hold Dupliss. Do you plan to abandon your post?”

“Of course, not Captain Moll.” Rose fought to keep her voice steady under the man’s relentless gaze. “That’s exactly why I’m asking your help. If we all take an equal part in this, then no region’s defense needs to be overly weakened.”

“I’m afraid the answer is no.”

Theodore Xu folded his hands atop the table, glaring over them at Moll. “It’s just as we expected. You are close friends with Herwin Dirk, are you not? You are both cut from the same material—unwilling to overexpose yourself, even to deal with a legitimate problem. Just as Dirk is unwilling to sanction Meridian, despite their repeated actions against Kibishii.”

“I don’t know anything about that,” Moll spat. “I’ve been away, strengthening the alliance.”

Xu snorted. “Perhaps you do, perhaps you don’t.” The Kibishii COO turned toward Rose. “Ms. Rose, this is why we came to Freedom System. We have heard much of your company’s nobility, as well as its employees’ valor in space combat. Kibishii’s capacity to wage such battles is limited. Our strength lies with our ability to use stealth in order to place troops where others cannot. That is why we are so vulnerable to our aggressor, Meridian, who also uses stealth but specializes in space combat. We must now forge an alliance with a company capable of meeting Meridian on their own battlefield, if that becomes necessary. Clearly, Daybreak Combine is unwilling to offer us the sort of protection they spoke of when recruiting us into their alliance.”

Rose found herself drumming her fingers on the tabletop, then stilled her hand and sank into her chair, contemplating Xu’s words. Before the meeting, Mittelman had sent a message about Kibishii’s beef with Meridian.

If what Xu claimed was true, then Frontier would help them, she decided. Yes, it might endanger their standing in the fledgling super-alliance, but did she really want to belong to an organization that allowed its members to attack each other?

“Will your company send ships to Lacuna alongside Frontier, Mr. Xu?”

His eyes fell to the table, and his voice dropped almost to a mutter. “We have already saved your city from the Xanthic.” His gaze rose to meet hers. “Do you truly seek to raise the price for your aid even higher?”

“Don’t look at this as my price, Mr. Xu. Stopping the Xanthic is a service to the Dawn Cluster, which is also a service to humanity.”

The man’s eyes darted toward Moll once more. “Why should Kibishii shoulder this burden, when others will not?”

Moll barked laughter, but everyone ignored him.

“Others will,” Thatcher said, staring across the table at Xu. “Frontier will. Whether you have the courage to join us or not.”

Rose could have slapped him. There he goes again, committing us to courses of action without my approval. She agreed with him, of course. But captains did not speak for CEOs.

Yet, as they so often did, Thatcher’s brash words seemed to have an effect. Xu’s eyes dropped to the table once more, then flitted toward Rose. “We will send one troop ship. The others will remain here, to provide you with what support they can in Freedom. As well, our ships stationed in Kreng are at your disposal should the need arise.”

One troop ship. So. Frontier is basically alone in this. Well, it was better than nothing.

Thatcher’s eyes were on here. “The New Jersey will go, Ms. Rose.”

The young captain sat rigid in his seat, his thin face carved with determination. After the battle with Reardon, his command had been outfitted for system defense—not a long-haul offensive. But there would be no time for another refit. The attack may already be underway.

“Yes, she will, Commander,” Rose agreed. “And I will come with her.”

Thatcher blinked, opened his mouth, then closed it again. Wise choice. Rose turned to Moll. “Captain, your refusal to help with this mission has been heard and understood. As for my company’s entry into the Daybreak Combine, know that it is conditional.”

The Sunder CEO’s face went blank. “Conditional on what?”

“On your leader’s commitment to upholding what I’m calling the concept of ‘free space.’ All throughout the regions where Daybreak holds sway, civil liberties must be respected. All citizens, no matter their nationality, must be free. No surveillance. No censorship. No coercion. Also, anyone will be allowed to pass through the space we control, for commerce or for leisure, so long as they mean us no harm.

“If Herwin Dirk won’t agree to that, then he won’t get Frontier’s membership. Meaning you won’t have Dupliss either.”

Moll’s eyes hardened. They both knew what that meant. Without one of the four ‘gateway regions’ he’d named, Daybreak’s entire scheme for holding the northwest would fall apart.

Chapter Ten
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We’re barely underway, and already there’s a crisis.

Getting underway to anywhere was eventful enough, with the endless series of system checks and inspections that a prudent captain personally ensured were performed. Then there was Veronica Rose, with her softly spoken yet incessant inquiries as to when they would be leaving.

And now this. A crewmember had holed up inside med bay with a scalpel to his own neck, threatening to kill himself. He was demanding to speak to the captain.

Thatcher strode through the Jersey at a brisk pace, though nothing close to a run, or even a jog. He took the time to return the salutes of passing crew, and to nod when they offered him pleasantries, though he drew the line at stopping to chat and gauge the mood of the ship as he might have done on any other day.

The way he saw it, there were almost no circumstances that should send a captain sprinting through his own ship in a panic. The effect that might have on a crew’s morale could easily prove catastrophic, in the long run. It would make them jumpy, with paranoia spiking at the slightest hint of danger. And in the end, it would result in a loss of confidence in the man in charge of them. Nothing is worth that, I’m afraid.

The ship’s doctor, Lieutenant Commander Cruz, was waiting for him at the entrance to med bay, plucking nervously at his uniform. Thatcher cast a disparaging glance at Cruz’s roving hands. With a start, the doctor stopped his fretting and saluted. Thatcher returned it.

“Right this way, sir.” Cruz turned to lead Thatcher through the compact med bay, which amounted to an infirmary, an examination room, and a supply closet, as well as an office area for Cruz and his three corpsmen. Small as it was, not every Cluster corporation allotted even this much space to their ships’ med bays, Thatcher knew. It was one of the reasons he was beginning to consider himself lucky to have ended up working for Frontier. The thought of being employed by Simon Moll made him shudder involuntarily.

The doctor turned in time to see the shiver, and he seemed to misinterpret it. “I know how stressful this must be for you, sir. I’m nearly at my wit’s end. Of course, it’s not unusual for there to be a rash of symptoms for me to examine, at times like this. Any spacer gets a little jumpy at the beginning of a long voyage aboard a starship. But typically it doesn’t get quite this bad.”

Thatcher sniffed. “You don’t have to tell me spacers are a bunch of hypochondriacs, Doctor. I did serve in Space Fleet for thirteen years.” For his part, he felt far more at home aboard the New Jersey than he had on Oasis’ surface. Maybe it was merely the lingering novelty of his first command, but right now he’d much rather be aboard the cruiser than on a planet. He’d felt close to the Jersey since the day he’d assumed command of her, and after what they’d been through, that had only increased.

I understand her. And I might just be crazy enough to believe that she understands me.

Of course, there was also the fact that lately, planets had proved capable of producing Xanthic at a moment’s notice. So far, that hadn’t happened aboard a warship.

Cruz nodded. “Yes, sir. At any rate…a corpsman is with Tiller, at the moment. Doing her best to keep him calm.”

Thatcher could see that for himself. They’d arrived at the window looking in on the examination room where Tiller had chosen to make a spectacle of himself. The corpsman had her back to Thatcher and Cruz, and her hands were raised toward Tiller in a calming gesture. But from the corner he’d pressed himself into, Tiller’s eyes had already drifted past her to lock onto Thatcher’s. A thin line of blood extended from the spot where the scalpel blade met his neck.

Thatcher glanced at the doctor, whose forehead was lined with worry. “How is everything else going, Doctor?”

Cruz returned his gaze, confusion clouding his eyes. “Everything…else, sir?”

“Yes. The rest of the crew. What’s your sense of their overall mood? Are they anxious about the mission?”

“Captain….” Cruz cleared his throat. “With all due respect, shouldn’t we wait until you’ve spoken with Tiller before discussing the rest of the crew?”

Thatcher turned back to look at the suicidal crewman, chuckling. “Not to worry, Doctor. Tiller asked to see his captain, didn’t he?”

“Uh, well…yes.”

He nodded. “It’s not every day you can make the ship’s captain come running at your beck and call. I’m sure Tiller will wait until after he’s experienced that to kill himself.”

The good doctor seemed at a loss for how to reply to that, and Thatcher decided to wait until after dealing with Tiller to continue his inquiry into the mood of the Jersey’s crew. Cruz almost looks as distraught as Tiller does. “What brought on his outburst?

A professional mask fell over Cruz’s face as he settled back into more familiar territory. “Tiller came to me complaining of insomnia. He said he has the same recurring dream, of Xanthic invading his family’s Martian home and murdering them. It wakes him multiple times each night, and during the day he has to push himself just to perform his duties. In the middle of our discussion, he began demanding to know how we would get the wormhole open again. Whether he could expect to see his family again. I…didn’t have answers for him, and things escalated rather quickly after that.”

Thatcher’s lips formed a thin line. Poor bastard. “Thank you, Doctor.” He strode toward the hatch.

“What’s all this nonsense?” he said as he stepped into the examination room, letting the hatch swing toward its frame behind him. It didn’t quite close, however. Normally, Thatcher wouldn’t dream of being so sloppy, but by leaving it open he increased the amount of social pressure bearing down on Tiller. Cruz would hear what he said next, along with anyone else within earshot. Not to mention Thatcher himself.

“N-nonsense, sir? I’m at the end of my rope. I don’t think I can take it anymore.”

“Take what, exactly?”

Tiller’s hand trembled—the one holding the scalpel to his neck. “Any of it. The Xanthic, sir. By shutting down the wormhole, they divided us. Now they’re conquering us. Popping up where we’ll least expect—”

“I’m gonna stop you right there, Seaman. We don’t know it was the Xanthic that shut down the wormhole.”

“Does it matter?” A sob ripped through Tiller’s voice. “There’s nothing we can do to help Earth, and nothing they can do to help us. It’s over. For all of us—every human alive.”

“Shut up.” Thatcher took a step forward, and the man’s hand twitched. He hadn’t meant to speak so harshly, but Tiller was making him angry. “Just shut up for a moment, will you? It does matter if the Xanthic were the ones to close the wormhole. Because if they didn’t, and it was a coincidence, then it wasn’t part of their plan. They might not be as powerful as we think.”

Tiller shook his head. “Sorry, sir. But I haven’t heard anything to convince me that I’ll ever see my daughter again. Alive or dead.”

“Then hear this.” Thatcher took another step forward, and Tiller’s eyes widened even further. “Do you think the people of Earth Local Space are just going to lay down and die? Do you think they’ll give up their lives willingly to a bunch of overgrown bugs? That’s not the neighbors I remember leaving. It’s not the species I remember belonging to. We’ve been beaten down since we crawled out of Earth’s oceans, but we’ve overcome everything nature’s ever thrown at us. Everything. We never quit. We never say die. So if you try to tell me I’m going to return to Earth Local Space to find everyone I knew and loved dead, then I take that as a personal insult, and I won’t have it aboard my ship. Humanity will win.”

A violent twitch took hold of Tiller’s upper lip. “Return…to Earth Local Space, sir? Do you really think that’s possible?”

“Possible? I refuse to accept any other outcome. I have a pregnant wife back there. Someone I love, scared and waiting for me to come back to her. Just like your daughter. Until the day I hold Lin again, I will spend every second fighting to get back to her. I promise you I’ll hold her again. And that means I’m promising you that you’ll hold your daughter again. But I need your help to do that. Which is why I’m telling you to put down that scalpel this instant, and start working on getting yourself better, so that you can rejoin this crew. That’s an order, Seaman.”

Slowly, and still trembling, Tiller lowered the hand holding the scalpel. His grip loosened, and it fell to the floor.

Doctor Cruz rushed in with another corpsman, and together the three of them restrained Tiller. But as they manhandled him, he barely seemed to take notice. He smiled at Thatcher through a curtain of tears.

“Thank you,” he mouthed.
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As captain, Thatcher didn’t resent regularly being woken from his slumber, or having to leave meals half-eaten. It was part of the job. What he’d signed up for.

All the same, if he’d been offered a choice, he would have elected to skip that part of the job.

“You’re sure it’s a UNC ship?” he asked Guerrero.

“Yes, sir.”

“Patch the visual feed through to my holoscreen.”

“Aye, sir.”

It wasn’t that he distrusted Guerrero. The woman was nothing if not devastatingly competent. He simply wanted to look on the leviathan himself.

A zoomed-in visual popped up on his display, the AI quickly extrapolating the rest of the ship based on available data along with information it had stored in its database, so that Thatcher could view the vessel from any angle. He did so now, using his finger to slowly drag his view, panning to her port side, then her bow, then her starboard side, and ending with her belly.

A monstrous beauty. His holoscreen identified her as the UNCS Ulysses. That was that novel by an ancient Irish writer, wasn’t it?

Yes, that’s right. The name also sounded Greek, so the writer might have named his book for someone or something else—Thatcher didn’t know. Lin had given him Ulysses to read once, and he’d gotten approximately five pages before tossing his reader aside in disgust. “The author must have lived so far inside his own belly button that he forgot all about the outside world, and its taste for straightforward stories.”

Lin had just laughed at that. Part of him suspected she’d gotten him to read it solely for his reaction.

There was nothing confounding about the super-ship Ulysses—not unless you found yourself on the receiving end of that arsenal. Her broadsides bristled with massive cannons, interspersed with laser ports and turret batteries. Halfway along her port and starboard sides, massive flight decks yawned, open to space. From there, fleets of drones—attack drones and repair drones—would launch when needed. The Ulysses would eat her foes alive, unless they came at her in great numbers, and even then she would inflict terrible damage on them.

The question was, what was she doing out here in Dupliss, a warm zone?

“Should I establish contact with her, sir?” Guerrero asked.

“Negative. Not yet, anyway. Request Ms. Rose’s presence in the CIC. Inform her it would be best to come quickly.”

“Aye, sir.”

With that, they waited, maintaining course across the system on yet another leg of their journey toward Tempore Region, and then to Olent, and finally Lacuna.

Rose would appreciate his consulting her before making the decision to contact the vessel. She’d specifically said that any communication with outside parties should be principally conducted by her, as Frontier’s CEO. He knew he hadn’t followed that rule with perfect consistence, but he was trying. After all, she was doing a much better job of respecting his authority as New Jersey’s commander, leaving the CIC to him for the most part, as well as the ship’s day-to-day affairs.

After the meeting with Sunder and Kibishii executives, he’d tried to convince her to remain on Oasis while he investigated possible Xanthic activity in Lacuna. He still thought that would have been wisest, but she’d insisted on coming, saying she wouldn’t be able to sleep properly until the threat had been dealt with.

Thatcher switched his holoscreen to an extrapolated view of the ships flying with the Jersey. The Kibishii troop ship kept her distance, and would engage her stealth capabilities more and more as they traveled deeper into pirate territory. Her ability to wage ship-to-ship combat was limited, but having her flank an unsuspecting foe would still prove valuable, Thatcher suspected.

Then there were the Frontier ships Rose had also assigned to the mission. For damage dealing, she’d fielded the Lancer, another cruiser that had been fully repaired after the battle for Oasis; a frigate named Georgia; and Charger and Nightingale, both corvettes. Their logistics squad consisted of two ships—Lightfoot and North Star—and for eWar they had Squall, Redpole, and Lively. Thatcher had had more than a little input on their battle group’s composition. After fighting Reardon, he’d gained a distinct appreciation for the impact logistics and eWar ships had on battles, and he’d wanted both well-represented on this mission.

None of them approached the Ulysses’ terrifying majesty. The things I could accomplish with a ship like that…

The rep drones he could stock. The modules he could equip. We’d be nearly invincible. Where weaponry was concerned, right now his light armored cruiser felt like a gnat flying beside a fire-breathing dragon.

He patted his chair’s armrest. I still love you, though, old girl.

A few meters to the left of the great holotank at the CIC’s fore, the hatch leading to the rest of the ship clanked, then opened. Veronica Rose stepped through. “Commander.” Her eyes flicked to Lucy Guerrero, then back to him. “Your Ops officer said you needed me. What’s going on?”

He nodded at the holotank, which showed a close-in visual of the Ulysses.

Rose’s eyebrows shot up. “Here, in Dupliss?”

“Apparently.”

She crossed the CIC, taking a position next to him rather than heading for one of the observation seats at the back. “Lieutenant Guerrero, could you expand the camera’s view to include both the captain and I once we establish contact with the super-ship?”

Guerrero nodded. “The transmitted image won’t be 3D, but I can do it.”

“Please do.”

Thatcher tamped down an upwelling of gratitude that she didn’t plan to make him give up his chair. He didn’t think doing so would do much for his authority, and apparently Rose understood that. I shouldn’t feel grateful for a gesture that serves the ship. Even so, he did. At least a little.

Thatcher plucked at a piece of lint on his sleeve, then glanced at his Ops officer. “Hail the Ulysses, Guerrero.”

Several seconds passed as he waited for the vessel’s commander to appear inside the two-and-a-half-meter-high holotank.

Nothing happened.

Guerrero stiffened slightly. She didn’t seem nearly as tense as she had during the Xanthic attack on New Houston—but somewhat tense all the same. Thatcher had noticed that she didn’t enjoy reporting failure to her captain. “They’re not answering our transmission, sir.”

“Keep trying.” He glanced at Rose. “And switch to an intercept course. Let’s show them we’re serious about establishing contact. Relay our new course to the other ships and instruct them to follow.”

“Bold.” Rose’s lips twitched into a brief smile. “I like it.”

Long minutes passed with still no response, as the Ulysses plodded along its course, showing no sign of veering off. And why should she? It would be absurd for a ship that size to change course for ships such as the ones Frontier and Kibishii had sent sailing the Dawn Cluster. Even if there were eleven of them.

But the intercept course did give the Ulysses a need to accept the Jersey’s transmission, in order to clarify their intentions—unless the UNC captain planned to blow the approaching ships from space, which Thatcher doubted. The UNC was many things, but irrationally violent wasn’t one of them.

At last, the Ulysses’ captain appeared inside the holoscreen, a tanned, bald man. “Frontier Security ship New Jersey. This is Captain Santos of the UNCS Ulysses. Please state your reason for adopting an intercept course with my ship.” He spoke with a slight Brazilian accent.

Thatcher stayed silent, determined to let Rose do the talking.

She shook out her hair, running a hand backward through it with a businesslike flick. “You weren’t responding to our transmissions.”

Santos remained silent.

So this is how it’s going to go. Thatcher pressed his lips together. Do not interject. This is Rose’s show, not yours.

“Why is the Ulysses all the way out here in the northern parts of Dupliss, Captain Santos? We were told that all UNC super-ships had been assigned to cold-zone regions until further notice. We’ve received no such notice, and yet as recently as two weeks ago we would have welcomed military aid from the UNC in ridding Dupliss of pirates.” 

“The reason for my ship’s presence is classified.”

Thatcher shook his head slightly, his eyes on his holoscreen, where the Ulysses crept ever-closer to the formation of Frontier ships. There was next to zero chance of a collision, and Santos would likely terminate the transmission as soon as they’d bypassed his ship.

He isn’t giving us anything.

But Rose wasn’t giving up. “Surely the Ulysses’ presence signifies something important happening in this region. As CEO of Frontier Security, Dupliss’ primary corporate steward, I would appreciate knowing what it is.”

“And yet it remains classified, Ms. Rose,” Santos said with the same intonation as before, the same impassive expression.

We might as well try interrogating an egg.

“Can you tell me anything about nanofab tech, then? Surely the UNC must recognize that Frontier shares their aim of establishing peace and security throughout the Cluster. Grant us the ability to speed up our ship production, and we will quickly prove a powerful partner in achieving those aims.”

“There are no plans to distribute nanofab tech.”

The flat statement hung between them for several long seconds, as Rose clenched and unclenched her fists, looking as tense as Guerrero did. “Captain Santos, is the UNC aware the Xanthic attacked Oasis four days ago?”

“We have received word, yes.”

“Well, we have evidence to suggest that next they plan to strike at the Lacuna Region. In fact, it seems likely that’s where they’ll launch their primary offensive to take over the entire Cluster. If the Ulysses came with us, it could make the difference between stopping them and allowing them to rampage unchecked across the north.”

“Ms. Rose, I have my orders and I cannot deviate from them for any reason. All I can tell you is that the UNC is already taking the actions we deem likeliest to lead to stability across the Dawn Cluster. More than that, I cannot say.”

Rose was biting her bottom lip, now, and shaking her head at Santos. Deja vu struck Thatcher—that was how Lin sometimes reacted when frustrated.

“Very well, Captain Santos. It seems we have nothing more to say to each other.”

“Kindly adjust your course.”

“We will. Cut the transmission, Guerrero.”

Santos disappeared from the holoscreen, and Rose met Thatcher’s eyes, her face solemn as she held his gaze.

Something had just occurred to him, and he wondered if she was thinking the same thing. If so, neither of them could say it out loud. Not here, in front of the CIC officers. Not without risking ship-wide morale.

It was this: everyone knew that one of the many technologies the UNC hoarded was the ability to live in space-based structures indefinitely. Their super-ships were self-contained ecosystems, with the ability to close themselves off from ever needing to interact with planetary societies, if they so chose.

UNC employees were spacers in every sense of the word.

The thoughts marching through Thatcher’s mind seemed insanely conspiratorial, but they wouldn’t go away.

What if the UNC was preparing to abandon every planetary colony in the Cluster to the Xanthic? That would mean abandoning all non-UNC ships, too, since they did depend on planets.

Maybe we can’t beat the Xanthic in planetside combat. But maybe the UNC have decided they don’t need to.

Rose still held his gaze. But he shook himself mentally, deciding not to bring up the possibility unless she brought it up first.
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“Sir…”

Thatcher looked up from the data on Lacuna Region he’d been reviewing and fixed his gaze on the Ops station. From Guerrero’s tone, he already knew something was wrong. “Yes?”

“I’m getting some strange readings. They’re coming from our new polarization sensors.”

He narrowed his eyes in thought. This was a fairly well-trafficked system, so it would make sense that the new sensors would collect plenty of data. But he hadn’t expected any of it to prove relevant enough to warrant mention.

Guerrero swiped a finger across her console, flicking through the sensor report. “Most of the antimatter trails in the system have logical termination points, like through jump gates or holding current orbit of a planet, moon or station. But one of them simply goes behind a planet and vanishes. No detectable orbit, no trail leading from behind the planet—whoever or whatever it is, it’s like they’re deliberately holding position out of our line of sight.”

That didn’t seem good. He made a mental note to commend Guerrero on adding the polarization sensors’ feeds to her usual rotation and staying on top of them. For his part, he’d all but forgotten about them, since he hadn’t really expected them to prove useful. “Which planet?”

“Sending you its coordinates now.”

The data popped up on his holoscreen, and he used them to establish his own visual on the planet in question—a rocky ball barely worthy of the name, whose current orbit had it fairly close to the regional jump gate into Tempore. “Share your findings with the other vessels, and tell them to stand by for orders to deal with any threat that emerges from that location. In the meantime, everyone should proceed as normal, as though we haven’t detected anything out of place.”

“Aye, sir.” The other officers in the CIC murmured the acknowledgment as well.

Fewer than ten minutes later, tension filled Guerrero’s body, and she went as stiff as a board at her console. “Sir, missiles inbound! Five of them, originating from the planet’s horizon!”

Thatcher fought off tension of his own, forcing his fingers to relax on the armrests. “Where are they headed, Lieutenant?”

“They’re all converging on the Swan.”

He bit off a curse. His intention had been to order the Swan to initiate stealth procedures in the very next system. If only I’d done it a little earlier… “Order her to withdraw through the Frontier formation, and tell all our ships to sail forward to meet the missiles. I want every one of them neutralized before they reach the Kibishii vessel’s shields.” That wasn’t a mere courtesy. He knew the troop ship’s shields to be rather weak. It was more than possible that a couple missiles could take them down, leaving the rest to slam into her hull and inflict serious damage.

He contemplated the incoming rockets, weighing his options. Having his autoturrets gun them down probably wasn’t viable—their transversal velocity relative to the Frontier ships would be too high, making them difficult to hit. Answering with missiles of their own would be risky, too. To intercept, every firing solution would have to be perfect, and their missiles wouldn’t have time to come about and pursue if they missed.

That left gunnery. “Order forward gunners aboard all ships to fire on the incoming ordnance at once. Put starboard and port gunners on standby, in case the forward crews don’t get the job done. Nav, you’ll need to coordinate with your counterparts to make sure every ship is firing at angles that don’t endanger any other ship.”

His officers acknowledged his orders and bent to their work. Inside the holotank, Thatcher watched as the first lasers lanced out from the bows of his ships toward the incoming missiles. He frowned. The Kibishii troop ship had been slow to respond, and her acceleration wasn’t great at the best of times. She’d barely begun to withdraw through the Frontier group.

Then, something completely new happened.

Every incoming missile jettisoned some sort of covering from its warhead. With that, each one began spraying lasers across the Kibishii ship’s retreating bow, causing its paper-thin shield to shimmer, then to tremble.

“Ortega? What am I seeing, here?”

His chief tactical officer snapped his mouth shut before answering. “Laser warheads, sir. I’m only familiar with them in theory. I didn’t think they were far enough along for deployment.”

“What are they supposed to be able to do?”

“Exactly what you’re seeing, sir. Weaken an enemy’s shields enough for the missiles themselves to punch through. Each missile’s explosive payload will be reduced, to make room for the additional weaponry, but the idea is that it’s preferable to having the missiles dash themselves against the shield to little effect.”

Thatcher nodded, his teeth gritted together. “Guerrero, have the Lightfoot ready its rep drones for deployment the moment the Swan’s shields go down. In the meantime, I want her to feed the troop ship power via microwave beam.”

“Aye, sir.”

Other than that, there was nothing to do but wait. The gunners took down one of the missiles in short order, but then the Swan’s shields collapsed, much sooner than Thatcher had expected.

He frowned. “Guerrero?”

She shook her head. “The Lightfoot wasn’t able to establish an energy feed in time, sir.”

Damn it. Another missile went down, then another. But the remaining pair were close enough to require a broadside effort now, and Thatcher could tell even that wouldn’t be enough to completely remove the threat.

One more missile went down, and the final one slammed into the Swan’s hull, sending up a brief explosion before the void abruptly swallowed it, leaving a torn and twisted hull streaming debris and atmosphere.

“Ask the Swan if she’s still mobile, Ops.”

“She says she is, sir.”

“Good. Tell her to stay close enough that she can’t be singled out, and order all ships to advance on that planet, ahead full.”

In this context, “ahead full” meant as fast as their slowest ship, which happened to be the Swan. Luckily the missiles hadn’t hit her engines. Judging by the reports Captain Sho was sending over, it looked like the damage had mostly been to a cargo hold, and although one of the marine berthing compartments had also been breached, the battalion that slept there was elsewhere on the ship when the missile hit, conducting training. Small blessings.

“Captain Sho is requesting to speak with you directly, sir.”

Thatcher nodded. “Patch him through.”

Sho’s angular face appeared on his holoscreen. “Commander, regrettably I must warn you that you are not likely to find the perpetrators. They have probably already departed the vicinity along a trajectory impossible to predict, and are currently coasting away under full stealth.”

Impossible to predict, you say. Thatcher had a different understanding of that word, and he was willing to bet that given enough time to reason this out, he’d be able to anticipate the attackers’ psychology and meet them at their destination. But Frontier wasn’t here to play cat-and-mouse with cowardly aggressors who attacked from the shadows. They were on their way to stop an invasion.

“Full stealth,” Thatcher repeated. “So you think Meridian was behind this?”

“I’m certain of it. I know of no other corp in the north with enough stealth expertise to have the confidence to attack a larger force. And no other corp despises Kibishii enough to attempt something like this. This is a message, Commander. They do not like the alliance our companies have forged.”

Thatcher inclined his head, considering. “Your company specializes in stealth detection. Does it not?”

“We do. Our tech is proprietary, of course. What I can say is that, under these conditions, detecting our attackers is unlikely.”

