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Chapter One




Aboard the Ninth Dragon

Scanderoon System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




Kong Hui stepped out of the shuttle with as much dignity as he could muster. His primary officers awaited him outside the airlock, all wearing expressions of concern mixed with relief. Commander Chen Daiyu beamed like the noonday sun, and Lieutenant Sun Yong looked like he’d been sick with worry.

“Did they hurt you, sir?” Sun asked.

“No, no,” Kong said. “Nothing like that.” He felt a little sheepish about the entire affair, if he was being honest with himself. The shuttle crew that had picked him up had seemed extremely surprised to have found him floating in space wearing a pressure suit and clutching a comm programed to start functioning after a time delay—long enough to allow the Terminus marines to leave the system unharmed.

“We’re trusting you’ll follow through on what we’ve discussed,” the one called Will Avery had said. “But not complete trust. Not until you’ve proven yourself. For the time being, we don’t plan to give you the opportunity to turn on us, and have your people capture us before we leave.”

After they’d shoved Kong Hui unceremoniously out the airlock of their stealth ship, he’d spent the next several hours sweating inside the temperature-regulated suit, anxious about his oxygen levels, and whether anyone would be close enough to come pick him up in time.

That had been embarrassing enough. Even moreso was what the marines had caught him about to do, on Whitherward Trading Station.

I always knew my…appetites would get me in trouble. Why did I keep letting myself indulge them?

“Be well, everyone,” he said to his officers, managing to conceal how shaken he still felt. “I’m fine. I’m back, and I’m fine. All is well.”

His words seemed to act as a salve for their fears, and faces slowly settled back into the serenity he liked to see from them—except when he was stoking their ardor for battle, of course.

“Everyone back to your duties. We have work to do.”

As his officers dispersed, he called out. “Sun Yong, not you. I have a task for you.”

Sun turned, still looking a little green around the gills. “Yes, sir?”

“Contact every Dynasty captain and tell them I want them aboard the Ninth Dragon for an in-person meeting at 1900. Tell them I want the meeting kept from Kibishii personnel for as long as possible. They’ll know once shuttles start sailing, of course, but I don’t want to give them any advance warning.”

“Uh…y-yes, sir.”

“Right away, if you please, Lieutenant.”

Sun Yong saluted, then spun on his heels, double-timing for his Ops console in the CIC.

Kong turned in the opposite direction, starting down the passageway toward his cabin. He needed a drink.




***




Aboard the Fang

Ecdemic System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2293




Rose embraced Major Avery when he entered her office, squeezing him, much to his apparent surprise and awkwardness.

She just felt so happy to see him safely returned from his mission in Scanderoon. She loved Avery—loved all the New Jersey marines who’d been with her since Frontier’s fall, and who’d defied death at her side more than once. Even so, she’d worried about him more during this mission far more than she’d expected to.

“It’s so good to see you, Will. Can I send to the mess for a coffee? I would have a machine installed here, but I’d have to fill it with water from the head, which doesn’t seem completely sanitary. Besides, I think the Baumann’s cook would be grievously insulted if I started making my own.”

Avery waved his hand. “I’m fine, ma’am.”

“Well, take a seat, then,” she said, gesturing at one of the two chairs across the desk from hers. She circled the desk to take her own seat, and fixed Avery with her gaze as she lowered herself into it. “Tell me everything.”

“It…seemed to go well,” he said, his mouth twisting. “Kong is a scumbag, and it puts a bad taste in my mouth to think we might make common cause with him. But he’s a self-interested scumbag. So I guess that means we can use him.”

“It does,” Rose said, nodding slowly. “And we have to, Will. I think you know that.”

“Maybe. Doesn’t mean I have to like it, ma’am. I get the feeling Kong doesn’t want anyone looking too deeply into his…activities. I mean, what he was doing in that illegal brothel was…well, illegal, obviously. But I don’t think it warrants the fear he clearly felt about it getting out. Which suggests to me that there’s even worse in his past, and he’s terrified about it surfacing. You know how these things go. One thing comes out about someone, then suddenly everyone’s digging as deeply as they can into his past. And a man like that…I get the feeling there’s a lot of past to unearth.”

Rose suppressed a shudder. I probably don’t want to know. But her imagination was already running wild, and a big part of her could relate to Avery’s hesitation about using Kong. It made her feel dirty, somehow.

“Probably best we don’t know,” she said, giving voice to her thoughts.

“God does know,” Avery said. “And hopefully He can forgive us.”

A silence followed that, as Rose wasn’t sure exactly how to reply, and Avery didn’t seem to have anything to say, either. That was when the hatch behind the marine flew open, revealing a bedraggled woman clutching the exterior handle, apparently for support.

The woman’s dirty blond hair spilled down her face in an unkempt cascade, partially concealing bloodshot eyes that leered at Rose with contempt. For her part, Rose stiffened, completely at a loss for what to say or do.

“There’s his little whore,” the woman rasped. She didn’t seem to register Avery’s presence. She released the hatch’s handle and stumbled toward the side of the desk, with the clear intent to circle around it and reach Rose.

Then, Rose saw the glint of the steak knife she clutched in her right hand.

But Avery was already moving, seizing the woman’s knife arm and wrenching it behind her back. In the same motion, he gripped the back of her neck and slammed her face-down onto the desk. The knife clattered to the floor.

Rose had instinctively backed her chair up until it hit the bulkhead behind her. For her part, the woman seemed basically unfazed. She gazed up at Rose, managing to make eye contact out of the corner of her eyes, even from her compromised position.

“You just get everything in life, don’t you?” the woman croaked, sounding like Rose imagined a demon might sound. “Big, strong men to protect you. A rich daddy who gave you a company to ruin. And now you get him. Stole him right out from under me. Whore.”

“I don’t have any restraints on me, ma’am,” Avery said. “Could you use your comm to contact Corporal Loughty and have him bring some?”

Rose didn’t miss how Avery refrained from suggesting she contact Baumann, or any of the Fang’s security personnel. The marines still didn’t trust the former pirates, especially when it came to matters concerning Rose’s safety.

“Yes. Of course.” Rose picked up her comm from the desk, and the strange woman snarled at her as her hand drew near, snapping her teeth together. Suppressing a shudder, Rose lifted the comm and began punching in commands.




***




On Whitherward Trading Station

Scanderoon System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




Theodore Xu leaned across the table situated at the back of the rundown diner, glancing around the restaurant for what must have been the hundredth time before he spoke. “Sometimes I worry about karma, Akio,” he whispered.

Akio Hata, CEO of Kibishii, did not lean forward to join Xu’s conspiratorial huddle. It only made them look more suspicious to anyone who happened to see them, and besides, he doubted Simon Moll would have any reach at all into this seriously unpopular diner, situated in a dusty corner of Whitherward Trading Station.

Not that he wasn’t paranoid. He felt just as certain as Xu that when Moll had sent teams of engineers through every Kibishii ship, to make sure they were “up to standard,” those engineers had done more than replace a few leaky pipes and loose connectors. There remained little doubt in his mind that Moll’s goons had concealed micro surveillance equipment in virtually every chamber, in every ship. Moreover, he felt too frightened to order anyone to sweep for the bugs, since it might provide Moll with evidence that Hata didn’t trust him.

But here…Moll would need to have the powers of a god to hear them here. “Karma? That’s a Buddhist concept, isn’t it? Did you convert from Shintoism when I wasn’t looking?”

Xu ignored the jab. Or maybe he hadn’t heard it, drowning as he seemed to be in his own anxious thoughts. “It’s just…why weren’t we invited to this meeting of the Dynasty captains? Do they mean to betray us?”

“I doubt it. And not out of loyalty to us—it’s Simon Moll they’d have to answer to.”

“Still. This is where I come back to karma. We betrayed Frontier…and more recently, we convinced Heimdall to betray Terminus. What if we get our just desserts next, as they say?”

“We didn’t betray Frontier,” Akio said, a tide of anger rising within him at the suggestion. “We joined an elite military force, and Frontier chose not to.”

“And then Moll stabbed them in the back.”

“Did either of us advocate for that?”

“No….”

“Exactly.”

“But that doesn’t tell us anything about the kind of danger we might be in right now.” Xu leaned even farther across the table, which Hata wouldn’t have said was possible. “Akio, those were Kibishii marines guarding Kong Hui when the Terminus goons came to kidnap him. Do you think he feels positively toward us, after that? And why would his kidnappers just let him go, without so much as a ransom? They must have worked something out between them. Surely he must be about to act against us. Against CoG.”

“You’re being paranoid. Everyone knows the Coalition is the shoe-in to win this war. Why would Kong turn his back on a sure thing? You do know what Moll just did to Thatcher, in Lament?”

“Yes, and I also know what Thatcher did to Moll. It wasn’t the clean victory Moll wanted—the fall of the Dyrnwyn has placed doubts in many minds about the sureness of a CoG victory. Including mine.”

“I hope you haven’t let anyone else hear you say that.”

“Of course not.”

“Good. Just try to keep calm, Theo. That’s all we can do. Remember, CoG holds all the cards. Kong would be stupid to give that up. What could possibly convince him to do so?”

Xu’s brow was still furrowed. “I have a couple theories.”

At that moment, the waitress arrived with their meals—two gravy-laden plates of fries, with accompanying ham sandwiches. Hata picked his up, and found that the pooled gravy had already saturated the bottom slice of bread. Grimacing, he took his first bite.

“What do you think those marines found Kong doing aboard this station?” Xu asked.

Hata chewed, and shook his head slowly. They’d stopped in Scanderoon to refuel and resupply. They needed to do less of that, these days—CoG’s new farm and nanofab ships meant supply lines could be stretched much longer, and much thinner.

Still, there was nothing so fast and efficient as pillaging your enemy for the things your fleet needed. It meant resupplying took less time, and that ultimately meant they could move faster.

But a stop of nearly two days had been needed—and that was when the enemy marines had struck, plucking Kong Hui from Whitherward, for purposes that still weren’t clear.

They’ll become clear soon enough, I expect. I just hope Xu is wrong.

But Hata wasn’t totally convinced Xu was wrong. He just needed to keep the man as calm as he could manage. Otherwise, his panic might infect others.

Including Hata himself.




***




Aboard the Fang

Ecdemic System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2293




Baumann didn’t bother to salute or even nod at the pair of Rose’s marines guarding the hatch, since he knew they wouldn’t return either gesture. Just like their commander Will Avery, they appeared to hate his guts, a sentiment that had only seemed to increase as word got out that Rose was spending nights in his cabin, these days.

It couldn’t be good for crew morale to have individuals aboard the Fang with such clear disrespect for her captain. But they refused to leave, and Rose refused to make them leave. So for the time being, Baumann had to put up with it.

He brushed past them and into the supply closet that was apparently serving as a brig today. He closed the hatch behind him. The woman being kept inside was sprawled on the deck, suspended by her hands, which dangled from restraints attached to a shelf above her.

The position looked downright painful, but she didn’t need to be in it. The chair she’d knocked over lay beside her. As soon as Baumann entered, she began to weep piteously.

“Dottie,” he said, as tenderly as he could manage. “Look at the state you’ve let yourself get into.”

“You never loved me, Ben,” she sobbed. “Did you?”

Can she possibly still be drunk? How much did she pour down her throat, exactly? “Of course I did, sweetheart. But love changes sometimes. Come on, I know you’ve had past loves. You’ve been through this sort of thing.”

“None of them were like you!” she said, the last word dragged out into a wretched-sounding sob.

He shook his head. “I tried to make this work for you, Dot. Tried to keep you on the ship, with crewmates you know and get along with. I didn’t even cut your pay after the demotion. And this is how you repay me?”

“This isn’t about the crummy Supply job you gave me, Ben.” Suddenly she wasn’t sobbing, and her bloodshot eyes were locked onto his, as though she was trying to bore a hole through his skull with her gaze alone. It sort of felt like she was succeeding, too. “And it’s not about money, either. It’s about the love you cast aside.”

He rolled his eyes. “You know I can’t keep you on the Fang, after this. I don’t think I can even have you with the fleet. If you want, I’m sure I can have Ronnie pull some strings and get you some admin position back on—”

“I don’t want any help from her.”

“Fine. Do whatever you want, then. But you need to remember it’s over between us, Dottie. We’re done. Long done. I suggest you start moving on.”

She swore at him savagely as he left the closet. Baumann repressed the urge to wince as he left, and he ignored the twin glares from the marines as he closed the hatch behind him.

Clearing his throat, he said, “We’ll drop her off somewhere at the next opportunity.”

Neither of them said anything. So he left.


Chapter Two




Aboard the Ninth Dragon

Scanderoon System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




They met in the Ninth Dragon’s mess hall—her conference room was certainly far too small to accommodate so many captains, as was the officers’ mess. Many of the commanders had brought their first officers as well, leaving Kong to wonder who they’d given the conn to.

If we were attacked now, we’d have to scramble to get battle-ready. But he had a strong feeling they wouldn’t be attacked anytime soon. Not until he either carried out the task his kidnappers had set before him, or began openly defying them. And he knew what would happen if he did that. What would come to light.

He hadn’t yet called for order, and the Dynasty captains buzzed with conversation, many of them shooting glances Kong’s way, clearly wondering what this might be about. Many of those curious expressions melted into friendly ones as his eyes met theirs, each captain smiling brightly at him.

I am still the light that shows this fleet its way. The energy source from which all the men and women before me draw their strength. That has to count for something.

The truth was, the Terminus’ marines blackmail was far from the only reason Kong had resolved to give them what they wanted by turning against Simon Moll. His enthusiasm for carrying the CoG torch had dimmed considerably in these last months.

Yes, he’d suffered multiple defeats, ‘disappointing’ Moll, but he remained a highly skilled and effective fleet commander. Except, Moll wasn’t interested in honoring that, or even acknowledging it. Instead, he made each reprimand more pointed, more public.

The trajectory had become clearer with each passing month. Despite Kong’s accomplished career, despite that he was a CEO-warrior just like Moll, and head of one of the Coalition’s two premier PMCs….in spite of all that, Moll still intended to eject him at some point. And probably soon.

Possibly he would do it in the shadows, ordering Kong assassinated, so that Moll could claim his hands were clean if he so chose. Or he would instead make a public example of Kong Hui. That was more Moll’s style. And to Kong, it was the most horrific of the two possibilities, given the immense dishonor it would bring down on his head. To have someone else lead the corp he’d built up, for which he’d put his life on the line so many times…that would be an utter disgrace.

And so he wouldn’t give Moll that opportunity.

He rose to his feet, from the center of the head table, which ran perpendicular to all the others. As he stood, a hush fell over the chamber.

He swept his gaze over his audience. “Captains of Dynasty,” he began. “Thank you for joining me aboard the Ninth Dragon, and thanks also to the officers who have joined you here. Today, we will make history, as today will be the day the sleeping dragon came to its senses.”

The silence after those words felt pregnant, and Kong allowed it to linger, as he so often did when addressing his people. Building suspense. Increasing their attention to what he was saying.

Today, I am speaking for my life. I had best do it well.

“Since the inception of the Coalition of Giants, we have fought this alliance’s battles. We have been the vanguard. The attack dog, which Simon Moll has unleashed on the Dawn Cluster in order to impose his will on it, again and again.

“But what have we gained in return? The fear of the people whose systems we assail, certainly. A reputation for having no respect for those people, or their plans...their future. I am no Veronica Rose, and you will not find me waxing poetic about some ideological notion of ‘free space’ or any other such nonsense. But I understand the tide of history, and I can see which way it is turning. I can see how history will remember us. And as things are now, I do not think the peoples of the future—the people who must carry the torch of humanity into the centuries to come—will think of us fondly.”

Kong let the silence gestate once more. He could almost feel it as his message sunk into the heads and hearts of everyone present. Several of the officers present shifted uncomfortably.

Steady, he told himself. He wished to ease them into the conclusions he wanted them to reach. Needed them to reach. And yet, he had very little time to work with.

“Perhaps you might say, well, the history books remember many people wrongly. Good people are portrayed as bad, and the wicked get away with murder while people look back on them with admiration, even envy. You might also say that it does not matter how future generations view us. What matters is power, and whether we can seize it for ourselves, so that we might enjoy a well-fortified peak from which to rule the masses for all our days. I do not share these views. But I can at least understand them.

“Hear me, brothers and sisters. Even if power is what you desire, I have a bitter truth that I feel it is my duty to impart to you. Simon Moll will never let you taste it. A man like him doesn’t share power. You have been busy fighting his battles for him, while he cowers in backwater systems and in gas giant tropospheres, protected by a super-ship he seems hesitant to actually use, just as Li Jun was. I understand that you may not have been able to follow every word that drips from Moll’s mouth, or every action he’s taken against us. But believe me that he has taken those actions. He is setting the stage to bring us to heel. To bring us under total control, just as he has used us to take control of others.

“And so today, I ask you to consider your future, and what shape you would have it take. Through long introspection and hard experience, I have come to the conclusion that life under Simon Moll’s tyranny will be a nasty one indeed. It will also likely be brutish, and short.”

He spread his hands with upward palms, gesturing toward the vision he was trying to make them see. “But there is another way. A path that leads to self-rule—one we can walk with a clear conscience, and one from which we will hear the applause and accolades of all the peoples of the Dawn Cluster. Because we will be fighting not just for their freedom, but our own. And with that divine union shall peace one day be forged.

“Simon Moll wants nothing but power. He no longer talks about ridding humanity of the Xanthic menace, which so recently robbed us of so many worlds, so many lives. He only talks of crushing those who oppose him, and establishing his own rule, a dynasty he expects will last from now until the end of our species. And under him, I fear that end will come frightfully soon.

“I am not Simon Moll, and while I am CEO of this corporation, I will not attempt to make this decision for you. Instead, as the hundreds of captains who make up this beautiful fighting force, we will decide together.

“I am calling for us to turn against the tyrant Simon Moll, and to join Terminus in fighting for the freedom of the north. All those in favor, raise your hand and say ‘aye.’”

For a moment that seemed to last an eternity, not a single hand went up. They stared back at him, blank-faced, many of them wearing expressions of shock and dismay.

Then, finally, one did—a frigate captain. “Aye,” its owner said.

Another captain rose her hand soon after, who commanded an eWar vessel. “Aye.”

A third captain raised his hand. Then a fourth.

With that, several hands rose at once, and several more followed that. Soon, dozens of hands stood in the air, some held high, others wavering uncertainly, but raised nonetheless.

A long pause followed, when no more hands went up.

Can that truly be it? Kong wondered, gazing around the mess hall, trying not to appear frantic. Hundreds of ship captains were assembled here, and a mere fraction of them had thrown in their lot with him to fight Moll.

As he looked from captain to captain, some of them met his gaze, but many averted their eyes, shamefaced. I miscalculated. Their fear of the tyrant is too great.

What would he do now? He’d ordered them to physically attend this meeting, which meant that if he wanted, he could order those who refused to side with him to be apprehended by his marines. He’d already ordered the Ninth Dragon’s marine detachment on high alert, in case the unthinkable happened. The unthinkable being exactly the situation he now found himself in.

But what would imprisoning them accomplish? There was a decent chance those captains’ crews would side with them if he pulled such a treacherous move. At this point, no matter what he did, he was probably completely surrounded by a hostile force—one he’d been in command of just five minutes ago.

And I did this to myself.

He drew a deep breath, steeling himself against what now had to be done. “Clearly, we now find ourselves on opposite sides of history,” he told the captains. “But there’s no need for bloodshed between us. Not today. Since we now obviously represent two opposing forces, let us extricate ourselves from each other and go our separate ways.

“Captains who have not agreed to join me against Moll, you will be safely returned to your ships. But only after those who have joined me have safely returned to theirs, and we have all attained a safe distance from your vessels. Please order the shuttles that brought you here to follow our fleet as we leave. Once that safe distance is achieved, those shuttles will be allowed to dock and pick you up, then return you to your respective ships.”

A shocked silence filled the large chamber. Clearly, none of them could believe this was actually happening. Least of all Kong.

But he’d made his bed, and now he would have to lie in it. As he did, he would hope that Terminus was true to their promise of discretion. And that when it came to warfare, they knew what they were doing.

Given that he’d been beating them up until now, and given how few captains had sided with him today... he was beginning to have his doubts about that.




***




Aboard the Mjölnir

Alysm System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




“Why don’t you tell me the real reason you chose to visit me, Electra?” Moll asked as he and Balaska walked side-by-side through the massive dreadnought. “Nothing we’ve discussed so far required an in-person conversation. We could have conducted all of this via instant comm.”

Balaska still dressed in tight-fitting leather that accentuated every curve, which Moll had to admit presented a pleasing sight, even though she was well into her fifties. Life extension tech had been kind to her, and she took good care of herself besides. Today’s outfit featured bright red leather, and left little to the imagination, even though the neckline crept almost to her lower jaw.

Thankfully, though, she’d stopped her incessant flirting after he’d ordered her to give it up. He’d made it clear, in no uncertain terms, that nothing would ever happen between them, and that her attempt to use her sexuality to gain influence over him was doomed.

He could tell she hadn’t enjoyed such a direct rebuke, and ever since then she’d been all formal professionalism toward him. Which was how he preferred it. Perhaps it would have been wiser to allow her to play her games—to keep her guessing, invested, without ever actually giving her anything. But to allow that seemed too much like an insult to Elise, such that it had never truly been an option.

Either way, Balaska hadn’t grown cold toward him. Quite the opposite. But it was obvious that she’d realized her gambit to win his affection had been hurting her more than helping. The fact that she continued to dress so revealingly around him did suggest she was his for the taking, if he so desired. But he knew better than to accept a barbed gift. And his memories of Elise wouldn’t allow him to, at any rate.

In answer to his question, Balaska shrugged. “I came because I wanted to see the fleet off, before your grand campaign to quash Legion. You no longer have Kong Hui sailing with you to keep you company. I was afraid you’d get lonely.”

Moll let his face go stony. That had seemed a little flirtatious, in direct contradiction to his thoughts just seconds ago. What was more, it seemed to suggest she knew something of the situation pertaining to Kong Hui. “What do you know about Kong?” he asked coldly.

“Know? About Kong? Why, I didn’t think there was anything to know. The man is an open book, as far as I’ve seen.”

“He is an open book—to me, anyway. Far more than he knows. And for that reason, I happen to know that his loyalty is in question.”

Balaska smiled brightly. Moll returned the smile with a glare, which caused her to tone her expression down a couple watts. “Okay, I have heard some rumors. I’m sorry to hear they’re true. Honestly, I’m sorry, Simon.”

Why don’t I believe you? Moll was all too aware that Kong’s exit meant a greater niche within CoG for Balaska to stretch out into. And he knew that she knew it, too.

“Where does that leave us?” she went on. “Akio Hata’s loyalty has always been in question. I would have expected him to turn on us, not Kong.”

“It leaves us just as strong as ever,” Moll snapped. Then he took a breath, fighting to calm himself. “Most of Kong’s ships refused to follow him into Terminus’ arms. He managed to extract the ships that did join him by holding hostage the captains who remained loyal to us, long enough to escape the system. But the vast majority of the Dynasty fleet continues to fly CoG colors.”

Balaska nodded. “And we still have Heimdall on our side.”

“Exactly. Things look as grim for Terminus as they ever did. As for Kong, he’ll get exactly what he deserves.”

“What about Legion?”

Moll scoffed. “Please. They’re already running scared. I intend to hunt down Thatcher and Volkov and put them down like rabid dogs. Once that happens, the rest of their pathetic excuse for an alliance will fall apart.”

“Do I also hear that another super-ship is nearing completion? One we’ve managed to keep secret from Legion?”

“Only you can tell me what you hear.” In fact, there was a replacement for the Dyrnwyn mere weeks away from completion. But if Balaska knew that, then no doubt Legion would too, soon enough.

His Coalition’s pace of warship production was becoming fearsome to behold. The main bottleneck now was finding worthy crews to operate them. CoG wasn’t Legion—they wouldn’t just take the latest beggar to come in on some broken-down scow. But the Coalition’s high standards for military prowess also meant crews were limited. Training them sufficiently took time, and Moll had already vacuumed up every competent spacer that he had access to and who was willing to fight for him.

“I want you to return to Candor and continue managing the alliance’s administrative affairs,” he told Balaska. “I don’t like to trust the bureaucrats and pencil-pushers to their own devices for very long.”

“Oh, I get it,” Balaska said, again more coyly than he would have liked. “I have to stay home and play secretary while the boys go out to war.”

Moll almost humored her with a chuckle. The idea of Balaska in command of anything was laughable. She was good at what she did—running Peyton Conglomerate, and keeping the super-alliance that was CoG humming along like a well-oiled machine. But picturing her sitting in a command seat, with her elaborately coiffed hair and outlandish outfits, created a ridiculous mental image. Almost as ridiculous as picturing Akio Hata in one. Yes, Moll had sent Hata to the northern front lines, but mostly so he stayed busy, where Moll’s agents could keep an eye on him.

They arrived at Moll’s office. “I have final preparations to make. Can you find your way back to your ship, or should I have Commander Becker assign someone to take you there?”

If Balaska took offense to the abrupt dismissal, she didn’t show it. “I can find my own way, Admiral. Thank you for the pleasure of your company.”

“You’re welcome,” Moll said. With that, he stepped into the office and shut the hatch, blocking her from view.

Finally. He slumped against the closed hatch, using it for support.

It had taken everything he had to hold himself together, these last few days, since Legion had struck deep into the heart of Lament.

That was an unacceptable affront.

Rumors still swirled that Moll was being overly cautious, afraid to do direct battle against Tad Thatcher, even cloaked as he was in the armor of his super-ship. People laughed at him over the instant comm networks, he knew—those he didn’t control, at least.

But that wasn’t the cause of the weighty stress that threatened constantly to buckle his knees. He would soon prove those rumors wrong, by hunting Thatcher down himself, and killing him.

No, the thing that had brought him tortured dreams and panicked daytime reveries was the fact that Thatcher and his ilk had managed to penetrate so deeply into Lament, the region Moll and the Xanthic had designated for his escape from this timeline.

If they’d deviated from their course just two systems to the south....

But Thatcher would never have found the facility where the aliens had brought him to their universe on so many occasions, there to store his body until the time came to insert him into his own timeline’s past. It was too well hidden, and even if Thatcher did stumble upon it, he would never figure out what it was for.

Except, that wasn’t the true worry.

We must control Lament. Otherwise, my escape route is closed to me. I must never lose control of this region.

He forced himself to stand upright, then looked to the corner of the chamber, where he’d secreted his photo of Elise, as well as the alien comm device the Xanthic used to communicate with him.

He hadn’t checked that device for a long time. Nor would he today.

I will not endure the cycle again. I don’t need to. I will crush Thatcher now, once and for all. Then victory will be mine. And I will embrace sweet Elise once more.
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“Say ‘ahh,’” Doctor Cruz said.

“Ahh,” Thatcher said.

Cruz placed the wooden depressor on Thatcher’s tongue, holding it down while shining a light down his throat.

“Hmm,” Cruz said. He stuck the light in Thatcher’s ear, and repeated the syllable.

“‘Hmm?’” Thatcher said. “What does ‘hmm’ mean, Tony?”

“It means I’ve eliminated pretty much every cause of your insomnia, other than stress. But that shouldn’t surprise either of us. Actually, what’s surprising is that all this bother has only just started affecting your sleep.”

Bother. Thatcher almost laughed at the gross understatement.

Cruz’s assessment that the fighting had only now begun to affect his sleep wasn’t completely true, but Thatcher didn’t bother correcting him. It would have been more accurate to say that his deteriorating sleep had only just started affecting his performance. But whatever.

“You’ve been fighting war after war for three years, now, Tad.” Like most of his crew, Cruz had finally grown accustomed to referring to Thatcher by his first name. “You’ve lost more people than I can probably count, and you’ve killed far more. No one can expect to endure this much combat without their body breaking down eventually.”

“Sure, but it’s not like I’m in a foxhole every day fighting for my life, Tony. I’m fighting space wars. Those involve long breaks in between, for weeks or months at a time, and even on the day of battle it takes hours for engagements to actually start.”

Cruz shook his head. “That’s what PMCs love to emphasize, as justification for running their employees ragged.”

“Well, I’m my own boss, now. With my own PMC. So I’m running myself ragged.”

“Does it make a difference?”

Thatcher frowned. “I guess not.”

“Your rosy description of modern warfare ignores the fact you’re not exactly resting in between engagements. Instead, you’re carrying the weight of the Dawn Cluster on your shoulders, while simultaneously shouldering the immense responsibilities associated both with being a starship captain and a fleet commander. You never rest, Tad. Take it from me, who’s had the opportunity to monitor your health since you stepped aboard the Jersey. During your very rare visits to my office, that is.”

That last seemed like an admonishment, but Thatcher chose to ignore it. He supposed the ship’s doctor had license to admonish whoever he liked, when it came to the health of those aboard the Jersey. Even the captain.

“So, what’s the solution?”

“Ideally, you’d take some time to de-stress. Since I assume you’re not going to do that, I can prescribe some medication.”

“That’s not an option, either. I can’t risk any side effects impairing my performance further.”

Cruz huffed, spreading his hands. “Then I’m not sure what you want me to tell you, Tad. I can give you the usual, generally useless advice. No devices in your cabin—you’ll ignore that. Eat healthy food—you’re already eating about as healthy as possible when it comes to the freeze-dried fare available aboard a starship. Are there any sources of light in your cabin while you sleep? That inhibits melatonin production.”

Thatcher nodded. “I keep my comm next to my bedside.”

“And it goes off at least three or four times a night, I assume?”

“Yes. The captain needs to be available. Always.”

“Well, hopefully you’ll see your way to rerouting some of those needful things to Billy. Elsewise, I see some kind of breakdown in your near future, Tad. A collapse. And that won’t serve anyone.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes to bring down CoG, Tony. If that means using up my body in the meantime, so be it. I can rest when Simon Moll is dead.” He rose to his feet, having decided it was about time to get back to the CIC and take the conn from Candle. “Thanks for the checkup.”

“Sure. For all the good it did.”

Flashing the ship’s doctor a tight smile, Thatcher left the med bay. He passed several crew on his way to the CIC, and was pleased to find he knew all their first names.

“Morning, Bill,” he said to a machinist’s mate. A few minutes after that, he ran across an engineer, whose crisp salute he returned with a smile. “Good morning, Sandy.”

“Morning” was a relative term aboard a starship, of course. But it was close to the beginning of second watch, so it suited well enough. More importantly, he hadn’t forgotten any names today. These days, he worked hard to know his crew as well as he knew his ship. He’d heard that when Li Jun was alive, the man had almost never forgotten a name. That was impressive, with a corp as large as Heaven’s Bounty.

He couldn’t quite bring himself to miss Li Jun, with how petty and vindictive the man had often behaved. That pettiness had cost lives, Thatcher held no doubt about that. But he couldn’t deny the extent of the man’s accomplishments. And he’d held Simon Moll at bay for as long as he could.

Hopefully for as long as we needed him to. But Thatcher wasn’t so sure about that.

He knew the fiasco in Alysm was the real reason he couldn’t get any sleep. Even awake, his mind worked overtime in an attempt to fathom the extreme loss of life that had stemmed from his decision to commit fully to destroying that shipyard. An empty shipyard, as it turned out. Even if it had held the drone carrier he’d meant to destroy, those lost lives would have bothered him. But to know that they’d been all but wasted....