“Fine. We’ll do a sweep of the planet, and then the surrounding area. I’ll give it one hour. But if it’s as you say, and our search doesn’t turn up anything, then we’ll leave the system after that.”

“I believe this to be the wisest course.”

The Frontier ships completed a full orbit of the planet that had hidden their attackers, with exactly the result Sho had predicted.

No result, that is. Thatcher rose from the captain’s chair. “You have the conn, Ortega. Complete the sweep, and then take us out of the system as planned. Call me before we transition through the regional jump gate.”

“Aye, sir.”

Twenty minutes later, he was walking the Jersey’s passageways with Veronica Rose, carefully steering them away from any dead ends. He remembered the last time they’d walked these corridors alone together, when she’d invited him to dine with her. A perfectly reasonable request, on the face of it. And yet, when she’d made it, he’d automatically excused himself in supremely awkward fashion.

“Sho’s right,” Rose said now. “It has to be Meridian. What I can’t understand is why they’d try to disrupt a mission to prevent the Xanthic from attacking the Cluster.”

Thatcher permitted himself a smile, charmed by her idealism. They both faced forward, and so she didn’t witness the expression, which disappeared as quickly as it came. “Sho thinks Meridian has taken a disliking to our new partnership, and I agree with him.” This time, his lips twitched downward. “We’re likely to be the target next time, Ms. Rose. We gained a friend in Kibishii, but we made a new enemy in the process. Possibly several, depending on how many friends Meridian has in the Daybreak Combine.”

Frontier’s CEO shook her head. “It was the right thing to do.”

“I agree with you. But that doesn’t change much, sadly.”
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Hans Mittelman ducked into a doorway as the stocky man ahead of him stumbled to a halt, then turned to glance back down the alleyway. Apparently convinced he was alone, he continued his uneven stagger toward his third destination of the night.

Mittelman waited until his quarry had left the alley, then adjusted his eyepiece, shoved his hands into his long coat, and followed.

The next street contained no sign of the carouser, but it wasn’t difficult to tell where he’d gone. Outside a lit doorway nearby, a trio of fur-adorned women stood smoking and appraising Mittelman with sharp eyes. He smiled at them and passed inside.

The long, low-ceilinged bar looked like it should have been filled with smoke, but maybe he’d been watching too many classic films from Earth, of late. Indoor smoking wasn’t allowed anywhere in New Houston, not that the rule needed much enforcing. For the most part, people had stopped inhaling carcinogens centuries ago.

He ambled toward an empty seat on his far right, which faced the rest of the long rectangle of a room. Halfway there he passed his prey, who had his elbows planted on the bar and his head in his hands. He muttered to himself like a man adding a long string of figures.

“Get you anything, friend?” the bartender asked Mittelman’s mark, but the mark just glared back.

Financially embarrassed? Mittelman grinned as he reached his seat. It made sense. Hiro Yoshida had recently experienced two pay cuts.

He lowered himself into the hard-backed, rotating stool, flicking his gaze across his eyepiece, which dutifully scrolled through Hiro Yoshida’s profile for him. Two breaches of conduct in the last year. Once aboard the Crane, the Kibishii troop ship he called home, and once in another bar on Glimmering Vista, a colony in Kreng Region. Hiro Yoshida was one demerit away from losing his job, and given his record, it seemed unlikely any other corp would be interested in hiring him.

What does a dimwitted drunk do then to make ends meet? Mittelman continued to scroll, delving deeper into Yoshida’s past. History of aggression. Raised in a series of boarding homes. Very poorly socialized.

And yet, Yoshida had a soft spot. A conscience, or at least a stunted faculty some might call a conscience. If he’d only had himself to take care of, he might have allowed himself to sink into a mire of alcohol and poverty, until he eventually died alone on some darkened street. But Hiro Yoshida had a family living on a tucked-away colony in Xu Region—a wife, four children, and a dog. If he lost his job as a Kibishii marine, they would suffer. Considerably.

All of which made Hiro Yoshida perfectly suited to Mittelman’s purposes.

Yoshida continued holding his head, presumably working on piecing together his next thought. Mittelman made a study of the bottles lined up to his right, wondering what he should order to blend in. As he did, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror covering the bar’s entire rear wall.

Shoulder-length blond hair. A sculpted prosthetic that covered his facial hair. Lenses that rendered his gray eyes the color of mud.

Everything seems in place.

“What can I get for you this evening?” The bartender had made his way over to Mittelman’s end of the bar, having apparently given up on Yoshida for the time being.

Eyes on the Japanese man, Mittelman leaned over the bar top, beckoning the server to draw nearer.

“I’d like a double rum on the rocks,” he whispered. “And get our friend over there the same. But don’t give any indication that I was the one to send it to him.”

The bartender frowned. “I don’t think he needs any more.”

Mittelman used his eyepiece to transmit an amount of currency, designated as a tip. “What if a hundred credits thought he did need more?”

A bartop display dinged. The bartender stared at it, frown deepening. Nevertheless, he proceeded to pour both drinks. He gave Mittelman his first, then slammed Yoshida’s down in front of him.

The marine started, hand automatically curling around the glass. “Who gave this?” he asked in broken English.

“It’s on the house.”

“Who?”

“On the house,” the bartender said, louder.

Yoshida seemed to accept this, and knocked the drink back in one gulp. A couple of the ice cubes slid past his chin to clink onto the floor.

As the bartender turned back to Mittelman, the display was already chiming with a second tip, of the same amount.

“Another,” he mouthed.

Yoshida drank the second quicker than the first, and it seemed to rouse him from his stupor, at least momentarily. He brought his shoulders back, peered around the bar with a commanding gaze, then turned toward the exit, almost falling over.

Mittelman discreetly rose to his feet, leaving his own beverage barely touched. Seconds after Yoshida had stumbled outside, Mittelman passed through the exit behind him.

Following Yoshida down the mostly empty street, he realized he hadn’t expected to enjoy this nearly so much. The news he’d received earlier in the day had soured his mood for hours, but this little outing was proving to be the perfect pick-me-up.

Word had arrived this morning that Oasis Colony was due to receive its very own instant comm unit, and it would be installed inside Frontier HQ. Right now, the equipment was sitting in planetary orbit, on Helio Base Two. It would be shipped to Oasis’ surface in little more than twelve hours, after which it would sit in a warehouse for five more before the techs arrived to unpack it, transport it, and install it inside the office Mittelman currently occupied.

Before leaving on her little adventure with the gallant Commander Thatcher, Veronica Rose had left Mittelman in charge of Frontier operations on Oasis. Not under his real name, of course, but the power was effectively his.

And now that he would have an instant line to Rose aboard the New Jersey, he would be able to consult her on every minute detail of the company’s operations. No doubt she would expect to be consulted.

Except, Mittelman knew from years of working with her that they had very different ideas about how Frontier should be run. Rose had no idea of this, because he hadn’t allowed her to find out. But he anticipated some tough decisions were coming the company’s way in the very near future, and he felt certain Rose would screw them up.

But only if she was given the opportunity to do so.

Hiro Yoshida had reached the entrance to another bar, but the bouncer there was shaking his head. Mittelman wasn’t close enough to hear, though it wasn’t difficult to guess what was being said: Yoshida was too drunk. They didn’t want him inside.

Yoshida tried to push past anyway, and the bouncer placed a hand on his chest, walking him back. The marine’s balance wasn’t what it might have been, and he stumbled once before his training kicked in and his fist came flying at the bouncer’s jaw, too fast for the man to intercept.

The bouncer, who was at least twice the size of Yoshida, stumbled back against the wall, hand flying to the injury. He recovered, pushing himself out from the wall and toward Yoshida, coming at him with a haymaker. The marine easily dodged, then uppercutted the man.

Another bouncer emerged from the bar, saw what was happening, and came at Yoshida from behind, locking him into a standing arm-bar. Yoshida struggled against his grasp, but the bouncer’s grip was firm. “Call the cops,” he barked to the other bouncer, who was still nursing his jaw.

Mittelman stepped between the two bouncers. “I’ll take it from here, gentlemen.”

The bouncer squinted at him over Yoshida’s head. “Who are you?”

He fished a wallet from his inside jacket pocket, then let it fall open to reveal an ID that named him Gregory Smith, New Houston Peacekeeping Officer. “I’ll see that he’s brought into custody, and I’ll be in contact about pressing charges.” He nodded at the injured bouncer who nodded back.

Less than a minute later, he had Yoshida in handcuffs and was marching him away down the street.

“Where is your speeder,” Yoshida asked, sounding more sober than before.

Mittelman ignored him.

A couple blocks later, they came to an office building, and Mittelman slapped another ID card against the reader near the door. He marched Yoshida inside, then into an elevator. The doors closed, and he punched the button for third floor. The Japanese marine was staring around the elevator, looking confused.

“Wondering where you are, Hiro? Doesn’t look much like a Peacekeeper Station, does it?”

Yoshida squinted. “How do you know my name?”

“I know a lot about you. I also know about the family who’ll go hungry if you’re charged with disorderly conduct again.”

Yoshida closed his eyes and hung his head.

The elevator doors opened again, and Mittelman escorted Yoshida down the hall, producing the same ID card to gain admittance to the office he’d rented under yet another identity, for the sole purpose of meeting and coordinating with Yoshida.

He showed the marine to a chair, then walked around the desk to sit opposite him. Other than a filing cabinet and a small stand with a kettle and a French press, the office was empty.

“I can make this go away, Hiro.”

The marine’s eyes widened slightly. “How?”

“Those bouncers didn’t get your name. As long as you stay clear of that bar from now on, you should be able to avoid any more demerits. Unless I decide otherwise.”

That brought a slight frown to Yoshida’s face.

“You’re probably too drunk to discuss this right now. Which is why I’ll be following up with you tomorrow. But for now, just remember that I have the power to end your career at any time. I know who you are, and the bar has video of what you did. I have the power to obtain that video, and I will. Remember that, Hiro.”

“Tell me what you want.”

Mittelman stroked his chin, the prosthetic foreign to his fingers. Maybe the marine had sobered up enough. I’ll remind him about this tomorrow morning either way. “In less than twelve hours, an expensive piece of equipment will make its way from orbit to sit in a warehouse here in New Houston. It will be there for five more hours after that. Before it leaves, I want you to find your way into that warehouse and destroy the equipment. Security isn’t very high, and I can provide you with instructions on how to get in and out. Do this, and you will get to keep your job. Fail, and you lose it. If you get caught, you’ll have to take the fall.” Mittelman smiled. “A simple act of vandalism. That’s all I ask.”

“I will do it.” Yoshida’s eyes seemed clear as they locked onto Mittelman’s.

He nodded. “Very good. It would be best for you to succeed, and not get caught. This is important to both of us, now.”

If the comm unit did make it to Frontier HQ, Mittelman would find another way to make instant communications with Veronica Rose impossible. But this way would be the simplest.

Even if Yoshida did get caught and tried to finger Mittelman, however, it wouldn’t matter. Because Mittelman wasn’t Mittelman, was he?

Chapter Fourteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Durance System, Tempore Region

Earth Year 2290

 

“They’ve been hailing us for the last thirty minutes.” Thatcher tried to keep his voice neutral, but he couldn’t prevent some of his disbelief from creeping into it.

Rose stood at his side once more, gazing at the holotank in bemusement, just as he was doing. The Jersey had been making good time through the Tempore Region, with minimal traffic of any kind. A couple of times, they’d spotted another ship on the opposite side of the star system they were traveling through, but Guerrero hadn’t been able to get a profile read either time, and neither vessel had attempted to make contact.

This was a little different. The lone destroyer rendered inside the great holotank was approaching on an intercept course, just as Thatcher had done to force a conversation with the Ulysses, back in Dupliss. Except, this time coming to blows seemed much more likely. The destroyer was the Eagle, Ramon Pegg’s flagship. Pegg, the CEO of Reardon Interstellar. Who Frontier had recently chased from Dupliss after liberating Oasis Colony from them.

“We’ll have to speak with him.” Even as she said it, Rose shook her head in bewilderment. “He’s alone, and together, our ships should handle him fairly easily—right?”

Thatcher nodded.

Rose pressed her lips together. “But we did grant him freedom as part of his surrender. I guess it would be wrong to wipe him from the universe like the scum he is.” She turned to Guerrero, then hesitated, glancing back at Thatcher.

He nodded again.

“Accept the transmission, Lieutenant.” Rose said.

Pegg’s thin, bald head appeared inside the holotank, rendered in 3D, along with the sunglasses he insisted on wearing, like some hackneyed poker player.

Rose stepped forward. “We should blow your ship from space.”

A pained expression flitted across Pegg’s face, his bushy eyebrows meeting in the center while his worm-like lips contorted. “I would prefer if you didn’t. I am just here to talk.”

“What could we possibly have to talk about?”

“Many things, I hope. Ms. Rose, you never told me you were in the middle of forging an alliance with Sunder Incorporated, and this new Daybreak Combine through them. Why did you never share this with me?”

A sharp laugh burst from Rose’s lips. “I was too busy saving the colonists of Dupliss Region from you and your pirate friends.”

“They did not need saving. We did them no harm.”

“You threatened to. You exposed them to criminals, and you impinged on their freedoms. Don’t try to split hairs with me, Pegg. You should know better than that.”

Pegg adjusted his sunglasses, apparently buying time. “Listen, Veronica, I know we’ve had our differences. But I’m willing to reconcile if you are.”

“You must be out of your mind.”

The Reardon CEO shrugged. “To tell the truth, I am desperate. I have had my ships combing the Northern Contested Regions since our battle in Freedom System, and there’s no sign of the Degenerate Empire anywhere—not in Tempore, Olent, or Lacuna.”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows. That bodes well for our mission, if it’s true.

But Pegg wasn’t finished. “The rumors about Degenerate Empire’s formation are just that. Rumors. It seems there is no grand coalition of pirates forming in the north. Which makes sense, given their character. Disorganized, cutthroat. You cannot build an alliance on treachery.”

“You taught me that, Pegg.” Rose’s voice had turned icy. “This character you’re describing—you embraced it when you sided with pirates.”

“I repent, Veronica. I see the error of my ways. I wish for my company to join Daybreak Combine, and I want you to arrange an introduction with the leadership for me.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Ms. Rose, please I—”

“You heard her,” Thatcher growled. “At this moment you have multiple laser batteries aimed at you, and six Hellborn missiles. I’d like nothing more than to blow your ship apart and salvage the scrap, but if you happen to be interested in your own survival, then I suggest you reverse course immediately and do not approach us again.”

Pegg’s face became a storm cloud. “Ah, the captain who presumes too much. Who thinks himself the lord of space, perhaps. Be careful who you boss around with your lofty principles, my good captain. You never know who will gain the upper hand while the bitter taste of righteousness is still in his mouth.”

“Candle. Firing solutions?”

“I have them, sir.”

“Stand by to execute if the Eagle doesn’t reverse course within forty-five seconds. Guerrero, cut the transmission.”

Pegg’s face, scarlet with anger, winked from the holotank. Seconds later, his destroyer fired its forward thrusters, then came about to flee with its tail between its legs.

“And that’s that,” Thatcher said to Rose, who returned his smile warmly.

Chapter Fifteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Zemni System, Olent Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Veronica Rose had asked to have dinner with him again.

 I suppose it does make sense, he mused as he marched up and down the ranks of the Engineering division, inspecting uniforms and arms.

For the captain to have dinner with his employer—with the owner of the ship he captained—should have been a mere matter of course. It would give them an opportunity to discuss what their strategy should be once they reached Ucalegon, the Lacuna system where they expected to find the Xanthic. In a few days, a followup dinner with the other captains would likely be appropriate. There, they could fine-tune the approach he and Rose settled on.

But no matter how called-for the dinner with Rose seemed, something about it nagged at him. Part of him still resented having her aboard his ship at all, though that part had grown tamer since the battle against Reardon for Oasis. No matter how much space and leeway she gave him, her mere presence as his boss served to restrain the options he might exercise in any given situation.

He finished his inspection of the Engineering crew and informed Ainsley he was ready to look over the engineering plant spaces themselves.

There was something else that bothered him about the dinner. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Everywhere he looked, he saw clean decks, spotless bulkheads, gleaming overheads. Tools neatly stowed. Lockers and quarters neatly kept.

My crew has finally risen to the level of my standards. Leaving me with less to do.

Oh, a captain’s duties never stopped. There were requisition orders to sign off on, performance reviews to check over, personal issues to address, and whatever crisis had chosen today to rear its ugly head. But so far, Pegg’s claim that the north was totally devoid of pirates had held true. So much so that Thatcher was starting to feel faintly uneasy about it. Tempore had been almost empty, and Olent eerily so. Usually, there were at least a few intrepid merchants seeking to transport goods from Iberis to Dupliss along the faster northern route. Not now.

All of it added up to the fact that Thatcher couldn’t reasonably claim he had no time to dine with Rose. And so, as he completed his second surprise inspection of Engineering this month, he relented, sending her a message to ask whether she was available tonight.

They were also due to arrive in Lacuna Region tonight, and typically he would have wanted to be in the CIC for a regional transition. But now that he’d consented to the dinner, he decided it would be best to get it over with as quickly as possible. Otherwise, the anticipation would distract him from his duties until it had arrived.

If Lacuna is as empty as Olent, we have nothing to worry about. But in the event there was trouble, the wardroom—where they would be dining—wasn’t far from the CIC. Candle would notify him in that event, and he would be sitting in the captain’s chair in less than a minute.

Being in this part of the Dawn Cluster reminded him of his first engagement as captain of the New Jersey, when he’d taken out seven pirate ships by exploiting the cruiser’s ability to catch up to her own missiles, allowing her to build up a sizable barrage using the single tube she’d had at the time. The tactic was becoming known throughout Frontier as a Hellfire barrage.

At seventeen hundred hours, he sat in the middle of the central wardroom table, sporting the midnight brass-buttoned blazer and matching tie of his full dress uniform. His hand moved to straighten the colorful ribbon rack over his left breast pocket for the hundredth time, but he stopped it, forcing himself instead to take in the immaculate table set by Chief Scott, which boasted perfectly even spaces between the cutlery, plates, and glassware.

Back in the U.S. Space Fleet, as XO of the USS Hepburn, his captain had teasingly accused him of having OCD, such was his requirement for neatness and orderliness from his subordinates.

If he did have it, then OCD was a good thing to have. If things weren’t neat, they grew chaotic. The slightest flaw with one’s ship could grow into a weakness for the enemy to exploit. That had been one of the first things his grandfather taught him.

The hatch opened, and the marine sentry showed in Veronica Rose, who wore a gleaming golden dress that accented the figure underneath without clinging to it.

She’d dressed up rather nicely, and while he should have expected it, he found himself momentarily at a loss for words as he rounded the table to take her hand. “You look, uh….” He cleared his throat. “Nice.” He’d been about to kiss her hand, but he opted to shake it instead, which ended up feeling even more awkward. She gave a small smile, and they parted to walk to their places, across from each other.

Why didn’t Scott put us at opposite ends of the table? Because that would have been absurd, of course—calling to each other down the sturdy wooden table, like in a film set during Earth’s Victorian Era. His mind’s strange behavior almost made him want to laugh. Its reaction to Rose’s arrival.

Luckily, Scott didn’t waste any time in bringing the first course, a garden salad.

The CEO forked a couple leaves of dressing-smeared lettuce, then a cherry tomato. “How is the New Jersey doing, Commander?” She popped the mouthful past her perfectly white teeth.

Rose often asked how the ship was doing, instead of asking about him. It was something he liked about her, actually. The recognition that his existence was so inextricably bound up with the Jersey that if it was suffering, so was he—and probably vice versa, which was why it was so important not to let his crew see weakness, or fear, or doubt.

He swallowed a mouthful of salad and washed it down with some sparkling water before speaking. “Today was as uneventful as every day has been, since we spoke to Ramon Pegg. Inspection scores have been improving steadily. They’re making me work hard to find any areas where they can improve, actually.”

“Surely Captain Thatcher doesn’t think there’s such a thing as a perfect inspection score?” Rose gave an impish smile.

His eyes flitted back to his plate, and he focused on forking up the next morsel. The food was delicious, much tastier than his usual fare, but he wasn’t used to making small talk around chewing. Normally he took his meals in his office, while working.

His mouth watered between each bite, unused to the sharp bursts of flavor. For the main course, Scott served them chicken that had been boiled, then grilled and seasoned to perfection. Honeyed carrots sat alongside it.

“Tad.”

Thatcher looked up, jolted by the realization that he hadn’t said anything for several minutes.

And by her use of his first name.

“Yes, Ms. Rose?”

“Will you have some wine?”

His gaze drifted to his empty glass. Across from it sat Rose’s, almost filled to the brim. She nudged the bottle closer to his glass.

“I…uh, can’t remember the last time I took a drink.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. But I can’t have a conversation with a wooden plank. The plank might be more talkative, actually.”

He forced a smile. The expression seemed strange on his lips, for some reason. Then he reached for the bottle and filled his glass to just below halfway.

She continued watching him, fork and knife lowered to the table, until he took a sip.

He smacked his lips. “Hmm. Tart.”

Thatcher still hadn’t succeeded in his mission to make the New Jersey a dry vessel, like those that flew in Space Fleet. It didn’t seem very likely to happen, with Veronica Rose aboard.

She took a long pull from her glass. “Maybe military topics will get you talking. I’d like to hear your opinion on how sustainable you think the Daybreak Combine will prove, over the long term.”

His teeth paused mid-chew. “Long term?” he repeated, forgetting manners for the moment.

Rose didn’t seem to notice. “Yes. We’ll need to resolve the trouble between Kibishii and Meridian. Something like that could end up being the powder keg that blows the entire thing apart. That would not help our cause. Both Frontier and Oasis Colony need a stable north, if we’re to avoid disaster in the coming years. For that, we’ll need strong partnerships that will survive whatever the Dawn Cluster is becoming.”

Years? Thatcher resisted the urge to shake his head, though he felt his features hardening. “Once the wormhole is reopened, the UNC will send more super-ships, and corporations won’t be able to make war on each other either way. Until then, it’s our job to stabilize and unite the Cluster, so that we can assist Earth against the Xanthic the moment the wormhole reopens.”

“Tad….” A look of sympathy softened her eyes, which shone emerald in the overhead halogens. “I’m so sorry. I know you have family on Earth.”

“On the moon,” he corrected. “They were evacuated.”

“Yes.” She set down her cutlery and leaned forward. “This is very difficult for me to say, Tad. But I think we need to prepare for the possibility that the wormhole may never reopen.”

Thatcher stared at the tabletop, his vision blurring. He couldn’t think of what to say. He had nothing to say. Inside him, anger at Rose’s words warred with shame for feeling angry.

“Tad?”

She’d struck a nerve. His mental stability depended on the idea that Earth was still holding on—that Lin was safe, and that he’d return for her soon. He couldn’t tolerate anything that contradicted that.

A speaker set into the overhead spared him from his torture.

“General quarters! General quarters! This is not a drill. All hands man your battle stations.”

Thank God. A battle.

He stood. “I need to see what’s going on. I’ll keep you informed.”

With that, he left.

Chapter Sixteen
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“Sitrep,” Thatcher snapped as he dropped into the captain’s chair, feeling lightheaded. He’d only swallowed half of the wine he’d poured himself, but his tolerance was so low that even that had an effect. Technically he hadn’t been drinking on duty, since this wasn’t supposed to be his watch. Just as technically: he should give the command to Candle. He was impaired.

This is why I want a dry ship. Depending on the situation, it wasn’t unheard of to draw on members from both watches to see the ship through an engagement. If one half of the crew was drunk at any given time, that impacted their chances of survival, didn’t it?

Guerrero twisted in her seat, eyes wide with strain. “The system is filled with what appear to be pirate vessels, sir. At least, every profile I’ve fed our database has come back ‘missing’ or ‘stolen.’ One hundred and nine suspected pirate ships at last count.”

“One hundred and nine?”

Guerrero nodded.

Looks like there’s more to Degenerate Empire than rumors. Clearly, they’ve withdrawn to this dead-end region to consolidate their forces. To fortify.

And then? To take the north, in all likelihood.

“What’s our position relative to the jump zone, Lieutenant?”

“We’re just twenty thousand kilometers outside it, sir.”

“Have the rest of our ships arrived in-system?”

“Negative. Swan, North Star, and Georgia are unaccounted for.”

He gave a distracted nod, calling up a scaled-down view of the battlespace on his holoscreen. As he studied it, his breathing came a little easier.

Being their slowest ship, it was a little unsettling that the Swan was yet to arrive. Even so, the closest pirate was tens of thousands of kilometers away, and besides, the Kibishii troop ship was moving under stealth.

Either way, their missing ships should arrive inside the jump zone at any moment, and when they did, they could make for the corresponding gate to fall back to the Olent Region, if they chose to.

He snatched his comm from the chair holster where he’d placed it upon sitting—a habit that came as naturally as breathing, after years serving in CICs. A couple button presses put him in touch with Veronica Rose.

“Commander.”

“Ms. Rose. I….” He cleared his throat. He’d been about to apologize for his behavior at dinner, but that would start rumors running through the ship, and probably hurt morale. “We’ve sighted one hundred and nine potential pirate vessels, many of them moving on our location.” As he spoke, the Georgia popped into existence inside the jump zone, leaving just the Swam and North Star unaccounted for. “Two of our ships are yet to arrive, but once they do, we’ll have plenty of space to fall back to Olent.”

“What do you recommend?”

He studied the tactical display with gritted teeth. “Even if the pirates have inferior ships, which I’m sure they do, there’s no way we can take on a force that big with just eleven warships, one of them barely capable of defending itself in space. It may be safer to fall back and reconsider our options.”

A silence passed over the line. During it, North Star popped onto his holoscreen. Good.

“I’m not sure what those options might be, Commander, other than to try to convince Simon Moll over instant comm to find us some reinforcements, and then wait for them to reach us. By then, the Xanthic may have made their move. If that happens, any effect we might have had will be negated.”

“I know, ma’am.” Thatcher surveyed his holoscreen’s render of the system, eyes narrowed in thought.

“Are we sure we want to fall back?”

“No. We’re not. But I can’t recommend trying to push through this system to the rest of the region. The pirates are too well-positioned throughout the system. They’re sure to intercept us by the time we make it to any of the other gates. We’ll take losses.”

A sigh reached his ears from Rose’s end. “Very well, Commander. Order the retreat as soon as our ships have all arrived. Keep me updated. Rose out.”

The line went dead, and one of Rose’s words echoed through his mind: “retreat.” The word grated at him, like a metal file on slate. Edward Thatcher would have called him foolish for that. But he’d never had his grandfather’s cool head. Right now, retreat felt like failure, even if it did mean sparing hundreds, if not thousands of lives from the swarming pirates’ weapons.

Rose is right. Falling back could prove disastrous. But so could pushing onward. They’d arrived at one of the many impossible decisions that littered the career of any active-duty service member.

At last, the Swan arrived from Olent, appearing inside the jump zone. “Give the order for all ships to make for the regional jump gate, Guerrero. Ahead full.”

“Aye, sir.”

Together, the formation of warships changed its heading, all sailing toward the jump gate he’d designated, all matching the Swan’s top speed.

But they’d barely gotten underway when fourteen more ships appeared in-system, all of them in the jump zone they’d just vacated.

Thatcher’s eyes widened as his display populated with their profiles, all of which had already been cataloged by the ship’s computer.

It was the Eagle, Ramon Pegg’s destroyer, along with every last ship Thatcher had permitted to leave the Freedom System in exchange for Reardon’s surrender.

Chapter Seventeen
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Like a pack of wolves surprised by prey that had served itself up on a platter, the Reardon ships descended on the Swan, lasers flashing out to play across her shields.

For a moment, Thatcher was immobilized. The Swan was supposed to be under stealth. How was Reardon able to target her?

He shook himself. “Guerrero, order all ships to respond with every available laser battery, concentrating fire on Eagle first. Autoturrets should be allowed to lock onto whatever targets they deem optimal.”