Not wasted, his grandfather’s voice spoke into his mind. You took down the Dyrnwyn.

Which was true. If it hadn’t been for that, Thatcher had a strong sense it would have broken him to learn he’d sacrificed all those spacers for nothing. That was what Moll had wanted, no doubt.

And that’s why I need to soldier on. He didn’t need anyone to explain that to him. Yes, his already battered reputation had taken another beating in Alysm. But too many people in Legion still looked to him for strength and leadership—and his stupid nickname, Hammer, remained their loudest rallying cry. According to Mittelman it did, anyway. And Guerrero, and Candle, and Lucio Russo, and several others he’d spoken to.

“Any word yet from Selene Williams?” he asked the second-watch Ops officer as he entered the CIC.

“A message just came in, sir,” Brown said. “She says she’d like to meet with you as soon as possible, to discuss next steps.”

Thatcher nodded. It was what he’d been expecting. “I’ll take us in from here, Billy. You go get some rest.”

“Aye, sir,” Candle said, rising from the command seat and saluting.
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“Aren’t you satisfied with how the engagement unfolded in Alysm?” Ivanov asked him from across the table of the destroyer’s spacious wardroom.

“Satisfied, Alexei? How could anyone be satisfied with so much bloodshed?”

His primary Ops officer and old friend shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. You asked for a say over how the battle unfolded. And Thatcher did give it to you.”

“He consulted me,” Volkov admitted, nodding slowly. “But my input also happened to align with his own thinking. If it hadn’t, we both know how things would have gone.” He narrowed his eyes. “Since when did you start defending Thatcher?”

Ivanov shrugged. “You told me we need him. And that you wouldn’t let him destroy what makes this alliance great. Aren’t I supposed to respect your determinations? As for your thinking aligning with his, you’re both skilled commanders. There’s a decent chance your thoughts will align more often than not.”

Volkov raised his coffee mug halfway to his lips, frowned down into it, then lowered it to the table again. Its contents had long gone cold. “That’s not quite the point. Thatcher holds ultimate authority in this alliance, now. He holds it over us—over Red Sky, our corp, on which this alliance was founded. Even Hans Mittelman seems to rank above us, if those awful meetings we’re forced to attend are any indication.” He shook his head. “Even the name of the alliance, which these others insisted on. What’s the relationship between ‘Legion’ and ‘Red Sky?’ Nothing. They managed to strip the alliance of any sign of us, any sign of its Russian origins.”

Ivanov chuckled. “That’s exactly the point I made to you, the last time we discussed this. But to be fair, someone needs to hold ultimate authority. Wars aren’t fought by committee. There needs to be someone at the top, providing a unified vision. If you ask me, we could do a lot worse than Tad Thatcher. And Mikhail...do you really think your tactics are better than his?”

“I didn’t say that,” Volkov spat, resisting the urge to rise to his feet and start shouting. “But there’s more to war than tactics. Perhaps it was his singular focus on tactics that caused Thatcher to spend tens of thousands of lives without cause, no?” Again, he marveled at how he and Ivanov seemed to have switched places in this debate. Last time, it had been him persuading Ivanov to accept the rule of Thatcher and his ilk.

“Without cause?” Ivanov repeated. “That doesn’t seem quite fair.”

Volkov waved his hand. “I’m not in the mood to quibble over details. You are right, Alexei—Thatcher did consider us, in Alysm. And if he continues to do so, and manages to restrain Mittelman from insulting us repeatedly, perhaps we can remain a functional alliance. But I for one cannot permit any further disgrace to befall Red Sky, and I know that many of the other captains already feel the same way I do.”

“Not even to defeat Simon Moll?”

“Not for anything. Nothing justifies permitting these foreigners to mock us with impunity.”

“What about the safety and protection of our families, Mikhail? Many have managed to make their way to Devil’s Arm, but most haven’t been so lucky. The unfortunate ones are stuck in The Brush, deep inside CoG territory. If we let squabbling tear Legion apart, then how will we ever push Moll back far enough to liberate our wives, our children, our brothers?”

Volkov drew a deep breath. “For them, I will abide. I will try, at least. But my patience has worn very, very thin. And even if it hadn’t, I can’t prevent the anger of our brothers in command of our other warships. As CEO of Red Sky, I can really only act as a vessel for their ire.”

“That’s a cop-out. You can help them see the greater good, Mikhail. Help them realize there’s a better day than now to settle scores.”

Volkov shook his head. “We shall see. But too many historical atrocities have been committed ‘for the greater good.’ You and I know that much better than men like Tad Thatcher or Hans Mittelman ever will.”

With that, he rose from the table, tossed his metal mug into the sink, and left the wardroom without any parting words. Some days, he could only listen to Ivanov’s sanctimonious prattling for so long.
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“Welcome...” Mittelman said, sweeping his hand before him as the airlock hatch retracted into the bulkhead, “...to the Chamber of Whispers.”

Dr. Sadie Murphy raised her eyebrows. “The Chamber of Whispers? Seriously?”

“Well, officially it’s called Orbital Storage Depot 93. But that’s obviously a front.” He led the way into the chamber beyond the airlock, which wasn’t much bigger than the airlock itself. “This station exists solely for the purpose of having secure conversations. It isn’t even equipped for comms, so there’s no chance of anyone hacking in that way. And no messages to intercept.”

“What about emergency maneuvers? Like, if she’s at risk of collision with another satellite? Wouldn’t she need to communicate then, with the other satellite?”

“The onboard AI should be smart enough to avoid that.”

“And if it isn’t?”

Mittelman shrugged. “Kaboom.”

“Wonderful. Wouldn’t it be a little embarrassing if Legion triggered a Kessler event over the planet it’s chosen as its base of operations?”

“I assume you’re joking?”

“Why? Because Kessler Syndrome has become so rare?”

“Yes.”

Murphy smiled. “Granted, but it does still occasionally happen—usually above planets whose occupants think it’s a joke.”

He frowned. “I was in the middle of bragging about this station. Can you at least wait until I get past the first couple features before you start raising criticisms?”

“Apologies.” Murphy gestured. “Continue.”

“Where was I? Right. Feel that underlying hum? Much more noticeable than aboard other space stations, right?”

“Let me guess. That’s to prevent would-be eavesdroppers from piecing together conversations based on vibrations picked up by state-of-the-art radar equipment.”

“How did you know that?”

“Well, I am the CRO of a top-secret advanced research project. Wouldn’t you expect me to be up on the latest tech?”

“I suppose, yes. But it’s a little annoying, when as I said, I’m trying to—”

“Show off.”

“Exactly.” He sighed. “I guess it’s pointless to tell you about how the outer shell is heated to 110 degrees Fahrenheit, so that infrared sensors can’t even tell where the station’s occupants are sitting.”

“You could tell me anyway, and I could act impressed.”

“Forget it. Here, take a seat.” He pulled out one of the six chairs surrounding the table in the chamber’s center. “There’s a coffee maker under the sink, if you want some.”

“Okay, now I’m impressed.” Murphy crossed the chamber in a couple brisk strides, then opened the cupboard under the sink, dug out the coffee maker, and began filling it with recycled water from the tap. “Do you want some?”

“I’m fine, thanks.” Mittelman took a seat at the head of the table, leaning back and staring at the closed hatch leading to the cramped head. “Place has been swept carefully for bugs too,” he muttered.

“Isn’t it all a bit...paranoid?” Murphy asked as she dumped a heaping spoonful of coffee into the maker’s reusable filter.

“Of course not. My people have caught two CoG spies in-system just this week, one of them a sensor technician who was apparently on his way to monkey with a key node in the system’s sensor net.”

She stopped making the coffee to stare at him. “Seriously?”

He nodded. “Simon Moll plays the long game. But in this case, his game might not even be that long. Everything I’ve seen points to his belief that he’s about to steamroll across the contested former Ascendant Horizon regions, through Vernal Ethos and Aorta, and straight into Devil’s Arm. His spies are trying to lay the ground work for his final victory, right here in Comfort’s End.”

Murphy pressed the button to start the brewing process, then turned back to drop into one of the chairs, her good humor having apparently left her. “That’s a sobering thought.”

“I’ll say. So, hopefully you understand my desire to keep secret any conversation we have about tech that could turn all this around.”

“I have some good news for you, on that front. I was going to string you along, for a bit of fun, but somehow this doesn’t feel all that fun anymore. The tech’s ready, Hans. For prime time.”

Mittelman sighed, his shoulders drooping as they released tension he hadn’t known they’d been holding. “I needed to hear that. We need to get it to the front lines, immediately. I’m concerned Thatcher and Selene Williams won’t be able to hold Scepter System against what Moll’s about to bring to bear against them.”

“We’re calling it the Eye of Terror,” she said.

Now it was his turn to raise his eyebrows. “I see I’m not the only one with a flair for the dramatic.”

“I thought you’d like it. Mind you, this thing has limited use, and it won’t transport the shiny new super-ship I know you’ve just completed. We haven’t managed to recreate jump gates, here. Actually, they aren’t gates at all, but wormholes—and small ones, at that. They’re far less stable than the wormhole that used to connect Earth Local Space to the Dawn Cluster. And based on our testing, ours become all but unusable after the first hour. But they will allow anything smaller than a destroyer to traverse a range that caps out at just over thirty light years.”

Mittelman nodded slowly, rubbing his chin. “Well, it’s not quite what I was hoping for.” He noticed Murphy’s scandalized expression, and held up his hands. “But still an incredible technological feat! And definitely something our Hammer can use, no doubt to devastating effect.”

“Well, that’s something, at least,” Murphy said, sounding a little huffy.

“We’ve also just completed work on the latest batch of reinforcements to send our fleet, fresh from the nanofabbers. The worst thing is, it’ll take over a month for them to reach Thatcher. We’ll need to send the super-ship with them, along with your new tech.”

“The Eye of Terror.”

“Yes, yes. The Eye. Of Terror.” He rose to his feet. “It’s really ready to go now, huh?”

“It really is.”

“Good. Well, let’s get it bundled up for send-off. In the meantime, I’ll think about which ship to send it off on. Something discreet. Unexpected. Maybe aboard a frigate.” He checked his comm, noting the time. “I should go. I have a busy day. I also have a corporation to found.”

“What?” Murphy asked.

He grinned. “Oh, never mind.”

Behind Murphy, the coffee maker beeped.

“Your coffee’s finished,” he said. “Feel free to take it with you. The Chamber of Whispers has travel mugs to spare.”
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“From the moment Legion entered existence, Simon Moll and his ilk have sought to mock and belittle us,” Thatcher said over the fleetwide. “A villain himself, he tried to villainize us, calling us a virus, and a disease.”

His ships were arrayed around the regional jump zone out of Lament, awaiting what they all knew was coming. He had eyes on the other side of the regional divide, and the burgeoning fleet Moll had amassed there was a secret to no one.

Thatcher had no knack for propaganda, or for giving pep talks. But there wasn’t anyone else to raise the spirits of the men and women under his command. Emilio Garcia had long ago stopped addressing the fleet with his impromptu speeches—which was actually a blessing, since Thatcher had it on good information that he’d been drunk almost every waking minute since leaving Alysm System. And while Mittelman was good at ‘dunking’ on the enemy from across the star cluster, he couldn’t give a motivational speech to the crews here in Scepter System. Not one that carried the same gravitas as did words from a commander who was actually here in the battlespace, and who shared in the same danger as his spacers.

“He called us a cancer on the Dawn Cluster,” Thatcher continued. “I always considered that comparison overly dramatic, and inaccurate. But as time goes on, I’m beginning to think that perhaps he has a point. We have become a virus, and it’s all thanks to him. He’s harassed, attacked, and oppressed us—before and after we joined Legion. We are a virus, one whose evolution has been shaped by the nightmare he’s turned the Dawn Cluster into. And now, we are perfectly evolved to infect and destroy the Coalition of Giants. We are the antidote to his tyranny. The universe’s answer to his bending and twisting of reality—and of truth. Such an edifice of lies can only stand for so long. We are the scourge that will bring it down.

“And so I have a message for Simon Moll. As your empire burns, know that we are the fire you sparked. We are the plague you engineered. We are the monster you created.

“And to the Legion of spacers gathered here in Scepter System today: stand firm. The force bearing down on us may seem strong, but they’ve never been weaker. They’ve suffered one defeat too many, the latest being the destruction of the Dyrnwyn. The entire purpose of the Coalition of Giants is to win, every time, always. That’s what their crews signed up for, and what they expect from the alliance they joined. For CoG, a loss is nothing less than an identity crisis. That crisis will be their unraveling. We need only stand together long enough for that process to play out fully.”

He decided not to bring up the recent reports he’d received, about Kong Hui shifting his allegiance from CoG to Terminus. It remained unclear whether that news had yet penetrated the Coalition’s leadership, and Thatcher didn’t want to do anything to hasten that. It seemed likely they already knew, but just in case, he refrained from mentioning it to his spacers as evidence of CoG’s rapid decay.

Instead, he ended his speech there, and sat back in the command seat to survey his fleet gathered around the regional jump zone. So many allied factions were represented here, now. Phoenix, Anvil, Verity Guild, Red Sky, Celeste Security Solutions, and various newly-nanofabbed ships that belonged to no corp—only to the Legion.

He’d ordered his ships to arrange themselves in tiered ranks, with the heaviest damage dealers closest to the jump zone, and the next-most-powerful ships above them and several thousand kilometers behind. Each rank had its share of eWar and logistics ships positioned just behind it, ready to provide support.

But increasingly, new types of ship needed to be accounted for: namely, production ships. These had rapidly risen to prominence in direct response to the simultaneous Xanthic assault on multiple agricultural colonies, which had created a sudden need for human fleets to provide for themselves, as opposed to relying on increasingly vulnerable supply lines that stretched across light years.

Most of the new production ships were farm ships, or more specifically, vessels whose every available square foot had been packed with hydroponic food production, along with all the necessary infrastructure. But the advent of farm ships had inspired the invention of other production ships, as well. Ships devoted to producing replacement parts for other ships, and still others dedicated to munitions production.

As awful as the atrocity had been that had created the need for such ships, Thatcher had to admit that they couldn’t have come at a better time—a time when Legion found itself fighting a war that spanned the whole Cluster, a time when it needed to strike out against a foe situated dozens of light years away.

The need for production ships was a terrible thing for humanity, but a great boon to warfare.

And what does that say about the times we find ourselves in?

Of course, there weren’t nearly enough Legion production ships yet to supply his entire fleet indefinitely, and traditional supply lines were still needed, as well as resupply through more...creative means.

As for how to effectively integrate production ships into a fleet...that was a work in progress, one in which Thatcher and several other fleet commanders were currently engaged. Keeping them too close to the main fleet during an engagement presented an attractive target to the enemy, who would be all too happy to accept an opportunity to cripple Thatcher’s campaign in the medium- to long-term. But ordering them to follow some distant orbit carried its risks, too.

Like many systems, Scepter had multiple entrances. The rest of Fulmin remained contested territory, and so did Haysel. Breyton was UNC-controlled, but recent history showed that meant it was fully available to CoG as an attack route. Attacks could originate from any of those places, which meant that for Thatcher to tell his production ships to sail far away from the engagement would risk them being cut off and destroyed by a fleet ambushing them from any of Scepter’s other jump gates.

He’d considered using the production ships as bait, in an attempt to lure the enemy into an unfavorable position. But he wasn’t ready to do that yet, and wasn’t sure if he ever would be. At this point, that would amount to gambling with the outcome of the war. A single misstep could mean Moll’s total victory.

I wouldn’t be able to live with myself, as the man who allowed that to happen.

“Sir.” Guerrero sat rigidly at her console. She’d been monitoring Huckmuck, the system on the other side of the regional jump gate. “CoG is making its move. It looks like the first ship they’re sending in is....”

But Thatcher had stopped listening. The first Coalition ship had just materialized in the regional jump zone.

It was the Mjölnir. Simon Moll’s super-ship was the very first to enter Scepter.
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Laserfire flickered across the void, primary beams mixing with the more truncated fire from gunner crews.

“Yeehaw!” Gord Pinsent yelled from the Ops station. “Let’s get this scum cleared outta here. I got a glass of Agersian whiskey calling my name!”

Baumann shook his head, but for once he let Pinsent’s chronic impropriety go. The man had stopped referring to him as Ben, at least, using the proper honorific instead. As for this latest outburst...well, it did feel good to be winning for once, didn’t it?

“We’ve got ’em on the run, sir! Look at ’em take those lasers!”

It was true. The CoG invasion force was just as highly trained as they’d been before Kong Hui’s defection, and almost as numerous. But somehow, they lacked the flexibility they’d had under Kong’s command. The innovation. And something else...

Their mojo, maybe?

Whatever it was, they’d lost it, and Baumann had it now. His forces had never been so efficiently applied until Kong Hui joined his side.

Not that he or anyone else in Terminus was willing to hand over control of the fleets to Kong wholesale. They didn’t trust him, and Baumann doubted they ever would. Not fully.

But for his part, he was more than happy to take the man’s suggestions, and incorporate them into his battle plans under Kong’s guidance. He was still new to space combat at this scale, and he wasn’t too proud to acknowledge it.

If he was being honest with himself, up to this point he’d just been doing a poor imitation of Tad Thatcher’s tactics, and while that had earned him some wins, overall they’d been beaten back all the way to Dupliss.

But Kong’s moxie counted for way more than the addition of the handful of warships he’d brought with him. Yes, Thatcher had written the textbook for warfare in space...but he stuck to that textbook, and it made him a little predictable. Maybe that’s why he’s racked up so many defeats, lately.

Kong, on the other hand, brought a tremendous energy to command. He riled his people up, and he channeled that energy directly into the fleet, turning it into a giant metaphorical sledgehammer for direct application to the enemy. Baumann allowed him to get on the all-comm before each engagement to bring some of that energy directly to his people.

“Don’t overdo it,” he’d cautioned Kong Hui before the first time. “Remember, you don’t command these people. They don’t follow you. Try to strike a friendly-uncle vibe with them. A friendly uncle who’s super jazzed to crush some Coalition skulls.”

It had worked. Baumann could pick up on the new energy in the way his CIC crew sat straighter at their consoles. In Pinsent’s outbursts. And in the way he himself buzzed with the thrill of each new kill.

As for the CoG invasion, it had been stopped in its tracks. It hadn’t even managed to push into Dupliss, as everyone had feared it would. Baumann had met them just outside the region—a portion of their forces, anyway, since the Coalition had enough to cover several systems at once.

But that had also been their undoing. They’d underestimated what Baumann and Kong would get done, working together. And that misjudgment had ended in a rout for them, costing them perhaps a sixth of their invasion fleet.

And we’re only getting started. Baumann grinned. Keep up, Tad Thatcher. Do your part, down there. Because up here, we’re turning things around.

A Coalition shield popped on his holoscreen as he finished the thought, laser beams leaping forward to ravage the target’s hull.

The concentrated fire didn’t take long to take its deadly toll.

Another hostile down.

Pinsent whooped from the Ops station. Baumann’s grin only widened.
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For a moment that seemed frozen in time, everyone in the New Jersey’s CIC went still, Thatcher included. Thoughts raced through his head, each more disordered and incomplete than the last.

He could hardly believe his eyes. After months of playing things almost as cautiously as Li Jun had, Moll had just taken his dreadnought directly into battle—as the first ship to enter the system.

Thatcher’s reputation had taken several blows recently, but one of the things that brought him comfort was that Moll’s star had also fallen in the eyes of the public, due to the cowardice suggested by his marked absence from multiple engagements.

Absurdly, a pang of jealousy struck him now, with the knowledge that Moll had just repaired his reputation in one single act of insane bravery.

The moment of suspension ended, and Thatcher hammered his armrest comm panel twice, almost without thought. “All ships, converge on the Mjölnir and hit her with everything we’ve got!”

After their moment of inaction, the Legion captains made up for it by immediately acknowledging the order via the command applet, then responding. The entire fleet surged forward, closing like a fist. Thatcher’s ships were numerous enough to half-encircle the great regional jump zone—but as always in such situations, he’d avoided positioning ships opposite each other, to avoid the risk of friendly fire.

Now, Moll sought to take advantage of that circumstance. The Mjölnir thrusted mightily for the edge of the jump zone that lacked Legion ships, attempting to keep her distance. Her pursuers were well within firing range, and at Thatcher’s order they sprayed laserfire toward the dreadnought, loosing Hellborns to go with it. As well, Thatcher had positioned a number of squadrons below the ecliptic, where they could fire “up” through the zone. Those had better coverage on the Mjölnir.

But moving away gave even the massive dreadnought the opportunity to take some evasive action, using lateral thrusters to avoid the brunt of the laserfire. Thatcher’s Tactical officers were good enough to have anticipated such a move, and they’d coordinated with each other to direct a modest portion of laser beams in a rough circle, representing every possible direction the Mjölnir might have shunted in. Unfortunately, the amount of weapons fire that connected with the target’s shield was inevitably lessened as a result. It barely shimmered in response.

Thatcher had another problem: his formation was collapsing as a result of attempting to chase the dreadnought. Usually, this wouldn’t be a risk, since forces attempting to enter a system didn’t normally send their highest-value unit first. The fact that Moll had done that now warped the normal state of play. Thatcher was highly incentivized to try to take the dreadnought out—but in doing so, he risked stringing his ships throughout the jump zone, exposing them to the enemy ships appearing amidst their ranks and causing disruptions.

Then, the Mjölnir did something nearly as unexpected as being the first ship to appear. She swung around, her bulk rotating majestically, until her main weapon faced the nearest section of Legion ships.

It fired. The scattershot blast ripped through the squadrons it had targeted, shearing a few shields clean off, while badly damaging others.

Thatcher’s warships reacted quickly to the unexpected attack, gaining on the dreadnought and continuing to hammer her shield with laser blasts. The shield began to show some wear, now. How could it not, with hundreds of ships firing on it simultaneously? As the Mjölnir came about again, to continue fleeing, its forcefield shimmered more vigorously.

You’ve overplayed your hand, Moll.

No sooner had the thought formulated in Thatcher’s mind, a second super-ship appeared in-system—worryingly close to the ships whose shields Moll’s scattershot blast had devastated.

A drone carrier. The ship Thatcher had failed to destroy in Alysm System.

And as he watched, she belched out her first squadron of combat drones.
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“All ships, continue firing on the Mjölnir—except for Mike, Bravo, Sierra, and Hotel squadrons. I want you to focus down that drone carrier’s shield.”

His thought was to try to take out the new super-ship before it could launch its entire payload of drones...which seemed to make sense, on first blush. In Ventail System, while fighting Penta Syndicate’s drone carrier, they’d used jump drones to counter the Penta super-ship’s combat drones.

But that fight had seriously depleted his drone modules, and there hadn’t been enough time since rejoining the nanofab ships here in Fulmin to make much progress in replenishing them. Moreover, his vessels that did have jump drones were evenly dispersed throughout the fleet, not concentrated where he needed them, as they’d been in Ventail.

The squadrons he’d named over the all-comm went to work on the carrier, even as it pumped out drones to savage every unshielded hull they could reach. He still didn’t know the super-ship’s name. CoG hadn’t announced one for it—perhaps as a ploy to make Legion think they wouldn’t be bringing it to battle in Fulmin.

Little progress had been made in destabilizing her shields when the next ship appeared in the jump zone: an eWar ship, which appeared fairly close to the unnamed drone carrier.

The eWar immediately executed an omnidirectional jamming burst, scrambling the comms and sensors of at least a fifth of Thatcher’s fleet.

The New Jersey was one of those close enough to be affected, and Thatcher found himself clenching his fists as his holoscreen washed out. A jump gate was designed to randomly distribute transitioning ships through the corresponding jump zone, but those distributions seemed to be heavily favoring Moll.

Unless he’s found a way to turn even that to his advantage. Come to think of it, that didn’t seem so unlikely. The jump gates’ design was yet another UNC secret, but why wouldn’t they share such a thing with CoG, with whom they’d grown so chummy? Moll may be able to place his ships wherever he likes throughout the jump zone.

As if in confirmation of that thought, the next ship to appear was a logistics ship, which transitioned in suspiciously close to the Mjölnir, immediately using its maser beam to bolster the dreadnought’s shield.

Thatcher could hardly believe his eyes. Moll was using his highest-value ships to muscle his way into Scepter System—a tactic that should have been way too risky to employ. 

But hijacking the regional jump gate’s distribution of ships would explain his willingness to do it. Either that, or he’s completely lost it.

The next several ships to appear in-system only lent further credence to Thatcher’s fledgling theory. EWar ships showed up perfectly positioned to scramble still more Legion sensors, easing the pressure further on the Mjölnir and the drone carrier. Logistics ships appeared where they could conveniently keep the super-ships’ shields stabilized, while relying on eWar vessels to keep them safe.

Thatcher should have been able to take down at least one of those super-ships. But that was only assuming Moll was hampered by random jump gate distributions.

He’s changed the face of warfare. Hasn’t he?

Jump gate combat was supposed to favor the defender, an intentional design meant to foster increased stability throughout the Cluster. But if the UNC had thrown that out to favor CoG....

He shook his head. We have to retreat. If they stayed and allowed Moll to fully leverage his new advantage against them, he would pick them apart.

He double tapped the armrest comm panel, his heart heavy. “All ships, disengage as cleanly as you can. We will rejoin our production ships and regroup at the Scepter-Potentate jump gate. This will seem like an odd command to many of you, but please be assured that my reasons for it will become clear to you in short order. For now, it’s paramount that we disengage while suffering minimal losses.”




***
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Legion was an alliance on the run.

Moll’s counteroffensive had pushed Thatcher’s fleet out of Lament, and based on the limited intel Mittelman had been able to extract from there, they’d fully locked it down. Lament was once again a CoG region.

In the meantime, Haysel showed every sign of becoming one, too. The Coalition had spent over a week chasing the Legion fleet through the region, and Thatcher had done little to slow them down. Now they’d arrived at Haysel’s outer edge, in the system that contained the jump gate into Jow Region.

I’ve been here before. How circumstances had changed since the last time he’d passed through this system, on his way to try to stop CoG from taking all of Ascendant Horizon’s territory—a last stand that had turned out just as futile as it had seemed. If it hadn’t been for Legion’s well-timed arrival, he’d likely never have escaped with his life. Or, he would now be a prisoner in some Coalition prison, deep within their space.

Today, he again found himself on the run. And frankly, he was getting tired of the sensation.

Before his clash with CoG in Scepter System, a fleeing fleet had always had the option of setting ambushes at jump gates, whittling down its pursuer’s forces in an attempt to deter them from their hunt. Thatcher might have laid stealth mines, for example, and attempted to shepherd the enemy into them with a sudden assault.

But Moll’s new ability to place ships in jump zones wherever he wished had changed the equation completely. Thatcher’s opportunities for seizing the element of surprise had become severely limited—and surprise was the essential ingredient of space warfare.

Yes, he’d still found profit in engaging CoG forces as they spread themselves thinner and thinner throughout first Fulmin and then Haysel, in their attempt to control the two regions as soon as they could. That sort of haste could always be exploited, and Thatcher had used hit-and-run tactics to run up a healthy kill count of CoG ships, complete with accompanying killmails, which he now found himself wholeheartedly endorsing.

But ultimately, the trajectory was always backward. Retracing their steps. Running from an enemy that was more numerous, more powerful—implacable.

In the weeks since Moll had flexed his new advantage at the Lament-Fulmin regional jump zone, Mittelman had been working overtime to spread far and wide the news about glaring collusion between CoG and the UNC. But even fewer news outlets would give him a hearing than before. All the biggest publications—and even the medium-sized ones—seemed in lockstep with each other, parroting the official UNC claim of perfect neutrality.

It didn’t matter that mathematician after mathematician, from all over the Cluster, had calculated the probability of Moll’s ship placement randomly favoring him so perfectly to be so low it might as well have been zero. Facts didn’t seem to make any difference to the overall conversation, anymore. The UNC’s allies in media simply repeated the same mind-numbing lies, over and over again, with straight faces and earnest tones. Thatcher reckoned that many of their viewers probably believed those lies simply because they couldn’t conceive of anyone lying to them so brazenly, over and over again. But that was exactly what was happening.

Moreover, the media acted as the UNC’s smear agents, going after anyone who questioned the government’s neutrality, their reporters digging up whatever dirt they could on the dissidents in an attempt to burn their lives down.

Thatcher had always known the UNC had long ago established a basic dictatorship over humanity. But the fact that they persisted in their power games at such a dangerous moment in human history...it disgusted him. And he had to believe that their teetering tower, built atop so much deceit, would have to come crashing down sooner than later.

He had to believe that. Otherwise, he would probably go insane.

Guerrero glanced toward him from the Ops station. “The Mjölnir has transitioned into the system, sir. Her light just reached us now.”

“How long ago?”

“Computer calculates she entered just under an hour ago.” About fifteen seconds later, Guerrero spoke again. “The Anath transitioned in right after her.” Anath was the drone carrier’s name, which Moll had announced triumphantly after Thatcher had retreated from the Lament-Fulmin jump zone.

He nodded in response to Guerrero’s report. Just as he’d expected, Moll had brought his big guns to lock down the regional jump gate. The question is, will he chase us into Jow or not?

I think probably yes. The tyrant seemed impatient to solidify his hold on the former Ascendant Horizon regions, and Thatcher sensed he was growing impatient with the fact they remained contested.

How many times has he won and lost Jow Region, now? For that alone, Moll would want to crush Thatcher and his allies totally.

The time had come to roll the dice. As much as he hated basing a battle plan on gut instinct, he had no choice. Moll had rendered the element of surprise much harder to seize, but Thatcher needed to seize it all the same. Right now, that would have to involve a little gambling.

“Lucy, put me in touch with the admiral.”

“Aye, sir.”

Mere seconds later, Lucio Russo appeared on Thatcher’s holoscreen, connected via instant comm from the next system over.

“Captain Thatcher. I hope you’ve finished hogging all the action to yourself, and are ready to share with others.”

Thatcher grinned. “More than ready, Admiral.”

 How are things on that side of the divide?”

“About as good as can be hoped. Moll just showed up with both Anath and Mjölnir, just like we thought he would.”

“Then let’s bag us a super-ship, shall we?”




***
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Two fleets sailed across Sallet, one in pursuit of the other.

Like almost all space chases, this one took a long time to unfold. For his part, Moll didn’t take any overly aggressive action, apparently content to shepherd Thatcher into Jow Region for now.

Thatcher supposed the man had learned from Kong Hui’s mistake that a Hellfire barrage in this scenario would only be wasted. Thatcher had forced Kong to waste such a barrage during a similar chase, that one south, through Jow.

Of course, Moll’s fleet was based around his super-ships, whose maximum acceleration was significantly lower than all his other vessels. That rendered Hellfire barrages even less effective.

No, Thatcher expected he would much prefer to engage closer-in. The carrier’s combat drones only had so much effective range, after all, and a scattershot blast fired at these distances would be easily avoided.

And that suits me perfectly.

“The regional jump gate seems in working order, sir,” Guerrero spoke up. “Structural, energetic, repulsors...all coming back green.”

“Excellent.” He’d had Guerrero run her checks on the jump gate early, since he didn’t want any hitches when it came to getting his fleet through smoothly. “Broadcast to the rest of the fleet that they are to execute an inverse of Jump Order Alpha. We’ll make it look like we’re eager to get clear of Moll’s fleet.”

“Aye, sir.”

He hadn’t bothered with using the all-comm to give that order directly—that was only really necessary in the heat of battle, when it became important that his captains and their CIC crews hear his orders directly, and respond to them as close to instantly as possible.

There will be time enough for that soon.

Thatcher’s usual preferred transition order for his fleet involved an instant-comm-equipped eWar ship first, so that he could get the lay of the land quickly and adjust his approach as need be. He typically sent a couple more eWar ships after that, followed by logistics and then the first heavy damage dealers. And after, more eWar and logistics.

That wouldn’t be necessary today, since Lucio Russo’s force already controlled the Jow-side regional jump zone. And so today his fleet would instead invert their usual order, with eWar and logistics bringing up the rear, in the off chance Moll got close enough to threaten the fleet while it was still transitioning. Which was unlikely enough that it amounted to a practical impossibility...but he would have said the same thing about Moll subverting the normal jump gate distribution of ships. He’d always exercised caution wherever possible, but in these uncertain times, it was an absolute necessity.

His fleet commenced its transit through the jump gate and into Rubato, the first Jow System. Even at the speed of combat, putting a fleet of hundreds through a single choke point took time. Thatcher had long ago learned to sit with the tension and impatience that plagued every spacer during such moments. But those sensations seemed even more pronounced than usual, today. He tapped a finger against his armrest a couple times, then forced himself to stop.

The Jersey’s turn to transit came at last. Sullivan and Kitt coordinated to ease her through the first ring, which seized the cruiser, accelerating her through the others. In an instant, she was off like a shot, leaping across an appreciable fraction of a light year like a child hopping over a puddle.

The inertial compensators did their thing, preserving the CIC crew’s frail human bodies and easing them through the rapid transition as gently as possible. Which wasn’t entirely gentle, but at least they reached the other side with their organs unliquified.

The stars settled into their usual positions, and the tactical display quickly populated with the two hundred-plus ships waiting for them, arrayed around the Haysel-Jow regional jump zone.

A grin split Thatcher’s face as his gaze fell upon the icon representing the Valiant, Lucio Russo’s new command. “Lucy, get me a visual. I need to see her with my own eyes.”

“Aye, sir.”

The holoscreen flickered, then showed the black expanse, speckled with pinpricks of light. Guerrero zoomed in, and a leviathan of a spaceship leaped into view, so fast that Thatcher nearly winced.

He whistled softly. “What a beauty,” he said. The rest of his CIC crew nodded their agreement.

Legion’s very own super-ship. Dreadnought-class. The Valiant. “Put me through to Admiral Russo, Lucy.”

“Aye, sir.”

When Russo appeared on Thatcher’s holoscreen, his grin only widened. “It’s about time we got ourselves one of these things.”

“Agreed, Captain. I just pray I get a chance to use her in the way we’re hoping. Do you suppose Moll will enter Rubato with the same insane bravado he’s entered every other system?”

“I’m banking on it,” Thatcher said, reluctant to use the word “gambling” with so many of his subordinates in earshot. “I don’t see why he wouldn’t. I do believe it’s his new ‘thing.’ Though after today, he may need to find a new new thing.”

Russo nodded gravely. “That’s provided he survives today, of course.”
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In the end, Moll didn’t disappoint.

The Mjölnir barreled into the jump zone first, just as it had during every other system transition Thatcher had witnessed.

But this time, Thatcher could almost sense the panic seizing Moll’s heart, along with those of his CIC crew.

Thatcher was already on the fleetwide. “You know what to do, people. Hit her with everything. Admiral, kindly do your thing.”

“With pleasure,” Russo replied, over the private two-way channel they’d left open.

The Valiant unleashed her scattershot blast, immediately causing the Mjölnir’s shield to spasm.

A ship that size had capacitors to match, and was capable of devoting much more energy to the forcefield’s maintenance. Normally, it could sustain prolonged, simultaneous weapons fire from dozens of warships while barely showing any strain.

But against the main attack of a fellow dreadnought...that, apparently, was another story. Which Thatcher could have guessed, but he was glad to have it confirmed by reality. Today was the first time in Cluster history that a super-ship had ever fired on another super-ship.

What will you do now? Thatcher asked Moll silently. It was a genuine question. Part of the man’s new strategy for system transitions obviously involved the Mjölnir’s instant comm being used to direct newly entering ships to the coordinates where they were most needed.

The next ship to enter was always the Anath...but would Moll alert the drone carrier’s captain to the unexpected presence of a Legion super-ship in Rubato?

Thatcher was willing to bet he probably wouldn’t. If he were to guess, he’d say Moll would likely leave that detail out, for fear that the Anath would decide not to enter Rubato at all.

If Moll’s primary goal was to preserve as many of his ships as possible, there was a good chance he’d tell the Anath to stay in Sallet System. But Thatcher highly doubted that would be his primary goal. Instead, he would want to survive, without resorting to surrender. And to achieve that, he would likely be willing to pay any price.

Which was why it didn’t surprise Thatcher in the least when, as the Mjölnir’s shield shuddered more violently still, the Anath appeared before her—perfectly interposed between the Valiant and Moll’s flagship.

Combat drones leapt dutifully from the carrier’s launch tubes, swarming toward the closest ships in droves, which included the Valiant. The dreadnought’s close-in weapons systems flared to life, working overtime to keep the aggressive machines at bay. Other Legion damage dealers closed in around her, lending their weapons fire as they could, without hitting the Valiant herself. And a pair of waiting logistics ships sailed forward to bolster her shield.

In the meantime, Mjölnir fled the zone, in the direction of the jump gate back into Sallet System, taking fire all the while. Her shield spasmed even more wildly, but as she neared the edge, an eWar ship appeared between her and the Legion fleet, executing an omnidirectional jamming burst. That lessened the pressure on Moll’s dreadnought considerably.

Next, a logistics ship appeared at the very edge of the jump zone, just after Mjölnir left it. That ship chased after the behemoth, bolstering her shields with its maser beam.

How can anyone deny that Moll has complete control of the jump gates? Such perfect ship placement makes it glaringly obvious. But they did deny it, and they would continue to, Thatcher knew.

For a moment, he considered ordering his ships to chase Moll across the system, in an attempt to destroy the flagship before it could escape. He quickly discarded the idea. To save his own hide, Moll had offered up the Anath as sacrifice. Thatcher would accept that sacrifice, along with any other ships Moll ordered into the system to cover him as he fled.

Even now, the Legion fleet curled around the drone carrier like a boa constrictor. A second scattershot blast ripped through its drone swarm, taking out dozens of them at once before raining hell directly onto the Anath’s shield. Just as with the Mjölnir’s, the effect was immediately obvious, the forcefield shuddering visibly.

A destroyer popped into existence to back up the Anath, and then another logistics ship, followed by a light armored cruiser.

No eWar, though. Why might that be? Thatcher did have a theory. If Moll ordered an eWar ship to transition through, it might jam the Legion fleet enough to allow the CoG ships in the jump zone to escape. That wouldn’t be as effective a distraction while Mjölnir fled. And so no eWar appeared.

Thatcher was glad for every new Coalition ship to arrive. He would gladly destroy them all.

The Anath’s shield shook more violently still. She was the linchpin holding CoG’s beleaguered force together. Once she fell, the others would soon succumb to the combined might of the Valiant, Thatcher’s fleet, and the reinforcements that had sailed here with Lucio Russo from Devil’s Arm to Jow.

At last, their combined weapons fire stripped off the drone carrier’s shield completely, and its energy dissipated into space. With that, the Legion forces began to rip up her massive hull.

Moll had pushed them out of Fulmin, and then out of Haysel. He’d successfully rebutted those who’d claimed he was a coward, with a stunning show of force.

But what would today do for his reputation? How would the Cluster react to the footage of this engagement, which would show Moll sacrificing his own people while he fled?

How would the spacers of CoG react?

“Sir, I’m getting a transmission from the Ops officer aboard the Anath. Her captain wishes to surrender.”

For a long, quiet moment, Thatcher watched the destruction unfolding inside the holotank. The laserfire and solid-core rounds ravaging the great drone carrier’s hull, blowing out compartment after compartment. Short-lived flowers of flame that the cold void soon snuffed out.

He returned Guerrero’s gaze with a level one of his own. “Tell them I don’t accept their surrender. For those who remain loyal to Simon Moll, surrender is no longer an option.”

Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened. But she said nothing, and neither did Thatcher, who returned instead to watching the holotank as his spacers finished blowing apart the Anath.




***
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The moment he heard the news, Newman headed straight for the resupply station’s only lounge, a greasy dive called the Resolute Defender.

But before he could even order, the holoscreen above the bar transfixed him where he stood.

Hans Mittelman was being interviewed by one of the only news outlets left that were willing to platform Legion. The other, more mainstream news sources were all outright condemning what Thatcher had done, Newman knew, but the Resolute Defender only showed the more independent outlets. The ones who would at least give Legion a fair hearing.

“How do you answer for Tad Thatcher’s refusal to accept the surrender of several ships who were offering it?” the interviewer asked. “How could anyone answer for that?”

“Easily enough,” Mittelman said, as unruffled as ever. “This has always been a war of extermination, Rudy. Either CoG takes us out completely, or we take them out completely. There’s no other option available to us, here.”

Rudy started to speak, but Mittelman spoke over him, without acknowledging the interviewer’s attempt to interject. “And that’s how they wanted it, by the way. Like Captain Thatcher recently told the crews under his command, Simon Moll is only reaping what he himself sowed. He’s dealing with the monster he himself created. From the beginning, he sought to alienate us, belittle us, abuse us, destroy us. Almost all our members have suffered under his tyranny in some way or another. Well, when you abuse someone enough, they do become a monster. The difference here is, Simon Moll is one of the few tyrants in history who will actually have to answer for what he’s done.

“Moll’s vaunted ‘Greater CoG Community’ is held together by nothing more than economic arrangements. CoG offers protection in exchange for the tribute paid to it by its vassals. But Legion is a completely different animal. We’re driven by justice for what’s been done to us. By revenge. And we’re willing to secure that revenge by any means necessary. Any means, Rudy.

“I won’t just answer for what Captain Thatcher did in Rubato System today. I applaud it. I stand by it. And let everyone loyal to Simon Moll take note: Legion will no longer accept your surrender in battle. Abandon CoG now, or suffer the consequences. And that’s all, Rudy. That’s it. That’s all I have to say.”

 Mittelman disappeared from the holoscreen, leaving only an empty backdrop where his live feed had been. The interviewer was left squinting into the camera, shaking his head slowly. “Well, there you have it, I guess. That was Hans Mittelman, of—”

“Can I get you something, pal?” The bartender leaned with both hands on the bar, his bulbous gut slightly dented by the edge of the counter.

“Whiskey,” Newman said, already shaking with the remembrance of what he’d promised himself, since getting his kids back. To never drink again. “On the rocks.”

Sitting at a corner table with his drink, staring into it as if for answers, he asked himself what kind of organization he’d joined up with, exactly.

Was he really helping the fight for justice, here? Or was he just another pawn in someone else’s power fantasy?

He was expected back on the Santorini, the Legion freighter he was serving as chief engineer on, in just a few hours.

In the meantime, he needed to sit here, collect his thoughts, stare into his whiskey, and decide whether to take his first sip.




***
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Thatcher leaned back in his office chair, hands folded in his lap, and waited for August Ducas to appear on the folded-up holoscreen.

At last, ten minutes late for the meeting Ducas himself had requested, he appeared on the screen wearing a concerned look.

Being late for meetings is probably a requirement for membership in the trillionaire club.

“Captain Thatcher,” Ducas said, in a tone that mixed bewilderment and dismay. “How are you?”

“Fine,” Thatcher said. “Impatient, though, to get to the point. I’d already guessed at the purpose of this meeting, and your tone is telling me I was correct. You have something to chastise me for?”

Ducas’ mouth firmed to a thin line, and he leaned forward, folding his hands atop his desk. “Well, Captain, your actions in Rubato yesterday were...worrying, to say the least.”

“Is that because I’m the first person in the history of space warfare ever to deny a surrender? Or is it because the media has chosen to focus on this one, out of the hundreds of examples they’ve ignored all these decades? They can spare me their sanctimoniousness. I’m done with it, and so should anyone be who has any sense.”

“It’s not just the bad press,” Ducas said. “Though as Phoenix’s main investor, I’ll admit that’s definitely concerning. It’s also what this move of yours will do to the bottom line. After all the coverage this has gotten, no one will ever offer to surrender to you again. Which means you’ll have to fight every battle to the last ship. Which means operating is going to cost us way more money than it ever should have.”

“That’s not true,” Thatcher said. “I’ve been very clear that it’s CoG I won’t accept surrenders from. It doesn’t apply to anyone else.”

“You have to admit you’ve taken a major option off the table for crews looking to gracefully leave CoG. Surrender offered them an honorable way to quit Moll’s alliance. Now they either have to abandon the Coalition outright—a very risky proposition—win against Legion, or die trying.”

“The last time I accepted a surrender, Moll turned it against me. My people died as a result. And he came back to kill hundreds more. Moll isn’t someone you can negotiate with. He and his ilk need to be stamped out altogether.” Thatcher ran a hand along the edge of his desk, swiping off a piece of lint. “You have a point about how this takes an option off the table for crews looking to leave CoG gracefully. But it also incentivizes them to work from within to bring the Coalition down. They see what crooked leadership they labor under. Trust me, what I’m saying will become more and more evident as time goes on. You don’t know what we have in the works.”

“Why don’t you tell me, then?”

“I won’t. OPSEC.”

“You don’t trust me? I’m your main investor, Tad.”

“And you’re also invested in CoG. That’s something of a conflict of interest, wouldn’t you say? Listen, when we founded this corp, I told you I would retain unilateral decision-making power. Nothing about that has changed. So you’re just going to have to trust me that I’m doing what’s required to take down this leviathan. And you should trust me. Because after what Moll has done to me and the people I love, I’m determined not to make any mistakes.”

A silence came after that, and Ducas visibly took a deep breath. “Can I ask you something?” he said at last.

“Sure.”

“Is this about Veronica Rose? Is that what this is really about?”

Thatcher resisted the urge to roll his eyes, or to end the call right there. “This is about my wife, August. And my son, who wasn’t born yet when the wormhole collapsed. This is about defeating the man colluding with the UNC to prevent us from uniting the Cluster to fight the Xanthic and return to Earth Local Space. It’s about humanity’s future. Any other questions?”

Ducas sighed. “No, I guess that’s about it, Tad. I do hope you know what you’re doing.”

Thatcher gave a curt nod, then ended the call, folding the holoscreen down till it was flush with his desk.

He closed his eyes and exhaled, long and slow. Like air rushing out of a deflating balloon.
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Thatcher ducked into the wardroom to refresh his coffee in between meetings. Guerrero sat at the table there, and she stiffened when she saw him.

“Hi, Lucy,” he said, trying to act as though he hadn’t noticed her reaction. “Have you gotten any word about Ron and the kids, lately?”

“Yes, sir. They’re fine.”

Thatcher nodded slowly, not able to help but notice her use of “sir,” even behind closed doors. Or, closed hatches, as the case was. “Good. I knew there was a little unrest recently on Oasis Colony. But it sounds like Degeneracy’s presence has stabilized things, as strange as that feels to say. Either way, I’m glad your family wasn’t caught up in any of the trouble.”

“Thank you. Sir.”

He frowned at her for longer than he probably should have, then turned to refill his mug from the coffee pot, only to find it was empty. And so he had to go through the process of making it, and then leaning against the counter while the water passed through the filter and grounds, all while a brittle silence pervaded the wardroom. His Ops officer clearly didn’t want to talk, and he would respect that. But it did make things a little awkward.

At last, the coffee was brewed, and he topped up his mug, then raised it a little toward Guerrero. “See you later.”

She nodded. “Sir.”

Just outside, he nearly collided with Billy Candle as he rounded the nearest corner.

“Sorry, sir,” his XO said. “I should watch where I’m stepping.”

“It’s fine. Billy, can I speak with you a moment?”

“Of course. In the wardroom?” Candle nodded in the direction Thatcher had just come from, eyebrows raised questioningly.

“Um—no. Here is fine.”

“Okay. What did you want to talk about?”

“It’s Lucy. Does she seem...subdued, to you? Since the battle in Rubato?”

Candle sighed, his shoulders slumping a little. “Yeah. She’s not talking to me, either.”

Thatcher took a contemplative sip of coffee, then met his XO’s eyes again. “I assume it’s because of my decision to deny the Anath’s surrender?” Not to mention those of the twelve other ships that Moll ordered into the system to cover his escape. “I take it you agree with my decision, then.”

“Lucy has a soft heart, sir. And she also tends to see things in black and white. Me, I understand what you did. But Lucy...well, she doesn’t quite get it. It’s like both you and Mittelman said, to fight monsters, sometimes you have to become one. No one enjoys doing that. But we’re doing it for humanity, aren’t we? For the future.”

Thatcher nodded slowly. “I believe we are.”

Candle shrugged. “You’re the Hammer. You’re who we’re going to need to beat the Xanthic, in the end. But to do that, CoG has to be defeated as quickly and as thoroughly as possible. We’ve already seen that there’s no dirty trick they won’t pull. So they’re kind of forcing our hand, aren’t they?”

“Thank you for your thoughts, Billy. I have to get back to my office.”

“Any time. And, sir...I take it Lucy’s in there now?” He nodded toward the wardroom.

“Uh...yes.”

Candle inhaled audibly. “Okay. I’m going to brave the icy north wind. Wish me luck, sir.”

Thatcher forced a grin. “Good luck.”

When he arrived back in his office and folded up his holoscreen, the attendees of his next meeting were already waiting for him. They were Legion’s inner circle of leaders: Lucio Russo, Emilio Garcia, Mikhail Volkov, Hans Mittelman, and Selene Williams.

“All right, out with it,” Thatcher said. “The media’s savaging me, and August Ducas is breathing down my neck. I might as well get all of your reactions to what I did in Rubato out of the way, too. Who wants to start?”

“I will,” Volkov said darkly. “I think it was a gross miscalculation. We are supposed to be the Cluster’s ethical alternative to Simon Moll’s tyranny, and we just had a golden opportunity to highlight that difference. While he slunk out of Rubato, abandoning his spacers to their fates, we could have executed a PR coup de grâce by nobly accepting the surrender. Instead we slaughtered them, willfully covering for Moll while he made his colossal blunder.”

“If I ever cared what the Cluster thinks of me, I certainly don’t anymore,” Thatcher said. “The only message I cared about sending was to Simon Moll: that his days are numbered. And to his spacers—that if they want any mercy at all, they had better abandon ship immediately.”

“You think they fear you more than they do him?” Volkov chuckled. “If you continue trying to play the same game as Moll, Captain, you will lose. He’s been playing it a lot longer than you.”

“Right,” Thatcher said. “Well, thank you for your thoughts, Captain Volkov. Who’s next?”

“I’m perfectly fine with what we did,” Selene Williams spoke up. “We’ve seen how effective kill mails were in demoralizing Penta crews. To me, this was the next logical step. The more pressure we put on the Coalition’s rank-and-file, the more likely the super-alliance is to crack like an egg.”

“Thank you, Selene. Emilio?”

Garcia stared blearily into his camera, eyes rimmed with red. He looked like he was drunk, as he increasingly did at these meetings, of late. Thatcher hadn’t actually seen the man in person in weeks. “No comment,” Garcia muttered.

“All right. Mittelman?”

The spymaster smirked. “What, you didn’t watch the stunning speech I gave on Cold Cluster News this morning? I don’t think the battle in Rubato could have turned out any better.”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows, moving on. “That leaves you, Admiral.”

Lucio Russo shifted in his seat. “I have to agree with Ms. Williams and Mr. Mittelman, I’m afraid. As everyone knows, I come from Ascendant Horizon, which now lies in ash. Why? Because Li Jun, God rest his soul, was obsessed with stability—to the detriment of his alliance’s ultimate well-being, ironically. He was much too risk averse, much too willing to play all sides, well past the point when it was time to stand up and fight for his people. Li didn’t have the killer instinct needed to make the hard decisions survival sometimes requires. I think you made one of those decisions yesterday, Tad.”

“Thank you,” Thatcher said. “Well, this wasn’t a vote, but it seems the majority of us support what I did. I want to acknowledge that I made the decision without consulting you—but also that as fleet commander, I have to retain the ability to do that. I hope you’ll all trust that I’m doing what needs to be done to win this war. And I do intend to win it, at all costs. To that effect, Admiral Russo—I believe you have something for us?”

“A gift from me, effectively,” Mittelman interrupted.

“We’re eternally grateful,” Thatcher said dryly. “Admiral?”

The Verity Guild leader cleared his throat. “Yes. Mittelman has been coordinating Legion researchers to arrive at what I would call a technological marvel. We’re calling them jump bridges, which Mittelman assures me is so technically inaccurate that their primary inventor, Dr. Sadie Murphy, nearly vomits every time she hears it. But since when have us front-line folks ever cared about technical accuracy?”

Mittelman cut in once again. “For the record, Murphy’s name for them is ‘Eye of Terror.’ So really, it serves her right.”

Russo chuckled. “Essentially, these are short-lived wormholes, which allow small-to-medium sized warships to traverse thirty light years, one-way. They dissipate after about an hour—more than long enough to get a sizable force through.”

“How big a ship, exactly, can transit using a jump bridge?” Thatcher asked.

“Anything smaller than a destroyer,” Russo said. “Your Jersey is about the biggest thing we can send through. But of course, that includes logistics ships and eWar ships. You’d have support, wherever you jumped.”

“But not production ships, obviously,” Thatcher said.

“No.”

He nodded. “I see some immediate downsides. The clear application of this new tech is to use it to launch a surprise attack deep inside enemy territory, taking out as many critical assets as we can until the enemy’s fleet can make it back home. But the inability to bring production ships with us means our attacking fleet will have cut itself off from all means of resupply. Yes, it can pillage enemy outposts and colonies, but ideally its time would be spent wreaking as much havoc on the enemy’s infrastructure as possible.”

“That’s where my fleet comes in,” Russo said. “I propose we force CoG out of Haysel, just as they pushed us out. Once we drive them back into Fulmin, Captain Thatcher, you can use a jump bridge to take a fleet of missile cruisers, frigates, corvettes, and support ships to the eastern edge of The Brush, there to push into Lament as fast as you can. The realization that a hostile fleet has infiltrated deep inside his territory will probably send Moll into a panic, causing him to rush back with his fleet. That will leave Fulmin vulnerable, so I’ll move in there with my fleet—the Valiant, and all our destroyers and production ships, supplemented by some smaller damage dealers that remain with me, and a complement of support ships. I’ll chase them into Lament, and we can coordinate via instant comm to sandwich Moll between us, crushing him once and for all.”

Thatcher nodded. “It’s brilliant. I’m not sure I could have laid it out any better myself.”

Russo grinned, a little sheepishly—which was an odd look for an admiral. “I’m sure you could have,” he said. “I’ve just had a lot longer to think about it.”

“Well, I’m eager to execute your plan. I say we commence preparations at once. All in favor?”

For once, agreement was both swift and unanimous.




***




Aboard the Mjölnir

Bevor System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




Moll had seen enough.

This timeline was clearly lost. And though he’d been able to leverage his special ties with the UNC to great advantage, he hadn’t predicted that Legion would field a super-ship so quickly.

He’d nearly lost his life...evidenced by the fact Tad Thatcher hadn’t accepted the surrender of the Anath or any of the other ships he’d sent into the system to cover the Mjölnir’s exodus from Rubato System.

All my efforts...centuries’ worth of cycles spent reaching this point...they almost came to nothing.

The Xanthic had been right. They’d tried to warn him, via the one-way comm they’d given him. The message they’d sent was still burned into his mind:

“WE MUST REINITIATE. THE PRESENT CYCLE IS SUBOPTIMAL. COME TO THE MEETING PLACE.”

But he’d ignored that warning, along with the subsequent ones the aliens had sent. He’d told himself he couldn’t stomach any more cycles. That in this one, he’d set himself up well enough to achieve the final victory they’d planned so long ago.

I should have trusted them. Of course they understood the importance of endlessly iterating, of incrementally improving on a solution until it became perfectly designed for a given problem. They’d been doing it for an eternity, hadn’t they? Ironically, their innately chaotic approach produced the most ordered results of all.

Yes, there was still a very good chance that he could win if he chose to ride out the present cycle. But Rubato had shown that the level of risk had become unacceptable. Why should he bet everything on this one lifetime, like a regular person did? He could live for an eternity, just to get everything perfectly optimal. Why shouldn’t he?

Now that he’d come so close to death, he found that he was much more willing to start another cycle. He looked forward to encountering Thatcher once again, as fresh to the Dawn Cluster as an ignorant babe. He suspected his first remarks to the young upstart would be even more cutting than they’d been this time around.

And soon enough, I will destroy you. There’s nothing you can do about that, Tad. You’re up against the weight of the entire universe, and it will crush you like the insect you are.

For now, there was nothing left except to exit Haysel Region, sail through Fulmin, and make his way to the rendezvous system in Lament—Saudade System, in the region’s south. All his journeys ended there, and would end there, until he managed to iterate the perfect cycle and bring about the Xanthic’s final victory against the Dawn Cluster’s humans.

Only then would his ultimate journey end in the arms of sweet Elise. They could live out their natural lives, and he would forget that humanity’s extinction lay just around the corner of history.

Because he would have everything he needed.


Chapter Eight




Aboard the Ninth Dragon

Damson System, Endysis Region

Earth Year 2293




Kong Hui knew what effect joining Terminus had had on him, and by extension his crew.

Just look what a gloomy place my CIC has become.

The chipper banter that had once characterized this chamber was now replaced with a dour silence. Stern, serious looks had replaced smiling faces, and the optimistic atmosphere had given way to a heavy cloud of pessimism which lay over them all.

No longer did Kong Hui jog through the Ninth Dragon’s passageways, clapping his hands as he cheered on the destroyer’s crew. Instead he stayed in his command seat well past his watch, refusing to relinquish the conn to his XO until he was so tired he could barely think. Then, he would retire to his cabin, there to sink immediately into dreamless slumber.

These days, he allowed himself to snap at his subordinates, even when he knew in his heart they hadn’t done anything wrong. Sun Yong wouldn’t make eye contact with him anymore, instead keeping his gaze on his console as he performed each task in as much silence as he could afford.

As went the captain, so went the ship. Something Kong had always known. So the present circumstance didn’t surprise him in the least.

Why should it be any different? He’d been forced into this position by fickle destiny. Since joining CoG, he’d assumed his life path would lead him into a role as Moll’s conquering fleet commander, burning a swath across the Dawn Cluster again and again, until no one could deny the Coalition’s glory.

But Moll’s mistreatment and Terminus’ blackmail had put him here. Now, he couldn’t afford for CoG to achieve anything close to glory. He had to make sure they lost, definitively, or else he would be ruined. Meanwhile, there was no glory left to claim for himself. He was little more than Ben Baumann’s attack dog, kept on a short leash.

He would see CoG destroyed, and Simon Moll dead. He would do his job. But it didn’t mean he had to be happy about it.

Sun Yong murmured something from the Ops station.

“What?” Kong barked. “Speak up. A man would need elephant ears to hear your mewling.”

“Sir. More Coalition warships have just arrived in-system.”

“Hmm.” CoG and Heimdall only needed to control four systems, in a diagonal string along Endysis’ northeast, in order to maintain control of the three southern regional jump gates.

This was the third system Terminus forces had probed, to try to find a weakness—a place where they might break through, forcing CoG to withdraw back to Xebec or Candor.

But Moll had apparently sent every single CoG warship not engaged in the south to defend this region. That was a lot of ships. Moll only needed to worry about keeping Legion out of Lament, since the only other ingress into CoG territory, Candor, was protected by the UNC to the east. The chances of the government letting anyone transit through their territory to attack the Coalition had fallen to zero.

All the same, if Moll does lose Lament....

That would break his empire wide open. He’d need to defend both Xebec and The Brush to prevent Legion from taking any more territory—all while doing everything he could to maintain his grasp on Endysis.

And losing this region, Endysis, would prove even more disastrous than losing Lament, which explained why the man was so keen to provide it with a strong defense. Intel said that CoG had already begun expanding into the regions it had long coveted, namely Quadriga and Paraveil, which could only be accessed through Endysis. That was why it had devoted so many assets to holding these four key systems, in Endysis’ northeast.

“Sir, Captain Baumann wishes to speak with you,” Sun Yong said.

“Will you learn to speak up? Put him through.”

Baumann appeared on his holoscreen. The man’s eyes gleamed, as they always did when he spoke to Kong Hui—as though he were beholding the shiny new toy he’d paid top dollar for.

“Kong Hui,” Baumann said, using his full name, as he always did. Kong felt fairly sure the man couldn’t remember which name was his first and which was his last, so he just used both every time. “I’m interested in getting your take on this, but it seems to me we’re at an impasse. My guess is, there’s not much point in visiting the fourth system. What do you think?”

“My take?” Kong shrugged. “We could scout it. It does contain the regional jump gate out of Yu, so it’s possible we could head there from Dupliss then swing south to try to break through there. But I think we’ll find the enemy isn’t bothering with defending that regional jump gate at all. It’s much more likely they’re concerning themselves with locking down Uberty System’s southern jump gate...in which case, there would be no point in sending a fleet along such a roundabout course.”

Baumann nodded. “Right. Well, we’ll scout it, just in case. But even if we did send a fleet around to the north, there’s a good chance it would be wasted effort. By the time it arrived to transit through the Yu-Endysis gate, CoG could reposition its forces.”

“You are wise to say so.”

Baumann stared at him for a couple seconds, as though trying to discern whether Kong’s flat tone concealed sarcasm. Then he seemed to let the moment go. “Either way, it seems safe to say our work is done here, for now. We aren’t going to push CoG any farther south, so I say we solidify our hold on what we’ve retaken, and maybe keep an eye to expanding into Kreng. Maybe even Tempore. I know that would make the Starworks people happy.”

“If you say so, it will be so.” It was true: Baumann basically controlled Terminus, at this point, with Veronica Rose as his mouthpiece. Kong wasn’t sure why the man bothered musing about the alliance’s strategic direction to him, but he often did.

“So it will. All right—good talk, Kong Hui. For now, it’ll be our job to patrol Endysis’ northeastern systems and make sure CoG doesn’t get uppity enough to try to take them again. Baumann out.”

The pirate lord disappeared from the holoscreen, and Kong returned to his stewing.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Ventail System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




Ventail was the fourth system they’d investigated as a viable place to open the temporary wormhole Lucio Russo had christened a jump bridge, and Thatcher was growing more impatient with every passing hour.

It was more than impatience, actually—or had grown into more. At first, he’d felt impatient, but now a profound restlessness filled him, bordering on anxiety, a sensation that made him want to spring from the command seat and pace the CIC as Mikhail Volkov was known to do.

What’s gotten into me?

He’d never felt like this before, not even in the hours preceding the clash with Kong Hui after the fall of Ascendant Horizon, when prospects had seemed bleak. Always, he’d been able to remain basically collected in the face of the interminable waiting a spacer’s career presented him with. Just as his grandfather had taught him.

But for whatever reason, every cell in his body, every fiber of his being, was screaming at him that he needed to use this miraculous new technology to reach The Brush right now. That any further delay was unacceptable. As if the world would end if he didn’t.