“Aye, sir. Relaying orders now.”

Within seconds, answering laserfire sprayed across the void, hosing down the destroyer’s shields before her accompanying logistics ship could even think about establishing an energy feed.

With that, every Frontier ship switched targeting to the Reardon ship with the second-highest value, not bothering to hit the Eagle’s hull with lasers. That would be inefficient, and anyway, with the enemy ships all focused on the Swan and positioned as they were—with zero transversal velocity relative to the Frontier ships’ weapons—autoturrets were already working on ripping apart the destroyer’s hull.

“The Reardon ships are pulling back, sir.”

Thatcher nodded. He could see that for himself, as the icon representing hostile vessels inched away on his display. “Order the Swan to withdraw through our formation until she’s safe. All other ships should close around her and maintain fire on Reardon ships.”

The Kibishii vessel’s shields had fallen seconds ago, even sooner than Thatcher had expected, and the enemy had just begun to pelt her with missiles and autoturret fire. “I want Lightfoot’s rep drones deployed to Swan’s hull.”

“Already done, sir. The drones are patching her up now.”

“Excellent.” His bandwidth for giving orders only extended so far, and he was glad the Lightfoot’s captain had taken that initiative, even though he generally preferred to manage as much of a given engagement as he could.

Guerrero fell back in her seat, a slight smile spreading across her face as tension leaked from her body. “The Swan is safe, sir. The Reardon ships appear to be retreating toward the regional jump gate, however. Looks like they’re trying to prevent us from leaving.”

They want to keep us busy until the pirates can get here to finish the job. Thatcher had sauntered right into Pegg’s trap. Clearly, the entire conversation about not being able to find any pirates in the north had been an act, and Thatcher had to hand it to the Reardon CEO—he was a good actor. His distress had seemed real, and it had put Thatcher and Rose at ease enough to allow this to happen.

Even so, Pegg was clearly wary of Frontier after his defeat in Freedom System. When Thatcher had ordered his ships to lash out with everything they had, the Reardon force had flinched back like a traumatized animal.

Looks like we’re committed to staying in Lacuna, now. Either they would cross this system or they would perish. “Nav, set a course for the jump gate into Caballine, and relay it to your counterparts on other ships.”

Sullivan gave a sharp nod. “Aye, sir.”

The gate Thatcher had chosen was consistent with the route he’d worked out with Rose back on Oasis. That was mere coincidence, however: it also happened to be the one with the fewest pirates between it and the New Jersey.

It took a while for the sensor data to update, but once it did it became clear that nearly every vessel in the system had reacted to the Frontier ships’ course change, all of them speeding along intercept courses.

Pirate vessels tended to be inferior in every way, however. There were exceptions to that rule, and those exceptions would probably multiply if Degenerate Empire was allowed to gain its footing. But as it was, pirates mostly flew ships that struggled to match a true warship’s power. They rarely manged to capture a proper warship for themselves, instead modifying freighters and mining vessels, strapping on whatever weapons they could get their hands on, and occasionally outfitting them with shields.

Engine power was one of the ways their ships proved inferior to the ships fielded by private military corporations. As such, Thatcher estimated that only around twenty percent of the converging enemy ships would manage to intercept his battle group before it could reach the jump gate into Caballine, and most of that twenty percent was bunched together in a group of seventeen vessels.

“Sullivan, adjust our course to head directly for the cluster of pirate ships I’m designating now.” Thatcher dragged a fingertip across the display to select the ships he meant, then forwarded the designations to his Nav officer’s console.

“Sir?” Sullivan twisted to frown at him.

“Yes?” Thatcher kept his face perfectly immobile.

The Nav officer shook himself. “Sorry, sir. Executing now.”

“Relay the course to your counterparts once you have it.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher frowned at the back of the lieutenant’s head. Not because he’d seemed about to question his orders, but because something bothered Thatcher about the way he’d had to give those orders.

Asking his CIC officers to relay orders to their counterparts throughout the battle group added an extra step, and it occurred to him now that it was probably an unnecessary drag on efficiency.

If he could set up a protocol whereby he could choose to address each ship’s CIC simultaneously, at any time he chose…why, it would speed things up considerably. The various Nav officers might even link their consoles, coordinating to arrive at astrogation courses faster. Tactical officers could share firing solutions, help each other spot errors, and refine their targeting.

The Fleet would never have allowed it—not without years of consultations, drills, and testing, after which they’d probably scrap the idea. But within Frontier’s fluid structure, the idea was more likely to gain wings. Yes, it might prove an affront to Ops officers at first, since it would lessen the tasks assigned to them. But they’d get used to it, and they would likely find themselves better able to focus on the tasks remaining to them.

Not something to implement in the middle of a battle. But definitely an idea to keep in mind for future engagements.

First, he had to make sure they survived this one.

He kept a close eye on his holoscreen’s tactical display, as well as the data readout in the upper right, which kept him updated on their distance relative to the enemy formation he’d already designated.

Why did the Swan’s stealth fail? “Guerrero, get me Captain Sho.”

“Aye, sir.”

Seconds later, the Japanese captain appeared in the holotank.

Thatcher leaned forward. “Captain, I’m aware you can’t tell me the particulars of why those Reardon ships were able to detect you. But it would be helpful to know whether it was due to a malfunction or the nature of the tech.”

For a moment, Sho didn’t answer, his lips pressed tightly together. When he did speak, reluctance filled his voice. “It is the nature of the tech.”

“Are you able to resume stealth, so that we might strike the enemy from an angle they aren’t expecting?”

“I’m afraid not, Commander. Once detected, it is virtually impossible to break contact. Until we leave this system, at least.”

“I see. Thank you, Captain. That will be all for now.”

Sho vanished from the holotank. Thatcher still hadn’t figured out how Kibishii ships managed to prevent such large vessels from being detected at all, and neither had Veronica Rose’s tech people. Under the conventional understanding of stealth in space, it shouldn’t have been possible except under very limited circumstances. Basically, if you couldn’t hide engine burns from enemy sensors, then no stealth was possible.

He had noted all three Kibishii troop ships that had visited Freedom System operated using antimatter engines. Maybe that has something to do with it.

For the moment, it didn’t matter. The Swan couldn’t reenter stealth mode until they escaped the pirates, so where this engagement was concerned, it was a moot point.

He decided instead to use a tactic the pirates knew well, and no doubt thought about often.

“Guerrero, have the missile crews load a Hellborn into each tube and ready two more. Instruct every ship in the battle group to do the same, and prepare to synchronize firing on my mark. Upon launch, every ship will accelerate until they’re pacing their own missiles, then fire again.”

“Aye, sir.”

Among Frontier crews, this tactic had come to be known affectionately as a Hellfire barrage, and its existence meant every starship captain in the Cluster had to account for it. To do otherwise would invite ruin. Given enough runway, a single starship could build up a missile barrage big enough to wreck two enemy ships, maybe more—Thatcher’s first encounter with the pirates had proved that.

But no one was ready for a battle group-sized Hellfire barrage. Pulling it off had involved having Commander Ainsley put his head together with the chief engineers aboard every other ship, installing select Hellborns with the necessary protocols, and working out matching acceleration profiles.

Once the pirates they were targeting realized what they were doing—after the third volley of missiles was added to the growing barrage—they reacted predictably. Every single ship came about and fled, scattering and accelerating with all speed toward deep space.

Thatcher smiled grimly. It had used up three entire volleys of missiles, but it seemed their battle group-wide Hellfire barrage would see them safely out of the system.

With their targets fleeing, the Frontier ships reduced speed to wait for the slower Kibishii ship to catch up, which had been left behind by the increased velocity that had been required to execute the barrage. As for the pirates, they would likely be safe, provided they didn’t stop accelerating for some time. Every missile ran out of fuel eventually, and Hellborns were no different. They would soon be floating in space, wasted, and after a period of inactivity they would self-destruct.

But Thatcher’s formation would be safe. For the moment.

A few of the pirate ships that hadn’t been part of the formation he’d targeted could still have intercepted the Frontier-Kibishii battle group, in theory. They were close enough. But they were also too few. Thatcher was confident he could have destroyed them in passing, if they ventured near enough. But they didn’t dare.

“Preparing to transition through the jump gate into Caballine,” Guerrero said a little under an hour later, well after it was clear they would escape with every ship intact. “I’ve been pinging the gate. Everything’s showing up green.”

Thatcher nodded. “Initiate jump.”

He’d done it. He’d gotten his people out, for whatever it was worth.

They’d escaped immediate destruction. But they were also trapped in a region no doubt teeming with pirates who’d come from all over the Cluster to join Degenerate Empire.

Good Lord. They control an entire region. He had only just begun to process that fact.

Chapter Eighteen

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

The comm on Mittelman’s desk—on Veronica Rose’s desk—lit up blue, indicating his assistant was trying to reach him. Before he could answer, the office doors flew open to reveal a man with short-cropped black hair.

Kibishii’s COO, Theodore Xu. Looking thoroughly disgruntled.

As he stood silently in front of Mittelman’s desk, trying to collect himself while visibly vibrating, Mittelman decided that “disgruntled” was likely a gross understatement.

“Can I help you, Mr. Xu?”

“They have done it again. Meridian. There’s been another attack.”

Leaning back, Mittelman resisted the urge to bring a hand to his face and start massaging his eyeballs. He’d hoped for a little more time to prepare for this. “Do you have definitive proof that Meridian was responsible?”

“Mr. Wills. Surely you must be joking. There is no other company in the north capable of thwarting our stealth detection.”

“I’m not joking, I’m afraid. When you say Meridian attacked you, I believe you. But that’s irrelevant. Without proof, there’s no way to mount a credible case against them from within the Daybreak Combine’s structure. If you moved against them, it would be considered just as unjustified as the attacks against you.”

“Screw the Daybreak Combine. This makes three attacks in the last month. It should mean war.”

Mittelman opened his mouth, then closed it again. Xu was counting the attack the Swan was reported to have suffered while traveling through Dupliss with the New Jersey and nine other Frontier ships. 

“You must help me prepare a counterattack.”

Almost, Mittelman allowed his annoyance at Xu’s phrasing to show on his face. I must? He placed a hand over his mouth, lest it twist into a sneer. One day, men like Xu would come to realize that there was nothing Hans Mittelman must do.

“I wish I could honor your request, Mr. Xu. However, I’m unable to authorize an action like that without Ms. Rose’s explicit go-ahead. If it hadn’t been for the unfortunate incident of vandalism last week, we would have a comm unit that would enable us to establish an instant connection with her. As it stands, I’m afraid my hands are tied.” He offered Xu a smile that was calculated to infuriate him. “Again, I wish I could help.”

Xu’s face took on a pleasingly scarlet shade. “That’s bullshit. Your CEO put you in charge, and we laid out the terms of our partnership at the meeting before she left. She agreed to them. Surely she must have given you the latitude to uphold them.”

Silent seconds ticked by as Mittelman folded his hands atop the desk and met Xu’s gaze. “I will need more time.”

“How much?”

“A month.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Mittelman offered a slight shrug and said nothing. You have no other options, he wanted to say, but didn’t. When it came to retaliating against Meridian, Kibishii was completely reliant on Frontier, and Xu knew it. Their ships were woefully inadequate for conducting space warfare, a choice their founders made from the beginning, choosing instead to hide in the shadows using stealth tech.

And look how well that’s worked out for you.

During an exchange like this one, whoever had the highest tolerance for silence typically won out in the end. This time was no different. At last, Xu’s features twisted into a grimace, and he spun on his heels, marched out of the office, and slammed the heavy oaken door behind him.

A minute later, the door creaked open and Mittelman’s assistant poked her head inside, looking bashful. “Sorry, Mr. Wills. I tried to make him wait until you were ready to receive him, but he wasn’t about to stop for me.”

Mittelman smiled affably. “Not to worry, Miriam. I needed something to jolt me awake anyway. I fear I was starting to doze off. A little excitement was exactly what I needed.”

She smiled, looking relieved. If he were to bet, he would wager Rose drove Miriam hard, and didn’t forgive many lapses. That would explain the woman’s nervousness.

“Could you come in? I expect there’s something I’ll need you to do momentarily.”

“Oh,” Miriam squeaked. “Certainly.” She entered fully and closed the door behind her, side-eying a couch next to the entrance. “Should I…?”

“Yes, by all means. Have a seat.”

He put his feet up on the desk and stared at the spot where the wall met the ceiling while the pretty assistant sat waiting for his train of thought to arrive at his destination. It helped him to get his thoughts in order, knowing there was someone present who was wholly occupied by him. A strange quirk, but he’d always been that way. The awareness of power over another human…it worked an incredible magic for his clarity of thought.

If Rose were here, she would have already initiated operations to help Kibishii retaliate. Which would have been the most honorable option, no doubt. In helping them repel the Xanthic from New Houston, Kibishii had saved Frontier from abject failure, possibly dissolution as a company. Frontier owed Kibishii whatever help it could give, and if an honorable person were sitting in this chair, they would receive it immediately.

Unfortunately for Xu, Mittelman sat in the chair. He knew that helping Kibishii now could blow up the entire Daybreak Combine, ending the fledgling super-alliance in a flurry of cascading conflicts.

There was already plenty of tension to go around. Just yesterday, Mittelman himself had received a demand from the Combine’s leader, Herwin Dirk, that Frontier stop promoting the idea of free space immediately. Apparently some major mining outfits were kicking up a stink about it, afraid that it would represent a major security risk if the idea was widely implemented throughout Combine space, allowing anyone at all to travel through it.

They were probably right. Mittelman agreed that the idea of free space was incredibly idealistic, not to mention naive. That said, there was something to it. Some golden kernel that, if implemented properly, could birth an entirely new entity. New to the Dawn Cluster, and to humanity in general.

It was a mere seed of an idea, nothing he could dream of exploiting right now. But he fully intended to keep it in his back pocket.

Ultimately, Mittelman didn’t give a shit about the Daybreak Combine, except that if it disintegrated, it would leave both Frontier and Oasis naked to anyone who cared to show up and take what they had.

That wouldn’t serve anyone, least of all him. Not before the proper preparations were made, anyway.

“Miriam.”

“Yes, Mr. Wills?”

“I want you to secure me passage on the next vessel leaving for Kreng Region.”

She already had her comm out and was tapping away at it. “It appears a merchant freighter is leaving in two hours. Is that too soon?”

“No, that’s perfect.”

He would have had her pack a bag for him, if he trusted anyone enough to access his quarters, on the sixth floor of Frontier HQ. Instead, he packed it himself, all the while unable to stop thinking about one man. The man at the center of all this.

Simon Moll. Why would he help build a super-alliance that was so clearly designed to fail? Based on the intelligence provided to Mittelman by his sources throughout the northwest, the Daybreak Combine was riddled with at least a dozen rival factions, who hated each other for one reason or another—nationality, long-running corporate competition, and so on. One of those rivalries was bound to eventually serve as the powder keg that would blow the Combine apart.

What’s your end game, Moll?

He finished packing and arrived at the New Houston Spaceport with twenty minutes to spare.

“Kreng Region, is it?” The merchant was a stocky, bearded man with a gruff way of speaking. He seemed a little harried. He’d been going over a preflight checklist with his pilot when Mittelman showed up. “We’re headed to Yu, but we can drop you off pretty much anywhere you like in Kreng. Though if it’s too far out of the way, it’ll be extra.”

“Not too far out of the way. Valkyrie Station.”

“Valkyrie? We were planning a stop there anyway. Welcome aboard.”

Mittelman offered a tight smile, the sort he hoped communicated he wouldn’t want to be bothered during the voyage except for matters strictly pertinent to the trip.

It had been a while since he’d visited Valkyrie. The station was similar to the superstructures built by various nations in the Sunrise System, where the wormhole had been. It was less of a tangled mess than most of those, though. Mostly because its construction had been a joint corporate venture, rather than a government one.

Twenty-nine corps maintained their headquarters on Valkyrie Station, but Mittelman was interested in visiting only one of them.

Meridian.

Chapter Nineteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Quad System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Thatcher stood outside the cargo bay hatch, hands folded behind his back, taking deep breaths. Suddenly self-conscious, he glanced down the passageway to see if anyone was there to witness his hesitation. There was no one.

Just get it over with.

He reached for the hatch’s handle and pressed downward, opening it with a clank before pushing it in. “Ms. Rose?”

From the entrance, her desk was concealed by stacks of steel pallets and crates of various sizes, containing everything from ammunition to spare shipsuits to freeze-dried goods.

“Come in.”

He picked his way past the stacked cargo. Rose had refused his offer to have a more permanent office installed for her in the New Jersey, and she also wouldn’t hear of bumping an officer out of his or her office to make room for her. “I have an office on Oasis,” she’d said. “My presence here is temporary, and I don’t want to interfere with your ship’s day-to-day operations.”

Her presence was feeling more permanent every day, but he did admire her restraint. There was nothing stopping her from taking the best office on the Jersey for herself—his office. It was her ship, in the end. Her company. But she understood the importance of allowing him to keep his station, along with the few trappings that went with it.

“Tad.” Rose sat with her hands folded on top of the desk, having pushed whatever she’d been working on to one side.

“Ms. Rose.” He saluted, unsure what else to do.

A smile tugged at her lips. She returned his salute from a sitting position.

“I came to apologize.” The words marched out like cardboard soldiers, but he got them out.

“For what?”

He cleared his throat. “My behavior at dinner. I shouldn’t have lost my cool like I did.”

She shook her head slightly. “Tad, it’s perfectly reasonable to become upset during a discussion of the possibility you might never see your family again.” Her coy smile returned. “I’m relieved that you did, actually. It tells me that you are, in fact, capable of human emotion.”

“But I breached decorum.”

“Not really. Besides, whether you and I believe the wormhole will reopen or not, it doesn’t matter. We still have the same goals. We’re both motivated by protecting people we care about.” Her smile broadened. “Stabilizing the Dawn Cluster and uniting it. Seems like a fine plan to me.”

“Agreed.” Now that he’d apologized, he wanted to move on as quickly as possible. Luckily, there was a topic of conversation close at hand, and he leapt to it like a man jumping from a sinking ship onto a life raft. “The new polarization sensors, which you insisted be installed—they’re proving much more useful than I expected. It seems some of the pirates have antimatter engines. Enough that we’ve been able to tell which systems have seen traffic and how recently. That tells my CIC crew how cautious we need to be when crossing each system.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I’ve always been a big advocate of adopting new technologies. Even when it’s unclear at first how we’ll use them. With a captain like you working for me, I’m sure each new tech will be turned to our advantage.”

He nodded. The compliment was unnecessary—he’d been trying to compliment her, after all—but he appreciated the gesture.

His comm buzzed from his holster, and he plucked it out, answering a call from Candle. “Thatcher here. Go ahead, XO.”

“Sir, we have a large group of pirates who’ve locked down the jump gate we were hoping to use, into Nankeen System.”

“Have they made any sign of moving on us?”

“Negative. They’re keeping close to that gate. My guess would be they’re keeping something valuable in Nankeen. Something they don’t want us messing with.”

Thatcher sniffed. “How many extra jumps will it take to get back to our planned route?”

“Just three, sir. The first one is into Hapax, and that jump gate seems clear.”

“Then head for that gate, and notify me if the pirates show any sign of giving chase.”

“Aye, sir. Candle out.”

Thatcher’s gaze settled on Rose once more. “It seems our voyage just got even longer.” He frowned. “I’m beginning to worry about supplies. Who knows how long we’ll be stranded in Lacuna, with so many enemies near the regional jump gate. I think we should take the first opportunity to restock that presents itself.”

Rose drummed her fingers on the desk. “I see the sense in it. But can we really afford to stop moving through this region, even for a few hours? Isn’t it safest to assume we’re being pursued, or at least tracked—followed to make sure we don’t damage anything the pirates value?”

“Probably. But I don’t see an alternative. If we run out of supplies, we’ll be just as finished.”

She frowned. “Well, I’ll leave this to your judgment, Commander.”

He nodded. “Thank you. I…should be going. Commander Ainsley’s report is waiting for me on my desk, and it won’t review itself, I’m afraid.”

“Thank you for coming to apologize, Commander. Even if it wasn’t necessary. Most men wouldn’t have been able to bring themselves to do that.”

That’s funny. I’ve had the same experience with most women.

He decided not to say that, however. Instead, he inclined his head and took his leave.

Chapter Twenty

 

Valkyrie Station

Herward System, Kreng Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Life aboard the merchant freighter was dull, but Mittelman found ways to amuse himself.

He had no need to follow the shipboard routine, and he didn’t, instead coming and going as he pleased. The merchant who owned the vessel, a man named Grimes, let him share the crew lounge and facilities, since the ship wasn’t big enough for separate passenger compartments. Taking passengers at all was a sideline for a ship like this.

The crew spaces were well-kept, and Mittelman considered that lucky. When you take the first vessel leaving a planet, you don’t get to be choosy, and he could have just as easily ended up in a bacteria-infested, spacefaring cesspool.

By happenstance, one of the deckhands worked for Mittelman, though he didn’t know it. His spies rarely knew who they truly reported to. Instead, he used a network of trusted intermediaries to relay pertinent intel to him, and often they didn’t even know.

He didn’t talk to his spy aboard this ship, except in passing, but the man seemed ordinary enough. The ordinary ones made the best informants. The ones who looked like they were made for the shadows were best avoided, since everyone suspected them from the outset.

It would be the epitome of foolishness to try to extract information from the crewman directly. But Mittelman had taken the liberty of placing listening devices throughout the vessel, and he occupied himself by eavesdropping on the crew’s conversations.

Mittelman had been born for the shadows. Born to peep through keyholes and listen through walls. He did everything he could to hide it, but his nature was his nature, and he knew he wouldn’t have made a good spy himself. He made a much better spy master.

The talk of the merchant freighter for the last two days had been the news that Kibishii’s CEO was calling for Herwin Dirk, leader of Daybreak Combine, to expel Meridian from the alliance for their transgressions against the Japanese corp.

“Dirk’s pretending like he doesn’t know anything about it,” Mittelman’s spy said in one such conversation, his voice captured by the near-microscopic device Mittelman had placed under the lip of the table in the middle of the crew lounge. Mittelman lay on his bunk, staring at the overhead and listening through an earpiece.

“The bastard knows Meridian did it.” The spy gave a braying laugh. “Everyone knows. But Dirk’s corp has been in bed with Meridian way too long for him to actually do anything about it. Kibishii’s barking up the wrong money tree.”

Mittelman barked a laugh of his own, then frowned. This spy was more clever than he would have expected, or wanted. And he was too free with his gossip. Perhaps he would need to be cut loose.

He was right about Dirk’s corp, Paragon Industries. It and Meridian had had been partners for decades, propping up each other’s bottom lines and burying each other’s dirty laundry. Meridian probably had plenty to hang over Paragon, and vice versa. There was no way Dirk would act against them.

Which was why Mittelman had elected to take another approach altogether. When they reached Valkyrie Station, he disembarked with barely a word to the merchant or his crew. He’d already given the merchant the Frontier account he should charge for payment, and the account had been charged days ago, well before they’d entered the destination system.

Though Valkyrie was less of a tangled mess than the analogous stations built by nations in Sunrise System, it was still a nuisance to navigate. Mittelman had spent yesterday afternoon with a diagram of its layout, visualizing his path from the landing bay to Meridian HQ, so that he wouldn’t have to stop and ask for directions. Anything was better than having to ask someone for directions.

Gaining access to Meridian was easy enough. “I have an appointment to see Ezra Yates. My name is Harold Wills.”

The receptionist pursed her lips at him, then checked her comm, where she would find the appointment one of his underlings had hacked into the Meridian computer system. She nodded at it. “ID?”

He produced his card.

“Go on in. Take the fourth left. His waiting room is at the end of that hall.”

“Thanks,” he said, trying not to wince at her use of the term “hall” aboard a space station, rather than “corridor.” Some people had no respect for precision in language.

As he rounded the corner, he heard a man raising his voice behind him, saying that he was sure he had an appointment with Mr. Yates at this time. Must be the guy who got deleted to make room for me.

He strode through the waiting room with barely a glance for the uncomfortable-looking chairs shoved against the wall. Instead, he yanked open the door and found Ezra Yates sitting behind an industrial-looking metal desk that took up one half of his cramped office. Clearly, life aboard a space station is for the birds.

Yates looked up from a holoscreen wearing an indignant expression, which quickly turned into confusion. “Mittelman? What are you doing here?”

He settled into the chair opposite Yates, which proved slightly more cozy than the ones in the waiting room had looked. “Oh, Ezra, you should know that I always make a habit of keeping up with my counterparts in other corps. Even when they don’t know they’re being kept up with.” A grin curled his lips.

“That sounds a lot like a threat.”

“Well, I’m glad someone in this office has a grasp of the English language.”

Yates snorted. “Mittelman, whatever you think you have on me, it’s useless, and nothing compared to what I have on you. Like your identity, for example. Try to spread something about me, and I’ll let the Dawn Cluster know who you are, and what you do for Veronica Rose.”

“That’s bound to happen eventually anyway,” Mittelman said with a shrug. “But if I reveal my tidbit of information, your life will burn down, and there’s a good chance your daughters will never speak with you again.”

The color began to drain from Yates’ face. Finally, you begin to understand. “You’ve been breaking the first rule of spycraft, Ezra. Don’t shit where you eat. I’m aware you’ve been sleeping with your little birds. And you can trust that I have ample evidence to make this reality clear to your wife. Video, audio. It won’t be pretty.” His grin widened. Unlike most adulterers, Yates had managed to keep his infidelity from his wife. Not surprising, given his profession.

But he hadn’t kept it from Mittelman.

“What do you want?” Yates choked out.

Mittelman leaned forward. “Meridian is poised to deploy its next generation of stealth tech, yes?”

The poor man’s eyes widened even further.

“Please don’t feed me the ‘I can’t discuss proprietary information’ line,” Mittelman said. “The information is no longer proprietary for Meridian, since I possess it as well. But not to worry, I wouldn’t dream of sharing it with anyone who shouldn’t have it. For the purposes of our conversation, suffice it to say that I know Meridian has developed it, and I know every detail of how it works.”

Yates continued to give him that unblinking stare. His chin began to tremble slightly. The look of a man who knows he’s owned.

“Here is what you will do, Ezra. You will approach Kibishii officials with Meridian’s current generation of stealth tech. As a peace offering. You must keep this from your bosses, though Kibishii has to think you’re sharing the information with their full blessing.”

“Mittelman, even you must know what you’re asking is impossible.” A tremor ran through Yates’ voice. “I can’t share proprietary stealth tech with our number one corporate rival.”

“You can, and you will. Trust me, this will work out best for everyone. Kibishii will be mollified for a time—how could Meridian possibly mean them harm if you’ve just handed over every detail of how your stealth tech works? And when Meridian goes after Kibishii again, after implementing your new generation of stealth, Kibishii will be caught completely off guard. Totally unprepared. This is good for you, Ezra. Good for Meridian. You will do it. Unless you’d like Samantha to learn of your little dalliances.”

A long silence passed between them, Yates’ lips a trembling line. “Fine,” he said at last. “I’ll do it.”

To his credit, Yates didn’t ask Mittelman why he wanted to protect Kibishii temporarily, only to throw them to the wolves a little later. He must have known that Mittelman wouldn’t tell him.

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Kava System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2290

 

They’d been in Kava System a little over an hour when Lucy Guerrero spoke up. “Sir, I’m getting some sensor data showing seventeen vessels clustered together in the asteroid belt.”

Thatcher’s eyes snapped to his holoscreen, where he called up a scaled-down tactical display. “How far from our location, Lieutenant?”

“Nearly seven hundred million kilometers. If we overlaid Sol System on top of this one, its asteroid belt would be about halfway between the Kuiper Belt and Earth. So, a bit of a haul for us to reach them.”

He felt safe assuming the ships in question were pirates. Anyone who’d been unlucky enough to get caught in Lacuna without the teeth the Frontier ships had were probably dead by now.