That thought kept repeating, actually, as if on a loop inside his head. The world is about to end. The world is about to end.

What did that mean? Was he going crazy?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. Insofar as it didn’t affect his battlespace performance, anyway. He did his best to sweep his panic aside and allow the technicians in charge of implementing the jump bridge to do their work. To nag them would only break their concentration, slowing them instead of speeding things up.

Even if Ventail is a dead-end system. Which meant if this didn’t work out they’d have to backtrack, losing even more valuable time....

He swept the thought aside, his eyes falling on the Calypso, a light-armored cruiser that was once the New Jersey’s near-twin. She’d been almost completely hollowed out to make room for the apparatus that would generate the jump bridge between Haysel Region and The Brush. All of the Calypso’s warmaking ability had been removed, replaced mostly by extra capacitor banks intended to power the generator.

Sadie Murphy herself was aboard that ship, the inventor of the tech, and she’d assured Thatcher personally that it would work exactly as they expected it to. She’d field tested it herself, using jump bridges to cross the otherwise unconnected regions of Helve and Modal Pique. Both were Legion-controlled regions, and the systems that had been used to test the jump bridges had been cleared out in advance, to ensure only those in-the-know were present during the tests. In this way, the tech had been kept secret from CoG.

Or so they all were counting on.

But not every system had what it took to house a jump bridge, it turned out. Proximity to the destination system was the main criterion, but not the only one. It took very little to destabilize the wormholes, and so systems without a lot of debris—in the form of dense asteroid belts—were preferred, since they couldn’t afford the jump bridge getting knocked out with only a portion of the fleet stranded in enemy territory.

More importantly, a system needed to have a high concentration of dark matter in order to harbor wormholes at all.

“Dark matter is organized according to maximum entropy,” Murphy had told him, “which is to say, maximum disorder. Makes sense, when we consider who we’ve seen manipulating it at will. Doesn’t it?”

“The Xanthic.”

“Aye. Now, if we were in a dwarf galaxy, we’d have no problems. Those are packed with the stuff. But in a more massive galaxy like ours, yes there’s dark matter all over, but often not enough to create the gravitational distortions we need to put together a wormhole. So we need to scan every system for gravitational lensing—meaning, minute bending in the way light passes through regions of space. The more it bends, the more dark matter we can expect to find there.”

“Gravitational lensing,” Thatcher had repeated. “I assume the Calypso is equipped with the sensors needed to detect that?”

“Every ship under your command is. Simple visual sensors are all that’s needed. That’s the good news. The actual detection of light bending is done through computer analysis. So, the entire fleet can participate in checking systems for their wormhole potential.”

And indeed, the entire fleet was participating. Using Thatcher’s integrated comm system, Ops officers were coordinating extensive scans of each system’s periphery, passing sensor data down to secondary officers for analysis by teams who’d been hastily trained to look for the phenomenon Murphy had described.

Which seemed to keep them nicely occupied. But all Thatcher had left to do was oversee the fleet’s movements through system after system, all while a nagging internal voice dogged him about hurrying up. Except, there was nothing he could do to hurry things up. It was not an altogether pleasant experience.

It wasn’t the only thing on his mind, either. Aside from his inexplicable urgency to invade CoG’s inner space as soon as possible, and his concern over the war, and his worry that everyone he’d ever known and loved in Earth Local Space might have been killed by the Xanthic, including his wife and son—aside from all that, he also had his recent conversation with Volkov to think about.

“My wife and children are still on Gordon’s World,” the Russian had said from Thatcher’s fold-up holoscreen in his office. “In Gabbro System. I lost all contact with them when Moll clamped down on communications coming in and out of the space he controls. I haven’t spoken with them or heard from them in months.”

“I’m sorry,” Thatcher said, already wary of where this was going. “I know exactly what that feels like, I’m afraid.”

“I know you do. Which is why I’m hoping you’ll honor my request, to chart your course through Gabbro and tell me the state of the colony there. Many of us in Red Sky have families we were forced to abandon when Moll banished us from that system. We want to know if they’re still alive.”

Thatcher closed his eyes. “Mikhail....”

“What? Don’t tell me. You don’t consider that to be the optimal invasion route. You wouldn’t reach Lament as quickly, then. It would take you two systems out of your way. Is that right?”

Thatcher offered a small shrug. “At a time like this, sailing two systems out of our way could mean the difference between seizing the element of surprise and blowing it. Between victory and defeat.”

“Yes. You always have been concerned with what is optimal. Well, let me tell you what would not be optimal. If I and the Russians under my command abandoned this alliance altogether, that wouldn’t be very optimal at all, would it?”

The Russian’s words were a slap across the face. Thatcher blinked in surprise at the holoscreen. “Is that honestly what you’re threatening me with?”

Now, it was Volkov’s turn to shrug. “What choice do you leave me with? You people have sucked the Russian character out of Legion. You’ve deemphasized our role in the alliance we started. You violated our ethics by refusing to accept the Anath’s surrender. And now you’re telling me you won’t alter your plans to verify the safety of our families.”

“Mikhail, I’m sorry, but what you’re asking of me is selfish. It’s not my job to do house calls. It’s my job to achieve victory by any means necessary.”

“Then I suggest you consider how easy victory will be to achieve without the support of Red Sky.” With that, Volkov had terminated the call.

Thinking back on the conversation now, Thatcher still couldn’t believe it had happened. Surely Volkov was bluffing about leaving the alliance. That would handicap Legion badly, just when they were starting to gain ground against Moll.

We can figure out our differences after we’ve won. And we can ensure the safety of the Russian families, too. But Thatcher couldn’t understand how the man could level this kind of ultimatum when it came at the expense of maximum tactical effectiveness. Then again, Thatcher lived and breathed maximum tactical effectiveness, so he couldn’t understand why anyone would even consider sacrificing it, under any circumstances.

“Sir, Doctor Murphy wishes to speak with you,” Guerrero said from the Ops station.

Thatcher nodded. “Patch her through to my holoscreen.”

Murphy appeared on the screen, smiling broadly, and generally looking like she’d just gotten up from a long and restful nap, not like she’d spent the last couple of days pouring over data from what was essentially empty space.

“Captain, I believe we have something. Our analysis has picked up on a patch of dark matter on the outskirts of this system, which we believe is dense enough for our purposes.”

“Great,” he said. “Tell me the coordinates, and I’ll take the fleet there now.”

She nodded. “You may want to start thinking about formations. Namely, what fleet formation will allow your ships to transition through to The Brush in as efficient a manner as possible. Remember, we only have sixty minutes, if that. We really don’t want to waste any time here.”

“Understood, Doctor. Transmit the location to Lieutenant Guerrero, and I’ll take care of our jump order.”

Murphy winced, probably at his use of the word “jump,” when they both knew that didn’t accurately describe the process they’d be using to bridge the regional gap of dozens of light years.

But he couldn’t bring himself to care. Right now, the only thing that held his attention was getting to The Brush, yesterday.


Chapter Nine




Aboard the New Jersey

Ventail System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher had transited through a wormhole only once before—the first time he’d ever visited the Dawn Cluster, which ended up resulting in a much longer stay than he’d anticipated.

Compared to that trip, this almost seemed trivial in comparison. The wormhole that once connected the Dawn Cluster had allowed humans to cross 100,000 light years in an instant. This misnamed “jump bridge”—this temporary wormhole—enabled a mere thirty or so light years to be skipped.

Still...when Thatcher had crossed from Earth Local Space to the Dawn Cluster, he’d been in his cabin aboard the Goliath, resting after days of cramming for the battery of aptitude tests he’d needed to challenge in order to be deemed fit to command a warship. He hadn’t had a visual on what it had actually looked like to pass through the wormhole. There hadn’t even been an announcement over the ship’s intercom to mark the occasion, since no warning needed to be given for such a transition. Unlike jump gate transitions, for the passengers inside a starship, passing through a wormhole wasn’t much different from sailing through regular space.

Today, he did have that visual: an ovoid patch in space where the stars were...mismatched from those in the space surrounding it. Maybe only a longtime spacer would be able to see that mismatch. But by now, he could recognize how the stars should look from this part of the Dawn Cluster. And this wasn’t it.

Other than that, the wormhole looked like...nothing, really. Tragic experience had taught humanity that starships needed to travel through the dead center of such a wormhole—making contact with one of the edges would cut through a ship more surely than any laser. But those edges were invisible to the naked eye.

They weren’t invisible to the ship’s computer, which rendered the wormhole’s outline on the tactical display in a loud shade of red. And his CIC crew seemed especially aware of those edges. In particular Sullivan and Kitt, who communicated in terse utterances, sharing data back and forth across their consoles. Otherwise they worked in tense silence, with Sullivan lifting a hand periodically to wipe his brow.

It was unlikely either of them had ever needed to engage in the sort of precise shiphandling a wormhole transition required. Jump gates were much bigger—enough to comfortably accommodate super-ships. And a collision with a jump gate, while far from ideal, would be much less devastating than making contact with a wormhole’s edges.

At last, it was the New Jersey’s turn to pass through. Thatcher got the distinct impression Sullivan and Kitt would have loved to ease the cruiser through inch by inch, taking as much time as they needed to feel comfortable about the maneuver.

But there simply wasn’t time for that. And so they took the Jersey through just as briskly as every other warship that had gone before them.

And with that, it was over. The stars surrounding them all shifted significantly, and the tactical display began populating with the Legion ships that had already made the transition into Petiole System.

Just like that, they were in The Brush—a different region from the one they’d started in, without using a regional jump gate.

A neat trick. But ultimately, that was all it was. Just like any other tactical innovation, it would give them an edge for a time. Eventually, though, the enemy would get their hands on it, and use it against Legion, while working out ways to defend against it themselves. Yes, it would change the face of space warfare once again, and yes, Thatcher could use it to punish CoG in the meantime. But it didn’t mean he could rest.

I can never rest. Not until Moll lies dead. Or better—until his body is reduced to its constituent molecules.

A grin slowly spread across his face. The jump bridge did serve to exploit one of CoG’s main weaknesses. Moll had had tremendous success in expanding across the Dawn Cluster, conquering more and more territory, adding ever more regions to his empire...but that also presented an Achilles’ heel to Legion.

His empire has grown too great. Too unwieldy. The immense girth of the Coalition of Giants empire had become a tremendous liability, which Thatcher now planned to demonstrate to Moll in brutal fashion.

At the same time, he needed to remain vigilant about his own weaknesses and shortcomings, as well as those of his fleet.

Doctor Cruz’s words echoed through his mind: You’ve lost more people than I can probably count, and you’ve killed far more. No one can expect to endure this much combat without their body breaking down eventually.

“Sir, Admiral Russo wishes to speak to you via instant comm,” Guerrero said, her voice breaking through his reverie.

Thatcher nodded. “Patch him through to my console.”

The round-faced admiral appeared on Thatcher’s holoscreen, looking harried. “Captain. Have you completed the transition across the jump bridge?”

Thatcher suppressed a chuckle, glad Doctor Murphy couldn’t hear the admiral’s characterization of the wormhole transition. “The Jersey has, but I’m still waiting on perhaps thirty percent of my fleet.”

“I see.” Russo ran a hand across his face. “I know you have enough on your mind right now, but there’s something I should bring to your attention. Volkov seems to have abandoned reason.” The admiral gave a defeated shrug. “I don’t know if it’s his captains piling on pressure, or what, but whereas he used to seem reasonable enough to keep the peace inside Legion, now he’s threatening to break up the alliance at every turn. He says if you don’t make a detour to Gabbro to check on Gordon’s World, the Russians will leave the alliance. That it would be the last show of disrespect they’re willing to tolerate.”

Thatcher closed his eyes and stared into the red-tinged darkness as Doctor Cruz’s words came back to him once more. “Admiral, my spacers have been stretched thin. I’m already afraid they’re near their breaking point. Volkov must be made to understand something: the more time we spend behind enemy lines, the more combat we’re likely to face. The more risk my spacers will take on. And the greater their combat fatigue will grow.” He shook his head. “I won’t subject them to that unnecessary risk based on Volkov’s threats. It isn’t an option I’m even willing to entertain, let alone act on.”

“I understand. But you should know...every indication is that the man is serious.”

“What’s your recommendation, then?” Thatcher let more of an edge into the question than he probably should have.

“I don’t have one. I agree with you—we can’t compromise this mission based on the Russians’ whims. But I think he really is willing to burn it all down if he doesn’t get what he wants. If just to save face before his countrymen.”

“So be it.”

The admiral returned his gaze bleakly, then released a long sigh. “I understand. I’ll let him know. Russo out.”

Thatcher drummed his fingers once on his armrest, just shy of the comm panel installed there. Then he returned his attention to his fleet’s transition through the wormhole into Petiole System.

Volkov will do as he feels he must. Ultimately, that doesn’t change anything for my spacers and I here in The Brush.

He resolved then and there to put the Russian’s threats out of his mind for as long as he possibly could. Something much more important was about to unfold, here in the Cluster’s southwest. He could feel that in his bones.
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Captain Dwight Thompson sipped on the third coffee of his watch and struggled to stay awake while his destroyer sailed in loose formation with the other Sunder ships, under max fleet acceleration. That maximum acceleration was limited by the Mjölnir herself, around which every other CoG ship of the underway fleet was arrayed.

There was still no word about what their final destination might be. In each new system, word got handed down from Moll himself about which jump gate they would be using to exit. Now, at least, they knew they were exiting Fulmin Region and entering Lament, since Moll had ordered all ships to transition through the regional jump gate.

Deeper into our territory...all while Legion gobbles up space behind us. Why? What does this serve?

Mere weeks ago, they’d used their new mastery of jump gates to storm this system, sending the defending Legion force into disarray. How triumphant it had felt to chase them through Fulmin, and then Haysel. Yes, Thatcher had racked up some minor victories even in retreat, managing to isolate CoG fleets and punish them. But morale aboard the Praetorian had remained high with the knowledge that the enemy was falling back at a rate that proved them well aware of their inferiority.

“Engineering just pinged me again about the coolant loops,” Lieutenant Luis Lofgren spoke up from the Helm. “He says if we don’t get it looked at soon, then we’ll end up docked at some Helio base a lot longer than we might like. But we can prevent it if we replace those loops now.”

Thompson winced at his holoscreen, where the CoG fleet inched toward the Fulmin-Lament regional jump gate. It looked like they were inching, at least, when viewed from the zoomed-out perspective that took in the entirety of Scepter System. In reality, they were moving as fast as they were able.

“The admiral doesn’t seem in a mood to stop while one destroyer replaces its coolant loops,” he said. “Let’s see if any of our sister ships has a couple spares we can borrow.”

“Borrow” wasn’t an entirely accurate term, of course, since they wouldn’t be giving them back. But Lofgren would know what he meant.

“I already looked into that,” Ensign Knecht said from Ops. “There’s only one available to us, from the Hoplite.”

“One won’t do it,” said Croome, the lieutenant who served as Thompson’s Nav officer. “One’s just as faulty as the other, according to Williams.” Williams was the Praetorian’s chief engineer. “It only takes one of them failing to cripple us. Captain Moll won’t be very happy if he needs to have us towed to a Helio base with a radioactive mess in our belly.”

“Admiral Moll,” Thompson corrected, feeling irritable, though not over Croome using the wrong rank. It was the knowledge that he was actually considering risking the radioactive mess for the chance it might help him escape Moll’s wrath. He’d never seen himself as the sort of captain who would risk damage to his ship just to appease a superior, but that was the sort of position he found himself in, these days. The sort of position every CoG commander found themselves in.

Captains have been replaced by Moll for less. His gaze drifted to Lieutenant Commander Duncan Abbott, sitting in silence in the XO’s chair to his right. The man would come and go throughout Thompson’s watch, even though he’d need to take the conn for the next watch. He didn’t seem to require as much sleep as other people—that, or he hid the effects of fatigue better. Thompson had long suspected the man of being a spy for Moll, one of the many the admiral was rumored to have placed throughout the fleet, to ensure the complete loyalty of his subordinates.

Would Abbott look after the Praetorian and her crew like I do? Somehow, he doubted it. He’d see them instead as mere tools, to be used to implement Moll’s will. That would put them in a lot more danger than two faulty coolant loops.

He was probably better off hoping the loops would stay functional until the fleet finally had time to stop and make repairs, whenever that might be. Because risking termination meant risking giving Abbott dominion over his crew. And he couldn’t allow that.

“I don’t get it,” Abbott said from the XO seat, and every head turned toward him. The man usually spoke as little as possible, especially when it wasn’t technically his watch.

“Don’t get what?” Thompson asked carefully.

Abbott gestured at his holoscreen. “Why is he taking us back into Lament? Why give up so much ground to Legion—territories we just took from them? It makes no sense.”

Silence followed the observation, and Thompson slowly returned his gaze to his own holoscreen, his thoughts a tangled ball of yarn.

Everyone aboard was basically certain that Abbott was a Moll plant. So to hear him comment on the admiral’s nonsensical behavior....

It’s not going to do much for morale. But morale had already taken a beating over the last weeks and months. From the loss of the Tiamat—the Xanthic super-ship Moll had basically pulled out of a hat—to the recent destruction of the Dyrnwyn, and more recently, the Anath, confidence in CoG’s continued ability to dominate the Cluster had been waning for some time.

Coalition spacers were also exhausted, after waging campaign after campaign of conquest and aggression. Yes, they’d been drawn to CoG by the promise of glorious combat, of triumph after triumph. But everyone needed a break now and then. No one had gotten one, for a while.

Then there had been Moll’s apparent cowardice, in the wake of the Tiamat’s loss. Yes, morale had spiked briefly after they’d driven Legion across Fulmin and then Haysel, but now it had crashed down again with Moll leading them deep into their own territory for no discernible reason.

No CoG crews had openly mutinied yet, which Thompson considered a blessing. But cracks were beginning to show. Like this comment from Abbott, a known Moll loyalist.

We’re a long way off from seeing mutinies, he mused. Fear of Simon Moll was still too widespread throughout CoG crews for that. I just hope he knows what he’s doing. Because I sure can’t figure it out.
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Thatcher had expected to have more time to inflict damage to critical CoG infrastructure, unmolested by the giant alliance’s war fleets. Instead, it seemed events were leading to yet another clash between him and Moll, this time deep inside Coalition space.

“He’s coming at you with everything,” Mittelman informed him in between sips from a steaming mug, from the comfort of his quarters on Pebblebrooke. “And fast. Almost like he knew you’d be there.”

These days, Legion’s spymaster was doing a much better job of making himself available while the alliance’s fleets were deployed and likely to see action. In fact, he’d been working overtime to exploit every operative and contact he had throughout CoG space, in order to put together as comprehensive a picture as possible of Moll’s movements. Thatcher would have thought such a feat next to impossible, given the lockdown the tyrant had on communications throughout these parts. But as Mittelman had explained to him, the best way to circumvent that was to have moles among those restricting the enemy alliance’s communications.

“It wouldn’t be the first time Simon Moll seemed to know the future,” Thatcher mused.

“True. But he seems to miss a lot more, these days. Like when you blew up his fancy new alien super-ship, and nearly killed him in the process. Remember that?”

Thatcher nodded. “And like how he stumbled right into the Valiant’s crosshairs, with our reinforcement fleet arrayed around her.”

“Resulting in a PR disaster when he ditched his own drone carrier to ensure his survival. If I were Moll, I’d be panicking. Which he may very well be doing. But if he is, then he’s panicking in a very specific way. Why would he bring his entire fleet deep into territory he should have assumed was unassailable?”

Thatcher gave a humorless smile. “I believe the operative phrase there is should have. Moll is capable of employing spies too, Hans, as we know all too well. He doesn’t require mystical future-scrying powers to have found out about the jump bridge, and from there it wouldn’t be too much of a leap to assume we’d use it to strike into the heart of his territory immediately.”

Mittelman huffed. “It’s possible, I guess. But our OPSEC was good. I saw to it myself. Murphy and I vetted personally every single researcher on her team.”

Then maybe Murphy is the problem. The thought came to him unbidden, and he wasn’t about to voice it out loud. He didn’t have nearly enough grounds to make such an accusation, and besides, it was Mittelman’s job to sniff out rats.

“I think we should consider alternate explanations,” the spy went on.

“Such as?”

“I don’t know.” Mittelman raised his free hand, fingers grasping at the air, as if reaching for something unseen. “Maybe...maybe there’s someplace he really needs to be. Somewhere in Lament. And the reason he’s taken his entire fleet with him is because failure to reach that place isn’t an option for him.”

Thatcher lowered his eyebrows. “I’m not following.”

“He’s working with the Xanthic, isn’t he? How did he come across the Tiamat, for example?”

“CoG’s official story is that he found it abandoned in a far-flung Paraveil system. Sort of like the one that turned up in Lacuna.”

“Right. But I’m sure we can come up with a likelier story.”

“That the Xanthic left the super-ship there for him to use.”

“Exactly. So what might they have left for him in the bowels of Lacuna?”

Thatcher started his next watch soon after his conversation with Mittelman, his head full of possibilities conjured by the spymaster’s words.

His eyes were already on the holotank as he settled into the command seat. Currently his fleet was in Callosity System, just one jump away from a dead-end system called Saudade. They’d been en route to Alysm, with the intention of destroying the shipyards there, when it became apparent that they’d encounter Moll’s fleet well before they ever reached it.

And so he’d decided to stop here instead, to get his bearings, and decide how best to position his fleet to intercept Moll’s.

The truth was, the idea of confronting Moll’s fleet was a daunting one, given he had only low-value damage dealers and support ships with him.

He needed a plan, and he needed one fast. In theory, I only need to stall him until Russo arrives with our heavy hitters. Not to mention the Valiant, and the reinforcement fleet that came with him from Devil’s Arm.

But what if Moll was trying to reach something, whether in this system or the ones beyond it? Something that would tip the scales in his favor, even against the might that Russo would soon bring to bear?

Thatcher had no idea what that might be. Even another Xanthic super-ship likely wouldn’t do it. But he was also all too aware of the importance of accounting for unknown unknowns, when it came to space warfare.

Moll’s coming here for a reason. I’m much better off assuming the worst than I am assuming the best.

He focused on his breathing, willing the best course of action to materialize in his head. Surprisingly, that often seemed to work, provided he was able to create sufficient stillness and quiet inside his mind to make room for the solution to come to him.

Either Moll is headed for Saudade System or somewhere southeast of here. No matter where he’s headed, he’ll need to pass through this system to reach his destination.

Which meant this was where Thatcher needed to set up his defense. He had some ideas for how to do that...but knowing where Moll was headed would definitely have helped him optimize those ideas.

His gut told him Saudade System, in the same way it had been telling him that something vital was about to happen here in Lament. He decided to listen. If it turned out to be wrong, what he had in mind could be adapted to any attempt Moll might make to transit through Callosity to the systems to the east.

He traced his finger across his holoscreen, designating squadrons he’d needed to compile anew since arriving in Lament, in the absence of his fleet’s heavier damage dealers.

That done, he double tapped on the armrest comm panel, putting himself on the fleetwide. “All ships I’m designating, I want you to transition into Saudade, there to await further instructions.”

For the purposes of OPSEC, he didn’t intend to give those additional instructions until the last possible minute. These days, everything he did needed to take into account the reality that spies were almost certainly concealed through his fleet at all times—and some of them might have access to instant comms.

Access to the few instant comm units was tightly controlled, of course, and the chances of a spy using one to get a message to Simon Moll were small. But Thatcher didn’t believe in taking unnecessary risks, however small. He never had, and he never would.
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“Transition complete,” Broderick Knecht announced from the Ops station. “Sir, we’re being sent new orders from the Mjölnir.”

That didn’t take long. Thompson’s eyes were on the tactical display as it populated with the enemy’s position, near the jump gate into Saudade. “That’s a much smaller force than I would have expected,” he mused out loud. “Laughable, really. They must be concealing the rest of it somewhere else. Either in Saudade to the south or Kenopsia to the east, I would think.”

Abbott cleared his throat pointedly from the XO’s seat. “Sir, we apparently have orders from Admiral Moll. Shouldn’t you be reviewing them?”

Thompson narrowed his eyes at the XO, but he didn’t have much to offer in the way of argument. “Send them to my console, Ops.”

“Aye, sir.”

He might have had his Ops officer read them out loud, but he preferred to keep Abbott in the dark for as long as he could, mostly to spite him.

“Engage the ships defending the jump gate into Saudade with maximum ferocity,” the orders read. “Formation orders to follow.”

The words brought a frown to his lips. The ‘maximum ferocity’ part he could understand, given how Thatcher had refused the Anath’s surrender in Rubato System. But the orders failed to account for the reality, which seemed clear to Thompson, that Thatcher had concealed the bulk of his fleet, likely in order to execute a flank on the CoG fleet.

That small force is left there as bait for us, clearly. He saw that the New Jersey was there among them—probably to sweeten the honeypot.

Surely Moll wasn’t stupid enough not to see through the trap Thatcher was laying. So why wouldn’t he make any provision to counter it?

There has to be something I’m missing. An action he plans to take later, perhaps, closer to the commencement of battle. The admiral wasn’t obliged to share his every idea with Thompson, of course. Still...this did seem odd.

“What are the orders?” Abbott asked, apparently unable to contain himself any longer.

Thompson shook his head. “He wants us to head straight for the Callosity-Saudade jump gate and engage that force. With, uh, ‘maximum ferocity.’”

“Anything about the flank we’ll so obviously be facing?” A note of exasperation had entered Abbott’s voice, maybe even anger.

That made Thompson work even harder to keep his voice neutral. “No. Nothing.”

Abbott made no such effort to conceal his emotions from the CIC crew. Instead, he exhaled loudly. “Nothing about this voyage into Lament makes sense.”

“Well...there is an enemy fleet waiting for us,” Thompson pointed out gently. “Before, you took issue with the admiral ordering us into our own securely held territory...but it seems likely now that he knew something we didn’t. Such as, our territory not being as secure as we thought, for instance.”

“There was no such indication,” Abbott insisted, his voice rising. “I would have—”

But there, he cut himself off. Except, Thompson could fill in the blanks on his own: I would have known about that. That was what Abbott had been about to say, before he realized he was saying too much. The man was plugged into Moll’s inner circle, and he’d nearly just admitted it openly.

The fact that Abbott felt he should have known if Moll had had foreknowledge of Thatcher’s presence here...could that mean Moll hadn’t known? And if he hadn’t, what was this little foray about?

“He wants to get to Saudade, for some reason,” Thompson said slowly. “Where else, if he’s having us engage Thatcher at the jump gate into that system? Without any care for whether we get outflanked?”

Abbott returned his gaze with lips pressed firmly together. “Whatever it is, it’s all he seems concerned about, right now. In the meantime, every tactical and strategic consideration seems to have been thrown out the window.”

Thompson could tell Abbott felt offended about being left out in the cold, when it came to Moll’s decision making. He was obviously used to being in the know about these things. But for whatever reason, even he was clueless when it came to whatever was going on here.

For some reason, that seemed like the most worrying thing of all.
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When Thatcher had devised a trap for the approaching CoG fleet at the Callosity-Saudade jump gate, he’d hoped they’d fall for it. Of course he had.

He just hadn’t expected them to fall for it quite so thoroughly. And the fact that they apparently were was making him a little nervous.

Something is off. Simon Moll was in command of that fleet—at least, the presence of the Mjölnir strongly suggested that. Thatcher wouldn’t have expected any CoG commander to rush so enthusiastically into a possible trap, let alone Moll himself.

Yes, Moll clearly wanted to reach Saudade, and he had little choice but to engage Thatcher’s fleet here. Thatcher had even kept the New Jersey on this side of the gate, to further entice his enemy into attacking. But Moll’s formation didn’t seem to account on any level for the possibility of a flank from the jump gate out of Saudade. And the Coalition fleet would soon enter firing range....

It all served to spike Thatcher’s paranoia. But there wasn’t much he could do other than proceed with the plan he’d settled on, and hope that Moll’s oversight was little more than extraordinarily good luck.

“Lucy, tell Captain Garnier it’s time.”

“Aye, sir.” Guerrero began tapping in the message, for transmission via instant comm, at once.

Upon receipt of the order, Garnier would take the bulk of Thatcher’s fleet back into Callosity, there to broadside the CoG force sailing on Thatcher’s position at the gate into Saudade. His order was calculated to give Garnier sufficient time to amass enough ships in Callosity to fully exploit the flanking opportunity.

The first warships began to enter the system out of Saudade, their presence registering on Thatcher’s console immediately, thanks to the magic of instant comms. Accumulation happened quickly, since he’d ordered them to keep combat transition intervals.

The news of their arrival would take nearly ten minutes to reach CoG sensors, and by that time Garnier’s force would be charging across the system, poised to tactically spread its laserfire across multiple Coalition shields.

But as the flank took shape, and the moment passed when it had surely been registered by Simon Moll and his captains...

...nothing happened. They didn’t react at all. The entire CoG force continued to barrel toward the Legion fleet, maintaining its formation, which could loosely be called a fist.

A fist that seemed heedless of the danger approaching from its spaceward flank. A fist that wasn’t slowing down, and seemed poised to smash into the small group of ships Thatcher had left as bait at the Callosity-Saudade jump gate.
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“There’s the flank,” Knecht said from the Ops station, his shoulders slumped as newly arrived Legion ships began registering on the tactical display.

Thompson gave a grim nod, saying nothing. What was there to say?

“What do we do?” Abbott asked from the XO’s chair, his face at least a couple shades lighter than it had been just moments before.

“Do?” Thompson asked. “What do you mean, what do we do? We defend ourselves as best we can. What else?”

Abbott raised a hand toward his holoscreen in a futile gesture. “The admiral steered us right into a trap.”

“And?” You’re the one who always seems to have the inside scoop on Moll’s latest thoughts. Why don’t you tell me what we’re supposed to do? But Thompson didn’t say that. Instead, he drew a deep breath and said, “This is hardly the time to start questioning orders, Abbott. Disunity in the fleet would just hurt us, now.”

The XO said nothing, only gripped his armrests all the tighter, his knuckles whitening.

Minutes later, Legion laserfire began ripping up CoG shields from the direction of the jump zone out of Saudade. The enemy’s superior positioning quickly exacted a price...but not as steep a price as it should have.

Hope flickered in Thompson’s heart—hope that maybe, just maybe, Moll hadn’t led them into a slaughter. That he still had their best interests at heart.

Yes, CoG shields flickered as a result of the flank, many quickening in their shimmering, and a few outright shaking. Soon, some of those forcefields would fail, and ships would come apart under the barrage from the flanking ships.

But the enemy’s target selection definitely left something to be desired. This was the first time many of the new additions to the Legion fleet had ever seen battle. It was widely known among CoG captains that nearly all of the new ships that had come to back up Thatcher in Rubato had been fabricated in the last few months, and many of their crews were nearly as green. Legion turned no one down, and while they did their best to train the flood of new recruits as efficiently as possible, no one could be brought up to CoG standards in such a short period of time.

Thatcher’s used to having more finely crafted tools than these at his disposal. Even Ascendant Horizon had boasted higher training standards than this. Had the Hammer accounted for Legion’s lack, in that department? And if he hadn’t, how must he be reacting to the clear reality proclaiming itself in the battlespace?

The infamous Hans Mittelman was the architect of the Legion recruitment scheme. He’d leveraged the anger of the Dawn Cluster’s little people, an anger that had always bubbled underneath the surface of human culture, for all of history. An anger against the elites, against their power, and the control they had over everyone’s lives. Thompson could even sympathize with that anger, to an extent. But he saw now how the people’s resentment could be channeled, manipulated, and used by someone like Mittelman.

The Dawn Cluster’s common people were being persuaded by Legion propaganda to throw their lives away in the fight against the CoG war machine. “Heart and numbers” was the phrase used among Coalition commanders to mockingly describe the ingredients that made up Legion’s recipe for warfighting.

Now, for the first time, the weaknesses of that strategy were evident, in embarrassing fashion. The mix of emotions Thompson felt in response were self-contradictory. On the one hand, he felt relieved. On the other, pity.

But like any warship captain worth his salt, he hardly intended to let a weakness like that go unexploited.

“They’re focusing on our smaller-value damage dealers,” he observed. “Probably hoping for some quick wins. Croome, devise a course that takes us to the battlefront facing that flank. Lofgren, engage the course as soon as you have it.” Thompson turned toward Onkar Basu, his Tactical officer. “Make sure those new autoloaders are primed and ready to go, Basu. I want to target down weakened enemy shields with laser-warhead Hellborns, launched in barrages as tightly timed as we can make them.”

“Aye, sir,” Basu said, and Helm and Nav echoed his acknowledgment of Thompson’s commands.

His eyes snapped to the tactical display, and he used the time it would take for his orders to play out to observe how the larger engagement was unfolding. What he saw caused his mouth to fall open, and he shut it with a click of his teeth.

The Mjölnir was sailing straight for the New Jersey, her every weapon trained on the light armored cruiser, blazing away.

Judging from Abbott’s expression, he’d noticed the same thing. “Uh—” the XO said, swallowing. “It seems the rumors of the admiral’s cowardice were unfounded.”

Thompson could only nod as he watched the tiny Legion force draw inward around the Jersey, clearly fighting desperately to save their commander. The tactical display drew lines to represent the otherwise invisible maser beams that two Legion logistics ships directed at the cruiser’s receiver arrays. Other ships struggled to shoot down a deadly wave of Hellborns launched by Moll’s massive dreadnought before they could reach the Jersey.

A thrill shot through Thompson at what Moll might well accomplish, here: a true beheading of Legion command. With Thatcher out of the picture, the enemy alliance would fall into shambles. No one had the tactical chops to replace him, or the renown to buoy Legion spacers the way Thatcher did. Not Lucio Russo, not Mikhail Volkov, not Selene Williams.

If he takes out the Jersey, I’ll take back every critical thought I had about him today.

But then, something even more shocking than Moll’s headlong charge happened. Instead of finishing the job, the Mjölnir instead changed course to head directly for the jump gate, clearly taking advantage of the way it had forced the Legion ships to cluster together, and leaving the other CoG ships to continue the engagement.

Thompson stared, unbelieving, as the dreadnought barreled toward the jump gate...

...and then disappeared, gripped by the gate and flung across the stars, far away from the battle that raged in Callosity System.
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“Shield is down to forty percent, sir,” Guerrero said, her voice sounding choked. “Thirty-five,” she said mere moments later.

The Owl added her maser beam to the Lightfoot’s, stalling the forcefield’s collapse a little more, while the rest of the token force Thatcher had kept in place at the Callosity-Saudade jump gate fought to shoot down the onslaught of missiles the dreadnought had sent at the New Jersey, many of them equipped with laser warheads.

But nothing could stop the multiple laser batteries already hammering the cruiser’s shield, causing it to spasm worryingly. Yes, Kitt was making maximal use of the Jersey’s lateral thrusters, sending her jagging sideways, up, and down as unpredictably as possible, violently enough that each time he did it the inertial compensators couldn’t kick in fast enough to negate the jolt completely. It didn’t matter. The spread of beams from the Mjölnir’s laser hard points covered the space surrounding the Jersey with dreadful efficiency, and there was nowhere she could maneuver without her shield encountering a measure of their blistering energy.

Worse, Thatcher had not kept his best-trained crews close around the Jersey. He was used to assuming a certain level of performance from any spacers under his command, but that suddenly proved itself to be a dangerous assumption—maybe a lethal one.

The other Cluster powers, CoG chief among them, had been mocking Legion’s training standards for months. Until now, they’d barely registered as a factor for Thatcher—probably because before this, he’d mostly been working with Anvil, Verity, Celeste, and Red Sky warships. But this latest wave of recruits all seemed to suffer equally from the hasty training protocols. And it showed, in the most painful way possible.

How did I miss this? The signs had been there, he realized now. A ship out of position here. A combat transition that should have been tighter there. He’d written it all off as commanders sent on their first campaign. But he could see now it wasn’t just green commanders—it was every department on almost every ship that had accompanied Lucio Russo on the voyage to back Thatcher up at the bottom of Jow Region.

Now, they were all depending on those under-trained recruits to keep the fleet together against an enemy acting with an unfettered aggression the likes of which Thatcher had never encountered.

Moll had gone from fleeing Rubato System in shame to...this? Throwing his super-ship into the teeth of Thatcher’s warships? The move certainly seemed capable of destroying the Jersey, and had prompted dramatic action from the other Legion ships surrounding her. But what was Moll’s plan after the Jersey was destroyed? Did he think he would escape the wrath of the Legion crews who would immediately dedicate themselves to avenging their commander?

“Twenty-two percent, sir,” Guerrero said.

Then, something strange happened. The Mjölnir abruptly altered its course to head straight for the jump gate. And while she continued to spray the Jersey with weapons fire, it quickly became clear that the cruiser’s destruction was no longer her main priority—and probably never had been.

The super-ship sailed through the first ring of the jump gate...

...and then was pulled through the subsequent rings, little more than a blur as she rocketed out of the final one, her immense speed causing her to vanish from sight.

Which left the Jersey and her allies to deal with the barrage of weapons fire still in play following the dreadnought’s departure.

And they would deal with it. The Jersey’s shield even seemed likely to hold, which was a blessing, given how much capacitor charge she would need to reestablish it again—much more than it took to sustain a shield that was already up.

So why did an icy hand grip Thatcher’s heart, squeezing it until his vision narrowed to a cramped tunnel?

“We have to follow,” he managed to say in a clear voice that was only slightly diminished in strength. “All of us. Every ship near the jump gate. Right now.”

“Sir?” Ortega said from Tactical. “We haven’t dealt with what she sent at us yet. Sailing toward those rounds will only make things—”

Ignoring him, Thatcher tapped the comm panel twice. “Every ship near the Jersey, set a course to transition into Saudade, and execute immediately. Logistics, do what you can to mitigate the effects of the incoming ordnance. Right now, our number one priority is catching up to the Mjölnir.”

His eyes were on the command applet as he finished speaking, waiting for each nearby ship’s name to light up green, in confirmation of his orders. Those who’d long been serving under him responded promptly. By now, they trusted his judgment enough to immediately act on his commands, even when they almost certainly made no sense to them.

But the newer captains took much longer to send acknowledgment, and their ships quickly fell out of formation as their fellows leapt toward the jump gate at fleet speed.

“Sir, I’m fielding messages from six different captains asking for clarification on your recent orders,” Guerrero said, and the subtle notes of annoyance and disbelief in her tone echoed his own feelings on the matter.

“Send a single reply to all of them,” he said, “to the effect that there’s no time to clarify, and that they’re expected to follow every order with promptness and efficiency.”

“Aye, sir.”

As Guerrero tapped away at her console in an attempt to corral the wayward ships, Thatcher grimly observed the tactical display, even as the Jersey pulled away from the engagement near the jump gate.

The flanking ships under Garnier’s command were still hammering CoG shields with lasers, and they’d even scored a few kills. But it only took a glance to tell their target selection was poor—that the newest captains were not nearly as accustomed to the integrated comm system as he’d assumed.

I’ve come to rely too heavily on that system, haven’t I? It had been an incredible boon, once he’d fully implemented it, allowing a level of targeting efficiency, distributed astrogation, and fleet cohesion never before seen in space warfare.

But he’d assumed that once it was in place, it would always be that way. Now, his failure to properly integrate these new crews into his fleet was proving just how foolish his assumption had been.

The realization was like a wet slap across the face. He just hoped it hadn’t come much too late.

With Thatcher leading the handful of ships under his command into Saudade, Garnier’s fleet would be left to confront the much larger CoG force alone. Yes, Lucio Russo would be along soon enough—but his force still hadn’t even entered Callosity, and once they did they’d take another five hours to come within firing range of the Coalition forces. Provided those forces even remained where they were.

And provided there were any Legion ships left alive to save.


Chapter Twelve




Aboard the New Jersey

Saudade System, Lament Region
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Thatcher barely registered Guerrero’s announcement that they’d successfully transitioned into Saudade. His eyes were already glued to the holotank, and he realized he was holding his breath while he waited for the tactical display to update with Mjölnir’s position.

He made himself inhale.

“Sir, Mjölnir is moving away from the star.”

The super-ship’s icon popped onto the tactical display as Guerrero began her utterance, confirming her words. The revelation was just as odd as her tone suggested.

Ships almost always moved into a system after transitioning into one of its jump zones—toward its star, or at least along a series of heliocentric orbits that trended toward it. But the Mjölnir’s orbit was carrying it away from the system’s center. Toward...what?”

“Sullivan, get me some possible destinations for the Mjölnir.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher was already scrutinizing the system’s periphery. Part of the periphery, anyway. Like many systems, exactly where Saudade system ended was up for debate, since over the eons it had accumulated a sphere of icy chunks of varying sizes that went on for tens of thousands of AUs. But well before that sphere began, there was an asteroid belt, which roughly followed the sort of heliocentric orbit Thatcher was used to dealing with.

The Mjölnir appeared to have engaged a course that would take it somewhere into that belt.

He used his console to zoom in on the asteroid ring, scanning for likely rocks the dreadnought might be headed toward. Ruling out most of them took no more than a few seconds, by telling the computer to discount any asteroid below five hundred meters in size.

But that still left thirty-nine asteroids that could be Moll’s destination—one of them as large as three hundred and twenty-two kilometers in diameter.

Wherever he’s going, he probably isn’t yet following the most direct course to get there. Moll clearly wanted to reach his destination quickly, else he wouldn’t have pulled what he just had at the jump gate out of Callosity. But it seemed likely he would follow a somewhat inefficient course for now, to throw off his pursuers that much more.

Which means if I can guess his destination correctly, we can follow the most efficient route, and gain on him more than we otherwise would have.

The Jersey and the low-value damage dealers with her would gain on the super-ship either way, since they were much less massive and thus capable of greater acceleration. But every second seemed precious right now, and Thatcher had a strong feeling that every wasted moment would be used against them.

Even that felt like an understatement. In fact, Thatcher felt like he walked a tightrope across a chasm, its dark maw a bottomless void. One misstep would send him tumbling into that chasm, and he would lose everything.

Why did he feel that so strongly? Where did this information, and the accompanying vision of peril, come from? He didn’t know. It was even possible he was going crazy. Except, if he was, then Moll must have gone just as crazy, to behave as he was behaving.

He pushed those thoughts aside and returned to his study of the asteroids. Without knowing what purpose had brought Moll here, it was difficult to know what he should be looking for, in terms of asteroid size or shape. So instead, he began checking each asteroid’s surface for signs of artificial structures or obvious entrances to the interior.

“Lucy, I’ve identified thirty-nine asteroids as possible destinations for the Mjölnir,” he said, tapping at his holoscreen. “I’m transmitting them to your console now, for forwarding to your counterparts aboard the other Legion ships in-system. Let’s scan their surfaces for any signs of modification, or any shadowed canyons that might serve as concealed entrances.”

She acknowledged his orders, and silence took hold inside the CIC as they both scrutinized their holoscreens, using fingers to rotate asteroids as much as the spread of their ships and current sensor positions allowed.

It occurred to him to conduct a search of official databases for any registered structures in this section of Saudade’s asteroid belt, and he ordered it up, letting it run in the background. But somehow, he doubted it would turn anything up.

No, it seemed much more likely that Moll was heading somewhere only he knew about. At least, he alone among humans. Perhaps his destination was an installation the Xanthic had built into a Saudade asteroid.

The Mjölnir sailed on, making no alteration to its course as of yet, and the Legion ships charged after her, gaining slowly but steadily. At this rate of constant acceleration, it would take the super-ship somewhere between three hours and three hours and four minutes to reach her destination, depending on what that destination ended up being.

Thatcher’s search finished, turning up nothing. That didn’t surprise him—but it did make him think. Lament has been a well-trafficked region for decades. Though a hot region, resources here were abundant, which attracted plenty of PMCs vying for contracts with miners looking to secure their operations. That kept the ever-present pirate threat in check, out here.

The upshot for Thatcher was that even in a dead-end system like Saudade, it would be a challenge to keep any installation a secret. Any amount of traffic to and from it would give away the game, since there were mining outfits operating in-system around the clock. Including in the asteroid belt.

With that in mind, it also seemed unlikely that Thatcher would even be able to spot any entrance to an interior facility from his tiny fleet’s current vantage point. That entrance seemed much more likely to be on the opposite side of the asteroid, facing spaceward.

His pulse quickened. Since asteroids tumbled through space like poorly thrown footballs, his epiphany immediately ruled out most of the thirty-nine asteroids, leaving only those with axes of rotation that allowed any part of them to permanently face spaceward.

In fact, after another couple minutes of checking the asteroids’ rotations, he realized that it left only three of them as possible destinations for the Mjölnir: two of them over one hundred kilometers in diameter, and one of them with a diameter of only three kilometers.

He watched the third, smallest asteroid carefully, taking several full minutes to confirm that its rotation did indeed leave a part of it constantly facing spaceward.

That’s the one. Large enough to house a decent-sized installation, but small enough not to attract attention from miners until centuries in the future, when Saudade’s asteroid belt was far more depleted than it was now. It also followed an orbit toward the outer side of the asteroid belt, which only served to increase Thatcher’s certainty.

He hammered on his armrest comm panel twice. “All ships, set a course directly for the asteroid I’m designating now.” He tapped the asteroid on his holoscreen as he spoke, then input the command to send its coordinates throughout his small fleet of eighteen ships.

If he was right, he would shave precious seconds off Moll’s lead, reducing the time he would have to do whatever he planned to do there.

And if he was wrong, he might lose time. Something deep inside him whispered that that would be fatal, or something approximating fatal.

I’ll know soon enough. If he’d chosen correctly, then Moll would likely order the Mjölnir to change course soon, giving up the charade and following his own most-efficient course.




***




Aboard the Praetorian

Callosity System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




“Praetorian, you are ordered to the battlefront to soak up enemy laserfire and give it back to them tenfold. Logistics ships will be close behind to keep your shield topped up.”

Thompson sent his acknowledgment of the order to the Battalion’s Ops officer, whose captain was now CoG’s de facto fleet commander in Callosity. The man had inherited that command in an unorthodox way, certainly—Thompson doubted anyone had expected it to happen in the wake of an unannounced abandonment by Simon Moll, their previous fleet commander.

We probably should have expected it, after Rubato. But everyone still lived in fear of Moll, so they’d continued to follow his directives unquestioningly, like bleating sheep scurrying before their shepherd’s crook. Moll was obviously playing some bizarre game, whose rules were inscrutable to everyone but him. In the meantime, Thompson and his counterparts were left to pick up the pieces.

And pick them up they would. The Coalition of Giants remained a well-oiled machine, and like any self-respecting war machine, this fleet knew what to do in the event of losing its commander. A long line of succession automatically took over in such an event. The last time he’d checked, Thompson was seventeenth in that succession, and so the day he saw command of the fleet would be a dark one indeed.

The new fleet commander, Piers Gellatly, captained a modest frigate, chosen for its inconspicuousness. In the event they lost Moll’s flagship, that would probably mean they were in a battle for their lives. In such a situation, the thinking went that keeping the next fleet commander alive would be even more important, and that covertness would be preferable to simply choosing the captain of the next-largest warship.

And so Gellatly suddenly found himself in charge of winning the engagement. As the Praetorian surged toward the front of the formation, Thompson wondered if the new fleet commander’s faith in CoG was as shaken as his own.

Moll exiting stage left isn’t even the worst part of all this. Given how tightly the admiral controlled intra-alliance communication, Thompson had real doubt about whether CoG forces elsewhere would even hear about Moll’s erratic behavior. They probably hadn’t even heard about how he’d left the Anath to die.

If we survive today, we can pass the word on ourselves. Thompson certainly planned to, anyway. But would the other captains and crews? Or would they continue to allow themselves to be controlled by their fear of Moll’s wrath?

As for survival, that seemed dependent on their ability to dismantle the fleet they now faced before Lucio Russo could arrive with the force he’d been pursuing them with ever since Jow Region.

It seemed doable...but how many losses would they take in the process? Russo’s fleet was large, and contained all of the heavy damage dealers Legion currently had in the field.

No matter what way this went, it promised to be one of the bloodiest battles the star cluster had ever seen. If not the bloodiest.

But for now, the bloodshed seemed in CoG’s favor, as the Praetorian and the other heavy damage dealers coordinated to efficiently target down Legion cruisers, frigates, and corvettes.

For their part, the Legion ships continued to exhibit a standard of training that seemed pathetic next to the Coalition’s.

And now they paid a heavy price for that, as their ships blew apart one after another.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Saudade System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




It took just under two minutes for the Mjölnir to change her course, confirming her destination as the asteroid Thatcher had identified. Unless Moll was playing a game of chess on a higher dimension than Thatcher was—but somehow, he doubted that.

As Mittelman had pointed out, Simon Moll seemed to have lost some of his mojo, when it came to outmaneuvering his opponents. For a long time, the man had seemed to have an uncanny sense of how things would play out, along with an ability to use that to his maximal advantage. Some had called it an actual ability to predict the future.

Thatcher had never quite allowed himself to believe that, since it had seemed too much like the path to despair. But either way, Moll did seem to flail a lot more, these days. And when the Mjölnir headed straight for the asteroid Thatcher had identified, he felt fairly confident that it meant he’d chosen correctly.

Still, that correct choice had allowed his ships to catch up with the dreadnought even quicker than they otherwise would have. And when the super-ship launched eight shuttles directly at the asteroid, that negated the need for any further confirmation.

Thatcher raised his hand to activate the fleetwide comm channel, with the intention of ordering marines to deploy inside of every shuttle available to them across his modest fleet. But he hesitated.

Was Moll aboard one of those shuttles? And if he was, what orders had he left with whoever was now in command of the Mjölnir?

He lowered his hand to the armrest once more, deciding it was best to wait to deploy shuttles until the last possible minute. If Moll considered reaching that asteroid important enough to abandon his fleet, then there was a good chance he’d told those still aboard the Mjölnir to do what they could to prevent anyone else from reaching it and interfering with whatever he had planned.

As if in confirmation of the suspicion, the dreadnought looped around the target asteroid, using lateral thrusters to supplement a mostly artificial orbit. With that, it swung around and began sailing back toward the oncoming Legion ships, gaining speed as its main thrusters fought to reverse its prior momentum.


Chapter Thirteen




Aboard the New Jersey
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Lasers sprayed across the void from multiple hard points on the Mjölnir’s hull, targeting one of the two logistics ships accompanying Thatcher’s small fleet—the Owl.

It was a smart move. The Owl couldn’t supplement her own shields, and so by targeting her, the Mjölnir’s captain had effectively cut Thatcher’s ability to supplement shields in half, before even destroying the logistics ship.

“All vessels, target the Mjölnir’s shield with laserfire,” Thatcher said over the fleetwide as his ships entered firing range.

There was little else he could do, for the moment. Yes, he could have added Hellborns with laser warheads to the volley, but they would have accomplished little with the opposing super-ship’s shield as healthy as it currently was. Their comparatively smaller lasers wouldn’t have diminished it by much, and then the missiles themselves would have spent themselves on the dreadnought’s forcefield while inflicting negligible damage on it.

He briefly considered interposing another ship between the dreadnought’s onslaught and the Owl, but decided against it—the battle would soon be fought at close range, making such maneuvers untenable and even dangerous.

Instead, he established a direct connection with the captains of the three eWar ships that had accompanied him into Saudade.

“EWar, you are our force multiplier here, and our best hope of going toe to toe with that beast. I want you to directionally jam Mjölnir’s sensors—starting with you, Eaglet.”

The command applet showed all three captains had heard and understood his orders, and Eaglet responded instantly. For a few seconds, the torrent of laserfire hammering Owl’s shield tapered off, with several beams missing their target altogether.

Three bright flashes lit up the dreadnought’s aft section, and over a hundred new craft populated on Thatcher’s holoscreen.

Ortega made a noise of surprise from the Tactical console. “I thought that thing was a dreadnought, not a drone carrier!”

Guerrero sniffed. “Those are sensor drones, not combat. They’re much more compact, and it looks like Mjölnir had at least three modules packed full of them.”

As they watched, the cloud of drones spread out in all directions, blanketing the battlespace.

Ortega turned toward Thatcher. “Should I order the gunner crews to begin targeting them down, sir?”

Thatcher frowned at his console, contemplating the new development. Just like that, he’s nullified my greatest advantage. Sensor jamming would be all but useless, now—unless Thatcher wanted to take Ortega up on his suggestion to begin picking off sensor drones, which he most definitely did not.

From the looks of it, the enemy commander had likely just deployed every sensor drone aboard the Mjölnir. All the same, there was no guarantee of that. Even if Thatcher wanted to continue taking fire from the dreadnought while targeting down the current drones, there was some risk of a second wave being deployed at some point. Besides, how many ships would it cost him to neutralize even the first wave?

Too many. He doubted there were any more drones aboard the super-ship, but even if there weren’t...the risk was too high.

Either way, the idea that the Mjölnir had just spent its entire payload of sensor drones—drones it would only have the luxury of recovering if she managed to pull off a total victory—was consistent with her actions prior to now.

Thatcher cast his mind over what had happened since CoG ships had first been spotted in Callosity System. Moll’s ruse in targeting the Jersey, and subsequently abandoning his fleet, again doing incalculable damage to his status as leader of Coalition of Giants. His helter-skelter dash for the asteroid. And now, apparently spending every last sensor drone in the battle for that asteroid.

Whatever he expects to find there, he’s clearly willing to pay any price to attain it.

Thatcher’s eWar ships’ usefulness had been reduced to their extremely limited armaments. Meanwhile, the dreadnought continued to hammer Owl with laserfire—an assault Thatcher had hoped to temporarily divert to his eWar vessels, by forcing Mjölnir to prioritize them as targets, while disrupting her ability to target them at all. The logistics ship’s shield shook worryingly under the heavy beams.

Worse, the super-ship would momentarily enjoy a position at the center of Thatcher’s formation, since they would need to pass it in order to access the asteroid. That would allow it to deliver two broadsides at once.

“Lively, stay on the Owl, and both of you make sure to remain off Mjölnir’s port side.” That should at least prevent the enemy captain from targeting both logistics ships at once. “Owl, as soon as you can, try to interpose the asteroid between you and Mjölnir’s lasers.”

With any luck, that maneuver would prove a lot less demanding than trying to keep two warships in line with the enemy in the middle of an asteroid field...a battlespace Thatcher expected would soon begin filling up with debris.

Of course, his order assumed the Owl would make it to the far side of the asteroid. With her shield spasming like it was, that seemed less and less likely.

His formation came in line with the dreadnought, and as expected, her captain took full advantage. Weapon systems flared to life along her starboard side as well, targeting the closest damage dealer there—a frigate. The super-ship’s shield barely showed the strain of being surrounded by eighteen enemy warships. Her robust shield had barely begun to register the effects of dozens of lasers being dumped into it.

The Owl’s shield gave one last violent shudder, then dissipated, the Mjölnir’s lasers extending past to ravage her hull.

Thatcher hammered the comm panel twice. “Eaglet, execute an omnidirectional jam, now.”

The eWar ship complied immediately, and the laserfire dogging the Owl wavered for a second time. The dreadnought would recover quickly, using the sensor net it had launched to pinpoint the logistics ship’s position in space. But they were getting close to the asteroid, now, and Thatcher hoped it would buy the Owl enough time to get beyond its horizon.

“Marine shuttles, launch,” he said over the fleetwide. He’d already ordered all available combat shuttles to be filled with marines, and now those shuttles shot forward, ranging ahead of the warships

The dreadnought’s assault started up again, ignoring the shuttles and instead focusing once more on the Owl. This time bright streams of solid-core rounds joined the flickering beams. One of the logistics ship’s aft compartments blew out in a short-lived gout of flame, worryingly close to a main engine.

Then the first shuttles reached the asteroid, maneuvering around it and quickly vanishing from view. More beams lit up the Owl’s stern—just as she too reached the asteroid’s horizon, hugging the slate-gray rock and finally disappearing around it.

Thatcher breathed a sigh of relief...a sensation that was extremely short-lived.

“Sir, our shuttles are under attack from stationary turrets on the opposite side of the asteroid,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “We’ve already lost two!”

Thatcher consulted the tactical display, and saw that it did indeed show two fewer shuttles in operation.

Next, the turrets targeted the Owl, and finished what Mjölnir had started in just a few short, brutal seconds. The logistics ship blew apart under their fire.




***




At the Xanthic Rendezvous Point

Saudade System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




Simon Moll jogged along the rough-hewn passageways cut through the asteroid, the echo of his rapid footsteps all but drowned out by those of the squad of Sunder marines trailing him.

The marines had been trained to follow orders, not to speculate about them. And so they didn’t question why they were escorting Moll through a hidden facility inside an out-of-the-way asteroid, guarded by twin sentry guns stationed near its concealed entrance. They simply followed him, weapons at the ready, completely heedless to the fact their lives were about to be discarded and replaced with whatever forms those lives took the next time around.

Whatever forms I want them to take, he mused, a smile flitting across his lips.

His amusement was short-lived, smothered by a heart that hammered in his chest, and by hands that were clammy and slick with sweat.

He’d taken far too much risk, this cycle. In no other cycle had he been chased to Saudade—or even accompanied here, except by the minimum crew required to operate the modest luxury shuttle he’d used to get here every other time.

This time around, he’d arrived in a super-ship, chased by Tad Thatcher himself.

That can never be allowed to happen again. I should have listened to the aliens. They really do know best.

This cycle was sub-optimal. Clearly. Even worse, there was still no guarantee Moll would be able to reset it. Sometimes he’d come here to find Xanthic technicians already waiting for him, other times he’d had to wait for days before one arrived.

He doubted he had more than a half hour, and that was probably pushing it. He needed a Xanthic now. Were they watching him, as he often expected they could? Did they understand the need to extract him without delay?

Or had they perhaps abandoned him for another human ally, one more compliant?

No. Even the Xanthic’s patience had its limits, and no one was as well-placed as he was to enact their agenda. Choosing another would mean starting the optimization process from scratch, likely requiring dozens of cycles at minimum.

And even they’re taking risks, aren’t they? There was always the chance Thatcher and his ilk figured out the game, and found a way to stop it for good.

The Xanthic understood his value—he felt sure of that. The only question that remained was how quickly they would get here to extract him. He needed them to be very quick indeed.

As they ran, they traversed several intersections—passageways that ran perpendicular to the one they followed. He took a right, and the marines followed. He turned left, and they stayed right on his heels.

This facility was larger than it had any right to be, given the purpose he was familiar with. But he had his suspicions about other purposes it might hold. He’d been strictly forbidden, during the first cycle, ever to explore those other passageways, and it was a rule he’d stuck to. They’d warned him they would know if he did take it upon himself to explore, and that they would terminate their relationship immediately, leaving him to flounder ignorantly on the tide of time, like all these other poor fools.

He feared that most of all—not being in control. Being clueless while shadowy figures bent the universe to their will, with everyone else subject to their whims. No, he wanted to be in the driver seat. The idea of any other human moving him like a chess piece was intolerable.

At last, they reached the inner sanctum. The inner chamber where he departed this universe, to ride the Xanthic’s reversed time flow until he came to where he needed to be to once again begin shaping human affairs. He already had new ideas for how he would prepare, this time. For how he would prevent some things he knew were coming, and sufficiently equip himself for others.

For how he would finally end Tad Thatcher for good.

He punched the code into the interface designed for his human fingers, and as the hatch slid into the rock, he turned to the marines’ squad leader.

“Let no one enter,” he said.

“Yes, sir,” the marine barked back.

Moll had already ordered the marines’ company commander to have his people spread throughout the asteroid, with instructions to lie in ambush for anyone who attempted to follow him here.

That would buy him precious minutes. Maybe even hours.

But would it be enough?

His heart sank as he entered the chamber and made his way around the partition that blocked most of it from the view of the hatch.

There was no one here. Dim terminals lined the walls, inactive. The Dimensional Transition Pod sat empty—the module that would send him to their version of this asteroid, whose orbit was kept meticulously in sync with this one. There, they would treat his body for the long journey back through time, allowing it to weather the effects of reverse entropy.

He checked around the partition at the far side of the chamber, where the chamber’s only other entrance was located. The hatch there stood closed. He contemplated opening it, which he’d never done before...but he remembered the Xanthic’s warning about exploring this place more than he strictly needed to.

If they were here, they would be here. In this chamber, preparing to send me over to the other side.

He clawed at his belt for the device the Xanthic had given him, so many cycles ago.

Its display was blank. No words of solace. No encouragement to hang on—or that help was on the way.

Nothing. And the comm only worked one way. He could receive messages, but not send them.

There was nothing he could do but wait.

He squatted next to the one of the few blank walls, his back against the rock, and waited with his hands folded before him. Absently, his right thumb stroked the back of his left hand.




***




At the Xanthic Rendezvous Point

Saudade System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




Corporal Jordan Wilson was filled with righteous fury.

He kept his every movement tight, allowing himself to be guided by the song of combat. Take cover. Reload. Anticipate the enemy’s position. Pop back out. Fire. Repeat.

These vermin had taken out two full shuttles of marines, and while they hadn’t belonged to the New Jersey, Wilson felt their loss as though they had.

Every Legion marine was his brother, now. They all fought to avenge those they’d lost in this war, and to protect those they had left. Wilson’s legendary uncle, Fred Wilson, was far from the only person Simon Moll and his ilk had taken from him. He’d lost too many. Marines who would have laid down their lives to protect him, just as he would have laid his down for them. A couple of them really had sacrificed themselves to save him.

He fought for them, today. And he intended to exact a heavy price. If he slew ten Sunder marines for every Legion one they’d lost, the scales of justice still wouldn’t be balanced, as far as Wilson was concerned.

“Patel, keep a close watch on our six,” his squad sergeant, Dill Vickers, said over the team channel. “I’m sure these goons know this rock a lot better than us, and we probably haven’t noticed all the ways they can work around us to stab us in the back.”

“Yes, sir,” Patel said, all business. Wilson knew who he fought for, today—Private Tuffin, who’d been taken out of commission permanently by Sunder marines during the fight for the Tiamat back in Candor Region. Tuffin had survived that day, miraculously, but his injuries had meant an early retirement from marine life. Last Wilson had heard, he was running admin for an agricultural outfit in Comfort’s End, which if he was being honest was the last place he would have expected Tuffin to land.

Wilson appreciated Vickers’ caution in accounting for a possible flank, but he didn’t share his assessment. He got the sense that the Sunder marines were just as fresh to this place as they were. They didn’t fight as a force with total command of the terrain, but one that was grasping for the quickest and dirtiest way to defend it.

Still, the Sunder marines were every bit as highly trained as the former Frontier ones, and their weaponry and armor were every bit as sophisticated.