Guerrero was right. It would take hours to make the journey out to the pirates’ location. Hours that would potentially be wasted, depending on how the bastards react. Plus, heading out there would risk Rose’s hypothetical pursuers catching up to them and cornering them in this system. Maybe even locking down the jump gates so they couldn’t escape.

That would require a lot of ships, though. Probably more than they’d want to pull away from other duties, like guarding the entrance into Lacuna, or protecting whatever was in Nankeen System.

And this might be the best chance to resupply we get.

He took a breath. “Set a course for those ships’ location, Sullivan. Guerrero, relay the course to the others.” There still hadn’t been time to establish the necessary protocols for giving his orders directly to the other vessels.

“Aye, sir,” both officers said, and Guerrero continued: “Will we be executing a Hellfire barrage this time?”

“Negative. Too many asteroids for our missiles to get caught up on, and too many places for our targets to hide. We’d also risk damaging the supply cache, if that is indeed what they’re clustered around.”

No, this would be an old-fashioned slugfest in the middle of an asteroid belt. Unless the pirates fled, which they wouldn’t if they valued whatever they’d stashed out there.

A tense boredom settled over them, of the type Thatcher had experienced countless time in Space Fleet, from various positions around the CIC. Space combat was full of these: long waits before the brief clashes that decided who lived and who died. Sometimes, Thatcher found himself thinking that victory was decided more by a crew’s ability to tolerate these interminable periods than it was by the tactics employed during the actual battle.

“They’re forming up, sir.” Guerrero’s body reflected the tension in her words. “It looks like they mean to engage us.”

Thatcher could see that for himself on his holoscreen, but he wasn’t about to mention that he’d already been aware of it. He liked to build as many layers of redundancy and repetition into his CIC’s operations as he could. It minimized the chance of something vital getting missed.

Guerrero tapped at her console. “Sir, I’ve been running their profiles and I’ve got something back. It looks like one of them is an actual warship. A frigate. It’s a model that’s known for its hefty shield, and they’re keeping it at the fore, presumably to soak up damage.”

Thatcher nodded, already turning over possibilities in his head.

They were half an hour out from the battle, the CIC buzzing with barely restrained excitement, when Guerrero spoke again. She’d gone completely rigid at her console, and Thatcher knew the news wouldn’t be good.

“Sir, twenty-one ships just entered the system behind us. Reardon warships, with seven pirate vessels accompanying them. They’re headed straight for us.”

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Kava System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2290

 

“Contact,” Guerrero barked. “It’s just as we expected, sir. Their frigate has its shields up and their logistics ship is positioned directly behind it, ready to feed energy into its receiver array. The enemy is distributing its laserfire mostly between New Jersey and Lancer, with a couple ships firing on the Georgia.”

And without as much as a hello, Thatcher mused. He’d had Guerrero try contacting the opposing ships, to account for the possibility they were just hapless civilians stranded in the middle of Lacuna. That had seemed unlikely, given there were seventeen of them and they were all armed, and when they’d refused the Jersey’s transmission, Thatcher took it as all the confirmation he needed.

The storm of laserfire being directed at his ships seemed like a reliable sign as well.

On his order, every Frontier ship had raised shields two minutes ago. To conserve energy, he’d waited until the last moment before it would have become dangerous to leave them down. If he was being honest, he may have crossed that line by an inch or three. But he had to trust his captain’s intuition.

At any rate, his ships could take this rate of laserfire for a few minutes at least. Indeed, his strategy counted on it.

“Have all ships focus fire on the shielded frigate.”

“Sir? Its shield is robust, much more than average—”

“Relay the order, Guerrero!”

Guerrero’s eyes went wide, and she jerked toward her console, her face red as she punched in the commands that would connect her to the other ships.

For his part, Thatcher took a steadying breath. He hadn’t meant to snap, and considered it bad form for a captain to do so, ever. But this was the first time the lieutenant had ever questioned an order from him, and the fact she’d done it in the middle of an engagement had pissed him off.

He wanted to apologize, but he couldn’t do that either. The crew’s perception of their captain as solid, stern, and effective was everything—a force multiplier he couldn’t afford to lose. His reprimanding tone had been over the top, but it would have to stand. You can curse yourself for losing your cool later.

In the holotank, bright beams lanced from all five of Frontier’s damage-dealing ships, slamming into the enemy frigate’s shield. It shimmered wildly, but held. Thatcher felt sure it was taking a beating, but Guerrero was right. There was a good chance it would hold for a while, and if he continued trying to hose it down he would soon lose a ship, possibly more.

Seeing the opening, just over half of the pirate force charged from behind the damage-absorbing frigate to take aim at all five of Thatcher’s offensive vessels, though most of their lasers remained concentrated on his two cruisers and sole frigate.

The frigate seems an odd choice. Maybe the pirates were hedging their bets. If they couldn’t take down the cruisers with this attack, at least they would get the frigate.

Either way, they had taken the bait. Now, they would pay for it.

“XO, cease laserfire. Guerrero, have all other ships do the same. I want a full missile volley divided between the ships I’m designating.” His hand dancing across his holoscreen, he selected four of the charging pirate vessels. “Stand by to mop up with autoturrets, should any of them survive. Execute immediately.”

“Aye, sir.”

In space combat terms, the pirates were charging into what was effectively point-blank range, with barely any transversal velocity relative to the Frontier ships. As such, it didn’t take long for Candle and his counterparts aboard the other vessels to whip up firing solutions.

“All ships report ready to fire.” Guerrero didn’t look at him as she spoke. Her face still bore some of its flush from before.

“Fire.”

The New Jersey shook with her missiles’ departure. The trembling was twice as violent now that she had two launch tubes.

He watched his holoscreen as seven icons representing the missiles flashed across the battlespace.

“Reload new Hellborns immediately. Guerrero, have the others do the same.”

“Aye, sir.”

Only one of the seven-missile volley missed. The other six connected solidly, causing three of the pirate ships to burst into short-lived conflagrations, including the one that had only one missile allocated to it.

“Auto turrets engaging now, sir,” Candle said. “A second volley will soon be ready. Requesting new targets.”

“Sending you the targeting now.” Thatcher had just finished designating them on his screen, and he made the flicking gesture that would transmit the data to Candle’s console. Only three ships, this time, since based on his study of the profiles Guerrero had provided him, these targets were a little bigger, and better-armored.

Apparently recovered from her earlier misstep, the lieutenant turned toward him. “The attacking ships are decelerating, sir. It looks like they’re going to pull back.” Her voice was perfectly professional, free of resentment. He would have expected nothing less from her.

“Very good, Ops. Tell Major Avery it’s time to launch Attack Shuttle One and head to that asteroid.” It had been clear for a while now which asteroid the pirates were defending. “Tell him to notify me immediately if he encounters an unexpected level of resistance there.”

“Aye, sir.”

Candle straightened from his work. “Second volley ready to launch, sir.”

“Fire in sync with our other ships.”

“Firing.”

Their second volley had less success, as the pirates were doing everything they could to introduce evasive maneuvers into their retreat. Even so, one of them caught a missile on her primary thrusters, maiming her enough for the second to slam home, finishing her off.

Then, just as it seemed the other two targets would escape, another Hellborn winged one of them, causing her to twist sideways, exposing her starboard side to Frontier autoturrets. For the space of two seconds, they tore up that section of hull, until the target could right herself once more.

Five seconds later, almost out of nowhere, she exploded. Looks like we hit something vital. “Excellent work, XO.” Passing on compliments to the other ships’ tactical officers would have to wait. He didn’t want to disrupt the flow of the battle.

Five of seventeen down. His heart raced, and endorphins flooded his body, filling him with the thrill of battle. Not just that: the thrill of decimating his foe.

I suppose I shouldn’t congratulate myself too much. They are just pirates.

Still, success tasted sweet.

“Ops, instruct the Charger and the Nightingale to break off from our formation in opposite directions. They’re to use the asteroids as cover, and until I tell them otherwise, they should only take shots that seem certain to hit. Tell the Lancer and Georgia to resume laserfire on that frigate’s shields. Candle, we’ll do the same.”

This time, the pirates didn’t seem quite as encouraged by Thatcher’s willingness to dump energy into the enemy frigate’s shields. They clustered behind that frigate now, edging out to take potshots at one of the Frontier vessels before cowering back.

We’ve broken their fleet’s spirit. Time to break its back.

The corvettes he’d sent through the asteroid field had passed the huddled pirate formation, and he judged it was time. “Guerrero, tell Charger and Nightingale to hit that logistics ship with everything they’ve got. When the pirates retaliate, they’re to use asteroids for cover, but until they do I want them to unleash hell on that thing.”

“Aye, sir,” Guerrero said with evident relish.

The corvette captains must have been expecting orders along those lines, since they responded to Guerrero’s transmission with satisfying speed, opening with a Hellborn each, followed by a spray of lasers mixed with solid-core rounds from their autoturrets.

Some of the pirates did respond, bringing their ships about to fire back, but both corvette captains took the risk of hanging around long enough to unleash one more missile each. That done, they each withdrew behind the protection of an asteroid.

It was the third missile that finished the pirates’ logistics ship, turning it into a cloud of shrapnel and flame that quickly sputtered out in the airless void.

After that, it took less than two minutes for the pirate frigate’s shields to fail.

“Cease fire,” Thatcher barked. “Guerrero, offer them the chance to surrender.”

A few tense seconds passed as the pirates’ laserfire continued to play across Frontier shields, which by now were close to failing themselves.

Then, the enemy fire dried up.

“They’ve accepted your offer, sir.”

Thatcher nodded. “Inform them that boarding parties will arrive shortly.” He glanced at his holoscreen, which now showed a zoomed-out view of the entire system. Even though they’d made short work of the pirates, the Reardon battle group had made an uncomfortable amount of progress closing the gap. “We don’t have much time.”
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Avery’s KS 7.62 sniper rifle, his favorite weapon, felt like dead weight in his hands.

He glanced back down the tunnel they’d entered through, at his power-suited marines lining the rock walls, their tension evident even through their armor. His gaze met Private Loeung’s, who’d joined the Jersey’s company recently. The marine’s eyes were wide.

Avery turned to eye the end of the tunnel. Tens of millions of dollars worth of equipment, all sitting around like worthless junk in this God-forsaken hole.

 Beyond the tunnel mouth lay a massive cavern, which the pirates had locked down. The tunnel sloped up toward the exit, and if he poked his head into sight, he’d be greeted by two heavy machine gunners, who’d be more than happy to pump his power suit full of lead at high velocities.

He knew this thanks to Miller, who’d already had that experience. His suit had been sealed up, and the armor itself would make sure he didn’t bleed to death. But he was out for the count, for today at least. Possibly for weeks. Avery had ordered him bundled back to Attack Shuttle One after one glance at his vitals.

They have to know we’re going to take that cave eventually. He was sure of that, and it bothered him more than anything else. Pirates weren’t supposed to fight this hard to protect anything. Fighting this hard required sacrifice…it required brotherhood. No one knew that better than a marine.

The fact the pirates were still in there, still fighting, despite knowing they stood no chance against a professional military outfit…

It didn’t bode well for any corp in the north. The men and women in that cave weren’t just fighting for their own self-interest anymore. They were fighting for a cause, and causes had a way of fueling long campaigns, which became full-on offensive wars.

Probably, they know Reardon is on the way. But that didn’t matter. A pirate out only for his own self-interest would have surrendered by now. These people were true believers. And that was bad news.

As for Avery and his platoon, they needed to break through, fast. The asteroid was messing with comms. That probably meant it was webbed through with metals, a good target for mining. It also meant Avery had no idea what was happening in space. Were the pirates beaten? Had Frontier lost any ships?

With Thatcher in command, he shouldn’t have worried. But he found it was impossible not to, down here in the dark, cut off from everything.

Regardless, Reardon ships were on the way, and that put a time limit on clearing the cavern so Kibishii’s cargo shuttles could start hauling away whatever supplies it held.

He looked down at the long weapon cradled in his hands, blue-lit indicators glowing softly in the dark. If I could just get off one shot…

But those gunners would take care of him before he finished lining it up. Even if he managed to take one of them out, the other would remain, leaving his marines in more or less the same situation, except without a commander.

Part of him wanted to rush into the cavern kamikaze-style, figure out a way to take down both gunners, maybe go down in a blaze of glory. But he remembered Rose’s actions on Oasis, and the danger they’d put his people in.

It doesn’t serve anyone for a leader to put his life on the line for nothing. There’s a time and place for it, sure, but only when it truly counts.

“We need to move.” He spoke over a platoon-wide channel, his voice grim.

“What are you thinking, Major?” In the weeks since they left Freedom System, Wilson had recovered from the injury he’d taken outside Frontier HQ. Which was no mean feat, considering he’d had an arm hacked off. But the new prosthetic was installed, calibrated, and working just like a biological one. Better, for some things.

“We’re going to take some hits.” Avery had to drag the words out of himself, and he felt himself wince, glad for the tunnel’s poor visibility.

His marines only nodded. They knew that as well as he did. One could argue that this was exactly what they’d signed up for. To risk dying in order to save friends, to protect loved ones.

Of course, a more cynical observer would have said they’d signed up for the pay a private military corp offered, which was four times what Space Fleet paid. Maybe that was true for other corps’ employees. But the Frontier marines had stayed marines, even after going private.

“We need to take advantage of the low gravity. They know we’re in power armor, and they’re used to thinking of that as a bit heavy, a bit cumbersome. Maybe they’ve already realized that we can move faster here in the lower gravity, realized it logically, but I can guarantee their reflexes haven’t adjusted to it yet.” He switched off his comm to draw a ragged breath, then switched it back on. “We’re going to pour through that hole and take advantage of all three dimensions. Every marine through takes a different direction from the one before him—right, left, up, or straight ahead. Flood in and scatter, find cover as quick as you can, and lay down covering fire for the ones behind you. Take out those heavy gunners.”

“Oorah.” The marines’ trademark battle cry came back to him over the comm, soft and earnest, but uttered by everyone in the platoon.

“Let’s go.”

Wilson was the first one through, the crazy bastard. Assault rifle blazing in his hands, he pounded into the cavern and out of sight. “Go, go, go!” Avery screamed, waving the others through, his eyes on Wilson’s vitals. Amazingly, they remained green.

With a squad’s worth already inside the cavern, Avery couldn’t contain himself anymore. He pounded in after the last man, and as he passed into the cave, a broad, low crate caught his eye where it was affixed to metal brackets bolted into the cavern floor.

Loeung slumped against it, his power armor leaking atmosphere and blood that came out as a red, crystallized mist.

Avery checked the marine’s vitals and winced. He was dead.

At the same time, he realized he’d failed to account for the same low gravity he’d discussed with his marines. His steps were taking him higher than was safe, and from a dozen meters away a pirate fired at him from a recess in the rock.

The asteroid’s interior had no atmosphere to act as a medium for sound, but if it had, Avery would have heard shotgun rounds whizzing past his ear. His suit’s proximity sensors told him so.

The range was too close for the sniper rifle, so he shifted it to the left as he came down from the peak of his jump, whipping his sidearm from his right holster and firing over and over in the pirate’s direction. He’d only meant to cover himself, but just before falling out of sight he saw the pirate’s body being propelled slowly backward from the impact of Avery’s rounds.

That works, too. He landed near Loeung and shoved the marine’s body out of the way, clearing a place for him to shoot. It was no way to treat a fallen comrade, but sometimes battle called for such indignities.

Night vision washed the cavern green, and he scanned for a target. His marines had neutralized one of the heavy gunners, but the remaining one was still raining hell on his people.

Steadying his breath, Avery nestled his sniper on the lip of the crate. In, out. In, out. He pushed the second breath out in a steady whoosh, and with all the oxygen expelled from his lungs, his body steadied.

He squeezed the trigger with a lover’s gentle touch. The sniper kicked a little, and the heavy gunner slumped backward, his reign of terror ended.

After that, it was just mop-up work, and his marines knew it. They popped up from their hides, bounding high to begin their own terror campaign. The pirates panicked, firing wildly at the armored death coming at them from above, but not much could save them now. With adrenaline pumping through their veins, even the marines who took hits through their armor fought on, their aim barely impeded, their strength kept up by their suits’ augmentations.

At the end, a couple hostiles emerged from hiding wearing power armor of their own.

“Marines, focus-fire on the two armored pirates coming out from behind those crates at the back of the cavern.”

The power-suited pirates moved fast, spraying rounds down at the marines advancing up the cavern’s slope. But their outdated suits were nothing compared to the top-shelf equipment Frontier fielded, and with a platoon’s worth of punishment coming at them, they stood little chance.

Plus, the marines of the New Jersey were mad. Marine lives had been spent taking this cavern, and now they exacted what revenge they could on the power-armored pirates. Within seconds, their suits became little more than scrap-metal, torn and twisted all over, and they slowly tumbled to the cavern floor.

Wilson bounded up to Avery, saluting.

He returned it. “Casualties?”

“Five injured and two dead, Major.”

“Are you counting Loeung?”

The marine hung his head. “I didn’t know about Loeung, sir.”

Avery cursed. But there was no time to mourn the dead. Not now.

He started back toward the tunnel, with the asteroid’s surface as his destination, where his comm would work properly again. As he moved, he keyed in the frequency for the Kibishii troop ship’s bridge. It was time for the shuttles to come and collect what had been paid for with marine blood.
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Thatcher watched the Reardon and pirate ships approaching across Kava. Together, they numbered almost double his own force, even with the addition of three captured pirate vessels. He tried not to focus on how much depended on the coming engagement.

He had a strange philosophy when it came to the proper mindset for combat, the ground for which had been seeded during conversations with his grandfather. He believed it did no good to focus on the prospect of victory, since that ultimately wasn’t something a commander could control. Indeed, focusing on victory was worse than useless.

Instead, a commander should concentrate on selecting the best tactics, and on making sure they were executed as close to perfectly as possible.

But it was more than that. Much more. “Each battle begins on the first day of basic training,” Edward Thatcher had once said.

It had taken his slow grandson the better part of an hour to figure that one out. But he’d gotten it. And now, it informed everything he did. Everything about the way he ran the New Jersey and interacted with her crew. Battles were years in the making. Let one day go to waste—even an ordinary, uneventful day—and victory could slip from your grasp before the engagement even began.

Despite all that, today, he couldn’t help dwelling on what would happen if he lost the day, or even if he won while taking significant losses. It would mean being unable to stop the Xanthic in Ucalegon System.

Indeed, any losses at all could make the difference between eventually escaping the Lacuna Region after a successful mission and dying here—losing every ship. Every crewmember. Leaving thousands of broken families in their wake.

“Sensor drones have been distributed throughout the nearby asteroids, sir.” Guerrero seemed unusually calm. Indeed, since he’d snapped at her, she’d seemed more self-possessed, better able to ride the rapids of battle. It remained to see whether that would last, but maybe it would. He’d seen stranger transformations provoked by fewer word spoken by a starship captain.

The relationship between captain and crew remains as strange and inscrutable as ever, I see.

“We now have a sensor web ready to come online at your command. Until then, the drones remain dormant, as per your orders.”

“Very good, Lieutenant. Any word from Kibishii on their progress?”

“Captain Sho sends word that there are supplies enough in that asteroid to keep his marines busy for the better part of the day, loading them onto shuttles and ferrying them to the troop ship.”

Thatcher nodded. The abundance of supplies inside the asteroid was both blessing and curse. Blessing, because the more his tiny fleet took on, the longer they’d be able to stay on the run inside this unfriendly region. But that same abundance served as a deadly temptation. If they waited too long to recall Kibishii’s shuttles and leave, Reardon would catch them with their pants down—and so might a second pirate force, which could enter the system at any time.

They were playing a dangerous game, Thatcher knew. But a necessary one.

He found himself eying the back of Candle’s head as the Reardon ships drew ever-closer.

What a strange XO I have.

With Veronica Rose’s blessing, Thatcher had offered the man command of one of the pirate ships—the biggest one, the frigate with her bolstered shields, which was named Snowbird. Candle had declined with barely a moment’s thought.

What sane XO turned down his own command? Yes, Candle had declined to take on the Charger, the converted pirate corvette. That, Thatcher could understand. But a full-fledged warship, barely damaged? With state-of-the-art shields and a respectable arsenal on top of that? No missiles, but formidable laser batteries and plenty of autoturrets.

She was a beauty. Thatcher himself would have been excited by her, if the Snowbird had been his first command instead of the Jersey, though of course he was glad things had turned out the way they had.

The pirates who’d taken her must have been incredibly lucky or skilled. That day must have been triumphant for them indeed. But Candle spurned her with barely a glance.

Mittelman’s words echoed inside Thatcher’s head as he studied the lieutenant commander, who bent intently to his work.

Does he value serving under me so much? Or was he put here by another corp to keep an eye on Frontier, and now on me?

Thatcher liked to think he did a decent job of keeping his ego in check. But entertaining either of those options seemed egotistical. Either he deemed himself such a splendid CO that his XO couldn’t bare to leave him, even at the expense of his own command…or he assumed himself so important that another corp would waste a talented officer just to spy on him.

He shook himself, pulling out of the morass of his thoughts. Whatever the case, he and Candle would be stretched thin over the coming weeks, provided they survived today. Properly crewing the Snowbird and the other captured vessels had been a drain on everyone’s crew.

Guerrero’s fingers tapped smartly at her console. “Enemy ships are almost within maximum firing range, sir. Estimate four minutes, fifty-two seconds until contact.”

“Acknowledged. Instruct all vessels to prepare to raise shields and direct fire at the Eagle.” The destroyer was flying brashly at the front of the enemy formation. That made Thatcher frown at his holoscreen for a moment. Yes, Pegg’s force outnumbered his, but the man should know from the battle over Oasis Colony that superior numbers didn’t mean everything.

I smell a trump card. But until Thatcher knew what it was, there wasn’t much he could do to get ready for it—except to prepare for anything.

In the meantime, he would have to hope that focusing fire on Pegg’s flagship would have the disorienting effect he sought. If not, it would pose a speed bump to his plan. A speed bump that could easily become a brick wall.

The Reardon ships crossed an imaginary line in space, and Thatcher knew the time had come. He straightened slightly in his seat. “All vessels will raise shields. Offensive ships, direct primary lasers at the Eagle.”

Guerrero relayed the orders, and the Frontier ships complied in rough synchronicity, energy fields popping up around vessels one after another. Once I establish that command channel, we should be able to make that almost simultaneous.

Next, all five damage-dealing ships shot bright sapphire beams across space to slam into the enemy destroyer’s shield, first sending ripples cascading across it, then waves.

The Reardon ships responded in kind, returning fire with their own primaries, all aimed at the New Jersey. Thatcher had expected that, just as Pegg must have expected him to target the Eagle.

He waited, monitoring his holoscreen. Then an instrument reading caught his eye, and his heart leapt into his throat.

Less than a second later Guerrero went rigid in her seat, her old tenseness returning all at once. “Sir, our shields are dropping much faster than they should be. They’re down to sixty-seven percent already.”

Thatcher saw. His eyes were glued to the plummeting numbers, in fact. But not only because of the fear rising up from his stomach like acid reflux. Almost immediately, he’d begun to notice a pattern in the shield power’s decline. Or rather, a lack of a pattern.

“XO.”

Candle turned toward him, his jaw rigid. Otherwise, he seemed collected. “Sir?”

“The drop in shield power is sporadic. It falls four percent, then holds steady, then three percent, then seven percent. I’ve never seen anything like it. Does this behavior match anything you’re familiar with?”

Candle’s eyes narrowed, and he turned back to his holoscreen, rotating the 3D tactical display with one hand while calling up a more detailed readout on the shields with his other.

The XO slowly shook his head. “I feel almost crazy for saying it, but…I have heard rumors about a new weapon Halcyon Technologies has been developing, a corp based in Modal Pique. But I didn’t think it was anywhere near ready for deployment.”

“Maybe it isn’t. Maybe that’s why we’re seeing these inconsistencies. What is the tech?”

“A capacitor-disrupting EMP weapon. Directional, so that it doesn’t affect the ship using it, or any friendly ships surrounding it.”

Thatcher forced himself to draw deeper, longer breaths. “That would explain the sporadic effect it’s having. The steadiness of the effect may depend on what part of our hull it hits.” He thanked God that the Jersey’s receiver array was located near her stern, away from where the EMP beam—which still might not actually exist—could hit it. It seemed likely the beam would have the greatest effect, there.

Speaking of which…

“Ops, order the Lightfoot to begin feeding us power via microwave beam. Tell North Star to stand by to do the same if it becomes necessary.”

“Aye, sir.”

But before Guerrero could do anything, the Jersey’s shields plummeted seventeen percent. Thatcher gripped his armrests, hard. The shields were now in the single digits.

The lieutenant’s fingers flew across her console, but it was too late. The Jersey’s shields fell, and the enemy’s lasers began melting through her armored hull. Next, missiles would surely follow.

Without being ordered, the other four Frontier attack ships—Lancer, Georgia, Charger, and Nightingale—charged forward, with the Snowbird and the other two captured pirate vessels hard on their heels.

For the first time since taking command of the Jersey, Thatcher felt vulnerable. Powerless. He watched to see what the vessels under his command would do—the vessels whose captains he was supposed to direct.

They spread out before the Eagle, establishing firing angles on the logistics ship feeding her power. The same one that had to be disrupting the New Jersey’s shields.

That had a noticeable effect on the enemy vessels. Most of them broke off firing on the Jersey, instead drawing around the logistics ship being attacked and redirecting their fire at the Frontier ships attacking her.

One of the pirate ships they’d captured, a converted freight hauler, exploded under the enemy lasers. A Frontier corvette, the Nightingale, followed.

Thatcher gritted his teeth so hard he thought they would crack.

“We need to execute,” he barked. “Guerrero, tell all three eWar ships to initiate omnidirectional jamming, now. Now!”
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His cool cracking, Thatcher lowered his head into his right hand and squeezed with thumb and index finger.

Two ships…four watches worth of personnel…

Gone.

Why did they charge forward like that? Why did they sacrifice themselves?

He knew the answer. And if he allowed it to get to him, more deaths would follow.

“Sometimes, the tasks they’ll set you will seem impossible.” His grandfather’s voice echoed from the past. “The weight of command will make it feel like you can’t take another step.” Edward Thatcher had placed a gnarled hand on young Tad’s shoulder. “Every now and then—maybe only once—it will be impossible. But only if you let it.”

Thatcher shook himself. “Helm, execute the pre-calculated course sent to you by Nav.”

“Aye, sir.”

The ship lurched, pressing Thatcher back into his chair until the inertial compensators kicked in, restoring equilibrium and preventing everyone aboard the ship from being flattened into whatever they were leaning against.

He turned toward Guerrero. “Ops?”

“Nothing, sir. Still implementing countermeasures.”

It seemed odd to hear talk of taking countermeasures against something they themselves had done. But their entire plan depended on recovering from the omnidirectional jamming faster than the Reardon ships. And so Thatcher had ordered special antennae extended from sleeves all over the hull, designed to detect signals from any direction, thereby eliminating the sensor noise their eWar ships’ jamming had caused.

In the meantime, Guerrero would constantly ping both the other ships and the network of sensor drones they’d distributed throughout the surrounding asteroids. Those drones would now be broadcasting any and all sensor data they were able to collect—but thoroughly encrypted, so that the Reardon ships couldn’t take advantage of them. At least, not within a time frame meaningful to this engagement.

At her console, Guerrero sat tenser than ever. Her job was the most difficult, now, even though most of it had already been done. Before the Reardon ships had arrived, Thatcher had ordered her and her counterparts aboard the other friendly ships to record the trajectory of every nearby asteroid and project it into the future. She’d had AI assistance to complete the task, but even AIs were only as good as their operators, and now it was Guerrero’s work that would decide whether they navigated safely through the giant obstructions hurtling past them every few seconds. All while she worked feverishly to restore sensor function.

After what seemed like an eternity, Guerrero turned to him wearing a tight smile. “The fog is lifting, sir. Sensors are clearing up.”

He nodded. “Tell me what you see.”

“Two of the pirate ships that were accompanying Reardon are missing. So is one of Reardon’s warships, a frigate. There’s enough debris in the area to account for all of them. I can only assume they dashed themselves against asteroids in the sensor fog.”

“Have you established contact with any other ships?”

She tapped at her console, and over her shoulder he watched the tactical display refresh on her holoscreen. “Updated data on five of eleven friendly ships. Six, now.”

He nearly winced when she said “eleven friendly ships.” It would have been thirteen, if two vessels hadn’t sacrificed themselves to protect the New Jersey.

He refreshed his holoscreen as well, and as he did, two more friendly ships popped onto his tactical display. All eight of the friendly ships accounted for had navigated to their attack positions safely.

As for the unaccounted ships…

Surely that’s just residual sensor fog. Surely they weren’t taken out by asteroids. God wouldn’t be that cruel.

Then again, he intended to be crueler to Reardon. There was no time to wait.

“Let’s tighten the noose,” he said, his voice grim. “Order all ships we have contact with to fire primaries at that logistics ship. Relay the same orders to every additional ship we reestablish contact with.”

“Aye, sir.”

When Thatcher looked again, a ninth and tenth friendly appeared on his holoscreen. Then, at last, an eleventh. All twelve remaining friendlies were alive and accounted for. He breathed a sigh of relief.

With that, lasers lit up the dark of space, flashing in from eleven different directions to converge on the logistics ship that had nearly caused the New Jersey’s destruction—and which had done for the Nightingale and the captured pirate vessel filled with Frontier people.

It took mere seconds for the enemy ship’s shield to falter, then fail. The powerful beams crossed the remaining space, landing on her hull and then burning her from existence: a burst of atmosphere, shrapnel, and flame. Then nothing.

“No time for celebrating. Fire on the eWar ship I’ve designated, before the enemy recovers.”

But the enemy was apparently nowhere near recovering. They lacked a sensor drone network of their own, and they still seemed completely disoriented by the blanket jamming. The targeted eWar ship quickly followed the logistics ship, and then another logistics ship went, and then another eWar.

By the time the enemy could finally see, they found a changed world. One that had replaced every support ship they’d brought with a debris cloud, and had smashed apart two more of their ships with giant chunks of hurtling rock.

Lacking their new weapon from Modal Pique Region, their numbers rapidly dwindling, Pegg seemed to lose his nerve. Or maybe all of his captains did, simultaneously.

Either way, the fleet comprised of Reardon and pirate ships scattered in every direction. As they fled, another pirate ship was beset by a fast-moving asteroid that emerged from behind another, offering almost no response time for the harried pilot to steer out of the way. The asteroid claimed the ship, and Thatcher called up a visual to take satisfaction in the fantastic explosion as pieces of pirate ship burst apart, lighting up the entire asteroid.

Thatcher showed Reardon no mercy as they fled the ones they’d sought to destroy. He had his ships dog them through the asteroids in two packs, and between them they claimed three more ships.

Not the Eagle, however. Ramon Pegg lived on, to carry the memory of what Thatcher had done to him twice, now.

There may be a third time, Pegg, Thatcher thought, his jaw set. But there won’t be a fourth.

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Tony Vermillion walked into Mittelman’s office wearing orange-tinted glasses and a leather jacket sprouting white feathers from the shoulders, which wafted with every stride. He sat in one of the empty chairs facing the desk and crossed his legs in a way that made Mittelman wince.

“Hi, boss.”

Vermillion was as flamboyant as ever. Strangely, it made him one of Mittelman’s top spies. No one expected the aloof, loudly dressed man to be the one listening carefully to everything you said, and even closer to the things you didn’t say. The one collecting secret whisperings, distilling them, and bringing them like offerings to the puppet master.

Mittelman liked Vermillion, if only because he didn’t appear to give a shit what anyone thought, and the more important you considered yourself, the less of a shit he gave. That applied to Mittelman, too, but he had plenty of experience with being disrespected, and he’d grown basically immune to it, other than the occasional slow-burning resentment that manifested in brutal revenge visited upon his enemies. Other than that, he really didn’t mind it.

Often, he wondered whether Tony Vermillion was the man’s real name. Almost certainly not, he decided now. “What do you have for me?”

“Straight to business, as always,” Vermillion said with a quirked eyebrow. “Well, fine. Let’s see. Ursa Incorporated just switched titanium suppliers for a lower price—but more complicated logistics. It’s become pretty easy to disrupt their entire operation, for anyone interested in doing that. What else? Herwin Dirk’s been holding closed-door meetings with a group no one’s heard of before. I haven’t even been able to get a name. Not sure if they’re with another corp, the UNC, or—they could be pirates, for all I know!” Vermillion chuckled, then winked. “But I know you don’t like it when I speculate. Oh, and—’

“Quit toying with me.”

The eyebrow quirked higher. “Hmm?”

“You didn’t come all the way from Kreng to feed me tidbits. If you’re here in person, then you have something important. Something we can’t afford to send by courier.”

Vermillion’s smile stretched across his face until it nearly touched his ears. “Oh, boss. I can’t slip anything past you, can I?” He slapped the desk lightly. “Your friend from Meridian met with a Kibishii VP.”

“And?”

“The VP told him they still don’t trust Meridian, even after they gave them their stealth tech. The VP said he fully expected some form of trickery, and the next attack would be the last one Kibishii would suffer before retaliating, super-alliance be damned.”

Mittelman narrowed his eyes. “Is that supposed to make me happy?”

Vermillion frowned. “This is exclusive information, boss. You normally like the hard-to-get stuff.”

Not when it screws with my plans. But then, Vermillion wasn’t privy to those, was he? “Anything else?”

Vermillion sighed. “Nothing I can’t submit to you in a report. I can tell you must be busy. You’re sure testy enough.”

“I have been overworked,” Mittelman said, by way of apology. At least, it was the closest thing to an apology Vermillion would get. “Thanks for bringing me this.”

Clucking his tongue, Vermillion flashed him a smile and then propelled himself from the chair, sauntering across the office and leaving without another word.

Mittelman had already forgotten about him. So. I may have bought some time. But I’ve also run out of stalling tactics.

Sooner or later, Meridian would hit Kibishii again, and this time the Japanese corp would hit back. With or without Frontier, he suspected. There were things Kibishii could do, even without the benefit of proper warships. None of those things would be good for keeping the peace within Daybreak Combine.

He rose, folded his hands behind his back, and began pacing in front of the floor-to-ceiling bay windows that overlooked the lush greenery of New Houston. Which was a little less lush since the Xanthic attack, but still hauntingly beautiful. Rose certainly has a nice view for herself, here.

He decided that now would be a good time to stop delaying the installation of the instant comm unit, and instead to facilitate it. It was time to go for a walk.

Before he did, he used his desk’s holoscreen to compile a data packet, using an automated script to hack each file’s metadata, so that it looked like he’d received them yesterday. He loaded the packet onto his eyepiece and then strolled out of the office.

“I’ll be a couple hours, Miriam. Leave any messages on my desk.”

“Will do, boss. Enjoy the sun out there.”

He smiled, wondering if she’d called Rose “boss.”

Outside, the promised sun rays kissed his face, and a smile broke out on his lips, like a Venus flytrap unfurling its leaves in spring.

When he arrived at the warehouse Hiro Yoshida had infiltrated to commit his vandalism, he found the security stiffer than it had been before the incident. So very human, to fix things after a crisis occurs. He’d always prized preparation and proactiveness, and he practiced both every day. Then again, he often thought of himself as a different species from the people around him. Either transhuman or subhuman. Probably the latter.

Even though the guards at the entrance knew him—or at least, knew him as Harold Wills—they still did their due diligence by inspecting his ID. Maybe there’s hope for human diligence yet. Mittelman resurrected his grin for them once they finished and waved him through.

Three-quarters of the way to the rear of the warehouse, down a long row of shelving to the right, he found four techs circling the battered comm unit. Its metal casing bore dents all over from Yoshida’s attack, and Mittelman noticed a stack of metal sheets on the concrete nearby, waiting to replace the abused exterior.

“Are you planning to replace every damaged part?” Mittelman asked, causing all four techs to jump, then turn toward him wearing sheepish expressions. He had to admire how focused they were on their work—he hadn’t been trying for stealth as he approached. Though he’d always been told he had a silent gait.

“Uh, yes, Mr. Wills.” The tech who’d spoken, Rory Kincaid, was the only one who ever addressed him. The rest fiddled with eye pieces, scanners or handheld holoscreens and avoided eye contact. The one with the most social skills led them and did their talking. The alpha tech, you might say.

“It turns out that’s a bad idea.”

Kincaid shook his head—more of a jerk, actually. “Sir?”

“I’ve just received a detailed message from a corp who’s managed to reverse engineer the unit and has decided to share the information with Frontier. One with a vested interest in the units proliferating throughout the Cluster.” That was mostly true, except that Mittelman’s means of obtaining the information had been a little less conventional, and a little more furtive than he’d let on. Pretty much every corp will benefit from the comm units spreading, though. Any corp interested in growing its client base, anyway. Improved comms will do that.

By sharing the information with Frontier techs, who did not have a reputation for discretion—not when they were among their own, anyway—he was contributing to that very proliferation. Soon, corps would start developing their own internal comm networks, which would make his job as Chief Intelligence Officer harder. But that was bound to happen anyway, so it seemed just as well to release the genie from its bottle now, at a time when it served his interests. Having Frontier become one of the first corps with its own internal network was just a nice side perk.

As for the four techs, their expressions had only grown more sheepish, now with shades of annoyance. They’d been working around the clock to crack the instant comm tech, and the news that another corp had done it first clearly wasn’t sitting well with them.

“If you replace everything, you’ll remove the very thing that makes it function. The circuitry, you’ll need to repair instead of replacing.” Mittelman almost winced, hoping that Yoshida hadn’t been too thorough when it came to demolishing the unit’s circuit boards.

“That would take at least three days’ work in and of itself.” Kincaid’s annoyance had caused him to drop any form of deference toward Mittelman. Not that he really cared.

“Nevertheless, it has to be done. Those circuits have been infused with particles entangled with partner particles residing inside the master unit, which sits in a UNC server room somewhere in Clime. Altering those partner particles is what enables the device to function. Everything is translated into binary and then transmitted to Clime, where it’s rerouted to whoever the user is trying to contact.” Mittelman pressed a button along the top of his eyepiece, transmitting the data packet to the handheld holoscreen held by one of the techs behind Kincaid. “I’ve just given you everything you need to complete the repairs. I expect to have a working unit within forty-eight hours.”

Kincaid blinked, and his voice grew quieter. “Sir, as I said, it will take that long just to repair the circuit boards, let along figure out how to integrate them with the rest of the—”

“Oh. I’m sorry. Did your projection include sleep time?”

“Uh…yes.”

“Then skip that part.” Mittelman held Kincaid’s gaze for several long seconds, which he trusted would communicate everything that needed to be communicated. Such as the real and present danger of Kincaid becoming jobless in forty-eight hours if he failed to make the deadline.

At any rate, forty hours later, Mittelman sat at his desk with a photo-sized interface sitting in front of him that connected with the instant comm unit, which had been installed inside a supply closet in the room next door. The interface was kept propped up by a single sturdy rubber leg that prevented it from sliding as Mittelman punched in the information required for the UNC to reroute his call.

He wasn’t overly fond of the idea that each transmission went through UNC infrastructure. Until his techs arrived at a method for encrypting conversations, and Frontier exchanged the necessary encryption keys with its frequent communication partners, it would be child’s play for the United Nations and Colonies to eavesdrop—to scrape each and every call for later digestion. To an intelligence officer, the affliction felt worse than cancer. But for the time being, he’d just have to live with it.

At last, the UNC operator—an AI, he assumed—routed his call to the intended recipient, and to his surprise he reached the man he’d wanted to immediately.

“Simon Moll.” The gruff, self-assured voice came over the line crisp and clear. “Hans Mittelman, I presume?”

A moment of silence passed over the call as Mittelman made some slight adjustments to the mental file he kept on the Sunder CEO. The fact he hadn’t bothered with the usual pomp and show of keeping him waiting by bouncing him between a network of assistants and receptionists—plus the fact that he’d known it would be Mittelman on the line, despite that he’d submitted no identifying information—that was impressive.

“Are you there? Hello?”

“Yes. Mr. Moll. Thank you for taking my call so quickly.”

“The operator told me the source. Your company forms a vital part of this alliance, Mr. Mittelman. If Dupliss falls, Sunder will have quite a mess to clean up.”

A backhanded compliment, deftly delivered. Moll was a man with a firm grasp on both charisma and dominance. But that, Mittelman had already known.

Sometimes, a less subtle touch was called for. “Speaking of the Daybreak Combine, I’d like to know why you helped build a super-alliance that’s designed to fail.”

Now, it was Moll’s turn to fall momentarily silent. “What the hell are you angling at, spy?”

How quickly manners vanish. “I think you know exactly what I’m ‘angling at.’ The Combine for which Frontier finds itself acting as a pillar is riddled with fractures. Nationalistic rivalries. Corporate rivalries. Meridian’s constant attacks on Kibishii are a manifestation of one of many conflicts waiting to break the alliance open. It just happens to be the one that reached boiling point first.”

“You’ve been playing spy games for too long. You’re not doing corporate intelligence anymore, Mittelman. You’re living in conspiratorial la-la land.”

“We both know my concerns are perfectly valid. And there must be a reason for you to behave this way. I want you to know that I’ll be watching your next moves very carefully. And I trust they’ll point to your true motives. Every man’s actions follow a pattern, even a man as inscrutable as you consider yourself.”

Moll snorted. “Pattern indeed. I know all about your pattern, by the way, Mittelman.”

Another silence. Mittelman became conscious of his own breathing.

“I know about your passes at Veronica Rose,” Moll went on. “The multiple rejections, at the hands of her and a parade of other women who saw you as the pond scum you are. You were always a black sheep, even when you were among corporate defense lawyers, the scummiest people in the galaxy. Weren’t you? A loser who knows he’s a loser.”

Mittelman’s shoulders rose and fell. A detached part of his mind was aware that his fingers were whitening, wrapped as they were around the office chair’s arm rests.

“I know what you are, Mittelman. The sort of man you are. I’d suggest you stay in your lane. It’s far too late to leave it now.” The CEO chuckled. “Events are in motion that you can’t begin to grasp. Tell me, does your boss know you’re having this conversation?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. Stop playing your inane little games, Mittelman, for your own sake. Stick to pleasuring yourself in the shadows. That’s where you belong.”

The transmission ended, then, and Mittelman sat alone in the office for a long time, staring at the instant comm unit’s interface, perfectly motionless.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Burgee System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2290

 

Tad Thatcher kicked off the council of war.

“We’ve almost reached Ucalegon, where the Xanthic’s bio-luminescent star map led us to expect their next offensive. That’s good. But I want to hear thoughts from all of you on why Degenerate Empire has allowed us to reach here.”

Rose took in her warship captains’ expressions as they contemplated the commander’s question. Thatcher was the only Frontier captain physically present. The remaining ten were on holoscreens, along with Captain Sho of the Swan. Some of the starship captains were on screens stacked two high, since there wouldn’t have been enough “seats” to fit everyone, otherwise.

That was a strange thing to behold—3D representations of two captains’ upper torsos, stacked one on top of the other. As though their digital bodies occupied the same space. They wouldn’t be aware of the awkward visual it created, but Rose was. She wondered if it bothered Thatcher, or Candle, or Avery, who were the only others physically present in the New Jersey’s conference room.

I doubt it bothers Thatcher. Not much seems to.

Vaguely unsettling visuals aside, gathering all her captains on the same ship would have been stupid. Yes, they could spot most ships from light-hours away, but another stealth attack could happen anywhere, at any time. Losing every starship captain at once, along with the CEO, would cripple the mission. Frontier XOs were trained to take over in such a situation, but it still wouldn’t be pretty.

Instead, they had awkwardly stacked captains. And that wasn’t the only awkward thing about this meeting. There was also the fact that Thatcher was leading it, even though several of the captains outranked him. She wondered if her father would have frowned on her allowing him to become a de facto fleet commander.

Probably, she reflected. Then: How did I allow it to happen?

She knew the answer. It had come about during the crisis Reardon had sparked when they turned on their business partner and took an entire colony captive. Thatcher had been the first Frontier captain to show up after Ramon Pegg effectively took her hostage, and after he’d liberated her and her executives, she’d leaned on him heavily until Oasis was retaken.

But even before he’d extracted her from Oasis, Thatcher had proved his mastery of space combat by going up against seven pirate ships with just the New Jersey and an eWar ship, and winning.

A corp doesn’t have to be as pedantic about protocol as a national military would. That said, she recognized the importance of having a clear-cut chain of command. Doing otherwise eventually brewed a host of unwanted things, including confusion and resentment.

I’ll need to do something about the situation soon.

Lieutenant Commander Billy Candle was the first to break the contemplative silence, clearing his throat as he folded his hands. “When you consider it, we’ve only attacked a smallish supply cache, we’ve refrained from directly attacking any other pirates, and we’ve steered clear of the areas they seem to really care about. Perhaps that, combined with Captain Thatcher’s reputation, has kept the pirates at bay.”

Rose didn’t miss the bland-faced glance Thatcher fired his XO’s way after his flagrant brown-nosing. It almost made her laugh, and she quickly covered her mouth, turning it into a cough.

He doesn’t trust Candle. She’d realized that gradually over the last weeks, by observing how carefully Thatcher divulged certain information to his XO. And withheld other bits.

His mistrust may be well-placed. The fact Candle had turned down his own command, twice now, hadn’t escaped her. And his brown-nosing could be an attempt to justify those decisions—playing the fawning second-in-command, awestruck by his CO and unable to bear the thought of leaving his side.

It made her dredge up her memory of first hiring Candle, almost three years ago now. His last employer had given him a glowing recommendation, she remembered. They were a small but professional private military outfit with a focus on merchant escort.

Something struck her, then. They operate out of Candor, don’t they? The same region Sunder Incorporated had its HQ. That was almost certainly a coincidence, but it had never occurred to her before, so she filed it away for future scrutiny.

“You might be right,” Thatcher conceded to Candle after a pregnant pause. “Degenerate Empire is clearly gearing up for something, so maybe the few scows they sent with Pegg’s ships were all they’re willing to commit to dealing with us. Sending what’s left of Reardon might even have been a way of forcing Pegg to prove himself, after he failed the pirates in Dupliss. Either way, if we leave them alone, for now, they may well leave us alone.” Thatcher sniffed. “That doesn’t mean we should drop our guard, for a second. But maybe we have some breathing room.”

Thatcher’s comm lit up from the tabletop in front of him, and his mouth quirked downward as he snatched it to his ear. “Thatcher.”

He listened for a few seconds. “Are there any vessels? Of any sort?”

Another silence as the person on the other end spoke.

“Very well, Ortega. Take us to Recept, and have Guerrero share our course with her counterparts aboard the other ships.” Thatcher ended the call and replaced the comm on the table, his air somehow more businesslike than before. His eyes roved around the room, meeting each of their gazes in turn, even the captains on holoscreens. When his eyes fell on Rose, a tingle ran up her spine, and she willed it away, repressing a grimace at her wayward emotions.

“We’ve reached Ucalegon, and we’re heading for Recept now,” Thatcher said. Recept was the only planet in the system with an atmosphere that was breathable by humans for any length of time. Since the Xanthic seemed to thrive in similar atmospheres, the destination made sense. “Ortega says there are no signs of any other craft in-system, which means no Xanthic ships. Unless they’re in hiding—and the system’s asteroid belt does offer ample opportunity for that. Either way, we will proceed with utmost caution. Major Avery, I want you to prepare to mobilize the Jersey’s entire marine company. Captain Sho, I would request that you do the same with your marines. Commander Paulson, Captain Grieg…I’ll need yours, too.”

The captains of the Lancer and Georgia nodded.

Rose drew a breath. “I intend to accompany Major Avery to Recept’s surface.”

Fourteen pairs of eyes turned toward her, many of them widened with surprise and dismay.

Her statement had made Thatcher stiffen even more than before, and he was the first to break the silence. “Ms. Rose, Major Avery has told me that the last time you deployed with the marines, you were almost hurt. I must strongly recommend that as CEO of this company, you stay out of danger.”

Her cheeks burned with immediate indignation. “You’re out of line, Commander.”

Thatcher blinked, lips pressing together.

“I decide who deploys and who doesn’t. You work with what forces I give you. The time to make your ‘recommendation’ was back in Freedom System, not now. There’s no safe place in this region. Not even aboard the New Jersey. I will accompany the major down to the planet.”

No one objected, this time. None of them, aside from Thatcher, would have dared.

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Planet Recept

Ucalegon System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2290

 

“Two minutes to touchdown.” The pilot’s voice played from a helmet speaker near Rose’s right ear. “Hope you enjoyed flying with Attack Shuttle Two.”

The marine across from Rose smiled at the joke, and their eyes met through their face plates. Rose conjured a smile from somewhere deep inside, though she wasn’t sure where. As comprehensive as the training was that her father had made her undergo, she’d never quite acquired a marine’s ability to crack jokes in the face of death.

Then again, there didn’t seem to be much threat of death in Ucalegon System. Not yet, anyway. Part of her had expected to find the place crawling with ships similar to those that had attacked Earth Local Space fifty years ago…except, well, fifty years more advanced.

But so far, there was nothing. She used the last minute or so of the descent to call up the planet’s topography on her HUD, enlarging it so that it blocked out her vision, which wouldn’t matter while she was strapped to her crash seat.

Except, as a staging planet for an attack, Recept had almost zero value. It had just one continent, roughly half the size of Australia, along with a string of useless islands that extended a quarter of the way across the globe, like debris from a comet’s tail.

Barren desert made up most of what little land there was. The breathable atmosphere came mostly from an ocean full of bacteria, with scant shrubbery and cactus-like plants pitching in from the land. According to samples taken fifteen years ago by one of the many corporate exploratory teams that had combed the Dawn Cluster since its discovery, the planet’s crust contained little in the way of useful metals. At least, nothing worth the price of hauling out of the gravity well.

Are we wrong? Did the map we found mean nothing at all? Even as a staging ground for an attack, Ucalegon was fairly out of the way—almost at the end of one of the Cluster’s longest dead ends. Why not choose a more central location, where the Xanthic could hit several regions at once?

For the same reason Degenerate Empire chose Lacuna to get their footing. It’s easier to defend a single choke point.

She nodded to herself. Now was not the time to allow doubt to seed her thoughts. That could come if a thorough search of the planet found nothing.

Besides, she didn’t truly expect Recept to be empty. The adrenaline coursing through her veins gave that away—along with the pounding headache born from staying this stressed for this long.

Her body expected a fight. And I’ve just been trying to distract myself from that.

She tapped at her suit’s wrist controls, getting rid of the topographical map to stare into space and focus on her breathing. A calming exercise from her father came back to her.

Clean air through the top of your head. Feel it cleanse your mind.

Now, exhale your fear.

With a jolt, she realized they’d landed. Marines were filing past her, some of them glancing her way as they headed for the airlock. She fumbled with her crash seat straps, trying to ignore the sweat trickling down the side of her head.

You’re fine, she told herself.

Outside the shuttle’s airlock, she found the marines forming up in preparation for descending the enormous canyon which Thatcher had suggested as the first place to check. Wider and deeper than the Grand one back on Earth, the canyon was visible from space, and if the Xanthic had built one of their deep underground colonies on Recept, then starting from the canyon’s bottom would have saved them kilometers of tunneling.

 Problem was, the canyon stretched for over seven-hundred kilometers. The shuttles had brought them to the spot that orbital analysis said was the deepest.

She noticed a power-armored figure fifty meters or so away, who appeared to be looking directly at her as twelve more shuttles floated down from the sky, wings extended and curved at the tips.

Tapping at her wrist once more she had her helmet magnify him:

Avery.

He hadn’t spoken to her since the meeting in the Jersey’s conference room. If she didn’t know better, she’d say the marine commander was upset with her.

She doubted he would dare raise the specter of her returning to orbit. Not after she’d told Thatcher he was out of line. But it wasn’t hard to tell he didn’t like her being down here.

Is that really out of fear for my safety? Or something else? She felt ninety percent certain Avery was trustworthy, but his behavior would have roused her suspicion in another man.

One of the shuttles Kibishii had sent to Recept’s surface was filled mostly with dinner plate-sized recon drones, which fired from a chute near the shuttle’s aft in a blurred stream of metal before they separated and whirred off in different directions. Most of them disappeared inside the canyon’s gaping mouth.

Avery was approaching her now, his footfalls sending up little puffs of yellow-orange dust. Rose felt her spine stiffen, but apparently he hadn’t come to question her. “I wanted your input, Ms. Rose.” There was only about half the awkward tension in his voice that she’d expected. “We have a choice. Deploy into the canyon now and start searching, or wait until the drones come up with something.”

“It’s your decision, Major.” Long years of schmoozing had given her the ability to keep her voice level, even when she felt off-balance. “I made you the Jersey’s marine company commander for a reason. And that puts you in charge of this mission.”

He nodded. “It’s a lot of responsibility. I’m not trying to shrug any of it off, but I’m new, ma’am. I’d appreciate your thoughts.”

All around them, marines milled about. Looking over weapons. Calibrating their suits’ sensors, tactile feedback, shocks. Checking fuel and coolant levels.

Within minutes, they’d be ready to go. Yes, she could keep them up here waiting, for long hours in the desert heat, until the drones found a cave that looked like it might lead to a Xanthic colony. Wasting their suits’ energy to keep them cool.

The advantage of that would be that they wouldn’t have to climb back out of the canyon if the Xanthic colony entrance turned out to be hundreds of kilometers away from their location.

But right now the mission had momentum, momentum which would shrivel and die if she made them languish here for hours in the desert dryness.

“Let’s go down now. If we have to come back up and pile back into the shuttles, so be it.”

That brought another nod, this one a little more confident. “That’s what I was thinking.”

He turned and began giving the necessary orders, allotting five minutes for the marines to finish their preparations. Then, with the necessary equipment strapped to their suits, they began dropping over the canyon’s sides.

The canyon walls were fairly friendly to this sort of descent, with plenty of ledges that jutted out to provide little landing zones.

Rose was one of the first over the side, probably to Avery’s dismay. But her taking the lead wasn’t just for the benefit of the marines on this mission, though that was part of it. It was also the message it would send to the Cluster as a whole. Here was the CEO of a significant corp, leading from the front to protect every human in the Dawn Cluster from a possible Xanthic offensive, no matter their nationality or affiliation. If this was spun right, it could serve both her goals and Thatcher’s: to further unite the Cluster, and make it stable. Safe.

They were descending at the canyon’s deepest spot, with walls that stretched for twenty-five hundred vertical meters. She found she could make most jumps without any aid other than the power suit’s shocks, which perfectly distributed each impact across her suit’s exterior, with only a small jolt reaching her body.

But for jumps over seventy-five meters, her power suit’s range finder sent an alert to her HUD, advising her to engage aerospike thrusters for the last dozen meters or so. Over a hundred meters, and it didn’t let her choose. The thrusters engaged all by themselves, firing from the suit’s ankles and wrists at angles calculated by the suit’s AI to stabilize her landing.

At a hundred and fifty meters, training and protocol required her to use the suit’s rappelling function. A compact launcher built into the right arm sent a hook drilling into the rock of the cliff face, and tiny explosions in each of the hook’s arms rotated it, setting it firmly.

Rappelling down that far sent her stomach toward her esophagus, though it was as much thrilling as it was unsettling. When she reached the next ledge, the hook retracted its arms, then propelled itself from the rock with another controlled explosion, flinging itself into the air and down into the canyon, to be reeled in automatically by her suit.

Halfway down, she paused at the edge of the widest ledge yet, which stretched at least a hundred feet out from the cliff face. She turned to watch the host of marines descending toward her.