This would not be an easy fight.


Chapter Fourteen
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Thatcher felt like someone was slowly grinding a railroad spike into his skull through his temple. At least a hundred things demanded his attention, and good news was nowhere to be found.

They’d managed to neutralize the twin weapons emplacements flanking the shadowed canyon that hid the facility entrance—shortly after those emplacements had managed to take out two shuttles full of marines, along with the Owl.

After that, their reprieve had been short-lived. By then the cloud of sensor drones released by the Mjölnir had extended well past the asteroid, meaning her captain had eyes on every move they made. The asteroid offered a measure of protection from the super-ship...but he’d known that protection would soon end, and while they enjoyed it, they couldn’t see the dreadnought’s position, lacking their own cloud of sensor drones.

“EWar ships,” he’d said over the fleetwide, “I need you to travel to the edge of the asteroid in order to ascertain Mjölnir’s present location. I’m transmitting the three points where I’d like you to crest the horizon, roughly equidistant from each other.”

It hadn’t felt good to send eWar to scout in his stead, but they’d been rendered all but useless by the sensor drones, and he’d needed the intel. They hadn’t hesitated in executing his orders...

...and the Lively had been rewarded by the sight of the Mjölnir bearing down on it. The super-ship had immediately struck with its primary lasers, melting through the eWar vessel’s shield like butter.

The Lively had attempted to flee, but the dreadnought stayed on her heels, finishing what was left of her shield and following up with a helping of Hellborns. The missiles dogged the eWar ship, and while she managed to neutralize some of them with the help of the closest Legion ships, too many got through. Within seconds, the Lively was converted from a functioning warship to a mass of flame and debris.

Thatcher had gritted his teeth and ordered his dwindling fleet to spread out perpendicular to the asteroid, in an attempt to avoid the worst of what he knew would come next: a scattershot blast from Mjölnir’s main gun.

A scattershot blast was exactly what followed, aimed squarely at the Bainbridge—Thatcher’s only remaining logistics ship. The dreadnought unleashed the cone of solid-core rounds at devastatingly short range, which meant they were more tightly packed than usual when they struck Brainbridge’s shield, ripping it away like a magician’s handkerchief. Some of the blast impacted the logistics ship’s hull, and the lasers that flickered from projectors near Mjölnir’s bow served to finish her off. A second cloud of debris was created, to match the Lively’s.

A frigate and a corvette had been close enough to the Bainbridge to sustain significant damage to their own shields from the scattershot blast, and now Mjölnir turned to these, interposing herself between them as she hit them with a broadside each.

Guerrero turned toward him, her face pale. “Sir, I’ve just heard from the battle in Callosity.”

Something about the way she put that made Thatcher’s throat constrict even more tightly. “Yes?”

“It’s the Mistral, sir. She’s fallen.”

The Mistral. Captain Amandine Garnier’s command. One of Legion’s most talented commanders, an icon of inspiration for the alliance’s spacers. And the captain he’d left in de facto charge of the engagement in Callosity after he’d chased Moll into Saudade.

“Acknowledged, Lucy,” he said, his voice hitching even as he returned his attention to the tactical display. Keeping his forces in Saudade alive would require every ounce of his concentration. As much as he detested acknowledging it, for now, the Legion ships in Callosity would have to fend for themselves.
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Moll ran his hands over his face, determined to keep the razor-sharp teeth of panic at bay. It gnawed at the edges of his consciousness as he paced the circular chamber, threatening to take over.

Stop thinking about the end of the cycles. The end of my power. That isn’t going to happen. It can’t.

He’d been chosen by the aliens—those masters of time and space. The universe’s workmen. They manipulated the flows of reality, and they couldn’t lose. Therefore, since they’d chosen him as their principle ally, he couldn’t lose.

It was that simple.

Wasn’t it?

The muted staccato of distant weapons fire reached his ears for the first time, and he inhaled sharply.

They’re getting closer. Oh, hell, they’re getting closer.

Inhale. Exhale. Remain calm. Focus on the remembered feeling of certainty, the feeling of calm supremacy, that overlaid him like a cloak as he went through the motions of iterating each cycle. As each time he leveraged his knowledge of how reality would play out to vanquish his foes, to trick them and destroy them, again and again.

I took it too far, this time. I chose to rely on my own faculties, instead of the Xanthic’s gifts. How steep a price will I pay for that?

No price at all, he told himself. No price at all. The Xanthic wouldn’t let him die.

How did I get here? What caused me to overextend as I have?

The answer dropped into his mind without delay:

Thatcher. Tad Thatcher.

Despite thousands of iterations, he still had never managed to defeat that little irritant. He ached, he realized now, to kill the man. Even just once—to taste it. Preferably with a boot to his windpipe...but ending him at the distance of Hellborn range would suit him, too. Knowing that the universe was scrubbed clean of his insolence...that would be enough.

It will come, he told himself. It had to. No victory would be possible without Thatcher’s defeat, since every time he remained at large he sprang back up, again and again, a tenacious weed intent on choking the life from Moll’s glory.

I will have my victory over you yet, he promised Thatcher then and there. You have no say in the matter.

Something caught his eye in the center of the chamber, and he squinted. Was that...yes!

The middle of the room now featured two large patches of hazy air, like the shimmer above asphalt on a hot day.

Slowly, ever so slowly, those hazy patches took shape—as two aliens, carapaces gleaming dully in the dim light, tentacles wriggling in seeming anticipation.

They finished materializing, and turned toward him as one. As ever, they spoke no words to him. During all these accumulated eons, their only communications with him had been through a translator, in text.

One raised its arm, and light glinted menacingly off of the attached blade. For an instant, Moll thought it meant to strike him down in punishment for taking this long to come here to their rendezvous. Fear seized his heart, causing it to hammer madly against his ribs.

But the terror began to subside as he realized the Xanthic was merely pointing toward the Transition Pod.

Trembling all over and doing his best to conceal it, he rose to his feet and stepped toward the pod.

Once he was inside, the Xanthic turned away from him, as if ignoring him completely. But he was used to this part.

The aliens stepped toward terminals opposite each other, raising their tentacles to manipulate controls built for those awful, writhing appendages.

And they began their work.

Gunfire sounded again, closer now, a dull thunder to make Moll’s heart skip a beat, the cold hand of dread seizing him around the base of his throat.

“Hurry,” he told the aliens. “Please, hurry.”

But if they understood, they didn’t acknowledge it—or even that he’d spoken at all.
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The Mjölnir’s shield had finally begun to show signs of the concentrated laserfire from Thatcher’s remaining ships. The forcefield shimmered gently as it absorbed the combined energy of multiple beams.

But with both logistics ships down, the super-ship was free to pick off the remaining Legion ships, almost at its leisure.

Thatcher’s smaller damage dealers were more maneuverable—that was one advantage he had over the lumbering behemoth. And so, as the Mjölnir’s targets suffered enough of a reduction in their shield integrity, he ordered them to flee, taking shelter behind the asteroid, to buy time for those shields to recharge.

The problem was that the dreadnought boasted enough firepower to do significant damage to multiple ships at once, at a rate faster than the Legion shields could recharge. Thatcher could only buy his people so much time with the tactic of dancing his compromised ships back behind the asteroid. Before long, all his ships would have nigh-depleted shields, and it would be time for more of them to fall.

Now it was the Jersey’s turn to receive Mjölnir’s unwanted attention, the dreadnought’s powerful beams reaching out to meet her shield. Among those beams were the super-ship’s primary laser—her secondary projectors were currently mostly reserved for a frigate named Lionheart.

“Shields down to seventy-three percent,” Guerrero reported. “Lionheart is down to thirty-one.”

“Order her captain to take cover behind the asteroid, following a trajectory away from the Jersey while we keep Mjölnir busy.”

The cruiser’s shield went from shimmering to shaking as the frigate obeyed Thatcher’s order, taking shelter behind the rock as the others had done before her.

Thatcher’s was the last healthy shield, but wouldn’t be for long. The coming minutes would bring further losses, he knew, and there was a good chance the Jersey would be among them.

Hurry, he silently willed toward Lieutenant Charles Stuckley, who was in charge of the marine force he’d sent to stop whatever Moll was planning to do inside that asteroid. Please, hurry.
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Stuckley was having flashbacks of the boarding action he’d led against the Tiamat, mere months ago. The Sunder marines had fought like devils then too, to cover for a leader who’d managed to slip through the cracks while most of his people died.

The fighters Stuckley’s marines faced today seemed to have learned no lessons from their fallen Sunder brothers and sisters. They laid down their lives with equal fervor.

But today is worse. At least on the Tiamat, we had the map of the Talos to give us a good idea of the ship’s layout.

Here, they were sailing blind.

The passageways that cut through the asteroid followed no discernible pattern. They sloped up or down at random, cut across each other at weird angles, and featured projections used by both sides as cover.

Rounds zipped past Stuckley’s position, less than a meter from his left ear, to ricochet off a rock outcropping behind which Corporal Jordan Wilson was taking cover. Rock chips flew, several of them pinging sharply off of Stuckley’s power armor. Wilson popped out to return fire, but quickly withdrew again when two Sunder marines opened up on him.

Stuckley looked to make sure Wilson was okay, and found Wilson peering back at him through his faceplate. The young marine quickly returned his focus to the battle, speaking over Fourth Squad’s closed channel as he did.

“Sir, why do they fight like animals for a man who treats them like garbage?”

Assault weapons roared, and a few rounds hit Wilson’s right foot, causing him to jerk it back instinctively. A quick glance at his vitals told Stuckley he wasn’t injured, but the marine still took the precaution of backing up farther along the curve of the passage.

“Great question,” Stuckley said. “I was just asking myself the same thing.” He leaned out slightly, turning his Crossbow 790 sideways to lay down some suppressive fire, in a bid to distract the enemy from Wilson.

“Any theories?”

“I think they’re backed into a corner. Geopolitically, and literally. Their survival depends on their belief in their own supremacy. And since Moll gave them that belief, they must protect him to the death. Even when he acts like a crazy person, they have to assume it’s all part of the grand plan to conquer the Cluster.”

“That actually makes—frag!”

Wilson called the incoming grenade while it was still in the air, with Stuckley’s HUD identifying and tracking it a moment later. “Rush them, Wilson. Everyone else, get back!”

He and Wilson sprinted from their cover, firing on the enemy position while the rest of Fourth Squad withdrew from the grenade’s blast radius. The explosion came a second later, nearly sending Stuckley sprawling, the heat penetrating his suit till it felt like his skin would blister. Beside him, Wilson rocked forward, but managed to stabilize as well. Together, they ran toward the pair of Sunder marines that had kept them pinned for the last few minutes. They seemed utterly unprepared for such a move.

Wilson took his target down with a burst of rounds to the neck, where a seam created a weak point. The Sunder marine dropped his assault rifle and fell to his knees, clawing uselessly at his throat.

Stuckley reached his target before the man realized what was happening. By the time he popped out of cover to check, Stuckley was already on him. He grabbed the enemy marine’s rifle, twisting it upward while he placed the muzzle of his own weapon against the man’s chest and fired. At this range, the rounds penetrated the armor, finding the man’s heart.

“You’re crazy, sir,” Wilson said from across the passage, as he kicked his foe’s weapon away from him

“As crazy as Moll?”

“Different kind of crazy. Moll would have run away from the danger.”

Stuckley nodded. It had been crazy. But he’d heard the urgency in Thatcher’s voice as he’d delivered the order to storm the asteroid, and he felt that same urgency himself. Something about today felt especially dire. Moll’s flight into Saudade, taking only the Mjölnir, plus the sheer alien-ness of this place....

They’d passed several dead-end chambers that Stuckley had ignored, except to confirm there were no Sunder fighters hiding inside them waiting to outflank his marines. But he couldn’t help noticing the alien technology that packed those rooms.

The Xanthic made this place. Stuckley kept thinking about the persistent rumors of Moll’s collusion with the aliens. What had he come here to do, exactly?

Whatever it was, he doubted it spelled good things for Legion. Or for humanity, for that matter.

“Battalion One Actual, do you copy?”

Stuckley’s HUD told him it was Brooks, leader of First Squad.

“Go ahead, Sergeant.”

“We have a squad of Sunder marines holed up in a corridor here, and they seem particularly dedicated to holding it. Their numbers and demeanor make me think they’re guarding something important.”

“Something like Simon Moll, for example.”

“The thought did cross my mind.”

“Send me your coordinates.”

“Already done.”

The data appeared on the HUD less than a second later, with a muted ding. Stuckley compared them with his own. “We’re close. Fourth Squad will be along to back you up in just a few minutes, barring any unplanned encounters along the way.”

“Roger that. See you soon.”

As it happened, the short walk to First Squad’s location was uneventful, other than Stuckley’s complaining back, which he felt sure had been cooked by the grenade’s explosion, even through his armor. 

That was crazy, wasn’t it? If the timing hadn’t been perfect, he and Wilson could easily be dead or injured right now, and no use to anyone, least of all First Squad.

But this truly did feel like do-or-die time. Either they stopped Moll, or...

...or what? He didn’t exactly know what, beyond the low-level knot of dread that had taken up residence in his stomach and refused to leave. Everything about today felt wrong, somehow. And he wasn’t interested in letting it get any wronger.
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Under covering fire from his squadmates, Wilson lobbed a grenade into the corridor where the Sunder marines were entrenched.

“Frag!” he heard one of them cry out, and then he gave the thumbs-up to Private Peters. The warning cry from a Sunder marine—loud enough that it could be heard even through the man’s suit—was as good a cue as Peters was likely to get.

RPG-31 nestled on the shoulder of his power armor, Peters swung into the passageway’s mouth in one smooth motion, coming to a kneeling position.

He fired the moment his knee touched the ground, the bang of the launcher sending a round whistling down the rocky passage. But Peters was already up again and pivoting back into cover.

Just in time. The round detonated, sending light and heat back down the passageway, and seconds later Wilson rounded the corner himself, using his helmet’s thermal vision to select his now thoroughly disoriented targets.

The advantages of not caring what condition you leave the battlefield in. Also, the advantages of being on the offensive. Yes, defenders often boasted a superior knowledge of the terrain—though in this case, that didn’t seem to apply. Either way, attackers usually retained the element of surprise, and could attack in any way they saw fit, especially when they didn’t care about leaving the place a charred mess.

A round from a high-powered sniper rifle whined past him to his right, taking a Sunder marine in the chest, sending him stumbling back but not quite penetrating his armor. Wilson pitched in by spraying the man with his assault rifle, and a couple of his rounds found their way through the armor’s seams. That was enough to fell him, and Wilson switched to his next target, choosing the enemy marine who seemed least affected by the RPG blast.

Within seconds, it was over. The squad of Sunder marines lay dead and dying, or at least incapacitated, their insistence on fighting to the last carried out to its logical conclusion.

“Don’t hesitate,” Lieutenant Stuckley said over the squad-wide. “Stack up and storm that next room.” His voice sounded almost anxious, to Wilson’s ears.

He was closest, so he refreshed his magazine, checked his weapon for jamming, then positioned himself near the hatch, waiting for two other marines to line up behind him—Myoh and Tuffin. With that, he tried the hatch...and found it unlocked. He kicked it open, the servomotors in the armor’s joints boosting the motion and sending the hatch flying.

A barrier stood on the other side, with the option to go around it either to the left or right. He quickly checked both ways for threats, then stepped around, his weapon raised and his back to the wall.

Panic gripped him by the throat as his eyes fell on a Xanthic standing at a terminal, tentacles connecting it to the strange controls. It turned to face him, its stance denoting wariness. Then it stepped toward him, arm blades raised.

Wilson pushed past his fear—accompanied by flashbacks of taking one of the alien’s spike-like rounds to the arm back on Oasis, an incident he’d survived only because Major Will Avery had immediately hacked the limb off with his combat knife.

He fired a controlled burst into one of the weak spots he knew to exist between the plates of the alien’s thick carapace. That was when he noticed the alien to his right, also approaching him with the obvious intent to strike him with the naturally evolved sword-like protrusions that sprouted from its forearms.

Wilson swung his weapon toward that one, squeezing the trigger and hitting it with a slightly less well-aimed spray of rounds. Luckily, Myoh was already at his side, with a much better shot that sent the alien recoiling into the equipment it had been operating seconds ago. Tuffin had sprinted to the other side of the barrier, and now he used that position to fire on the first alien, drawing its attention away from Wilson and Myoh.

“He’s here!” Private Patel shouted as he also rounded the barrier. One of his hands left his weapon to point at a transparent cylinder located on the far side of the circular chamber. “Moll’s here!”

It was true. Simon Moll, the leader of Coalition of Giants, was standing inside some sort of pod, shirtless, and currently ripping what looked like electrodes from his torso.

Wilson raised his weapon to fire through what he assumed to be glass. One good shot, and this is all over.

But at that moment a third Xanthic appeared at the opposite end of the room, which featured a barrier identical to the one Wilson had worked his way around. This one held one of their massive, lopsided weapons, which was pointed straight at him.

Wilson dove sideways as it fired, the spike impaling a computer behind him instead, sending sparks flying and transforming the terminal’s surface into a mountain range in miniature—if mountains could take the shapes of cubes and triangular prisms.

He landed on his back, fear flooding him now as he used the suit’s feet to push himself backwards, fighting desperately to put the barrier between him and the Xanthic.

Shame flooded him an instant later. Was he really going to abandon two privates and a corporal to the aliens, just to save his own hide? Was he really so unwilling to take another spike, just to save his own skin at the expense of his brothers’? What kind of marine was he?

He forced himself to his feet, locking eyes with his squad sergeant, Dill Vickers, who’d just entered the chamber.

“Back up Tuffin,” he said, pointing. Normally he wouldn’t attempt to give the squad leader orders, but Vickers knew Wilson had the better impression of the situation inside the chamber, and he didn’t hesitate to comply.

Wilson went the other direction, sighting down his assault rifle’s barrel to put another burst of rounds into the second Xanthic who’d been working the terminals. That was enough to take it down, an instant before it came close enough to try attacking Myoh with its arm blades.

He switched his focus to the opposite end of the room, where another Xanthic had appeared to back up the first, massive weapon raised.

The first armed Xanthic had its muzzle pointed squarely at Myoh’s chest. For less than a second, Wilson wavered between shooting the alien before it could shoot Myoh or pushing the corporal out of the way.

He failed to do either. The alien fired, the spike sprouting from Myoh’s chest. The corporal stumbled backward, gasping wetly as the alien shifted its weapon toward Wilson.

Dimly aware he was screaming, Wilson fired first. From the other side of the barrier, Tuffin and Vickers added their own fire. The converging rounds were enough to stagger the alien, and when the other one fired its weapon, it missed Tuffin by a couple of inches.

Wilson said a short prayer of thanks as he refocused on the still-standing Xanthic, squeezing the trigger as slowly as he dared, and putting multiple rounds between the carapace plates protecting its throat and jaw.

Combined with additional fire from Vickers, it did the job. The alien fell backward, and together Wilson, Vickers, and Tuffin took out the remaining Xanthic as it attempted to regain its stance.

The first alien Wilson had seen, the one that had been at the terminal, was already on the floor. He hadn’t seen that happen, but he was prepared to take it at face value.

He glanced at the pod. “Moll’s gone.” Wilson dropped to one knee to check on Myoh, already knowing what he would find.

The marine’s suit bulged out in several places, pregnant with the hardened, shiny tumors that had consumed his body. Myoh was long gone.

Teeth gritted, Wilson rose to his feet. “Let’s get him.”

Tuffin was closest, and he stepped toward the hatch on the far side of the room, the one Moll must have fled through. It stood ajar maybe a foot, and the young private wrapped the fingers of one hand around the edge, slowly pulling it open while he nosed around it with the Crossbow 790 held in his other hand.

Apparently satisfied the other side was clear, he pivoted around the hatch. A spike took him cleanly through the seam between his helmet and gorget. He staggered backward, his desperate gurgling audible over the team channel.

A helpless cry escaped Wilson’s lips, his grip tightening on his assault rifle. It was then, as they listened to Tuffin’s death rattle, that he knew beyond a single doubt that Moll was going to escape them.

Again.
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As the Jersey’s shield sank to the single digits, Lionheart reappeared from over the asteroid’s horizon—in direct violation of Thatcher’s orders.

Besides the New Jersey, the frigate had the lowest shield readout of all those listed on Thatcher’s command applet. Nevertheless, it now scrambled to interpose itself between the super-ship and the light armored cruiser which, somehow, had become the de facto flagship for all of Legion’s fleets.

Mittelman had suggested many times that Thatcher find himself a little larger, a little more powerful ship to command battles from. But Thatcher had opted to stay in the Jersey, and he knew his crew was glad for the decision. The stalwart cruiser had seen them through countless life or death battles, and it felt wrong to abandon her at this late stage.

Besides, Thatcher had reasoned, if he took command of a more powerful ship—the Valiant, say—then that would only give the enemy extra incentive to remove that ship from the board. Whereas by remaining in the cruiser, he could draw fire away from Legion’s highest-value units.

Sometimes, he wondered if he’d made the right decision, of course. Like now, when a ship like Lionheart defied his orders, with the obvious intention to sacrifice herself to save the Jersey.

You can’t get disciplined for insubordination if you’re dead, I suppose. It was a dark thought, but no less true for that.

Under the current circumstances, it was difficult to have any thoughts that weren’t dark. Fifteen minutes ago, the second and last Legion ship in Callosity with an instant comm unit had fallen, making the most recent sensor data he had from that system fifteen minutes old.

The data had showed a fleet on the brink of catastrophic defeat. And yet, he hadn’t ordered them to disengage. He couldn’t. Not while Mjölnir remained at large in Saudade, and might try to rejoin the CoG ships in Callosity at any time. In that event, there needed to be a Legion force at the jump zone to intercept her. And Thatcher’s force in Saudade needed the zone kept open too, in case they needed to beat a hasty retreat.

But with every marine engaged on the asteroid, such a retreat seemed unlikely, as much as the ships battling the Coalition super-ship were hurting for it.

Everything depends on this, a voice told him, and not for the first time. Everything.

The voice came in various forms, which was...different. Sometimes it spoke to him as his grandfather, and other times his wife, Lin. Sometimes Veronica Rose spoke into his mind. Or Frederick Wilson. Even Admiral Ward, the one who’d first informed Thatcher he was a figure of prophecy, took a turn.

Guerrero was murmuring into her comm, and when she finished, she straightened to turn toward him. “Sir, I just spoke with Lieutenant Stuckley—they’ve lost track of Moll.”

Thatcher squeezed his eyes shut. “That implies they had track of him, at some point.”

“Yes. They found him in a room filled with Xanthic tech, accompanied by two of the aliens. Whatever they were trying, our marines cut it short.”

A sigh of relief escaped Thatcher’s lips in spite of himself, and he offered a prayer of thanks before returning his attention to the tactical display. “Acknowledged, Lucy,” he said as he did.

Once their sensors registered the Lionheart’s heroic charge, the other Legion ships emerged from behind the asteroid as well, all of them with lasers focused on the dreadnought’s shield, heedless of the danger. The leviathan’s forcefield was showing more wear than before, with palpable shaking, now. But their progress in destabilizing it had slowed considerably.

Thatcher didn’t try to order them back. He needed to accept that he’d done everything he could to avoid losing any more ships to Mjölnir’s terrifying arsenal. That time had passed, and the hour of their last stand had arrived.

Or the minute of our last stand. Another dark thought, which also carried the ring of truth. It would take a miracle for them to last another hour under the super-ship’s onslaught.

The only question that remained was whether he should try to prevent the Lionheart from sacrificing herself to save him and his crew. On the surface, the most noble, most heroic act would be to order her away once more—and, if need be, to thwart her effort to interpose herself between the super-ship and the cruiser.

That might save the frigate’s crew...or it might not. He could sacrifice the Jersey, only for Lionheart to fall moments later. What it would definitely accomplish was removing himself from the board...along with the crew he knew and loved. Guerrero. Candle. Ortega. Young Jimmy Devine, in Engineering.

Aboard the Lionheart, he knew only the captain and a few of the officers. Am I going to let that be a factor in my decision? For that matter, am I going to let myself believe the things Mittelman, Russo, and others have told me about how important I am to this war? How vital?

Am I just like Simon Moll, in the end? Ready to sacrifice others to save myself? And for what? Because I’m just that important?

He sat there and grappled with the question that tore at his heart and made him sweat, made him want to squirm in his chair, to tap anxiously at his armrest.

But he didn’t squirm, or tap, and he didn’t try to stop the Lionheart. He continued to wrestle with the questions he’d posed to himself right up until the moment the frigate threw herself in harm’s way, and the super-ship continued melting her shield away with her primary laser.

Mjölnir let loose a scattershot blast, then, at more or less point-blank range. It ripped away Lionheart’s shield, with enough rounds left in the barrage to batter her hull once it was gone.

The New Jersey took some damage too, but the Lionheart’s captain had put his frigate directly between her and the dreadnought’s main gun. As a result, Jersey’s shield remained ‘intact’—though the word only barely applied. Thatcher’s readout put his shield at just three percent.

The super-ship’s forward gunners paid only a few seconds’ more attention to the heroic frigate. That was enough to rip her apart in a burst of flame and shrapnel.

And of crew.

How many of them had donned pressure suits in anticipation of what they were about to do? How many had escaped? How many could possibly survive that?

If he was being honest with himself, his estimate was approximately zero.

Allaband, Thatcher forced himself to remember. Captain Allaband was her commander. And Lieutenant Commander Melgren his XO. His Tactical officer was....

He shook himself, pulled himself out of the pointless exercise his mind was using to distract him from the horrific thing he’d allowed to transpire. The horrific thing he’d done.

Allaband knew what he was doing, he tried to tell himself. He knew the magnitude of his sacrifice, and why he was making it. He made that decision. I ordered him to stay behind that asteroid.

Drawing a ragged breath, he forced himself to refocus on the engagement. The others need you, now. The living.

But how many of them were about to die for him? How many more would he add to the total of those he’d led to their deaths throughout his career, whether by his direct orders or not?

“Sir,” Guerrero said, her voice remarkably level in the wake of what had just happened. “Mjölnir is moving away from us—toward the asteroid. I’m detecting several shuttles leaving the docking bay, there.”

The super-ship was indeed using its maneuvering thrusters to push away from the Jersey and the ships rushing to protect her, her bow swinging to port as she did. That didn’t mean she relented in her assault, however. Lasers flickered from the starboard projectors closest to her fore, connecting with what remained of the New Jersey’s shield. The other Legion ships weren’t yet close enough to interpose their own shields, even if they’d wanted to. The attack was enough to cause the energy field to collapse entirely, leaving his cruiser naked and exposed.

As the super-ship moved to collect her shuttles, she followed up with a spray of solid-core rounds, with a volley of forty Hellborns to go with them.

“Evasive maneuvers,” Thatcher barked, and Kitt complied immediately, his palms sliding across his console as he guided the New Jersey up and away from Saudade’s ecliptic plane.

That would mitigate the damage from the dumb rounds hurtling through space toward them, but not from the missiles, which tracked Jersey’s movements and changed course accordingly.

The Legion ships closed ranks around her, helping to shoot down missiles before they could reach her vulnerable hull.

Three missiles went down. Four more. Thirty-three remained—and it would only take three or four to destroy the Jersey.

“Full reverse thrust,” Thatcher said through gritted teeth, and Kitt again responded promptly. The cruiser lurched backward, every CIC officer jerking forward against restraints until inertial compensators kicked in.

At this close range, he needed to take the Hellborn barrage very seriously. But thrusting away from Mjölnir meant giving Moll space to escape.

Seven more missiles exploded, cut down by Legion gunner crews, leaving twenty-four. In the meantime, the CoG shuttles rejoined their mothership, completely unchallenged as Thatcher’s ships struggled desperately to deal with the Hellborn volley Mjölnir had so casually thrown at them.

Four more Coalition missiles went down short of their target as Thatcher registered that no more shuttles were leaving the asteroid to rejoin the super-ship. Only four had done so...meaning half of Moll’s marine force was still inside the alien facility, fighting Thatcher’s.

And as the fourth shuttle docked with the dreadnought, she pulled away, keeping the asteroid between her and the beleaguered Legion ships.

“Sir, Mjölnir is breaking away completely.”

Thatcher nodded. “Acknowledged, Lucy. She’s headed for the jump gate, back into Callosity.” Once again, Moll was abandoning his people to their fates while he fled to save himself.

But Thatcher had other matters to occupy him. Six more CoG missiles fell, with the remaining thirteen drawing startlingly near. Under other circumstances, an omnidirectional jamming burst from one of his eWar vessels would have saved the Jersey handily...but not with the enemy sensor net still in play. The Hellborns benefited from it just as much as Mjölnir had.

Four more missiles fell. Then three. Then three more.

A final missile exploded, leaving the remaining pair of them to collide with the Jersey’s bow.

A giant’s fist seized the CIC and shook it violently. Darkness took them all.
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As soon as the inertial compensators finished smoothing out the transition between systems, Russo leaned forward in the command chair, in anticipation of his console populating with the tactical situation in Callosity System.

He’d lost all contact with the fleet of secondary damage dealers hours ago, and then with the New Jersey soon afterward. Neither event filled him with much confidence concerning the outcome of the engagements that had been unfolding in both systems.

The iron fingers of anxiety closed around his throat, squeezing just enough for him to know they were there. Today was already a dark one for Legion. He’d woken up this morning to the news that smaller corps, apparently seeking to curry favor with CoG, had begun sallying out from their cold-system homes to raid Modal Pique and Kyrie Regions via Aorta.

That was the very thing Volkov had feared, and the reason he’d argued so adamantly for taking and securing Aorta Region. Legion was now suffering from the same weakness it had sought to exploit against the Coalition of Giants: it was now spread across far too much territory, making its hold weaker everywhere. A perfect time for opportunists like these corps out of UNC space to strike.

As for Volkov himself, mere hours ago he’d informed Russo that he wouldn’t be accompanying the Valiant to back up Thatcher’s forces in Callosity and Saudade.

“Given Captain Thatcher’s decision not to honor our request that he check on our home system, Gabbro,” Volkov had said in his recording—he’d refused even to do Russo the courtesy of a real-time call, “on top of the constant disrespect and deemphasis Red Sky has been subject to, despite our founding this alliance, we are now leaving Legion, effective immediately. I expect to find that Legion has vacated Devil’s Arm entirely upon our return home, since we now reclaim Kyrie, Helve, and Quisle as our rightful territory exclusively.”

That had been all. Seconds after he’d finished reading the message, Russo’s Ops officer had informed him that every last Red Sky ship had broken formation and turned around, sailing back the way they’d come, presumably to begin the long journey back to Legion territory. Or rather, what had been considered Legion territory by everyone until a few seconds ago.

Putting aside the incalculable damage it would do to both Legion and Red Sky from a strategic perspective, an alliance-level divorce like the one Volkov had just announced wouldn’t be so simple as Legion vacating Devil’s Arm. They’d need to divide up all the alliance’s assets first, many of which were jointly owned by multiple constituent corps. Space-based assets could be towed, but Legion would need to be paid off for its portion of any planetside facilities.

Squabbling seemed likely, and so did litigation. In fact, Legion and Red Sky suing the pants off each other was probably the best outcome they could hope for. Because military action wasn’t out of the question, either.