A smile curled her lips, and for the first time she actually started to feel good about this mission. In places, the cliff itself seemed to move with the sheer number of marines swarming down it. With Frontier and Kibishii forces combined, a total of four-hundred and fifty marines had been deployed to Recept’s surface.

It took her twenty minutes to descend the mammoth alien canyon—a time she was proud of, although she’d been passed by dozens of marines on the way down.

At the bottom, Avery was already organizing his forces away from the rock face, leaving plenty of room for more marines to land. When he saw she was down, he trotted toward her after speaking with an officer for a few moments—probably ordering him to take over marshaling the troops.

“We’re in luck, Ms. Rose. Seems our hunch about deploying to the canyon’s deepest part was on-point. The drones have found the entrance, just over three kilometers to the north.”

She scrunched her nose before answering, wishing she could wipe sweat away from her eyes with the back of her hand. The descent had flooded her system with enough adrenaline to make an elephant dance. “You’re sure it’s not a natural formation?” She tapped at her wrist interface, turning on the air nozzle pointing down her face in an attempt to evaporate some of the moisture there.

Avery shook his head. “Definitely not. Too uniform. It’s big enough to accommodate plenty of Xanthic traffic. I think you were right, ma’am. We’re seeing every sign of a major presence here.”

And yet no ships in orbit. Or any signs of the Xanthic on the surface. “I’ve seen naturally occurring caves that look pretty uniform.”

“Oh. I forgot to mention.” He tapped at his own wrist, and a second later images began hitting her HUD, one by one.

“Check out the tunnel’s walls. Their marbled surface, and their coloration. They’ve been treated in exactly the same way the tunnels on Oasis were. The Xanthic are here, ma’am.”

Rose drew a steadying breath. “Okay. We head north as soon as the last marines are down.”
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With power suits amplifying their every movement, it took the entire host of marines less than six minutes to jog to the colony entrance in formation, with Avery and Rose near the front.

Two squads accompanied them into the cave mouth, deploying down the tunnel ahead of them, checking for hostiles.

A couple meters in, Rose ran her glove over the tunnel wall. Its tactile feedback was sophisticated enough that she might as well have been using her bare hand.

Avery was right. “This is exactly what we encountered on Oasis. But where are the Xanthic?”

The question hung between them in the air. If this was an important colony for them, why wasn’t there anyone guarding the entrance?

Back on Oasis, finding the Xanthic colony empty had made at least some sense. She’d figured they simply committed everything they had to the attack. That left out the lack of Xanthic young, but it at least served as an explanation, if a half-formed one.

But here…it made no sense.

“Maybe they want to lure us in.” Behind his faceplate, Avery’s amber eyes were solemn. “Trap us. We don’t know how far down this thing goes. How maze-like it gets. If they attack us out here, there’s a decent chance we could retreat if needed. But in there…a flank could be devastating.”

“As we descend, I want a pair of marines left at every intersection, each with a comm. We’ll leave pairs at regular intervals, even if there is no intersection. I want comms daisy-chained the whole way down. That way, we can maintain contact with the Jersey if need be. And we’ll have warning if the Xanthic do try to outflank us.”

Avery nodded. “It’ll be done, Ms. Rose.”

With that, they started through the Xanthic colony. Avery insisted on deploying two full platoons of marines ahead of them, and Rose allowed it. She’d learned from her headlong rush into enemy territory, during their counterattack on Oasis. There was a difference between leading from the front and needlessly placing your life on the line.

They don’t give medals to corporate soldiers, her father told her from the back of her mind. So there’s no need to act like you’re trying to earn one.

She and Avery walked side-by-side, identical assault rifles pointing at the ground, held in loose grips. Just like the last colony they’d infiltrated together, this one sloped gradually downward for several kilometers before suddenly dropping sharply.

Before long, they found themselves setting up ropes for the marines to rappel down each near-vertical incline, one at a time. The Xanthic must have evolved a way to climb and descend these things. Maybe those tentacles of theirs stick to the treated surfaces.

That sounded kind of gross in her head, but then again she wouldn’t mind growing a sticky tentacle or two just then, if only for the climb down.

The minutes stretched into hours as they descended, their numbers dwindling as more and more marines remained behind to watch for a Xanthic sneak attack.

In ways, the descent down the network of almost vertical tunnels was proving more arduous than the journey down the canyon’s cliff had been. Even with the suit augmenting her strength, and its cooling systems on bust, Rose still felt covered in sweat. Then, the sweat began to itch. She longed to scratch her arms, her stomach, her cheeks. As amazing an innovation as the power suits were, they still hadn’t solved everything.

It took three hours for them to reach the system’s bottom, where the tunnels terminated in a cavern similar to the one on Oasis, but much bigger. Just as with that Xanthic colony, even her night vision couldn’t penetrate the gloom at this distance. But radar told her that the cave went on for kilometers.

Avery stepped up beside her as she surveyed the underground vista. “We’re down to two hundred eighty-two marines. From four hundred fifty.” His voice sounded like a guitar string wound too tightly, ready to snap at the slightest pressure.

I can hardly blame him. Their lifeline to the planet’s surface was long, and fragile.

And then, there was always the chance that Degenerate Empire would change its mind about leaving the Frontier ships alone. An attack of any size would strand the marines on a world with a scant food chain. If it could even be called that. She wasn’t eager to find out whether it would sustain them in the long run.

Yes, they had the shuttles, but they weren’t built for long-range voyages across regions. And they’d be incredibly vulnerable flying through pirate-ridden Lacuna.

“We have to keep moving forward,” she said.

Avery nodded. There really wasn’t much else to say. They’d come all this way—so far, for a whole lot of nothing. If she had a choice, she’d rather avoid fighting the Xanthic altogether, but making a journey spanning hundreds of light years, only to return to Freedom System empty-handed….

It would shake her employees’ confidence in her. Not to mention her new allies. Like Sunder, who’d questioned this mission from the beginning.

The marines ranged across the rocky expanse in formation, with runners in lightly armored suits sprinting ahead to relay intel back to Avery.

The marine commander cut Rose in on that channel, so she heard it when the report came of what they’d found, a kilometer ahead of the main marine formation.

“An underground river, Major. Bisecting the cavern.”

Rose’s ears perked up. She’d never seen one of those before.

Avery didn’t seem as intrigued by the idea. “Is it deep? Any way of crossing?”

“Affirmative,” the response came back. “To both questions. An island sits in the center, big enough to fit four platoons or so. A pair of bridges connect it to both, uh, riverbanks.”

“Anything on the island?”

For a few seconds, only static came back. Then: “I’m not sure how to describe it, sir. The island is ringed by equipment, almost like a wall, but with parts that stand at different heights. In the center there’s a pillar that comes up to Tiller’s chest. Looks like a terminal of some kind. Everything’s glowing green, but not a pretty shade of green. And I can’t tell where the light’s coming from.”

“Stay on the island. We’re coming to check it out for ourselves.”

Rose wanted to sprint ahead, to be the first to the island, so that she’d have as much time as possible to study whatever the Xanthic had left there. Assuming it was the Xanthic. She didn’t know who else would have done it.

“I’m going to run and catch up with them.”

Avery shook his head. “Respectfully, ma’am, let’s continue exercising caution. Let me set up a perimeter, with a force on both sides of the island, and as many marines on it as I can manage. After that, you’ll have all the time you need.”

“Assuming the Xanthic don’t attack.”

He inclined his head in a jerking motion, almost as an automatic response. “Assuming that. Yes, ma’am.”

Thankfully, the well-trained marines established their perimeter with admirable speed, and soon they were arranged in ranks on either side, the front rank kneeling so the marines behind them could shoot over their heads. The island was raised slightly higher than the land on either side of the river, so Avery put every sniper he had on it, instructing some marines, mostly Kibishii, to climb up on top of the broad alien equipment to use their tops as sniper hides.

When Rose saw that, she glanced at Avery wearing a wry smile. “Not too worried about damaging alien equipment, then, Major?”

His movements became awkward—possibly, he couldn’t see her smile through the gloom, even with night vision turned on. “I’m more worried about keeping my people alive.”

She didn’t take the time to clarify her joke. Instead, she headed to the central terminal, which the marines had left alone. Clearly, they considered tinkering with the artifact to be her job. The responsibility of screwing anything up was enough to keep them away from it.

I should have brought some techies with us. But that hadn’t occurred to her, since she’d assumed their main purpose here would be to stymie a Xanthic offensive, not hack into strange alien technology.

Just as the forward scouts had reported, the terminal glowed a sickly green, as did the equipment that ringed the island. The island itself had to be artificial, given it was perfectly circular.

The terminal stuck up from the rock at an angle, a sleek cylinder, its end a slanted circle. Below the circle, a series of grooves were cut into the device, and Rose saw at once that they were made for Xanthic tentacles.

Their version of a datapad? The inputs certainly hadn’t been made with human fingers in mind.

Nevertheless, she extended her thumbs and forefingers—the closest she could come to imitating the aliens’ writhing appendages. Then she wrapped them around the grooves, applying pressure with the power suit’s gloves.

The terminal didn’t move a centimeter at her touch, clearly embedded firmly in the rock. But its glow changed to a much more pleasant blue, which she interpreted as a good sign. She shifted her grip, and the hue deepened. An image appeared above the circle—a freestanding hologram. She remembered one of her technicians telling her that such a thing wasn’t possible, which was why most corps used holoscreens and holotanks to display 3D images, which at least eliminated the need for special eyewear of the sort they’d used centuries ago.

Yet here was a 3D image, glowing pink, free-floating, and perceptible to her naked eye.

It took her a moment to realize what the terminal was showing her. A representation of this system, with the planet she was inside of glowing a soft yellow.

But though the system shown was clearly the one she’d flown through to get to Recept, it was also different in several ways. It lacked an asteroid field, and its sun appeared smaller—younger. The model also showed three planets that didn’t exist in the real system.

She shifted her grip, and the star system shrunk away, the view zooming out to show the entire Dawn Cluster.

Except, it wasn’t the Cluster she knew. It had at least three times as many stars. And the model didn’t just show stars dotting space like warm pinpricks of life—it also showed the connections between those stars. The ‘roads’ between them were much more numerous than in the Cluster she was familiar with….

And some of them extended outward. Where they led, she couldn’t tell. The image didn’t show enough.

With a start, she realized one of the outward-extending routes led from this very system.

She shifted her grip, and the hologram disappeared. The friendly blue glow turned an angry scarlet, and a strident whine sounded from all around her. The island itself was buzzing like one hundred hives’ worth of angry hornets.

An anguished scream cut through the cavern, from the direction of the entrance.

Nearby, Avery’s hand shot to his helmet. Rose used her comm privileges to cut herself in on the channel he was using.

“—come in. Ryerson, Ackerman, come in!”

Silence was the only reply.

“Ryerson! Ackerman!”

Avery’s eyes met hers over the terminal. When he spoke, his voice was flat. “We just lost contact with the surface.”

Gunfire punctuated his sentence, from the other side of the island.

Rose ran to that end, vaulting onto a glowing gray cube to gain a better vantage point over the next tower, where a Kibishii marine crouched, already firing.

Past him, she saw the black mass of Xanthic that flowed toward the island like a living pestilence.

Turning, she beheld an identical sight on the island’s other side. A wave of Xanthic, coming from the same direction they had.

They were surrounded.

She raised her assault rifle, sighted down its barrel, and fired around the tower at the approaching aliens.

It took her a few seconds to realize the Kibishii marine above her had stopped shooting. Taking care not to present the encroaching enemies with a target, she crawled onto the tower, then gently rolled the slight man onto his back.

Where a human face should have been, only a black, shining tumor remained.
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“Sir, we’ve lost contact with the marines underground.”

Thatcher gave himself the space of a breath to keep his fear from seeping into his voice. “Give it a few minutes, Guerrero. They’ll reestablish contact.”

They have to.

Guerrero’s calm from their last engagement was long gone. Just this morning, she’d spilled coffee all over one of the wardroom tables, then proceeded to clean it up herself rather than have a steward do it. If Thatcher had had her nerves, he’d have skipped the coffee altogether, or at least switched to decaf. But the Ops officer liked the drink strong, and he expected it only amplified her nervousness.

Right now, she was a bag of nerves sitting at her station—hands trembling as they skimmed across her console, voice shaking. Other than in Kava, Thatcher had never seen her twitchiness affect her performance. But it made the other CIC crew jumpy, and now her anxiety had begun to infect him.

But she was an exemplary officer. What’s to be done?

“Still nothing from Major Avery’s main force, Captain.” The tremor in Guerrero’s voice aged it by twenty years.

“Acknowledged.” He didn’t dare allow himself any more than that handful of choked-out syllables, for fear that he would spread the contagion of worry further through his crew.

I told Rose to stay on the ship. If something happens to her…

But surely nothing would. Not with a Kibishii troop ship’s worth of marines surrounding her, along with all the marines Frontier had sent. That they’d lose contact through kilometers of solid earth made perfect sense. It barely bore thinking about.

Except, he didn’t believe that. Not really.

His eyes settled on his Ops officer once again. She’d let her fear for her family back on Oasis spread through her psyche, until it affected everything she did. Now her subconscious seemed to connect any negative outcome—even one that happened here, three regions and hundreds of light years away from her husband and two children—to her family’s welfare. Anything that went wrong threatened Frontier, threatened the Dawn Cluster, which she interpreted as a direct threat to her loved ones.

“Sir, there’s—” Guerrero’s words cut off, and a hand flew to her throat. “We—”

The Ops officer’s shoulders rose and fell as she struggled to compose herself.

“Yes, Guerrero?” Though he felt sympathy for the woman, Thatcher was having trouble keeping irritation from his voice.

“It seems we have problems of our own, sir. Thirty ships just appeared in the same jump zone we entered through. Most of them warships. I’ve already started running some of their profiles. They’re all coming back stolen or lost. They have to be Degenerate Empire ships, sir. And they’re headed straight for us.”

“Acknowledged.” This time his voice came out steady and neutral. He lifted a hand to his holoscreen, unusually conscious of his own movements as he called up a 3D tactical display that showed only the part of the system occupied by the Frontier and pirate ships. As the enemy ships drew nearer, the display zoomed in, shrinking.

Looks like Candle was wrong. The pirates do consider us worth dealing with.

Despite the XO’s analysis, Thatcher hadn’t totally discounted this possibility.

“Guerrero, instruct the Swan to emerge from behind that moon, under full stealth.” He’d ordered the troop ship to station herself there, keeping the rocky body between her and the jump zone—and out of the line of sight of any ship that entered it.

The Squall had identical orders.

“Have the Squall stay directly behind the Swan, so that she remains hidden as well. Both ships are to advance to a position ten thousand kilometers toward the jump zone and a hundred kilometers along the positive Z-axis.”

“Aye, sir.”

His tactical display showed both ships creeping out from behind the moon, but only because the Swan’s comm was checking in with the New Jersey’s via laser link. Neither ship would show up for the pirates.

The idea was simple: hit the pirates with an omnidirectional jamming burst as they passed the two ships. The burst would be too far away to affect the main Frontier force, which would then rush in and pick the pirates apart. Simple, but he expected it would be effective. Especially since the pirates had almost certainly never seen the tactic before.

He might have tried a Hellfire barrage, here. There was certainly plenty of space. Indeed, his XO had already suggested it as a possibility, in the event the pirates showed up. But Thatcher had vetoed it. Doing so would involve leaving the planet, which would risk the Degenerate Empire ships slipping past them. He wouldn’t expose the marines on Recept to orbital bombardment, or allow the pirates to deploy fighters of their own to attack his planetside troops.

He happened to glance at Guerrero again, and he froze. The Ops officer had a hand to her throat, her wide eyes fixed on her console’s holoscreen. She began to wheeze, clearly trying to speak. Scarlet flushed her face, and her shoulders rose and fell in abnormal rhythm.

She was hyperventilating.

Thatcher found himself leaping to his feet. “XO, man the Ops station.” He knew every officer’s file by rote, which meant he knew that before accepting his position with Frontier, Candle had been an Ops officer for three years with a corp that specialized in merchant escort. “Call Doctor Cruz to come escort the lieutenant to med bay. I want Ortega on Tactical, now.”

But Candle had already leapt from his chair and was helping Guerrero out of hers, settling her into the XO’s chair until Cruz could arrive.

As he did, Thatcher chanced to look at his holoscreen, and he saw what had triggered Guerrero’s episode.

A massive fleet had appeared from nowhere, also in Recept’s upper orbit—a mere twenty thousand kilometers from his own vessels.

Slowly, he tapped at his console until a visual representation of the new ships appeared.

They looked nothing like the gargantuan Xanthic ship he remembered from the video of the engagement that claimed his predecessor’s life.

It took him a moment to recognize these ships. To recall the relevant images from the scant footage the UNC had declassified for public consumption.

There were fifty-one of them to his twelve, all warships. And they looked just like the ones his grandfather had fought half a century ago.
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Avery breathed out, bringing all his focus to bear on the centimeter-wide crevice between the carapace section covering his target’s chest and the one protecting its neck.

The sniper kicked in his grasp. Through the sight, he watched dark ichor spray, and the Xanthic stumbled sideways into the alien next to it, throwing off its aim.

In a smooth motion, Avery slid the chamber open, ejected the cartridge, and fed in another. Long years of training, with the Fleet and with Frontier, had reduced his reloading time to less than two seconds.

He scanned for his next target.

All around him, the crackle and roar of rifles, shotguns, and pistols sounded out—a muted din, thanks to his helmet’s sound dampeners, which had kicked in shortly after the fighting began.

A whoomph came from his left, sending a round shadow arcing over one of the glowing towers to land amidst the alien horde on the river bank. Some of them ran from the grenade, but others seemed drawn to it. When it went off, it took two Xanthic with it.

The aliens gave back to the marines just as savagely. A few fired from depressions in the cavern floor, others from behind rock outcroppings or boulders. Most of them relied on their carapaces to protect them.

Their natural armor was thick enough to make that a viable option. Damn things are basically walking around in power armor of their own.

Well, not power armor. The marines still had the upper hand, there.

But even the state-of-the-art tech worn by both Frontier and Kibishii marines was vulnerable to the high-velocity spikes fired by the launchers carried by around half of the aliens. If one of those punctured a suit, it took a matter of seconds for the person inside to become a giant tumor. A few minutes ago, one had taken a Kibishii marine through the chest, and Avery had waved away those who’d rushed to see to him. There was no amputating a torso, and amputation was the only way anyone had discovered to save a victim of the Xanthic’s fire.

The aliens who carried no weapons seemed content to rush the marines who were arrayed in ranks on both riverbanks. The aliens laid into them with their scythe-like blades, even tossing marines aside with snake-like tentacles.

“Fall back onto the bridges,” Avery barked over a company-wide channel. “As many as will fit.”

The marines began to peel back in an orderly fashion to the metal spans, where the choke points would protect some of them, at least from the aliens’ questing blades and writhing appendages. In hand-to-hand combat, the marines had limited options against the aliens’ hardened hides. Avery had seen a few well-placed blows from power-armored fists crack their carapace, but more often than not their claws’ reach was too far for that.

But the marines held firm, some of them dropping their weapons—or stowing them, if they had the space—to draw combat knives and try to plunge them between the sliver-thin cracks between Xanthic carapace plates.

The unarmed aliens didn’t bother recovering the dropped human weapons. Avery would have said they disdained them, if they seemed to notice them at all.

The Kibishii marines were every bit as well-trained as Frontier’s, with just as much grit. Almost every shot found an alien, round after round burrowing into their thick armor, till the explosive rounds Avery had requisitioned back in Oasis blew their targets apart.

Most foes wouldn’t hold together under such a relentless, focused assault. But the Xanthic seemed to relish it, each of them ready to leap forward eagerly to take the place of a fallen comrade.

Can’t focus on that. Just shoot.

But he couldn’t help it. A human might sacrifice himself for a worthy cause, but he’d do it with teeth gritted, screaming in death’s face as he went out. The Xanthic’s seeming enjoyment of throwing themselves into the meat grinder his marines had created…it was unsettling, to say the least.

He’d already lost dozens of fighters to that eagerness, and more were going down every minute. His Command HUD kept a running tally of the fighters he had remaining by constantly pinging the biometrics of every power suited marine in his company. No one else had access to the count Avery saw there, which was a measure meant to preserve morale in dire times.

But he knew the grim truth. Of the two hundred and eighty-two marines to enter the cavern, two hundred and seven remained.

Still. Avery commanded the slightly elevated terrain of the island, and his marines held the bridges. The tactical advantage was theirs, and at last, he began to notice that reflected in the battle. Even with their physical edge, the Xanthic were falling in outsized numbers, with every fallen marine accounting for almost two aliens, on average.

Slowly but surely, the marines’ training and firepower were carrying the day.

Then, the big one appeared.

A chittering sound echoed through the vast underground space, sounding like a cross between a cricket and a crazed chimp. Avery turned, suddenly struck by the sensation that his power suit was stuck in thick molasses. Everything had slowed.

On the edges of his night vision’s range, a giant’s shadow lurked, plodding toward his marines at the bridge.

Then it emerged into view, like a demon from the mouth of hell. Appendages whipping angrily, great blades held at the ready. It stood at least five times as tall as the others, and its other parts were all proportional.

Its chittering increased in volume, and the Xanthic parted to clear a path for it—straight for the bridge.

It charged.
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“The Degenerate Empire ships are reversing course, sir.” Candle sat a little stiffly at the Ops station, reminding Thatcher of Guerrero.

He suppressed a wince, remembering the way his Ops officer had gasped, clutching at her throat.

The XO adjusted his chair closer to the console and seemed to relax a little. “They’re heading for the jump gate back into the system they came from.”

 Thatcher felt his jaw clench as he gave his next order. “Send them a transmission of distress. Attach the following message: If you want the Dawn Cluster to remain in human hands, you should come provide backup.”

“Aye, sir.”

Pain shot through Thatcher’s neck, and he forced himself to stop gritting his teeth. It grated at him to ask for help from pirates, but they needed to nip this invasion in the bud if they were to have any hope of keeping the Xanthic at bay. These fifty-one ships had dropped out of nowhere—who knew how many more were on the way?

We don’t need any more company. The odds are already impossible.

On the bright side, the Xanthic seemed just as surprised to find Frontier ships in orbit over Recept as he was by their sudden appearance. Their sleek, gleaming ships were hard to look at—a mishmash of geometry, with cubes projecting from pyramids projecting from prisms of all types; layers of shapes piled atop each other, reminding Thatcher of the images he’d seen of buildings after they’d been hit with one of their handheld weapons. But he forced himself to look. They made no move of any kind, just sitting there, continuing their slow trajectory around the planet.

He decided that his force would be the first to react. The part of him that cared only for tactics had spun up the moment the Xanthic ships had appeared, even as Guerrero was being taking to med bay. Even as the shock of the aliens’ appearance made his stomach drop while beads of sweat trickled past the small of his back.

 Another part of him screamed that clearly, the Xanthic were gods, capable of appearing from nowhere and attacking, whether they boiled up from below a planet’s surface or sprang from the void itself. You don’t want to make gods angry, it insisted.

He swept the voice away. Allowing himself to entertain that idea did nothing to bring him closer to victory.

“XO, continue trying to reestablish contact with Major Avery. And sound general quarters.”

Candle hesitated for a fraction of a second, his hands hovering over his console. “Aye, sir.”

The rest of the CIC crew reflected Candle’s tension. Thatcher knew full well how insane it was to go toe-to-toe with fifty-one ships when he had only twelve.

I won’t abandon Avery and Rose, or any of the marines down there. He became aware that his fists were clenched so tightly they shook. He forced himself to loosen his fingers.

“Candle, order all ships to ascend to a higher orbit than the Xanthic fleet. We can’t afford a frontal offensive. They’d eat us alive. Instead, we’ll use the planet’s gravity to slingshot past them, with one of our offensive ships falling back one at a time to dump her capacitor charge into a single sniper shot with her primary laser. Both our logistics ships will hang back to keep each attacking ship alive. Then we’ll cycle in a new ship, to allow the others to recharge for the next shot. The Lancer is up first.”

“Aye, sir. Relaying those orders now.”

“Patch me through directly to the Swan while you’re at it. I want Captain Sho.”

Less than two minutes later, his request had been granted. “Commander Thatcher,” Sho said over the tightly focused laser link. “I see we’ve encountered something of a predicament.” The man spoke calmly enough that he might have been commenting on the general tastelessness of the rations found aboard starships.

I suppose he would be calm, hidden aboard a stealth ship. The Xanthic could wipe the rest of us out without ever noticing the Swan. That said, if they had the ability to appear from nowhere, what might their detection abilities be like?

Either way, if anything was going to disrupt Sho’s calm, it would be the orders Thatcher had for him. “I need you to approach the Xanthic flank under stealth and prepare to engage them on my order.”

“I’m afraid that’s impossible, Commander.”

Thatcher frowned. “I thought Kibishii was here to help with this mission.”

Sho’s expression grew pained, almost offended. “Indeed we are. My answer has nothing to do with reluctance, but technology. For proprietary reasons, I cannot say why, but it would be impossible to approach the Xanthic without being detected, which would likely render the maneuver suicidal. If you could lead them to us, however…”

The urge to curse bubbled up, and Thatcher forced it back down. How can I properly engage the enemy when I don’t even know the capabilities of the ships under my command?

“Very well,” he ground out. “Remain where you are, then. Kindly pass on orders to the Squall to rejoin the main Frontier force as she’s able.”

“Certainly, Commander.” The Japanese captain’s voice came out a little stiffly, apparently still offended by Thatcher’s implied slight about Kibishii’s dedication.

I shouldn’t have done that. But his nerves were frayed, and he couldn’t afford to dwell on the flub right now.

He returned his gaze to his holoscreen, where the Lancer had almost moved into position to deliver its laser shot. An idea occurred to him. “XO, have the Redpole and Lively directionally jam the ships surrounding our cruiser’s target. They can get the targeting data from her.”

“Aye, sir.”

The respective crews had less than a minute to act on his orders, but Thatcher was confident they would deliver. Since leaving Dupliss, his standing orders to every tactical officer were to anticipate the options Thatcher might want to exercise in a given engagement, and then prepare whatever calculations each maneuver would require to execute.

Of course, depending on how novel the tactic Thatcher wanted to use, he couldn’t always expect his people to exhibit lightning reaction times. Just most of the time. At any rate, a little directional jamming was far enough inside his standard playbook that they should already have prepared for it.

A thick blue beam shot out from the Lancer’s broadside, connecting with a Xanthic ship’s bow and melting a hole that had to run several decks deep and multiple sections across.

That let some of the tension out of his CIC—a slight but perceptible change. Even though the target was still fully operational, the hit meant the Xanthic ships weren’t invincible, just numerous. To top that off, the damaged ship hadn’t put up a shield. That might mean the attack had caught it completely off-guard, but Thatcher doubted the aliens were that stupid. More probably, they simply lacked shields altogether.

Even with the strain of battle, Thatcher’s voice came out steady. “Our new frigate gets the next shot. Send back the Snowbird.”

The former pirate warship slowed to the rear of the speeding Frontier formation. This time, the Xanthic met it with lasers of their own—five ships firing on the frigate at once, and with the frigate’s reduced transversal velocity, three of the enemy’s beams connected.

But the frigate’s heavy shield held firm, bolstered by the two logistics ships behind her. The support ships remained close enough to feed energy via microwave beam to the Snowbird’s receiver array, but far enough to evade enemy fire with ease.

“Tell the Snowbird to target this ship.” Thatcher designated the bogey he meant with a flick of his forefinger, then sent it to Candle’s console for forwarding. Targeting the already damaged ship would have been too predictable, and the new target’s starboard side was turned fully toward the frigate, offering a nice juicy target.

Forty seconds later, the Snowbird’s primary burst across the void, melting a deep furrow all along the targeted Xanthic ship’s hull. Once again, there was no shield to intercept the laserfire. Thatcher allowed himself a satisfied nod. Three other enemy vessels moved toward the Snowbird, hitting it with their own beams, but seconds later the damage was done. The enemy Xanthic ship exploded.

Cheering erupted from the back of the CIC, but Candle cut it short with a cutting gesture. “The entire enemy fleet is moving away from the planet, sir. They’re headed for us.”

Thatcher drew a deep breath. This was where his analysis would be put to the test: that the aliens were just as concerned about protecting their planetside colony as Thatcher was about saving the marines inside it. “I want Redpole and Lively to step up their jamming of the closest Xanthic ships. Every Frontier ship will bring engines to maximum fleetwide acceleration levels. Then, on my command, all ships will drop to a lower orbit and prepare for a forty-five degree course change toward Recept’s southern pole.”

The maneuver would threaten the planet’s surface, which would hopefully make the Xanthic fleet more reluctant to leave the lower orbit they’d been occupying till now.

In the meantime, it was the Jersey’s turn to rotate back for a laser shot. “Helm, bring our own engines down to fifty percent. It’s time to do our part.”

“Aye, sir.”

The Jersey’s deceleration pressed Thatcher forward against his restraints for a moment before inertial compensators smoothed out the ride.

Candle twisted around to face the captain’s chair. “Sir, the jamming isn’t having the effect it should.”

Thatcher studied his holoscreen’s own tactical display more closely. His XO was right: the enemy ships sailed confidently forward. Then, it hit him. They still hadn’t adopted a formation of any kind, even after he’d made it perfectly clear that he had no intention of resolving this peacefully. Instead, the enemy ships advanced in a formless blob, with every ship traveling along a slightly different course, making their next moves almost impossible to predict.

They aren’t communicating with each other at all, are they?

It seemed crazy, but at the same time he felt absolutely certain of it. What did that mean?

It means they’re less a fleet and more a collection of ships.

Which was unlike anything he’d encountered before—not in the field, not even in one of the countless simulations his instructors has used to test him at the academy.

But could that formlessness be turned against them?

For now, he couldn’t see how. In fact, the fleet’s lack of cohesion was thwarting his plan to bind them to lower orbits. Some of the enemy ships were moving in that direction, yes, but too soon: they would intercept him as he brought his ships around to cut under the Xanthic fleet. Other alien warships trended upward, clearly looking to cut off his escape.

And seven ships were headed straight for the Jersey, accelerating.

Just as he noticed their advance, they struck. Seven lasers sprang across the battlespace.

“Shields up!” Thatcher barked, sooner than he’d planned to.

The forcefield came to life around the cruiser just nine seconds before the enemy beams reached his ship.

Behind the Jersey, the logistics ships fed her capacitor power without needing to be ordered. But this time, the enemy lasers seemed more powerful than the ones that had hit the Lancer and the Snowbird.

Were they concealing some of their power? Or are these ships just their heaviest hitters?

But those questions were far from the most relevant at this particular moment. Much more pressing was the question of whether he would be able to keep his crew alive.

“Sir…” Candle said, trailing off as he glanced at Thatcher and no doubt saw that his captain already knew what he was about to say.

The Jersey’s shields were dropping faster than he would have thought possible. And then, almost without warning, they were gone.

“Deploy repair drones,” he said, his voice coming out in a rasp. “Tell Lightfoot and North Star we’ll need theirs as well.”

The New Jersey’s hull rumbled with the energy being dumped into her.
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The ground shook with the alien behemoth’s approach, and Avery loaded round after round into his KS 7.62, getting each shot off as fast as he could.

This was his second engagement with the Xanthic—third, if you counted New Houston and the colony underneath it as two—and by now he’d learned that they were incredibly taxing.

Almost every shot required pinpoint aim, whether you were burrowing into a Xanthic’s carapace with round after round or taking careful aim to blow open the paper-thin crevices between the jointed plating that covered them. His HUD’s aim assist lent his shots consistence, as it did all his marines. But if it hadn’t been for the exacting training standards established by the admiral and carried forward by his daughter, they’d be even less equipped to face the Xanthic.

The giant Xanthic had upset the fragile balance between the two forces.

Focus, Will. Focus.

With his marines threatened, he brought all his training and experience to bear. Each round struck home, finding its way into the soft tissue underneath the giant’s carapace and rupturing.

But that didn’t seem to slow the thing at all. Its stampede brought it to the bridge, and for a moment, the image of marines flying like bowling balls filled Avery’s mind.

That didn’t happen. Instead, the great alien drew up short and brought its blades into play, wreaking havoc on the marines that packed the bridge. Their power armor was made from carbon nanotube smartfibers, designed to withstand immense forces, mostly by distributing them across the wearer’s entire body. But even the suits had their limits, and the Xanthic’s two-meter blades managed to puncture and slice, finding flesh through the epoxy resin matrix.

On the backswing, the colossus used the dull edge of its blades to simply sweep marines from the bridge, knocking them into the river, which ran deep enough to swallow them whole.

Avery winced at that. Their AIs were intelligent enough to seal the helmets against a suit water breach, but if they were unconscious and down there long enough…

We’ll worry about that later. He loaded another round.

The Xanthic’s writhing mass of gripper tentacles worked in tandem with the blades, lashing out to wrap around whatever they could find, leaving limbs at the wrong angles or plucking its victims from the bridge by the head to toss them into the water.

Avery cursed as he glanced behind him. The marines on that side were holding firm, even gaining ground. No alien giants had showed up to threaten them, yet.

But if this went on for much longer, his side would buckle. It would all be over, then.

Swallowing hard, he gripped his rifle, then leapt onto the sturdy block he’d been firing over, which still glowed scarlet. He leapt onto the next-highest tower, trying not to remember just how far underground they were. How their bodies would likely never be recovered, if they died down here.

He paused for one more shot, but being so exposed made him hasty, and the round went wild, not even striking carapace. His brother would have given him shit for that one. You can’t hit the broad side of a barn, Willy, he heard him say.

He pushed off from the tower’s top with his legs, landing on the bridge and raising his weapon toward the thing’s alien face, with its permanent expression of casual loathing.

His scope had already been dialed down, and now he reduced the magnification to almost nothing. The crosshair settled over the thing’s eye, and his finger jerked on the trigger, in exactly the way his training had taught him not to fire a weapon.

But he’d known the moment had been right, and his shot bit into the insectile black orb that served the Xanthic for eyes.

That got its intention. The bridge was thinned out enough now that the alien had room to charge him. And it did.

Avery was sure he felt his bowels loosening, but he ignored that. He charged as well.

Everything seemed to slow a half-step, and the alien’s blade descended toward him in a wide arc. Avery hit the deck, throwing his arms up behind him and using the suit’s wrist thrusters to slide feet-first between the Xanthic’s long, sinewy legs.

Being this much smaller than the thing had its advantages. There was enough room for Avery to point his sniper straight up, with over a meter’s clearance to spare. He fired, and got lucky. The Xanthic’s groin had sparse covering, and when Avery’s round burrowed there, it didn’t seem to like it at all.

His slide didn’t carry him as far as he would have hoped. As the thing turned, it nearly smacked him with one of its long, skinny feet, and he desperately pushed against the ground with his left glove to right himself, staggering forward. He managed to turn himself around and raise his weapon.

His brother spoke again. You have time. Breathe, Willy. The sort of thing he might have said while they were hunting buck in the South Carolina woods.

He had about a second, and he used it to straighten out a shot for the same eye he’d hit before, which was half-covered now with white pus.

The tattered half-sphere ruptured, and the thing’s chittering reached a fever pitch, abusing Avery’s ears before his helmet auto-adjusted the frequency. An instant later, the flat of the thing’s arm blade smacked into his side, sending him careening off the bridge and into the river.

His power suit’s thrusters weren’t designed to help him achieve actual lift—just to slow a descent. But he managed to hold onto his wits enough to point his left calf at the river’s middle and engage that thruster, which pushed him away from the deep part as he arced toward the water.

He landed in the shallows with a mighty splash, his feet striking the rock below harder then he expected, which sent a shock running up his legs that even the suit couldn’t completely cancel out.

He’d lost his sniper—probably, it was on its way to the river bottom. So he clawed his service pistol from his hip and raised it toward the gigantic alien climbing down from the bridge, its remaining eye fixed on him.

The pistol’s muzzle flashed in the darkness, its coughing punctuated by his hammering heartbeat. He wasn’t sure how many of his shots struck home—just that they didn’t stop the Xanthic’s advance. He waded backward through the shallows, far too slow. The alien reached him and knocked him down with tendrils bunched like a fist.

Half-submerged, Avery scrabbled at the surface beneath him, his movements slowed by the water.

Too late.

The giant’s blade came down, slicing through suit and shoulder. A scream tore from Avery’s throat as pain exploded across his upper torso, his nerve endings ringing with it.

The beast withdrew the blade, seemed to collect itself, then leveled it at his stomach. Avery pushed weakly against the river bank. But there was no evading it.

A marine leapt from the bridge and onto the Xanthic’s back, combat knife flashing down, then up, then down again. Each thrust brought more black liquid trailing it, alien blood spewing like oil.

The marine’s transponder identified her as Veronica Rose.

“Ms. Rose, no!” He couldn’t lift his arm to switch channels, but in less than a second the AI analyzed his speech, realized he was trying to contact the CEO, and established the connection for him, relaying the recording of what he’d said.

She didn’t answer, raising her knife to stab again. Before she could, the Xanthic’s tentacles snaked around to peel her off its back. It brought her around to dangle by the legs before it, three meters out.

Avery fought to regain his feet, and this time he managed it.

Again, he was too late.

Rose was hacking at the tendrils holding her with her knife, but the alien put a swift end to that, driving a blade through her armor just below her solar plexus. When it withdrew the weapon, she went limp, and it dropped her unceremoniously into the deepest part of the water.

Avery slammed another magazine into his pistol and resumed firing up into the Xanthic’s face. Then, as the alien approached him, seeming to stumble a little as it did, he fed a grenade into his hand from the arm hopper.

He activated it, cooking it until the last minute. Another thing his training had taught him never to do.

He flicked the grenade with his off-arm, since his good one hung uselessly at his side. But his aim was good, and it exploded in the giant’s face.

Not waiting to see the effect, he continued firing. But the alien’s head was a ruin, and its legs were slowly buckling. It crashed into the shallows with a mighty splash.

Avery threw himself toward the river’s middle, submerging himself and scanning the spot where Rose had gone under. For several terrifying seconds, he couldn’t find her. Then his HUD locked onto her transponder once more, overlaying a green box over her still frame.

He used his thrusters to drift toward her, the only viable way for maneuvering underwater in the heavy suit. But scarlet clouded the water above her, streaming from the rent in her armor, and he knew in his heart that it was too late.
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The powerful beams played across the New Jersey’s hull, ripping furrows that went multiple sections deep. Thatcher felt like they were hitting him directly. Soon enough, they might be.

His ship’s repair drones were soon joined by those from Lightfoot and North Star. Painted with a coating designed to reflect multiple wavelengths of light, each drone could withstand at least brief contact with an enemy’s primary, allowing it to scamper across the hull out of harm’s way. It wouldn’t keep them operating forever, but it allowed them to continue repairing the Jersey’s abused flank, even as more damage piled up.

“Helm, evasive maneuvers.”

“Aye, sir.”

There was no time for any actual astrogation, and so Kitt would have to accelerate along one of the AI’s predetermined patterns. But it was better than nothing.

Candle twisted toward him. “Sir, the other Frontier ships are closing in around us. It seems they plan to cover our escape.”

Just like they did in Kava. “No.” His voice came out as a croak, carrying more emotion than he wanted. “Tell them to fall back as well.” For any ship to draw closer to the Xanthic armada would likely spell its doom.

That includes the Jersey, unless I do something right now.

“XO, order Redpole and Lively to execute omnidirectional jamming immediately.”

Thatcher barely heard Candle’s acknowledgment, lost in his own tactical display. His chair thrummed with the energy pouring into the vessel all around it, and he marveled that his ship was still intact.

Thank you, old girl. Now keep it up.

If the omnidirectional jamming proved as ineffective as the directional had, he and his crew were surely doomed. All he could do was sit in silent prayer, his eyes glued to his holoscreen.

The display washed out, and he knew the jamming had begun. “Switch up our navigational pattern, Helm. Work with Nav to keep our movement nice and random.”

“Aye, sir.”

The Jersey lurched sideways, propelled by every port-side antimatter thruster engaging at once with full power. With that, the seven ravaging lasers fell away.

He permitted himself a ragged breath. Then one of the beams found her again.

Shocked murmurs and horrified glances were exchanged all around them.

He felt his crew’s panic, and he forced it down. “Keep it together,” he barked, as much for himself as for the others.

How could they possibly still be targeting us? In spite of the jamming, the Xanthic had clearly anticipated his crew’s psychology enough to guess the direction they’d head in.

His eyes locked onto the Helm officer. “Bring our nose twenty degrees to the left and ten above the system’s ecliptic plane. Full thrust.”

“Aye, sir.”

The maneuver finally freed them of the laser. But seconds later, an explosion rocked the ship, tossing Thatcher against his restraints.

“Damage report!” he yelled even before the tumult had subsided.

Candle swallowed visibly before answering. “Our new starboard missile tube is gone, sir. The heat must have caused the Hellborn inside it to go off.”

Thatcher stared back at his XO with wide eyes. Each missile was supposed to have a failsafe to prevent that. Clearly, that one had been defective.

Each missile tube was surrounded by heavy shielding, to prevent taking the ship along with it in the unlikely event of something like this. That was all that had saved them. As for the missiles themselves, they were stored deep inside the ship, which partially accounted for the loading time that he so often wished were faster. Not now. If they’d been closer, the resulting explosion would have been catastrophic.

“Sir…”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows, exhibiting a calm he didn’t feel. Dreading what Candle would say next.

“I’ve just received word that Commander Ainsley was in the same section as the tube when it went. Apparently he’d detected something about the faulty missile and was accessing a control panel nearby, to try to fix the problem. He’s gone, sir.”

The news numbed Thatcher, and he found himself nodding dumbly. Ainsley was a good man. Sloppy, in some ways, but frequent inspections had brought him a long way. And he’d clearly been willing to risk everything for the ship he was responsible for keeping together.

As Candle said, now the Jersey had lost her chief engineer. In the middle of her most important battle yet.

Other than the lasers’ absence, there was no way to tell how the omnidirectional jamming was affecting the enemy ships.

“XO.”

Candle turned toward him once more.

“Load a drone with orders to the Swan to begin approaching the battle at once, then fire it toward her at top speed. Tell Captain Sho to relay sensor information to all of our ships, via laser link.”

Candle nodded. “Aye, sir.”

“Fire another drone toward the other Frontier ships, and tell them to move toward the Swan, maneuvering around the Xanthic formation—at least, around their last known position. Nav, take us along the same course.”

The drones would help them overcome the comm disruption faster. Hopefully a lot faster than the enemy.

Flying blind, the journey through the unknowable void felt excruciating. But according to his console’s extrapolation of their position relative to the enemy’s, they were making good time.

And when the sensor fog finally started to lift, two surprises awaited them.

Candle shared the first with him. “Sir, dozens of craft are moving up through Recept’s atmosphere to dock with the Xanthic warships. There are none moving in the opposite direction.”

Blinking, Thatcher studied his holoscreen, which confirmed Candle’s words with a cloud of tiny dots drifting up out of the planet’s gravity well. What did it mean?

They’re leaving. Suddenly, he was sure of it. But why? And to do what? Attack another part of the Dawn Cluster?

The second surprise came from studying the Xanthic fleet. Despite that one of their ships had been able to anticipate the Jersey’s movement well enough to hit her with a blind shot, the rest of the fleet appeared completely disoriented by the Frontier force’s relocation. The Xanthic fleet posture was still focused on the human ships’ former location.

Odd. It made no sense. The directional jamming had done little, but omnidirectional had shut them down almost completely? Had that laser attack been a lucky shot?

Well, he wasn’t about to waste the opportunity. And he didn’t intend to let the Xanthic escape. Not without paying for it.

“Candle, distribute orders for our six assault ships to focus primary laserfire on the nearest enemy vessel.” He lifted a finger to his holoscreen. “I’m designating the target now for forwarding.”

Six beams ripped through the void, converging near the target ship’s stern. Once again, without shields of any kind, the enemy ship couldn’t withstand the attack for long.

It exploded, short-lived flames licking the void before they were extinguished. According to Thatcher’s data readout, the kill had been quick enough that the Jersey retained most of her capacitor charge.

“Again. Next target.” He flicked the designation over to Candle’s station.

Instead of striking back, the Xanthic’s harried flank imploded, scurrying back toward their main force while imparting nothing more than covering fire.

The Frontier ships were merciless, pursuing across the battlespace, racking up two more kills. Then three beyond that, in quick succession. With capacitors taxed, Thatcher gave the order to switch to Hellborns.

The last smaller Xanthic craft vanished inside its mothership, and with that, the entire force began to speed away from the Frontier ships. The sudden cowardice could only be explained by one thing, as far as Thatcher could figure:

The Xanthic had bigger fish to fry. They were on a mission, and they considered the losses Frontier was inflicting to be unacceptable. So they were fleeing.

That suited Thatcher just fine. He would chase them until he’d expended his entire arsenal, knowing that if he overextended he could simply order another round of omnidirectional jamming.

Then, the impossible happened. Something appeared on his tactical display that the computer didn’t seem to know how to render as an icon. First, it appeared as a square with a question mark on it. Then an oval, which the display represented as much bigger than even the Xanthic warships. It dwarfed them.

“Candle,” Thatcher said slowly. “Get me a visual.”

Even before he saw it, he knew what it was. Especially when the Xanthic ships began to disappear into it.

It was a wormhole. And somehow, the aliens had managed to generate it out of the nothingness of space.

As the enemy’s remaining ships—thirty-seven of their original fifty-one—vanished, one by one, Thatcher eyed the wormhole hungrily, thinking of Lin.

Almost, he gave the order to follow. But he knew that would be foolishness on a suicidal level. He had no idea where the wormhole led.

Frontier lasers were playing across the last Xanthic ship’s hull as it passed through the anomaly. But it escaped intact, and seconds later the wormhole did indeed close.

Thatcher sat there in silence. He wasn’t sure how long. None of his CIC crew spoke.

Until, after what may have been an eternity, Candle did speak. “We’ve received a transmission from the planet’s surface, sir. Major Avery is aboveground with what remains of his force. He says they’ve taken heavy casualties, and….” The XO’s voice grew pained as he finished his report. “Ms. Rose is among them.”
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The dreams were nonsense, but they came fast and took on a life of their own. Perhaps they were life, now—her life. An eternal purgatory abandoned by reason long ago, if it had ever been here.

Simon Moll sat in command of the Victorious, chin resting on a fist as his crew took the destroyer into battle. The shape of his eyes narrowed, extending inward until they almost touched. His skin darkened to charcoal and began to shine. Tentacles broke through his skin, then grew in bunches. Blades, too. Moll became a Xanthic.

She didn’t wake, slipping instead into the next dream, where Major Avery grew to gigantic proportions, power suit growing with him, till he stood tall enough to face off with an alien colossus on an underground bridge. They fought as tears streamed down Avery’s face.

A vast fleet swept the Dawn Cluster, made up of ships as large as UNC super-ships and as small as the most decrepit converted pirate freighter. They were chaos incarnate, and they took orders from just one man. Hans Mittelman.

Thatcher sat at her side, face in his hands, unmoving.

An endless parade of nonsensical dreams, each less believable than the last.

She woke in a paper gown covered by a thin blanket, not quite trusting this wasn’t just another dream. When she tried to sit up, a pain ripped through her torso and she fell back, gasping. Something near her head emitted a shrill beeping.

Underneath her gown, she found thick staples holding her abdomen together. She groaned.

A knock came from across the room. Doctor Cruz at the open door with a hand raised, smiling in at her.

“Come in,” she rasped.

“Don’t try to sit up, Ms. Rose. You have plenty of bed rest ahead of you, I’m afraid. The captain wanted to be notified the minute you woke. I’m to get him…”

She rasped again, but her voice came out too quiet. The doctor stepped closer, leaning in.

“What happened with the Xanthic?” she managed.

“They…well, perhaps the captain should explain. He got us through it, ma’am. I don’t know how he did it, but we’re still here.” He frowned, lips twitching. “Most of us.”

It took only twenty minutes for Thatcher to step briskly through the door, then across the room, where he sat in the solitary chair at her bedside. “Ms. Rose. You’re awake.”

“Clearly.” Her voice still came out thin, but at least she was getting some volume into it now. “I heard you kept the Jersey together through sheer force of will.”

That brought a rare smile to Thatcher’s lips. “Rumors do get twisted in the retelling. The New Jersey suffered extensive damage. She’s barely spaceworthy, actually. But we’re on our way out of Lacuna, despite that.”

That left the question of how they would ever leave the region, with pirates swarming all over it. Clearly, they’d been lucky, and avoided the pirates so far. Otherwise they probably wouldn’t be here.

“What happened, Commander? I trust you know better than to conceal anything out of modesty.”

His shoulders fell. “After you fell out of contact, fifty-one Xanthic warships appeared out of nowhere. It should be impossible, but…well, you should watch the recording. I’ll arrange that. I doubt you’ll quite believe it happened without seeing it for yourself. I wouldn’t.”

“Fifty-one ships. Too many. You should have been doomed.”

He offered a shrug. “It was pretty touch and go.”

“You should have retreated. But you didn’t. You stayed. Because we were on Recept.”

His eyes were steady on hers. “This company would be nothing without you, Ms. Rose. Everyone knows it. And I wasn’t going to leave hundreds of marines to die. So I decided to stall for as long as I could instead.”

“How did you survive?”

“It seems they weren’t here to attack us. They appeared surprised by our presence—they were collecting craft from the planet’s surface, and once they finished that…well, that’s the most incredible part. They somehow opened a wormhole, Ms. Rose. And they left through it.” He shook his head. “Clearly, we were right about this being a staging ground for some sort of attack. I destroyed fourteen of their ships, but their force was too large. I failed to stop them.”

He was right, of course. The mission was a complete failure. The Xanthic attack force was loose—who knew where it might turn up? For all they knew, it was attacking Oasis as they spoke. That would be particularly bad luck, but then, she appeared to be having a run of that.

Still. “You did the best with what you had, Commander. As always.”

He offered a tight smile. “Thank you.” His smile softened, grew warmer. “The wormhole…the fact they had control over it…I find that very promising. If we can learn to harness that technology ourselves, maybe we could get back to Earth.”

Something about the eager glow in his eyes sent a pang through her, for some reason.

“Avery told me about the island you found, with the equipment. After the Xanthic left, I sent a team down to collect it, and load it onto shuttles for transport to the Jersey. What they could get to the surface, anyway—the larger terminals we had to leave down there. Hopefully it’s enough. Hopefully we can learn the technology for harnessing the wormholes from them. I have a team of engineers examining the terminals as we speak, led by Lieutenant Marat.”

“Why not Commander Ainsley?”

His features tightened. “He died during the engagement.”

Their eyes met for a prolonged second, neither sure what to say next. Then, Thatcher’s gaze fell to the deck. “Guerrero had a breakdown during the battle. She’s in a room just down the passageway.” He tilted his head in the direction he meant. “It happened when the Xanthic appeared. She had a full-blown panic attack. Cruz doesn’t know when she’ll fit for duty.”

Rose let out a long sigh. “Your crew love you. All of them. They’ll follow you to the ends of the Cluster, and do anything you say. Which is why they’ll never tell you where you’re going wrong. For that, you need me.”

The captain looked at her expectantly.

“You push them too hard, Tad. I saw it before this mission ever started, and since we left Dupliss, I’ve seen it more than ever before. You force them to excellence through your intense scrutiny. You’ve micromanaged them almost to their breaking points. You need to learn to trust them more. To delegate. Let some parts of managing the crew fall onto your XO’s shoulders. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

His face remained unreadable, his shoulders tense. How is he taking this? She couldn’t begin to guess.

Then, his comm beeped from his hip, and he removed it from its holster. “Thatcher.”

He listened for a few seconds, then said, “Slow down, Lieutenant.”

Marat. The engineer in charge of cracking the Xanthic terminals. “Let me hear.”

Thatcher looked at her, lips a thin line. Marat’s voice buzzed in the background, but she didn’t think he was listening at all. Finally, he lowered the comm and pressed a button on its side.

“—and we think we can—”

“Hold on, Lieutenant. Back up and repeat what you just said.”

“Uh…okay, sir. We’re a long way from understanding the languages on this thing. The coding languages used, or the, you know, the Xanthic language. But we did stumble on some images which look a lot like they’re meant to be components for a nanofabber. And we think, given enough time, we can reverse engineer it.”

Rose felt her eyes go wide. Our own nanofabs. The same tech the UNC had been denying them for months. This could change everything.

“There’s something else, sir.”

Thatcher’s eyes were fixed on the comm lying in his hand. “To do with the terminals?”

“No, sir. With the Xanthic ships. Devine’s been using his rack time to study the engagement recording, and—”

“Why does an ensign have access to sensitive sensor data, Lieutenant?”

“Oh.” Marat’s voice fell, growing bashful. “Well, he’s been whining constantly about not getting to work on the Xanthic terminals, since I need him elsewhere. I gave him the data mostly to shut him up.”

Thatcher looked like he was about to reprimand his new chief engineer. Then his eyes flitted toward Rose, and he seemed to restrain himself. “Why did he want the data?”

“Well, he heard from a second-watch CIC officer that thirty-seven ships escaped through the wormhole, and ever since then, he’s been fixated on that number. To tell you the truth, I forgot about the whole thing for a few days, but he came to me a few hours ago and told me what he found.”

“Which is?”

“Sir, Devine thinks those ships are the exact ones that attacked Earth Local Space fifty years ago. It seems crazy, I know. It took a long time to sink in for me. But now I think he might actually be on to something. The fleet that attacked Earth Local Space also numbered thirty-seven. I pulled up the archival footage from the ship’s computer—what little the UNC let the public have—and the ships we fought look just like them. Each one has a match from the force that hit us fifty years ago. Same sizes, same shapes. No perceptible difference in technology levels, or weaponry, or…well, anything. To top it off, one of those ships had a melted stern, like it had been hit with a hearty dose of laserfire. Just like the one we blasted before it escaped through the wormhole.”

Marat stopped talking, and a long pause followed as Thatcher and Rose stared at each other with wide eyes.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Thatcher said at last. “I’ll be in your office within the hour to discuss this further.” He ended the call.

Rose was the first to break the silence. “We barely won that fight against the Xanthic, Commander. Fifty years ago, humanity’s fleet was smaller, our ships far less powerful than they are today. We hadn’t even developed laser weapons at that time. If we had faced fifty-one of them instead of thirty-seven…”

Thatcher’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I have no idea what’s happening.”

“Neither do I,” she said. “But I do know that fifty-one fully operational Xanthic warships would have destroyed us, back then.” She swallowed. “It’s possible you may have just saved the human race.”

Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Omnist System, Tempore Region

Earth Year 2290

 

“Those terminals have been quite a drain on our capacitors.” Candle slid his letter-sized comm across the table, displaying a report from their new chief engineer. “Up to fifteen percent, depending on the tests they’re running at any given time. Seems risky to fly through hostile space with that sort of deficiency. What if we have need of our primary laser?”

Thatcher glanced at the report, then slid it back toward his XO. “Then we’ll have enough energy to fire it three, maybe four times. It’s also risky to fly without one of our missile tubes. And risky to transition through jump gates with the condition our starboard hull is in.” The repair drones had done little more than patch over the damage. To truly restore the Jersey to fighting form, they needed a Helio base. “Ms. Rose has decided it’s worth the risk, Commander. And I agree. She wants to arrive back at Oasis in a position to begin work on reverse engineering nanofab tech as soon as possible. That means spending the voyage back extracting as much as we can from the Xanthic computer.”