“Transition complete,” Russo’s Ops officer reported. “Tactical display should populate in just a few—there we go.”

The man spoke with the calm voice of a stewardess, in stark contrast to what Russo’s console showed him now: the Coalition fleet mopping up after a total victory against the Legion assault fleet.

Aside from those ships that had accompanied Thatcher into Saudade, every last secondary damage dealer he’d led across the jump bridge into CoG territory was either disabled or destroyed, and so were their support ships. The majority of the CoG fleet remained intact, and were currently taking in prisoners from among the survivors while salvaging what they could from the many wrecks they’d created.

Russo’s anxiety turned to rage, and as his fingers curled tightly around his armrests, something else caught his eye, across the system.

It was the Mjölnir, sailing at the head of a battle group, under full acceleration toward the jump gate leading east out of Callosity System.

He’s fleeing. Again.

That the super-ship had left Saudade apparently unmolested suggested dark things about what might have happened there, too.

A dark day indeed.

Russo couldn’t do anything about Volkov’s defection, or about the corps attacking Legion territory while the bulk of its fleet was away from home. He couldn’t do anything about what had happened here in Callosity, or about whatever had become of Thatcher in Saudade.

But here was something he could do.

He tapped the inlaid armrest comm panel twice. “All ships, spread out to flank the fleet near the Callosity-Saudade jump gate. We’re going to watch to see whether they attempt to escape, and adjust our course accordingly to prevent that.”

You will pay for our fallen brothers and sisters, and for the attack dogs striking into our territory.

Russo couldn’t rightly make them pay for Volkov’s defection, since they hadn’t really caused that. But they would pay for it anyway.

His vast fleet stretched across Callosity, like a celestial eagle spreading its wings before swooping in for the kill.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Saudade System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher jogged through the red-bathed corridor, reminding himself of Kong Hui as he called encouragement to a young machinist’s mate working to patch up a torn conduit, the wiring inside bristling outward like metal spaghetti.

The lad grinned broadly, reminding him of Devine when he first started.

Tears sprang to his eyes at the thought, and he pushed onward, turning from the spacer in an effort to conceal the sob that fought to contort his face.

None of that, now. Show the crew confidence and optimism, not sadness. The time for mourning will come later.

He plastered the smile back on, ready to impart words of encouragement to the next spacer he encountered fighting to save his ship by the angry glow of the emergency lighting.

Dashing through his ship probably wasn’t the best way to confer calm, but he needed to meet up with Marat as soon as possible. Sitting in the CIC and directing the repair efforts by comm was too excruciating, and not fast enough. He wanted to be by the chief engineer’s side, making decisions in real time.

Even faster than real time, if possible.

At last he reached Marat, standing on one of several catwalks overlooking the Jersey’s main engineering deck. The man was directing efforts from an elevated position, having shouted conversations with subordinates who came and went with reports, and spending the rest of his time buried in his comm, coordinating with the many people he couldn’t see.

In truth, it was more than just direct subordinates that Marat was communicating with. Engineering personnel had been sent by every other Legion ship in Saudade System that could spare them, and repair drones from multiple vessels also crawled across the cruiser’s hull, working to patch up the devastation left by the pair of missiles that had struck her.

The fact the Jersey even remained intact felt like a miracle—though right now, that was a state that could change at any moment. Fires still burned on multiple forward decks, the ship’s superstructure was badly compromised, and Thatcher doubted she would survive passing through a system jump, even if they could manage to get her to a gate. The nearest Helio base was in Callosity, and he’d already begun entertaining the possibility of towing it into Saudade....provided Legion could control Callosity in order to do it.

There was no way to know the situation in Callosity without visiting it. Not only had every Legion instant comm there been neutralized, but the missiles that had impacted the Jersey had also knocked her own unit offline, somehow. Engineering had personnel working on getting to the bottom of that, but it wasn’t a top priority. Saving the ship was.

He stopped on the lower deck, and Marat noticed him standing there. Both men paused, exchanging grim smiles, and then Thatcher took the nearest ladder that would take him to the man’s side.

His appreciation for the chief engineer had grown steadily in the years since his predecessor, Ainsley, had died. Marat didn’t have Ainsley’s brilliance, or Devine’s efficiency. But one thing had become clear: he did throw himself into his work, to the best of his ability. And he didn’t do it for accolade, promotion, or recognition of any kind—he did it for the New Jersey and her crew. He might not be the best chief engineer in the Dawn Cluster, but Thatcher doubted he would find another more devoted to his job. For that, he considered Marat invaluable.

The man came crisply to attention as he drew near, saluting, which Thatcher returned. “At ease, Henri.”

The engineer relaxed. His face contorted. “Sir...Devine....”

Thatcher nodded curtly, unwilling to allow himself any further display of emotion, lest he break down then and there. Devine had been stationed in one of the forward sections when the missiles had hit. He hadn’t stood a chance, and there was nothing left of him to commit to the void.

The young ensign had been the first New Jersey crewmember Thatcher had ever met, aboard the Goliath, the freighter that had taken them both from Sol System to the Dawn Cluster.

Memories flashed through his head: sharing a drink in the Goliath’s taproom...commending him after he’d saved the Jersey by bodily dislodging a failing thruster, narrowly escaping destruction himself...and learning that Devine had been planning to leave the Jersey, until Thatcher had started taking his spacers and their input more seriously.

Devine had been with him every step of the way during his journey as a starship captain. In many ways, the lad had represented the fulfillment of Thatcher’s idealistic dreams.

And now he was gone.

“I know, Henri. I...I know.” Thatcher swallowed hard, and could say no more on the subject. “Right now, we need to focus on saving the Jersey. It’s what Devine would have wanted us to do, and I think it would make him angry to learn his death distracted us from that task. So please, tell me how I can best be of service.”

Marat ran a hand over his face, his shoulders rising and falling. “Several hydrogen tanks for forward maneuvering thrusters were badly damaged by those Hellborns. I need someone with authority to head there and make the call on what to salvage and what to jettison.”

For a moment Thatcher wondered why Marat hadn’t told him that sooner, since heading there would now entail backtracking. Then he realized it was probably one of several problems that were arising constantly, every minute.

“I’m on it. Keep in touch by comm—if there’s somewhere more pressing you need me to be, I’ll head there first.”

“I will, sir.”

Thatcher jogged back down the grated ladder, then out through the port-facing corridor exit. The damage was mostly on the ship’s starboard side, so he expected less foot traffic to impede his way on the port side.

As he ran, Lieutenant Stuckley contacted him from inside the asteroid.

“Charlie. What do you have for me?”

Fighting still raged in pockets inside the three-kilometer-wide rock, but the Legion marines had managed to secure the landing bay, along with a route leading to the central chamber where they’d found Moll. And so in spite of the holdouts—both human and alien—who were defending the few remaining dead-end corridors and chambers they still held, Thatcher had taken the risk of sending what few Xanthic tech specialists his tiny fleet had to join the marines.

By now, they’d had a mere forty minutes to begin attempting to access the consoles they’d found there. Thatcher had received word fifteen minutes ago that they’d broken into one of them and started translating its contents. Apparently the thing’s security had been perfunctory at best, which suggested the aliens had never expected anyone to find the place. That fact seemed promising enough in and of itself, and it probably would have excited him if he wasn’t busy fighting for his ship’s life.

“Some pretty crazy stuff, sir,” Stuckley said. “Stuff way above my paygrade, actually. I’m going to put Doctor Rapino on the line. He’ll explain things way better than I ever could.”

“Captain,” the xenologist cut in, sounding breathless, his Italian accent coming out thicker than usual. “My little team has uncovered something of historic importance.”

“Don’t keep me in suspense,” Thatcher said, and his voice came out breathless too, given he was running the length of the ship as they talked. No Italian accent, though.

“It seems the Xanthic have kept a careful log of each iteration. I believe we’ll be able to piece together the entire story, once we’re able to access the other consoles. To think, every minute adjustment they ever made, all of them chronicled—”

“Slow down, doctor. What do you mean by iteration? What adjustments?”

“Reality itself, Captain. Reality itself. The Xanthic have been shaping it according to their will, and this is how they’ve done it. Simon Moll has been their tool. This isn’t the first time you and him have clashed.”

“I know it’s not.”

“No, no. I don’t just mean your clash here in Saudade. I’m talking multiple lifetimes, Captain Thatcher. With Moll inching ever closer to his ultimate victory—and consequently, to an ultimate victory for the Xanthic themselves, against humanity.”

Part of Thatcher wished he wasn’t following what Rapino was telling him. But ever since his conversation with Admiral Ward on Skotia Colony, his life had become bizarre enough to give him the foundation to understand pretty much exactly what the xenologist was saying.

“How did they accomplish this?” he asked slowly.

“There’s some sort of unit here...the tech involved reminds me of a much smaller version of the field generated by the Entropy Drive we found aboard the Talos. Here, I’ll send you an image.”

Thatcher’s comm dinged, and he held it away from his ear to study the picture it showed: of a transparent cylinder, large enough for a human to stand inside. But not large enough for a Xanthic.

“I see it,” he said, returning the comm to his ear.

“I believe they used this device to transport Moll to their universe. Similar to how the Talos phased between both dimensions.”

“Could he survive there?”

“With the proper provisions, I expect he could. We know Ms. Rose and the marines with her did, thanks to the Entropy Drive inside the capsule they sheltered inside, and then of the Xanthic ship they commandeered. In fact, right now my working theory is that they preserved Moll’s body for decades on their side. It’s likely their life extension abilities far exceed our own—possibly because their inverse laws of thermodynamics confer an advantage in that. As such, they might even be able to reverse—”

“Okay,” Thatcher said, as he was nearing the front of the ship and wanted to stop Rapino before he really got going. “Why would they want to do that?”

“Why, to reinsert him into our timeline. Decades in the past. There to launch his plans again, using what knowledge he gained during the last cycle.”

“That’s...insane.”

“It’s actually incredibly sane. It just requires near-superhuman levels of patience and endurance. Moll is a formidable man, but it’s possible the Xanthic overestimated his ability to keep doing this. It’s also possible they misunderstand something fundamental about human nature, again, probably because of the radically different reality they inhabit. Either way, given how much Moll has managed to accomplish, I’d guess he’s been doing this for centuries, cumulatively. I’m theorizing that, this time around, he finally started to crack under the strain. He waited too long to restart the cycle. And as a result, we were able to stop him at the last second from going back.”

Thatcher slowed to a walk as he arrived in the section containing the hydrogen tanks Marat needed him to evaluate. He realized he was shaking his head.

I suppose this is no less believable than a lot of other preposterous things that have come to light over the last few years. It also explained the sense of foreboding Thatcher had felt as he infiltrated CoG space, and as he chased Moll into Saudade. The same foreboding that had driven him to make pursuing and catching Moll his primary objective, even though doing so had meant a breathtaking toll in human life, not to mention the military assets they’d lost in the process.

He realized that if Rapino hadn’t been able to vindicate him as he was doing now, he would probably be removed from Legion leadership, despite his reputation.

Where did that foreboding come from? Was it an echo from a previous life?

He didn’t know, and suspected he may never know. Not in this life, anyway.

“Doctor Rapino, I want you to focus on breaking in to the remaining terminals and copying their contents over to multiple redundant data cards. Now isn’t the time for analysis—it’s the time for extracting the data.”

“And once we’ve finished doing that?”

“Have Stuckley pack that chamber with explosives and detonate them at a safe distance. In the meantime, I want that entire facility searched for more terminals, and anything that looks like it might be able to do what you think that device can do. Scrape the data, then destroy it all.”


Chapter Seventeen




Pebblebrooke, Demeter Agricultural Colony

Comfort’s End System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2293




Mittelman paced back and forth across his living quarters’ neatly kept front room. The housekeeper and her squad of maids kept things clean and tidy, but he found himself stopping and adjusting objects so that they sat just-so. Straightening a throw blanket so that it lined up perfectly with the back of the velvet couch. Picking a piece of lint off the seat of the armchair. Dragging one side of the rug away from the fireplace, so that it lay perfectly parallel to the brick.

Stress did this to him, ramping up his obsessive-compulsive tendencies so that he found a million things with which to distract himself. It was an answer to not having any control over the thing causing him stress. Not a good answer, certainly. But an answer.

Come on, Tad. Where are you?

Russo had assigned a logistics ship’s Ops officer to reach out and update him on the events in Lament. The admiral himself had been too busy engaging the CoG fleet—the same force that had just finished destroying almost every ship Thatcher had led across the jump bridge.

“We’ve lost contact with Captain Thatcher as well,” the officer had added, almost as an afterthought. “The last we knew, he was battling the Mjölnir in Saudade System.” The Ops officer had paused, then, his businesslike delivery cracking for a moment. “We spotted the Mjölnir leaving Callosity as we were transitioning into the system.”

And so, Mittelman was pacing, and even considering falling on his knees to pray—something he hadn’t done since he was a young boy.

The Dawn Cluster was an absolute mess right now, and he was fully confident he wouldn’t be able to put it to rights without Tad Thatcher’s help. All the spying and string-pulling in the galaxy was useless without someone to act on the special things Mittelman knew.

He doubted he would have started this alliance if he hadn’t felt strongly that Thatcher was his ace in the hole. Even though the man had been with Li Jun’s Ascendant Horizon at the time, Mittelman had always felt confident he would win Thatcher over to his alliance in due time. And he had, hadn’t he?

But now Volkov had hauled Red Sky out of the alliance altogether. That was upsetting enough by itself...but there were the invading corps to think about as well, who’d taken it upon themselves to begin attacking Legion space while the majority of its forces were away.

Who did he have left? Could he and Russo be expected to soldier on without Volkov, and without Thatcher? To pick up the pieces and take the fight to Moll once more, with a badly diminished fleet and enemies closing in on all sides?

The worst part of this was, he was beginning to realize that it wasn’t only fear for Legion’s future that bothered him about Thatcher’s sudden absence. Or even just fear for his own life.

Shockingly, horrifyingly, it now seemed undeniable that he had actual affection for Tad Thatcher. That he missed him not just as a capable leader and a brilliant tactician, but as a man. That stolid, stoic, undaunted man.

He came to a halt in the middle of the room. “What am I going to do without him?” he asked the empty air.

At that moment, as if in answer to the prayer he hadn’t offered, his comm buzzed from a side table. He strode over immediately, looked at its display, and saw that it was Thatcher.

Relief flooded through him, relaxing muscles he hadn’t known were tensed. He forced himself to let the device buzz for a few seconds more, so as not to make it seem like he’d been anxiously waiting for a call to come in, which he most definitely had been.

“Tad. What kept you?”

A silence came over the line, as though the man were taken aback by Mittelman’s casualness. Did I overdo it?

When he spoke, though, Thatcher sounded more or less unfazed. “We came very close to losing everything, today. Everything.”

“Haven’t we done that anyway? I’m sure you contacted Russo before calling me.”

“I did.”

“So you’ve heard about Red Sky deserting...the corps attacking us through Aorta...not to mention the complete and utter destruction of the fleet you left in Callosity.”

“Those are staggering losses. But they’re far from everything, aren’t they?”

“Then maybe I should ask you to define ‘everything’ for me.”

“I would only give the same definition the dictionary does. Everything includes...well, everything. The war. The progress we’ve made toward defeating Moll. Our memories. Our lives. Everything.”

“I don’t mean to get technical, but it seems unlikely I’ll lose my life today. I mean, these attacking cold-region corps are annoying, but they haven’t come close to pushing this far into Devil’s Arm.”

“You aren’t being technical—you just don’t realize it. Hans, Moll had the ability to reset everything. Infinite do-overs. Made possible by Xanthic tech.”

Mittelman shook his head, even though Thatcher couldn’t see it. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

“Rapino explains it better than I can. But I’ll try. I chased Moll to an asteroid hidden in plain sight, here in Saudade. According to logs the science team recovered from that asteroid—from Xanthic terminals left inside it—the aliens had the ability to bring Moll to their universe and preserve him there, for years. And since time flows in the opposite direction....”

“That took him into our past. At which point they brought him back to our universe?”

“Yes. Over and over again. To live the same years again and again, each time optimizing his actions even more. Rapino estimates he’s lived for centuries, cumulatively. All of it spent figuring out how to defeat us.”

How to defeat you, you mean. But Mittelman didn’t share the thought. “Moll is still alive,” he said instead.

“I know. He managed to escape again. It was everything I could do to keep my....” Thatcher swallowed loudly enough that his comm picked it up. “To survive. It was everything I could do to survive, against the Mjölnir.”

The man’s correction of his own words struck Mittelman as interesting. He filed it away for future contemplation. “If it’s any consolation, I believe you have him running scared.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Just the intel I’ve been receiving on CoG’s movements. They’ve pulled out of Lament completely, and they’re giving every indication of abandoning Xebec Region, too.”

“You’re joking.”

“I wouldn’t kid you, Tad.” Mittelman smiled. “Every Coalition warship is currently headed toward either Endysis or Candor. They’re turtling up. Consolidating their forces in those two choke points. Yes, Endysis still gives them control over Quadriga and Paraveil...but still. Within days, Moll’s empire will be reduced to just four regions. That’s significant.”

“It certainly is.”

“The bad news is, those are going to be tough nuts to crack. Moll still commands a massive armada, and with all of it concentrated in just two regions, with one fleet able to feed reinforcements to the other as needed...well, to give you an idea, Terminus has had absolutely zero luck pushing into Endysis from the north. And not for lack of trying.”

“I’d heard that,” Thatcher said dryly. “We can use the jump bridge to bypass the regional gate into Candor. But with the losses we took today, and with Red Sky jumping ship, I’m sure Moll’s defending fleets would crush ours.”

Mittelman didn’t see a point in answering, and a silence descended over the line. He felt tempted to probe Thatcher further for more, but he restrained himself. He got the sense the man was thinking.

“I have footage from my marines’ HUD feeds, of Xanthic fighters defending Moll while he fled. Do you think you can make any hay with that?”

Mittelman felt a smile spread across his lips. “Only about a barnful. Send it to me as soon as you can. I believe I can find some very receptive audiences for that footage.”

“I’m transmitting it now. Russo pointed out that we’re currently suffering from the same weakness we’ve been exploiting against CoG—that of holding too much territory. We’re fighting on multiple fronts, with our assets spread like jelly across dozens of light years.”

“I think your metaphor could use some work, but I follow you. What’s the solution?”

Another silence followed, but this one didn’t last nearly as long. “When I started this fight, I meant to finish it, Hans. By any means necessary.”

“Hey, I support you in that.”

“I hope you do. Because I think it’s high time we finish it.”

“How? The problems you just described strike me as the kind that send us back to the drawing board, licking our wounds.”

“That metaphor seems a little muddled, too.”

“I’ll grant that. But my question stands.”

“Our problems are insurmountable, given our current objectives. But that’s the problem, isn’t it? The fact that we have objectives. Plural. When we really should have only one.”

“Defeating Moll.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m with you so far. Which objectives should we discard in order to do that?”

“Defending our territory from attack, for one.”

Mittelman blinked, genuinely lost for words—except for one: “What?”

“We need to leave Devil’s Arm altogether. Volkov wants us out? Fine. We’re gone. We’ll take everything that’s ours—ships, Helio bases, shipyards, everything—and sail with it to The Brush. Consolidating our forces should give us the means to finally break CoG. For good.”

“But that...that means I would have to leave!”

“Don’t pack lightly. I doubt you’ll be coming back anytime soon.”

“This seems a little crazy, don’t you think? We need to run it by Russo, and Selene....” Mittelman felt himself grasping. He already knew Russo and Selene were crazy enough to get right in line with Thatcher. The only one who might have opposed this scheme had just abandoned the alliance.

“We will. But I think you’ll find they’ll see this the same way I do, once I lay it out for them.”

Mittelman squeezed his eyes shut. “That’s the part that scares me.”




***




Thirteen Weeks Later




Aboard the New Jersey

Sepal System, The Brush

Earth Year 2293




Like conquistadors burning their ships so that they would have no choice but to conquer Mexico, the entire Legion alliance picked up and left the territory they had fought and bled and died for.

Volkov never would have gone along with this, Thatcher reflected as he surveyed the hundreds of ships and structures that had converged on Sepal System, using his comm to zoom in and out on groups of them as he lay on his rack with the device held directly over his head.

Lin had often warned him against doing that, but he’d never listened, even after dropping the thing on his face not once, but twice. Space combat required you to constantly learn from your mistakes—sometimes before you ever made them. If you wanted to survive, at any rate. But this was one mistake he never had managed to learn from.

He’d patched the real-time tactical display from the CIC to his comm, and as he observed his alliance setting up camp in the system outside the gate into CoG territory, his thoughts returned to Volkov. After the man had been kicked out of his home in The Brush by CoG, he’d led his people across the Cluster, surviving enemy after enemy, all of them intent on exterminating Red Sky. Then he’d turned Penta Syndicate back from Comfort’s End System time and time again, against all odds.

No, he never would have agreed to abandon Devil’s Arm. And the move did seem drastic, even now, even to Thatcher, whose idea it had been. But it also seemed like the only move that had been available to him. Only by going all-in could they hope to have a chance of besting Simon Moll, holed up as he was in just two regions, both which he’d now had months to fortify.

Thatcher always had been all-in. From the very start of this war.

It’s you or me, Simon. And I mean to make it you.

And so every cargo hold had been packed full, every berth filled with personnel. The divorce with Red Sky had been as amicable as it could have been. In a flurry of appraisers and contracts, planet-based assets had been swapped for space-based ones, with outstanding debts paid off. Helio bases were towed, first from Comfort’s End and then from every system along the way, until the trickle of ships and structures became a brook, then a river, then a flood.

The inhabitants of the wasteland that had once been Ascendant Horizon territory did little to impede their progress. They’d never been overly loyal to CoG, as Thatcher had recently proved, and now they seemed content to be left alone to mind their own operations, be they mining, shipping, or trade. As for the corps that had been leaving UNC-controlled space to pick fights with Legion...they stopped as soon as Legion gave up trying to defend the territory they were invading. Red Sky wasn’t officially at war with the Coalition, and the fact that the corps didn’t bother attacking them showed where their allegiances truly lay.

The footage we sent the UNC might have had something to do with that, too.

Encrypted, transmitted over a secure line, and sent only to select officials, the video showing Xanthic defending Simon Moll had served to send the proper message: if the UNC continued to blatantly side with the Coalition, then that footage would be released, demonstrating that in doing so they were effectively helping the aliens.

Thatcher, Mittelman, Russo, and Williams had all agreed that broadcasting the footage wasn’t the right move. It would have caused widespread panic, along with questions no one was ready to answer yet. It would also have destroyed the last vestiges of trust anyone had in the UNC, and while that probably wasn’t a bad thing in the long run, for now the UNC served the purpose of keeping the Cluster’s cold regions stable while the two largest powers vied for supremacy in the outer reaches.

But there are other things we can do with the footage, besides releasing it to the public.... He smiled, then pushed the thought aside.

During the journey west, the farm ship crews had harvested every crop they’d had to harvest, starting new ones right behind them, in the hopes of feeding hundreds of thousands of spacers as they waged war—though Thatcher intended for this all to be over well before the new harvest would be ready. In the meantime, they would purchase what they could and take the rest from Simon Moll as they pushed him back, system after system.

The production ships had been working around the clock during the entire voyage. As a result, Thatcher had not just one nasty surprise for those awaiting him on the other side of the regional divide, but two.

He swiped down from the top of his comm’s display, checking the hour.

It’s time.

He rose from his rack and plucked his undershirt, already ironed, from the cabinet handle where it hung.

Fully dressed, he straightened his lapels in the full-length mirror, checked his gig line, and left his quarters for the CIC.

“Today felt like it would never come,” Billy Candle said from the XO’s chair as Thatcher settled into his. “The choice to migrate across the Cluster seemed so...well, dramatic, if I can say that. So sudden. And yet, it took forever for anything to actually happen.”

“A lot has happened,” Thatcher said. “Almost everything, actually. Space battles are won before the first laser is fired.”

“Right. I’d almost forgotten. Shows how long it’s been since I’ve been in one, I guess.”

Candle chuckled, but Thatcher didn’t share in his mirth. He was too focused on the holotank at the front of the CIC, checking to make sure every warship was where she should be.

Candle’s right. Three months is a long time not to have fought at all. Have I ever gone three months without seeing combat, since arriving in the Dawn Cluster?

He cast his mind back across the years since the wormhole’s collapse, and couldn’t think of any such periods. He shook his head, refocusing on the tactical display. It didn’t matter.

“Lucy, inform the Valiant we’ll be commencing the first phase of the attack in five minutes from now.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher cast his eye over the burgeoning system once more. There were so many things that could go wrong. What if they couldn’t break through the regional jump gate to get a foothold in Candor? What if there was another secret Xanthic facility for Moll to flee to, where he could reset everything to before there ever was a war, leaving nothing Thatcher could do?

What if he was about to be cast back into darkness and ignorance? Into weakness?

Mittelman had cultivated an ample spy presence in Xebec Region, which hadn’t been hard to do given how many people hated Moll there. If the tyrant tried to escape that way, Thatcher would at least know—provided he sailed inside a recognizable ship.

But what if such a facility lay somewhere in Candor?

No. It’s far too well-trafficked a region.

With an effort, he swept his mind clean from such nagging worries. There was nothing he could do about the eventualities he contemplated. All he could do was what he’d always done—focus on the engagement at hand.

Focus on winning.


Chapter Eighteen




Aboard the Praetorian

Caltrop System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




What was about to happen would come as no surprise.

Soon, Legion ships would pour into that regional jump zone, and once the arrivals began they would not relent. They would do everything they could to gain a foothold in Caltrop System, though the cost of doing so would be steep.

Nearly half of CoG’s total forces were arrayed in a semi-circle around the jump zone, one which not only encompassed the zone itself but which also extended perpendicular to the ecliptic plane. Every damage dealer had a clear line of fire, which it would use to hose down any Legion ship that appeared. 

It was well known that Legion had brought everything it had, going so far as to abandon the regions it had called home since its inception. Intelligence even reported that Thatcher had used the three months it had taken to do so to bring his spacers’ training up to a more acceptable standard, using simulations to conduct mock space battles while they sailed across the Dawn Cluster.

Thompson doubted it would be enough. As numerous as their forces were, they’d lost Red Sky, along with Volkov’s ferocity and the not-insignificant number of captains who followed him faithfully.

What was more, the Dawn Cluster had never seen a system defense this robust. Celeste Security Solutions would be put to shame upon seeing this.

And they soon will see it. Briefly. In whatever time it takes for their ships to be blown apart.

The Praetorian had been one of the only ships to survive the devastating battle in Callosity System, as she’d been fortunate enough to be selected for Moll’s escort as he once again fled the scene.

After the man’s actions in Callosity, Thompson had vowed to alert whatever other CoG captains he could about the repeated cowardice. The complete disregard for the lives of the spacers who fought for him.

But when the opportunity came, he’d hesitated—long enough for self-interest to reassert itself.

Yes, warning the others about Moll’s regular failures of leadership would have been the right thing to do. But what purpose would it actually have served?

Maybe if there’d been a safe haven for Coalition captains to defect to, it would have made sense to foment dissension or even rebellion in the ranks. But CoG had behaved too arrogantly, too brutally, and for too long. The entire Cluster hated them. And in Rubato System, Thatcher had made clear that he no longer intended to accept any surrender from any CoG ship.

And so if Thompson was interested in the continued survival of himself and his crew, there remained only one option: to win. To push Legion back, here today, and following that, to pursue them to the ends of the star cluster. To crush them utterly. And afterward to deal with Moll’s betrayals as best they could—provided the man’s power was anything but unassailable, by then.

Broderick Knecht half-turned away from the Ops console, not quite meeting Thompson’s eyes. “Captain, we may be experiencing sensor malfunction. I’m getting some strange readings from the system’s periphery...well away from the jump zone. Ships are showing up out there that couldn’t possibly be there.”

“Send me the coordinates.”

The Ops officer complied immediately, and Thompson tapped and swiped at his holoscreen, navigating to the tactical display’s representation of that part of the system.

Upon seeing the damage dealers amassing there, his heart sank.

There’d been much discussion and speculation among the captains who’d survived the slaughter in Callosity about how, exactly, Legion had managed to get a fleet of secondary damage dealers into The Brush. The obvious answer was that they’d discovered a new way to conduct system transitions, without using jump gates—probably a method that limited the size of the ship that could transition, given no primary damage dealers had accompanied them.

If that were the case, they concluded, then not much could be done about it. So they’d simply hoped it wasn’t the case. And so, apparently, had Moll, since the formation he’d ordered to take shape around the jump zone was suited to a galaxy where jump gate warfare was still very much a thing.

But the appearance of these out-of-position ships indicated that the speculations of Thompson and the other captains had been correct. And now Moll would have to adjust his entire approach to space warfare, on the fly.

He essentially needs to come up with an entirely new military doctrine, immediately. Can he do it?

Thompson had his doubts. Based on his recent decisions, Simon Moll’s state of mind was rapidly deteriorating. He seemed increasingly panicked, of late, and Thompson surmised that he’d been counting on achieving something important in Saudade System after fleeing there with just the Mjölnir. Whatever that something was, he’d failed to achieve it—and now he seemed even more panicked than ever.

Thompson still had his eye on the Legion damage dealers that had appeared on the edge of the system, monitoring them closely just as he felt sure most CoG captains were watching their every move. He wondered what was going through the others’ minds as those ships began accelerating toward the Coalition formation arrayed around the jump zone, unfurling as they went, with the clear intention of launching a classic Hellfire barrage.

I wonder what Moll is thinking.

The first missiles sprang from the tubes of the trailing ships, in clear confirmation of Thompson’s conclusion, followed shortly by those in the front launching Hellborns of their own, and resulting in the beginnings of a synced barrage.

Someone else had apparently anticipated the move—maybe Moll himself. A sizable battle group broke away from the CoG fleet, consisting mostly of eWar ships and destroyers.

“Hmm,” Thompson said, drawing his XO’s attention. But he declined to elaborate on the grunt.

That force is designed to deal with Hellfire barrages, isn’t it? His eyebrow twitched. I’m impressed. Moll couldn’t have thought it was very likely that he’d deal with such a barrage in this situation, arrayed as he was around the only regional jump zone available to Legion for entering Candor. And yet he’d clearly put together a task force ready to respond to one anyway.

Was that merely extreme prudence, or some of Moll’s prescience coming back?

Probably neither. It doesn’t take a fortune teller to put together that Legion might use the same tech they used to show up in The Brush’s backyard to break into this system.

Still, he was impressed.

What happened next didn’t impress him nearly as much. Knecht turned from his console, this time meeting Thompson’s eyes. “Sir, I’m getting the order to retreat from the jump zone. It’s gone out to everyone—everyone except the ships sailing out to answer that incoming missile barrage. We’re to make for the Caltrop-Ballista jump gate with all possible speed.”

Thompson’s eyebrows sprang up. “Really?” he said flatly. His eyes returned to the tactical display, where the collection of eWar ships and destroyers were still sailing resolutely out to meet the growing cloud of Hellborns.

Will they turn back upon realizing they’re being abandoned? He considered the question for a few moments, then realized the answer was “probably not.” Moll still commanded an immense amount of fear and respect among his followers, and had managed to prevent many of them even from hearing about his recent failures of leadership. The real surprise would be if those ships defied him in any authentic way.

Even I won’t defy him, will I? I know what side my bread is buttered on, too.