Thatcher didn’t bother pointing out that, compared to their journey to the Ucalegon System, the trip out had found Lacuna Region virtually empty. The same went for Olent, and now Tempore. But no one aboard truly believed they’d seen their last pirate ambush, and that included him.

They had encountered pirate forces on their way out, some of them a fair bit bigger than Thatcher’s force. But every one of them had left the Jersey and her accompanying ships alone.

He didn’t blame them. I’d leave me alone too. Even so, it never paid to be brash.

Candle had picked up his letter-sized comm to study it, but now he put it down again. “Maybe the pirates who witnessed our battle with the Xanthic reported back to the others.”

“Hmm?” Thatcher knew what he was talking about, but that wasn’t what had given him pause: Candle’s change of topic dovetailed so neatly with his thoughts that he considered whether his XO might be a mind reader. The thought brought a wry grin to his lips.

“The ships that looked like they were going to attack us, in Ucalegon.” Candle blinked, possibly put off by Thatcher’s grin. “The ones that turned around when they saw the Xanthic fleet. Maybe they pointed out to the other pirates that we clearly aren’t here to fight them. Could be they decided to stay out of our way, considering we’ve taken it upon ourselves to defend the Cluster from aliens.”

“I don’t think pirates normally think so big-picture.”

“Then I don’t understand why they’ve apparently granted us safe passage home.”

“Neither do I.” But he had his worries about it, which he kept to himself, though they were affecting his sleep. If Degenerate Empire had finally made their move to lock down the northeast, then they’d have little need to chase Frontier ships through system after system. They could simply intercept them at a regional jump gate when they finally attempted to leave.

Rose had voiced those same fears, but he hadn’t reacted. It wasn’t for a captain to walk his ship whining about worst-case scenarios. He had to present a brave face to his crew, so that they would adopt it for their own.

He allowed himself displays of emotion only when it was appropriate, and proportionate. Yes, his voice had trembled as he’d spoken at the memorial service for the crews of the ships they’d lost in Kava—as well as for the fallen marines and crew killed in the battle on and above Recept. And yes, nightmares had plagued about it him ever since. Those were his own private struggles. To his subordinates, he would appear as unshakable as Olympus Mons.

Rose was well on the path to recovery, and she got out of med bay more and more—worked more and more, too, pushing herself to her limits and beyond. It did no good to encourage her to rest. She was driven, passionate. Ambitious. He’d seen that the day he’d met her.

That she would bear heavy scarring for the rest of her life didn’t seem to bother her. Avery had told him how she’d risked her life to save his. Something she hadn’t brought up once, either during that first conversation in med bay or any time after.

An admirable woman. Who I’m lucky to work for.

Of course, there was tension between Thatcher and Rose, now. With her still recovering, he’d waited as long as he could to have the conversation he’d needed to have with her. Even so, she hadn’t taken it warmly when he’d informed her that if she ever again placed herself in the sort of danger she had on Recept, he would resign.

“You don’t need to try to be everything,” he’d told her. “No one expects that, and no one is served by it. Frontier needs you. Without you, the company would almost certainly fall apart. And in my opinion, the Dawn Cluster needs Frontier. So I would be grossly negligent if I enabled you to continue risking the company’s future.”

“I see,” Rose said, her voice icy. “I will take your comments under advisement, Commander.”

That she’d used his rank, and not his name, told him everything he needed to know about what she truly thought of his remarks.

He shook himself, dispelling the memory. “What do you make of Devine’s theory?”

Candle raised his eyebrows. “That those ships were on their way to travel back through time, to attack Earth Local Space? It’s completely baffling. But I haven’t heard anyone offer a better explanation.”

Thatcher nodded. For his part, he wasn’t prepared to accept it without more evidence. Despite all the indications to the theory’s veracity, it was extraordinary, and so it required extraordinary proof.

Though he had to admit, he liked the idea that he’d fought the very same enemy his grandfather had, fifty years ago. Even considering the possibility filled him with a sense of wonder, and strangely, pride. It made him feel even more kinship with Edward Thatcher, something his heart had apparently yearned for without him ever realizing it.

Decades and light years lay between him and his memories of conversations with his grandfather. So, too, did the grave. Other than Lin, he doubted he would ever miss anyone as much as he missed him.

Rose was already planning to use Thatcher’s “saving humanity” as a talking point in her next broadcast to the Dawn Cluster. She never rests. Even as she recovers from a wound that should have killed her.

His comm buzzed from the desktop, and he picked it up. “Thatcher.”

Brown, the second-watch Ops officer, spoke. “Sir, we’ve entered Rachis System. You wanted me to notify you.”

“Indeed. I’ll be right there.” He rose from his seat, surprised at the pops and cracks his back produced. Even my body’s getting tired of this journey. “Come along, XO. Time to see what awaits us at the jump gate into Dupliss.”

His tactical display had already populated with the units clustered around the Tempore-Dupliss regional jump gate. Just as he’d expected, dozens and dozens of ships waited there, most of them confirmed pirate ships. He felt safe making an educated guess about the rest.

Thatcher spent the next several hours considering his options. He felt confident he could do serious damage to the ninety-four vessels guarding the gate…but not that his force would survive. For the moment, he refrained from ordering a formation of any kind, choosing instead to remain unpredictable. And as non-threatening as possible.

Brown stirred from his monitoring of the system, glancing over his shoulder at Thatcher. “Sir, we have a transmission from one of the ships near the regional jump gate.”

Thatcher returned to studying his own tactical display. They were barely halfway across the system. “Play it on the holotank.”

The man whose head and shoulders appeared inside the holotank didn’t resemble the piratical stereotype most people subscribed to. Neither did the fact that he had the proper setup for 3D rendering in the first place.

Of course, a spacer knew better. Thatcher had met pirates current and former who came from all walks of life—from all across the spectrums of lineage, wealth, and personal hygiene. Some of them looked like the cold, greasy apes so many films and sims portrayed them as. Most didn’t.

This one wore a beige woolen sweater with a collar that extended up a bronzed neck. Neatly trimmed facial hair circled his mouth, with thin lines extending along his jaw up to his ears, above which no follicle of any kind could be seen. Thick, gold hoops dangled from each earlobe.

“Captain Thatcher.” The man’s voice was baritone, resonant, and it carried neither ridicule nor threat. His smile was as warm as his voice.

I don’t like this at all.

“I am Tobias Vega,” the pirate continued, “leader of Degenerate Empire. Note that I do not say Lord Emperor—we are far too lowly to have one of those.” His little jest done with, Vega extended a hand toward the camera. “Allow me to be the first to welcome you home.”

Vega paused to let that sink in, and in his peripheral vision Thatcher noticed his helm officer shifting uncomfortably. Brown exchanged glances with Simms, the second-watch Nav officer.

“I suspect I have news you are not yet privy to,” Vega said. “I give it freely, as the first gesture of a partnership I hope will span decades. You see, you and I are allies, now. Herwin Dirk has extended the hand of friendship to Degenerate Empire, and we have graciously accepted. Together with Daybreak Combine, we now form what is being called a mega alliance. One that spans the entire north. As such, please feel free to pass back into Dupliss unmolested, and indeed, into whatever northern region you wish. We control it all, now. It’s been a good month. I look forward to conversing further.”

With that, the transmission ended.

The full force of Thatcher’s fatigue crashed down on him as his brain struggled to contend with what Vega had just told him. He’d been keeping tiredness at bay until now, but apparently this was the final load needed to cause his weary brain to shut down entirely.

“Sir?” Brown said. “Do you have a response?”

Thatcher stared dumbly at the empty holotank. “Tell him we accept his offer of safe passage.” He sniffed sharply, resisting the urge to rub his eyes. “That will be all.”

Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2290

 

She’s looking better.

Rose’s complexion had never had much color to begin with, but in the weeks after the Xanthic gored her on Recept, her skin had taken on a corpse-like pallor. Now she sat at the head of the board room table, looking rosy in comparison as she chatted with Captain Sho.

Her brush with death had scared Thatcher more than he cared to admit. The fact she was the irreplaceable CEO of Frontier, the corp he saw as humanity’s best chance for stabilizing the Dawn Cluster and using it as a power base to fight the Xanthic, accounted for most of that fear. But Recept had helped him to realize that his concern for her extended beyond even that.

Something else to disturb my sleep.

His own skin had looked pale, in the mirror that morning. The lack of sleep was taking its toll, he knew. So was being planetside, away from his ship, as the Jersey underwent extensive repairs in Oasis’ Helio Base Two.

But it was good to see Rose nearly returned to her former good health. And that health showed itself in other ways. An energy that gave her sapphire eyes a keen, but soft focus. The measured cadence of her warm voice. The way she made everyone she spoke to feel like the most important person in the room.

Not him, of course. Her eyes passed over his chair as if he didn’t exist. Except when their jobs required they talk, she’d been ignoring him like this ever since he threatened to resign. He sensed there would be other consequences coming.

That hurt him, more than he cared to admit. Especially given how much he’d come to admire her. But he stood by what he’d said.

Rose’s hands still bore a slight tremor, and some days she looked more fatigued than others. But she soldiered through, with as much grit as any in her employ.

They love her. Everyone here seemed to, just as she said his crew loved him. She shone with a calm passion that infected those around her. And after she’d nearly died saving Major Avery, as far as the men and women who fought for her were concerned, she could do no wrong.

As was his custom, Mittelman arrived for the meeting last. Thatcher watched the way his eyes darted at Rose, a smile curling his lips and slipping away the instant she returned her gaze to Sho. He met Thatcher’s eyes, no doubt saw the hardness there, and refocused on his seat, striding toward it.

Thatcher’s grandfather had always said he was quick to judge. Either way, his instincts had told him to distrust Mittelman from the moment they’d met.

Frontier’s CEO rose slowly to her feet. Even now, she still did most things slowly, taking the physical weakness of her recovery and turning it into gravitas.

“Gentlemen. We have two choices.”

The chatter around the table died off at once, as though the board room was an airlock whose atmosphere had been expelled. The attendance was identical to the meeting that had precipitated the mission to Lacuna, with the exception of Simon Moll’s absence. They would have invited him to attend remotely, except that no one had been able to reach him since before Thatcher had returned to Freedom System.

Rose’s gaze swept the room like a laser. “Two choices,” she repeated. “We can live in a north controlled by criminals or we can fight to liberate it.”

A quiet cough drew everyone’s attention to Mittelman, sitting three seats down from Rose’s left. “If I may. I would submit that it’s too early to oppose Daybreak Combine.”

Both Theodore Xu and Fujio Sho shifted in their seats, looking somewhat receptive to Mittelman’s comment.

Still, they’re torn. They had been agitating to take the fight to Meridian, after all, and this was their chance.

Rose’s eyes were locked on her spymaster’s, not looking quite as soft anymore. To his credit, he didn’t flinch.

“You’re right,” she said at last, with a slight nod. “It is too early. If we choose today to make war on the Combine, we will be grossly outnumbered. Twenty to one, at least. And yet, I called you here today to talk war.”

That weighty syllable settled over the board room. Thatcher noted the four board members’ reactions, which ranged from nervous to optimistic. War could mean spoils, and new business opportunities. Or it could mean complete ruin.

“I refuse to engage in a policy of appeasement.” The CEO’s mouth twisted with distaste as she spoke the phrase policy of appeasement. “If we accept things as they are now—with pirates and criminals in charge of governing and protecting hundreds of millions of people, most of them civilians—then it will weaken our position to suddenly start opposing them later.

“Herwin Dirk has chosen to align with the same pirates who attacked both us and the people we’re charged with protecting.” Rose shook her head. “I can’t support that. Not for a second. I refuse to let the Dawn Cluster take this shape. And using instant comms, we can bring others to our side.

“Corps all over the Cluster will oppose this tyranny, mark my words. That includes corps based inside Combine territory, who find themselves living under the thumb of criminals. They will likely be too afraid to oppose them…unless we oppose them first. If Frontier Security and Kibishii stand up, we will become lightning rods for all those currently choking on pirate rule. It looks daunting right now, but I tell you: we can win this.”

Rose finished her speech and waited. But no one offered a reply to her words, in either rebuttal or support. Everyone, it seemed, was waiting for someone else to speak.

So Thatcher pushed back his chair, rose to his feet, and faced Rose, saluting her.

Seconds later, across the table, Fujio Sho did the same.

One by one, all around the room, they rose, the military personnel saluting. Rose returned their salute, a small smile blossoming on her lips.

Mittelman stood last. “We’re with you, Ms. Rose.”

Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

Aboard the Triumph

Galliot System, The Splay Region

Earth Year 2290

 

“Steady as she goes, Somerton. Maintain tight formation with our friends.” Captain Frederick Wilson nodded at the big holoscreen, where those friends were arrayed—every warship Frontier and Kibishii could afford to bring without leaving their home fronts completely exposed. “We’re holding good cards here, so let’s play them better than you played that three-of-a-kind last night.”

A round of chuckles from every station. Not for the first time, Thatcher blinked, unsure what to think or feel about the atmosphere in Captain Wilson’s CIC.

Admiral Wilson, it should have been, except that he’d come out of a contented retirement on Oasis to fight for Frontier. Rose had offered him command of the entire operation, but he insisted on being given just one ship—on being a ship captain. “Why go to work for the private sector if you don’t take advantage of the liberties that affords?” he said. “Besides, I miss my captaining days.”

Thatcher had followed Admiral Wilson’s career since he was a teenager, when the man had been Captain Wilson, star of the British Royal Space Fleet and the bane of pirates all over Earth Local Space. He’d risen to the rank of admiral, then switched to running ops for a private military firm somewhere in the Cluster’s south before easing into retirement on Oasis. Every Spacer knew Wilson’s name. Almost every spacer revered him.

After today, some of that reverence would turn to fear. His decision to fight against a budding pirate empire didn’t hold much surprise for Thatcher. What did surprise him was Wilson’s style of command.

He’d been given the Triumph, whose previous captain had gladly switched to an armored cruiser, bumping the cruiser’s captain down to XO. That captain, too, had accepted the demotion with a smile. To have Wilson in the fight, everyone was willing to make room.

No such room had been made for Thatcher while the New Jersey underwent repairs, and he thought he knew why. Rose was still figuring out what to do with him. She said that the fact he’d been acting as a fleet commander could eventually prove problematic for the chain of command, and she needed to determine what role he would play going forward. But he suspected that his threat to resign played no small part in her decision not to give him a ship for this engagement.

He’d been brooding about sitting out perhaps the most important engagement to take place in the Cluster so far when his comm had buzzed with a call from Admiral—Captain—Wilson.

“I want you in my CIC when we hit Freya Station,” the gravelly voice had said, crackling a little as it came over the line.

It had taken all of Thatcher’s will not to fall over his words. To help with that, he kept his answer short. “Why?”

“In an advisory capacity. I’ve been following you, Thatcher, and I like what I see. You seem to understand how things are set to go down in the Cluster, better than anyone else. It would be a crime to leave you sitting in Freedom while we’re deep inside The Splay having fun.”

And so here he sat, strapped into one of the observation seats at the back of his childhood hero’s CIC. Wilson twisted in the captain’s chair, flashing him a thumbs-up. Thatcher smiled and arranged his fingers in the foreign-feeling configuration.

He’d always imagined Wilson in command would be the same version journalists had encountered when they interviewed him. Stern—severe, even—and no-nonsense. Just as Thatcher’s grandfather had always been.

Thatcher had spent his career emulating that perception of what made for a good leader. When he brought his people into battle, the air seemed to crackle with tension. He’d always assumed that was just the nature of military engagements…but now he was beginning to suspect it might have more to do with his leadership style. He resisted that notion, since it would mean Rose may have been right to question him about it. But here Wilson was, reinforcing what she’d said.

Wilson joked around with his subordinates. Treated them almost as equals, and trusted them to do their jobs without guiding their every move. In turn, every officer in the CIC seemed relaxed, carrying out their assigned roles with admirable fluidity.

Things aboard the Triumph were by no means lax. The determination to carry out the mission flawlessly was palpable, bolstered by the energetic pep talk Wilson had delivered before battle, as though he was pumping up football players before a big game.

Indeed, the men and women aboard the destroyer—not just in the CIC, but throughout the entire ship—seemed to perform with more effectiveness for Wilson’s light touch.

Thatcher wasn’t sure he could ever be Wilson. But he also couldn’t stop the memory of Guerrero’s panic attack from playing in his mind on repeat.

“How are we looking to you, Commander?” Wilson had turned toward him again, gesturing toward the holotank as he spoke.

Thatcher cleared his throat. “The Lancer looks like she’s straying. Much farther, and she’ll risk exposure to turret batteries we can’t effectively target. I’d also move the eWar squad closer to the rear.”

The admiral turned to the holotank, then nodded. “Yes.” He sighed theatrically. “Eventually, we’ll get it through to these knucklehead captains your boss hired that spreading out is only a good idea against other warships. Not an asteroid bristling with railguns.”

Thatcher coughed to cover up laughter. Did Wilson really just say that out loud?

“Good call on the eWar ships, too. We don’t have a prayer of jamming the turrets, with sensors covering the station. Unless we go omnidirectional, which kind of defeats the purpose of attacking. Might as well keep them pulled back and protected. Ops, send transmissions to that effect, will you? Make sure to tell them my recommendations come from the commander. They’re more likely to take him seriously than a washed-up spacer like me.”

Take me more seriously than the Admiral Wilson? Thatcher had no idea what to say to that, or to think about it for that matter. Yes, the chain of command could get a little foggy in the private sector, but having an admiral ask his opinion, even defer to him…it felt wrong.

The Frontier ships entered maximum firing range, and primary lasers flashed across the void, playing across the turrets that coughed solid-core iron rounds back at them.

Freya Station had been constructed in a hollowed-out asteroid, and her exterior was all shipyard. It was a major hub for constructing, servicing, and repairing starships owned by northern corps, many of them private military firms. Most important of all, the station was jointly owned and operated by Meridian and Paragon Industries—Herwin Dirk’s corp—and many of the ships docked there belonged to them.

If Frontier had wanted to destroy the station, they could have sat back and rained down Hellborns. But wholesale nuking didn’t make for great PR, and today was as much about propaganda as it was about war.

They planned to reduce civilian casualties as much as possible. Still, Thatcher knew that some would die. There never had been a bloodless war. They would have to hope their cause was just enough to make it worth it.

Even with this somewhat restrained approach, it didn’t take long to neutralize every turret threatening the Frontier-Kibishii force. Freya Station’s defenses simply weren’t designed to withstand a fleet this size, and the attacking ships took minimal damage.

Once they’d removed those hazards, shuttles launched. Mostly from the accompanying Kibishii troop ships, but some from Frontier ships. Thatcher thought of Major Avery and his people, wondering just how pissed off they were to be left lounging on Oasis.

Enjoy it, he willed across light years to them. There’ll be plenty more of this to come.

Days ago, Wilson had run his battle plan by Thatcher: keep their ships close, remove every turret in range from the board, and pour marines through the gap they created. From inside, they could override every turret on the station. Then, they could take the warships docked all over it, in various stages of construction or repair.

Other than a few minor alterations, Thatcher hadn’t had any changes to suggest. “It’s exactly what I would do.”

The admiral had nodded. “Good.”

The Ops officer leaned back from his console. “We have warships moving toward us from all over the system, sir. Some from Meridian and Paragon, and plenty from other corps.”

Wilson nodded. “Nothing we didn’t expect.”

Thatcher focused on his breathing, eyes glued to the holotank. This deep in what had just become enemy territory, retreat would eventually become a necessity as more hostile ships showed up to confront them. The timing of that retreat was everything. It would make the difference between a significant victory and an utter rout.

But over the subsequent hours, the mission continued to go off without a hitch. The marines succeeded in shutting down Freya Station’s remaining defenses, and then more shuttles launched, this time filled with the extra crews Frontier and Kibishii had brought with them. Based on information that had been procured by Mittelman, those shuttles went straight for the station’s spaceworthy ships, ignoring the others. What few repairs remained to be performed on the ships they took could be completed back in Freedom.

The first wave of hostile ships was repelled handily. Five of them were neutralized in quick succession, and the rest fell back, scattering in all directions as ravening lasers hurried them on their way.

Then, they moved toward the next target: the twelve Helio Bases that Paragon Industries maintained around the system’s third planet, Icaco.

As the onslaught continued, Veronica Rose’s voice and likeness was broadcast throughout the system by every Frontier and Kibishii ship. At that same moment, Thatcher knew her message would be going out to every instant comm unit in the Dawn Cluster, where it would spread across system intranets. Before the day was over, she would be heard by all but the most disconnected Cluster dwellers.

This time, at the urging of her executives, Rose herself had remained on Oasis. The fact she’d seen the wisdom in that gave Thatcher hope that maybe their conversation about risk had had some effect. Either way, he suspected an even more secure location might soon be needed.

Despite her absence, Rose’s broadcast had a real-time feel to it. She’d sent techs to edit in footage of Frontier and Kibishii ships advancing on Freya Station, but without any shots of them actually firing. It probably wouldn’t help their cause to actually show a Frontier ship firing the first shot of the war that would soon embroil the north.

“The Dawn Cluster is a ship at sea,” Rose said from Thatcher’s comm, her words solemn and soft, accompanied by the stately advance of Frontier warships. “And a ship whose crew won’t cooperate is lost. But this crew doesn’t simply refuse to work together. It makes war on one another—all while storm clouds darken the horizon.

“I have just returned from the Lacuna Region, where my warships faced a Xanthic fleet that outnumbered them four-to-one.”

In the broadcast, the Frontier ships approaching Freya Station were replaced by the battle group Thatcher had commanded, with the alien armada arrayed against them over the Planet Recept. This time, the techs did show fighting—lasers crisscrossing the battlespace as the human crews fought to buy time for the planetside marines.

“Frontier is an American company, but we stand for humanity. All of humanity. And so, when we detected a threat to the entire Dawn Cluster—a storm threatening to sink our ship—we organized to face it down.”

Thatcher knew Rose had wanted to include how the Xanthic fleet seemed to be the same one that had attacked Earth fifty years ago, but most of her communications specialists had advised against it. It was too complicated in a speech meant to move human hearts, and anyway, that information could be distributed in supplementary materials.

The footage of the battle over Recept vanished to reveal Veronica Rose sitting at her desk, leaning over her clasped hands and staring at the camera with restrained intensity.

“We have repelled the Xanthic, at least for the time being, and we have returned, only to find that the CEO of Paragon Industries, Herwin Dirk, has undone the good work of so many by throwing in his lot with pirates. In doing so, he apparently thinks he can drag the entire Daybreak Combine along with him into this unholy alliance.

“His actions have endangered the entire Cluster. But we need not be party to them. If Herwin Dirk wants to be a pirate, he will be treated like one. And so I call on everyone who can hear me to join Frontier Security in the fight to return the north to the free and safe haven it was so close to becoming.

“Help us wage war on the villains among us. I ask not for myself, or for Frontier, but for the entire Dawn Cluster and all the humans in it, soldier and civilian alike. We don’t have time to be divided by men like Dirk. To weather the coming storm, we need all hands on deck.”

The message ended, and Thatcher’s comm froze on Rose’s pale face, her sapphire eyes locked onto his. Even delivering a speech that had been rewritten to death, every word focus-tested for maximum impact, she spoke with a contagious passion.

He’d already been angry at Dirk’s actions, but now he burned to be back in the New Jersey’s CIC, in command again as she sailed into battle against Paragon Industries, Meridian, and any other scum that chose to stand with them.

It was dangerous. The more he let himself become invested in the Cluster’s woes, the less energy he’d spend on getting back to Earth.

He slowly shook his head at Rose’s still frame. He knew this much, at least: he’d never met anyone quite like her.
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Glossary of Dawn Cluster Corporations

 

Frontier Security

 

CEO: Veronica Rose

 

CIO: Hans Mittelman

 

Frontier is a security firm that prides itself on upholding American values. Founded in Earth Year 2259 by Rear Admiral Gregory Rose, his daughter Veronica now runs the company. Her stated intention is to stay true to her father’s vision.

Currently, Frontier forms part of the Oasis Protectorate, a conglomerate formed for the purpose of servicing and protecting American colonies located throughout the Dawn Cluster’s Dupliss Region.

 

Kibishii

 

CEO: Akio Hata

 

COO: Theodore Xu

 

Kibishii is a Japanese PMC (private military company), incorporated in Earth Year 2279. The company specializes in stealth troop mobilization as well as stealth detection technologies, and in EY 2288 it opened an asteroid mining division, the expansion of which is now one of Kibishii’s primary focuses.

 

Meridian

 

CEO: Oliver Breckinridge

 

CIO: Ezra Yates

 

Headquartered on Valkyrie Station, in the Herward System, Kreng Region, Meridian has positioned itself as the only Dawn Cluster corporation with such a narrow focus on stealth technology, which it both implements on its own warships and sells to client PMCs and governments. Its main competitor in the north is the Japanese company Kibishii.

 

Analysts suggest that Kibishii’s pursuit of stealth detection technology has recently spurred Meridian to innovate wildly, with expectations high for whatever its next product offering will be.

 

Paragon Industries

 

CEO: Herwin Dirk

 

Paragon Industries began in Earth Year 2262 as an asteroid mining company with a specialty in exploiting planetesimals. However, after repeated attacks disrupted their operations, they acquired a small fleet of warships for protection. The attacks that prompted this move were ostensibly perpetrated by pirates, though CEO Herwin Dirk has gone on the record with claims that the true culprit was a Russian PMC operating in the area at that time.

 

As it gained years of experience defending mining operations, Paragon Industries gradually transformed into a highly successful, multi-stellar PMC that now mainly offers security services to mining company clients.

 

Reardon Interstellar

 

CEO: Ramon Pegg

 

Founded in Earth Year 2210, Reardon was one of the first PMCs to offer its services in the Dawn Cluster, in response to a growing threat from pirates based in the Contested Regions. Reardon identifies as an American company, but has also accepted contracts from various US trading partners, along with countries that have less-certain relationships with the USA, including China and Russia. In response to media inquiries concerning these latter contracts, Reardon CEOs have typically pointed out that, with the rise of the United Nations and Colonies, war between nations has become virtually extinct. It is therefore foolish to turn down any contracts.

Reardon has consistently denied rumors alleging the company has engaged in hot-system skirmishes against other Dawn Cluster corporations. Reardon forms part of the Oasis Protectorate, however at the time of writing its position within the Protectorate has been called into question, with allegations being forwarded by multiple interested parties that the company has been consorting with pirates.

 

Sunder Incorporated

 

CEO: Simon Moll

 

Sunder holds the distinction of being the first PMC to accept a security contract within the Dawn Cluster. While headquartered in Candor, a Cluster Region, the company draws its employees mostly from European countries and colonies, primarily German and Swedish. Sunder was founded in 2208 by a former UNC dreadnought commander, Captain Patrick Moen, and the company has only had two CEOs since its inception—Moen and Simon Moll.

In the 2250s, Spanish biographer Luis Borges made the claim that Moen and Moll were the same person. As evidence, Borges highlighted Moll’s lack of a documented past before his involvement with the company, the fact there is nothing to indicate the Sunder CEOs have ever met, and a number of physical similarities between the two men. Borges claimed that Moll underwent extensive cosmetic surgery to change his identity, though he did not advance any theory of why Moll would go to these efforts.

In recent decades, Borges’ claims have been dismissed as fringe conspiracy theory, since in order for them to be true, Moll would have to be in excess of 160 years old—twenty-seven years older than the eldest human being ever documented.

A Note on Dawn Cluster Cartography

 

In the Dawn Cluster, cardinal directions are used for ease of reference, with the black hole at the galaxy’s center acting as a “north star.”

Terms such as north, south, east, and west are meaningful because of the Cluster’s layout. While star systems are distributed along the Z-axis, with a maximum spread of 13.781 light years, the Cluster’s X- and Y-axes are much longer, at 105.134 light years and 81.240 light years respectively.

Dedication

 

 

 

To Michael Van de Hey - thank you for your incredible support of my writing.
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