As jump drones began to pour into the nearby zone, it occurred to Thompson that Moll might actually be making the right call.

This might be the next best thing to developing an entirely new military doctrine on the fly. Possibly, the man had been thinking several steps ahead, which wasn’t so unlikely even given the noticeable diminishment recently in his future-scrying abilities. With enough forethought, he may even have made a start on developing such a doctrine. Just because I didn’t account for something doesn’t mean he didn’t do it. There is a reason he’s leader of CoG and I’m just captain of this ship, after all.

Now that jump zones could so easily be broken into, with the ability to place massive fleets of secondary damage dealers in flanking positions inside a defending system, jump gates would be all but removed from the equation.

So what did that mean? Well, a few things, Thompson realized, as the implications began stacking up in his head.

This will probably cause a contraction of empires. How will alliances hold as much territory, now that their ability to use regional jump gates as defensive choke points has been removed?

Probably, alliance leaders would be forced to stop thinking in terms of “territory” at all, instead focusing on which orbital and planetary assets they could reasonably control and defend.

There will be more warships, fewer static assets. And therefore, less reason to set up base in systems at all. This would probably continue the trend began by the advent of what were widely being called production ships. Humanity would continue to divorce itself from planetary ecosystems, becoming more and more nomadic.

We’ll become true spacers, in more than just name. Living and working in space. Loving and fighting. Being born, and dying.

And if humanity eventually freed itself from reliance on planets altogether, producing everything they needed in space...could that eventually spell the end of war? With nothing to attack or defend except the ships themselves?

Thompson shook his head. We’ll always need minerals from asteroid belts. Conveniently located gas giants. And yes, planets, for much-needed biodiversity.

To think that humanity could exist completely unto itself, in the dark of space, was probably a pipe dream.

But maybe there existed some hope for a reduction in war. Less territorialism.

One can hope.

But in the meantime, Thompson anticipated a sharp increase in conflict. Because he thought he knew where Moll was taking them. Where all CoG ships would probably soon be heading.

And once they reached that place, the titanic last battle between the two most powerful forces the Dawn Cluster had seen would finally commence.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Caltrop System, The Brush

Earth Year 2293




“Isn’t this all a little anticlimactic?” Mittelman asked. Thatcher could hear the clink of ice cubes as he took a sip from his iced tea—which was all he drank, of late. “Everyone’s waiting for you and Moll to rumble. He almost killed you in Saudade. It was supposed to go down in Caltrop. Now it’s been delayed again? Everyone’s getting pretty antsy.”

Thatcher closed his eyes, doing his best to regulate his breathing. “I’m afraid I’m not conducting this campaign with the public’s entertainment in mind, Hans.”

“Neither is Moll, apparently. Although, consolidating all his forces in Trebuchet system...I guess that will result in a more dramatic battle, in the end.”

“Are you certain that’s what he’s doing?”

“It’s certainly how things are trending. Kong Hui sounded pretty surprised when he reported CoG’s total abandonment of Endysis. They were totally entrenched there, turning back Terminus’ every single attempt to make any headway, and then, suddenly...they were gone. All of them heading south, just as Moll’s fleet is heading north.”

“To wait for us in Trebuchet.”

Even though they were on an audio-only call, Thatcher could almost hear Mittelman shrug. “That makes the most sense. It’s where they have most of their nanofabbers, and Solna Colony still has the most robust orbital defenses—they rebuilt them even stronger, after you trashed them. Where else can Moll make his last stand, now that we’ve rendered jump gates obsolete?”

“Hmm.” Obsolete was a stretch, but they’d definitely deemphasized them where space combat was concerned.

Thatcher contemplated his comm’s screen, which normally would have shown Mittelman’s face, especially given they were close enough now for real-time communication, without the need to route their call through an instant comm unit. By Thatcher’s own order, Mittelman was aboard an undisclosed farm ship—undisclosed even to Thatcher. The spymaster was too important to lose, though he’d done his best to avoid phrasing it that way to Mittelman. And so he’d wanted to establish the best possible OPSEC surrounding his location as he could.

“Well, unless you want to chat about something else, I’m going to get back to writing my memoir,” Mittelman said.

Thatcher snorted. “I still can’t believe you’re writing that thing. What kind of self-respecting spymaster writes a memoir about a war while that war is currently ongoing? Don’t you think it’s a bit of a liability?”

“Please. I keep it in a digital fortress. No one is going to be able to crack my security to get at it.”

“Not even Gutman?”

“Well...maybe Gutman. But he’s our mutt now. Right?”

Thatcher shook his head. Anyone with a wrench could access Mittelman’s memoir, provided they hit him over the head with it while he was writing the thing. Then they could scrape it onto a data card to their heart’s content, and sell it to the highest bidder. But men like Mittelman rarely considered such low-tech approaches.

“Do me a favor and don’t write about our plans for the upcoming battle until after we fight it. All right?”

“Obviously. Do you think I’m stupid?”

Thatcher chuckled. “I’m going to elect not to answer that question.”


Chapter Nineteen




Aboard the New Jersey

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




The New Jersey flitted through the stars, streaks of light painted across the visual feeds. Those streaks shrunk, shortened, then reduced to their normal form—bright pinpricks scattered across the dark canopy of space.

The Jersey had arrived in Trebuchet System.

They were stationary inside the jump zone out of Falchion System, which struck Thatcher as somewhat ironic, given jump gates’ new obsolescence. Now that the enemy knew Legion could bypass the gates, they didn’t bother setting up any defenses at the corresponding zones. Nevertheless, Thatcher had ordered instant comm-equipped drones to be sent first into every system in Candor Region, and didn’t order any other ships through until he had a clear idea of the tactical situation at the destination. It was his personal policy to reduce risk to zero whenever the opportunity presented itself.

The tactical situation in Trebuchet System was fraught. Since Thatcher’s last battle with Moll here, Solna Colony had been built up into a celestial fortress, with defense platforms occupying multiple orbits. The nanofab shipyards had made a return as well, bristling with weaponry of their own. But those represented the lesser threat, this time around. Much more menacing were the dedicated defense platforms, which were entirely devoted to turning into slag whatever came near. Their sensors and weapon systems would doubtless be fully integrated with every one of the hundreds and hundreds of ships Moll had recalled to the system—probably along with EMP and maser capabilities.

Much has been made of Moll’s long-lost ability to predict the future. But he’s sitting pretty now, isn’t he? This set up is about as good as you can get, for fighting a battle in a post-jump-gate star cluster.

The CoG fleet was divided into eight forces. The largest by far held formation in orbit around Solna, and seven smaller fleets followed heliocentric orbits around the system’s periphery. They kept station for now, but Thatcher expected them to start moving once his fleets began moving toward Solna—setting up for a brutal flank that would be all but impossible for him to avoid.

As for the forces under his command, they were still entering the system, through the jump zones out of both Falchion and Halberd Systems. Terminus was arriving from the north, out of Halberd, and both Ben Baumann and Kong Hui had agreed to cede ultimate control of their forces to him—Baumann rather begrudgingly, or so Thatcher had heard.

The conflict that was taking shape boggled the mind in its scale and scope.

CoG’s position also posed a tough nut to crack, at least to the casual observer. Thatcher could try to chase down one of the seven smaller fleets orbiting out on the periphery, but he had a good idea of how they’d respond if he did: they’d simply sail farther out. Trebuchet’s asteroid belt was highly developed, and he was sure multiple fuel caches had been placed out there, for those smaller forces to avail of. They could dodge and outrun him all day, while he frittered away his own supplies and fuel.

Not an option. So, what option did he have? It seemed as obvious as it did compromising: to sail together with the Terminus forces to Solna, there to engage the largest Coalition force. In doing so, they’d be able to set up a fairly vicious flank of their own...but they could expect an even worse flank from CoG right behind them, with the seven other enemy forces hard on their heels.

If that was all the information he had at his disposal, he would have felt worried. And indeed, anxiety still nagged at him, as he knew many of his spacers would die today, no matter what happened. How could they not, with the number of crews in play?

Still...he knew something Simon Moll and his forces didn’t:

Their death warrants had already been signed.




***
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Aboard the Praetorian

Trebuchet System, Candor Region
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Thompson had never seen anything like it in his entire life.

It looked like Armageddon, if Armageddon were a light show put on by prowling metal monsters.

Laserfire flickered back and forth between the two mammoth fleets, with blistering tracer rounds from turrets becoming more common as shields began to collapse.

Brief blossoms of light and fire had already begun to punctuate the battlespace, adding to the horrifying splendor.

Through it all, one fact seemed undeniable:

They’re sunk. Thatcher’s thrown them all into the beast’s maw. Behind the Legion armada, the seven other CoG fleets unfurled, preparing to envelop the invading force in an inescapable maelstrom of destruction.

Thompson couldn’t believe it. He’d gone from feeling disgusted toward Moll, to doubtful in the man’s ability to turn this war around, to feeling...awed by him.

He was just as awed by Thatcher, except in a different way. Why would he engage us, seeing our defensive setup? Why would he put his people’s lives at such risk?

But Thompson only had to think back to the man’s obsession with taking out the shipyard in Alysm System—the one he’d thought held a super-ship under construction. How many lives had the Legion commander spent that day, all for nothing?

He’s obsessed with defeating Moll...and maybe with the power he’s been given, to dictate life and death for hundreds of thousands.

“Something’s wrong,” Commander Duncan Abbott said quietly from the XO’s chair.

Thompson glanced at him, frowning. “I don’t see anything wrong,” he said, scoffing. “I see everything right.”

But Abbott was shaking his head. “Look how thinly Thatcher’s spread his forces across our defensive formation. That makes no sense. He should have kept them narrow and pointed, tried to punch through and threaten the planet itself. That was his only hope of achieving anything meaningful, here. Unless there’s something we aren’t seeing.”

Thompson returned his gaze to the tactical display, and then back to Abbott. His frown deepened. Have we switched places? Once, Abbott had been Moll’s champion, and Thompson among his most ardent skeptics. Now, their roles had apparently reversed.

“All I see is Thatcher’s destruction. Finally.”

“I’m telling you. Thatcher knows something we don’t. He wouldn’t dash himself against the rocks like this, otherwise.”

Thompson narrowed his eyes at the tactical display, disquieted by a sense of mounting anxiety. Abbott’s assessment was just ridiculous enough to worry him.

The man has never been one for flights of fancy. He’s solid. And he’s a survivor. Could he actually be on to something, here?

And that was when it happened.

Every orbital defense platform, every shipyard bristling with hard points—they all switched from targeting Legion ships to firing on Coalition targets.

The Praetorian was among them. Previously unmolested, her shield started dropping precipitously, targeted by a dozen lasers at once. She was clearly being prioritized as a target, which made sense given her high value.

Abbott said nothing—only exchanged glances with Thompson, his expression grim.

For his part, Thompson had no idea how to respond. Did he reverse thrust, into the orbital platforms’ barrage? Did he surge forward, into the enemy fire?

The bald reality quickly set in that there was, in fact, nowhere for him to go, and nothing he could do.

Seconds after that realization the Praetorian’s shield collapsed, and the unrelenting laserfire surged forward to sear and score her hull.

In his last seconds, Thompson realized he was gripping his chair’s armrests so hard it hurt. He surged to his feet. “The shuttles!” he cried. “Prep the—”

The CIC’s bulkheads came apart, and the world around him turned to light and flame.




***




Aboard the Mjölnir

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




Moll stared at the great holoscreen at the front of the CIC, feeling numb all throughout his body.

“Sir?” Commander Theodore Lane squeaked from the XO’s chair. “What should we do?”

He didn’t bother answering. There was nothing they could do. Clearly, Thatcher’s people had somehow managed to get to someone with high-level access to the defense platform’s weapon systems. Probably several someones.

Moll had thought he’d clamped down on intra-alliance communications enough to stymie enemy intelligence and propaganda efforts. But he’d obviously been wrong about that...as he’d been wrong about so much.

The Xanthic were right. About everything.

It was far from the first time he’d had the thought. The aliens had told him to restart the cycle, and he’d ignored their messages, no matter how insistent they’d gotten. And when he’d finally shown up at the facility in Saudade, they’d tried to send him back. But Thatcher thwarted them all at the last second.

Thatcher, who Moll himself had created, as Patrick Moen. The man had been intended as a tool for advancing the Xanthic’s plans...a weapon to strike down those who stood in their way. And he had been. But that weapon had turned against them, in a way Moll couldn’t have expected.

But they expected it, didn’t they? It was likely one of the reasons they’d been so insistent he restart the cycle, that he iterate more carefully, and use what he’d learned this time around to wage the next version of the war. Thatcher’s leash needed a deft hand, and once he’d slipped it, he became...

A monster. Moll’s mouth twitched as the thought fell into his mind. Beware, Tad. Gaze long enough into an abyss, and the abyss will gaze back into you.

What the man would do next, Moll could only guess. The Xanthic were probably already preparing for it, and likely had been since Moll had refused their call to restart the cycle.

But he very much doubted he would be around to witness that clash. Not that he cared.

Only one thing stirred up any real emotion in him, now.

Elise, my love. You are lost forever to me. A weighty sadness settled over him as that reality struck him in a way it hadn’t before. He’d known it to be true since his failure in Saudade, but he hadn’t fully processed it.

Elise would remain lost, and her killer would never see justice. The only thing the Xanthic had offered him—the only thing they’d needed to offer—was lost to him, now. His centuries of cumulative labor were wasted.

“Sir?” Lane repeated.

“Do as you will,” Moll said. With that, he rose from the command seat and left the CIC, to be alone in his cabin for when the end came.

Alone with his only remaining photo of Elise.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




“Captain, the Coalition forces have offered a general surrender,” Guerrero said, her expression one of uncertainty as she studied him from the Ops console. “It’s over, sir.”

Thatcher met her gaze. Guerrero’s last three words had been unnecessary, and it was highly unusual for her to editorialize her reports to him.

The fact that she did so now spoke volumes.

Not answering, he turned to consider his holoscreen, which showed a tactical display of the slaughter occurring around Solna Colony. Mittelman’s efforts to seed CoG’s ranks with the footage of the Xanthic fighting to protect Moll...those efforts had yielded far greater results than even the spymaster could have hoped for. Over two dozen high-level officers had successfully coordinated in secrecy, with the result being what Thatcher had witnessed and benefited from today: every hard point mount on every defense platform and shipyard had turned against the CoG forces.

And now, he had the opportunity to wipe every one of those forces from the map.

But why? a voice asked him from the back of his mind. He recognized it as his grandfather’s, but it spoke more softly than it ever had before. What advantage is there in it?

If the Coalition was offering a general surrender, then the war had been won. There would be no strategic point in refusing, since there was no longer any strategy to worry about. Not for this war. It was over.

But there was one reason, wasn’t there?

Revenge. For what Moll and his ilk had done to him in Nankeen, betraying him and his spacers and leaving them to die. Their utter destruction of Ascendant Horizon. Not to mention Moll’s betrayal of humanity itself.

But what would vengeance serve, truly, other than to satisfy Thatcher’s rancor?

He drew a deep breath. “Acknowledged, Lucy,” he answered at last. “We will accept that surrender...just as soon as the Mjölnir has been destroyed.”

“Sir? There are thousands of spacers aboard Mjölnir. Wouldn’t it be better to have her boarded, to find Moll, and—”

“We are going to destroy that ship, Lucy. And in the meantime, we are going to monitor the space around her with every sensor available to us. If a piece of debris is detected large enough to house a human being, it will be vaporized. I want that ship and everyone aboard her dead. Relay those orders.”

A long silence followed. “Aye, sir,” Guerrero finally said, a slight tremor in her voice.

Thatcher leaned back in the command seat, his jaw set as he watched his order carried out.

It took several long minutes for the enemy dreadnought’s shield to fall, and during that time several other CoG ships burst apart in brief displays of light and flaming shrapnel. Laserfire, railgun fire, and missiles hammered them from Legion warships, and from their own defense platforms. During that time, the enemy called again and again for their surrender to be accepted, but Thatcher ignored them.

At last, Mjölnir’s shield collapsed, and weapons fire converged on her hull from dozens of directions.

Even to Thatcher, her death seemed like it took an excruciatingly long time, as her hull twisted, melted, and warped under the prolonged barrage.

At last, the mighty ship came apart, a nova in miniature throwing fire and debris in every direction.

It was done. Thatcher had done what he’d set out to do upon joining Legion: to defeat Simon Moll, by any means necessary.

Curiously, he didn’t feel triumphant. He didn’t even feel glad.

Instead, he felt...empty.

And judging from the silence that had fallen once again over the CIC, the others felt much the same.


Epilogue




New Karlstad, Solna Colony

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher was on his way to meet Lucio Russo in what used to be Simon Moll’s office when he turned a corner and nearly ran headlong into Veronica Rose.

“Oh,” he said, pulling up short inches from colliding with her and smoothly taking a step back. “Sorry.”

“Tad!” she said, her dark eyes wide.

He nodded. “Ms. Rose.”

His more formal address seemed to help her rein herself in, and her hands strayed to a smart gray blazer, which she straightened. A more professional smile replaced the brief look of astonishment. “It’s good to see you.”

“And you. I didn’t expect it. What brings you to Sunder HQ?”

“I’m heading up Terminus’ side of information gathering here on Solna.”

“Spying, then? Mittelman would be proud.”

Her smile took on a wry note. “More like research.”

Gesturing down the corridor they’d both been about to take, he said, “Why don’t we walk?”

They strode side by side in silence for a few moments, giving Thatcher time to reflect on his emotions. It felt...strange, to see Rose again. He’d known encountering her here had been a possibility, but it had seemed a remote one. Now that a remote possibility had become reality, he wasn’t sure of his reaction. Was he happy to see her? Wistful? Angry? Indifferent?

His own emotions had become a tangled ball, inscrutable to him.

Maybe I’m all of those things. Ben Baumann’s leering face kept surfacing in his mind’s eye, but each time he mentally pushed it away, with an effort of will.

“What has your team discovered, then?” he asked, breaking the silence.

She shook her head. “Well, it’s not hard to see why Moll kept this place under such an airtight lockdown. We had to dig for it, but the information we’re dredging up now would have ruined him.”

“As bad as Xanthic fighting to protect him as he fled from Legion marines?”

She briefly met his eyes, causing him another unexpected surge of emotion. “Worse, if you can believe it. Tad, they have the ability to reopen the wormhole back into Earth Local Space. They’ve had it all along.”

That brought him up short. He halted in the middle of the hallway, his eyes fixed on her, his mind nothing but red. “What?”

She crossed her arms, her lips pursed as she gazed at the floor thoughtfully. “I know. The question now is, why didn’t they? Our theory is that they believe the Xanthic have wiped out everyone on the other side, and so they’re afraid to open the wormhole and give their forces a gateway here. Obviously I hope they’re wrong about that, but it’s what we’re thinking.”

“That’s ridiculous. The Xanthic are already here in the Dawn Cluster.”

“True...but we don’t know anything about how they travel, do we? The Xanthic that have been attacking us might even be a different faction than the ones that hit Earth. Either way, the UNC apparently don’t want to draw their attention.”

“Or they’re in league with them too.”

Rose shrugged. “I don’t know, Tad. I’m not sure I can bring myself to believe humanity’s governing body is in league with the enemy. I’m not a fan of them either, but I find it hard to think they could be that evil.”

“I wish I shared your confidence.”

“Well, the real issue is whether they’ll let us back into Clime in order to resurrect the wormhole. Apparently it has to be reestablished there—we can’t just open a galaxy-spanning passageway wherever we like. There’s something about spacetime there in Sunrise System that allows the bridging of both sides of the Milky Way. And whatever the real reason the UNC has been blocking the reactivation of the wormhole, I tend to doubt that reason has changed any.”

“Which means it’s war. Again.” Thatcher closed his eyes, breathing deeply.

When he reopened them, Rose was nodding. “Against the UNC, who has a fleet of super-ships at their disposal.”

He began walking again, and Rose quickly fell in line with him. “We have them surrounded,” he pointed out. “And we have the resources of every hot region at our disposal. We own them all, now.”

“So we do. But let’s not let it go to our heads, hmm?”

He glanced at her, unsure whether she was joking or not. He chose not to ask, and instead continued walking, accompanied once again by a silence pregnant with all the unanswered questions that lay between them.

But even with everything that had happened, even with the chasm that now seemed to yawn between them...

...even then, for just a moment, this reminded him of walking together with Rose through the old Frontier HQ.

Of better times. More certain times. When he’d been more sure of himself, and what he felt he was meant to do.

Another enemy had placed itself in his path...and beyond the UNC awaited the Xanthic.

Would the fighting ever end? Would the killing?

You are a weapon, he told himself. This is what you were made for. By your grandfather. By Simon Moll.

Well, clearly Moll had gotten more than he’d bargained for...and maybe if Edward Thatcher was here, he’d say the same.

As for Thatcher himself, he could only do what he’d always done: figure out a way to win. And then execute on that plan.

And as he walked at Veronica Rose’s side, his wife’s face popped into his mind.

In the meantime, he would pray that Lin awaited him on the other side of the trials he yet faced.




Thank you for reading Dead Ahead, the ninth book in the Spacers series.




Tap here to get the final book in the series, titled Storm Break
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Glossary of Dawn Cluster Corporations




Anvil Incorporated




CEO: Emilio Garcia




In an era of narrowly specialized space-based corporations, Anvil Incorporated stands out as one of the most diversified economic organizations in the Dawn Cluster.

Anvil started life as a mining company with facilities in Unity and Dupliss, but when CEO Emilio Garcia exercised his controlling interest to make the unilateral decision to expand the company into Lacuna, Anvil’s security needs became truly unique. Instead of paying PMCs exorbitant rates to protect operations deep in pirate-ridden territory, Garcia decided Anvil would become a PMC in its own right. He invested a large percentage of the company’s cash reserves into the construction of a small but state-of-the-art military force—a battle group that has since grown into a modest armada.

The fact the company was able to secure its own operations in Lacuna led to enormous profit margins, born from mining the region’s bountiful rare metals and deuterium-rich gas giants, and bolstered by the fact so few competitors had the appetite for risk necessary to operate in such volatile territory. Garcia built on that success by constructing a number of orbital shipyards in northern Dupliss, where he used the resources gathered by Anvil mining ships and purified in Anvil refineries to construct military vessels for other PMCs.

Anvil Incorporated now numbers among the Dawn Cluster’s fifty richest corps, and in the words of its CEO, “We’ve only just begun.”




Celeste Security Solutions




CEO: Selene Williams




The emergence of Celeste Security Solutions represents a number of innovations, for space warfare generally and Dawn Cluster geopolitics specifically.

Celeste’s CEO, Selene Williams, formerly worked as an engineer for Neptune Gases, a startup seeking to disrupt the atmospheric mining industry through its proprietary tropospheric aerostats—buoyant stations designed to weather the harsh conditions of gas giant tropospheres in order to harvest the denser, more valuable gases found there.

Following the wormhole’s collapse, shareholder anxiety over mounting instability prompted Neptune Gases to relocate its operations from Dupliss Region’s Mislit System to Paciferous System in Unity, where they would enjoy the heightened security of operating in a cold region, under the protection of UNC super-ships.

In Williams’ own words, “Where the shareholders found reasons to be afraid, I saw opportunity.”

She quit her job with Neptune and immediately began seeking funding for a new type of corp: one that would specialize in providing consulting and military services to corps interested in bolstering system defense, primarily in order to secure their headquarters.

Most investors Williams approached turned her down, unwilling to tolerate the risk that the UNC would continue to enforce its prohibition of corp-on-corp warfare throughout the Cluster. Many investors also cited Williams’ lack of experience commanding military operations, unimpressed by her eight years with the British Royal Space Fleet, which included five years as a senior rate.

However, Williams soon attracted an enthusiastic funder in trillionaire August Ducas, a man with a reputation for investing in socially unpalatable businesses that go on to quickly generate enormous dividends.

At the time of writing, Celeste has found its first client. In a move that shocked analysts, Frontier Security, a corp that has staked its own reputation on upholding the public good, hired Celeste to defend Freedom System against the attacking Daybreak Combine. While the move was almost certainly borne of desperation, Frontier was perhaps the last company anyone would have expected to hire what was essentially a mercenary corp. The contract between Frontier and Celeste sent a signal to interstellar markets that a new trend was developing, and Celeste’s stock rose faster than that of any other space-faring corp in modern history.

Celeste’s successful defense of Freedom System drew heavily on Selene Williams’ knowledge of gas giant tropospheres, and the requirements for operating there. However, in an interview given since the engagement, Williams insisted that “Celeste is not a one-trick pony. We’re already developing new methodologies and technologies in order to give each new client the edge they will need to protect operations from aggressors.”

Whether Celeste’s emergence truly represents a developing trend in Dawn Cluster space warfare remains to be seen.




Dynasty




CEO: Kong Hui




The Brush is as famous for instability as it is for abundant resources, and the Chinese corp Dynasty was the first PMC ever to provide security services for corps operating there. Within the first decade of its formation, Dynasty managed to establish a virtual monopoly over security contracts in the region. On several occasions, competitors have attempted to carve out market share for themselves, but none of them have Dynasty’s resources or financial backing.

Dynasty’s marketing efforts also successfully casts its rivals as not truly committed to the contracts they take on, emphasizing the fact that their executives rarely accompany their ships on military operations, whereas every member of Dynasty’s C-suite is also a warship captain.

In addition, the company’s PR specialists frequently touts Dynasty’s record of never retreating from an engagement, contrasting it with its rivals’ records, which are generally littered with capitulations whenever company assets came under serious threat.




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.




Heaven’s Bounty




CEO: Li Jun




President: Tsu Wei




Heaven’s Bounty is an asteroid mining corp founded by Li Jun and Tsu Wei, who together have maintained a controlling share in the company, each owning twenty-six percent of its stock. (Li and Tsu invariably vote in lockstep at shareholder meetings.)

Judging by the corp’s rapid expansion, this arrangement has worked out well. In the space of a year, the company went from a small mining outfit facing existential threats from pirates to the most prominent member of the new super-alliance Ascendant Horizon.

Ascendant Horizon’s rise has effectively given control of trillions of dollars’ worth of industrial assets to the Heaven’s Bounty executive, as they lead the super-alliance’s corps on joint projects that bring enormous profit to all involved.




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.




Peyton Conglomerate




CEO: Electra Balaska




Some Dawn Cluster PMCs begin as strictly industrial concerns, only later evolving a military arm in response to sustained aggression, usually from pirates, though sometimes from other PMCs conducting covert operations against their competition.

Not so Peyton Conglomerate. CEO Electra Balaska—whose father is Basem Balaska, a well-connected admiral in the African-Middle Eastern Mutual Defense Fleet—positioned her company as a PMC from the outset. Called Balaska Security, the company’s success was modest at best, mostly due to the stiff competition it faced in Lament Region from the dozens of other PMCs also seeking to corner that market.

Only after the Lament PMCs agreed to form Peyton Conglomerate did their stars truly begin to rise. Balaska’s undeniable business savvy made her the natural choice for CEO, and under her leadership the Conglomerate not only monopolized security contracts in Lament Region, but also poached clients from Xebec Alliance, and has been the only corp in recent years to mount a meaningful challenge to Dynasty’s monopoly over security contracts in The Brush. As such, Balaska and Dynasty CEO Kong Hui have a history of mounting increasingly vitriolic PR campaigns against each other, but such efforts have mostly been set aside since the formation of their shared super-alliance, Coalition of Giants.




Phoenix Corporation




CEO: Tad Thatcher




Founded during a secretive meeting between trillionaire investor August Ducas and renowned starship captain Tad Thatcher, Phoenix Corporation rose from the ashes of Frontier Security, whose directors were in the process of liquidating all that company’s assets as part of bankruptcy proceedings.

Captain Thatcher, however, had already absconded with the bulk of the company’s fleet, worth an estimated eight hundred and sixty-five billion dollars. Ignoring public rebukes from both Frontier Security directors and UNC regulators, Thatcher sought an arrangement with Li Jun, the leader of the Ascendant Horizon super-alliance, which he hoped would allow him to retain control of the Frontier warships. But his efforts were of no avail.

Anvil CEO Emilio Garcia provided Thatcher with the funds needed for the fleet’s upkeep, but true salvation came in the form of August Ducas, who offered the necessary capital to formally purchase the warships from Frontier Security and also to found a new company, Phoenix Corporation, in which Ducas would act as silent partner.

This was widely considered an unusual move by Ducas, given he had recently committed hundreds of billions of dollars in funding to Phoenix’s known enemy, the Coalition of Giants super-alliance. In addition to this unusual state of affairs, Captain Thatcher’s reputation was also in jeopardy throughout the Cluster, given the questionable legality of how he came to obtain his fleet, and also his recent failure in battle against Degenerate Empire in Lacuna Region.

Nevertheless, Phoenix Corporation recently announced membership in Ascendant Horizon, and looks poised to work with that organization in a conflict of historic proportions versus Coalition of Giants.




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.




Red Sky




CEO: Mikhail Volkov




Red Sky is a Russian PMC headquartered in Gabbro System, in The Brush. However, at the time of writing Red Sky has vacated The Brush entirely following a dispute with Sunder Incorporated. The details surrounding this dispute are muddied by the fact that both corps give directly contradictory accounts of the events leading up to it.

Red Sky’s marketing specifically targets Russian clients, however CEO Mikhail Volkov has claimed on multiple occasions that Western corps simply won’t do business with Red Sky, for no reason other than that Red Sky is a Russian corp.




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.


Want free ebooks?




Scott is giving away the Spacers prequel, Captain’s Making, for free, along with 2 other space opera ebooks.




You’ll also receive the official map of the Dawn Cluster - a must-have for keeping track of the battles unfolding throughout the world of Spacers. (Also free.)




Tap here for your free ebooks and map




[image: SpacersPrequel (1)]




Captain’s Making tells the story of how Thatcher’s grandfather helped shape him into the captain he is in Spacers.




Tap here to get Captain’s Making FREE, along with 2 other military space opera ebooks
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To Aunt Joyce, matriarch of the Bartletts.
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Reading Order for Scott’s Books




At the time of writing, I have novels in 4 different universes, and a lot of readers have asked me for a chronological reading order.




I say: it’s about time. :)




This list is current as of October 21, 2022.







The Ixan Universe







The Ixan Prophecies Series




Supercarrier - Ebook and Audio




Juggernaut - Ebook and Audio




Reckoning - Ebook and Audio




Capital Starship - Ebook and Audio




Pride of the Fleet - Ebook and Audio




Dogs of War - Ebook and Audio







Fleet Ops Series




Trapped - Ebook and Audio




Counterstrike - Ebook and Audio




Relentless - Ebook and Audio







Mech Wars Quadrilogy




Powered - Ebook and Audio




Dynamo - Ebook and Audio




Meltdown - Ebook and Audio




Infliction - Ebook and Audio







Spacers Universe







First Command - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 1 & 2)




Free Space - Ebook




Wartorn Cluster - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 3 & 4)




The Fall - Ebook




Empire Space - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 5 & 6)




Thatcher’s Gambit - Ebook




Fleet Action - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 7 & 8)




Dawn War - Ebook




Dead Ahead - Ebook




Storm Break - Ebook




After the Galaxy Universe







The Unsung - Ebook and Audio




Unsung Armada - Ebook and Audio




The Crucible - Ebook and Audio







Mother Ship Universe







Mother Ship - Ebook and Audio
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