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Chapter One




Aboard the New Jersey

Serrated System, Modal Pique Region

Earth Year 2293




Guerrero’s fingers danced across her console, producing a series of muted thuds as her fingers tapped smartly against the interface. “Sir, sixty-two percent of the fleet’s drone payload has been sent through the jump gate. Some of the captains have requested permission to stop deploying them, in order to hold a percentage in reserve.”

“Tell them that request is denied,” Thatcher said flatly. “I want every drone we have sent through that jump gate before a single one of our ships transitions to Kismet System.”

“Aye, sir. Relaying your orders now.” Guerrero swung back toward her console and resumed tapping.

Thatcher resisted the urge to start tapping on his armrest, instead keeping a tight rein on his emotions as an example for his CIC crew. After months out of combat, he felt just as restless as they did to reenter the fray.

We’ve all had a chip on our shoulders since leaving Jow, haven’t we? Fleeing from Coalition forces hadn’t sat well with the proud crews that made up the allied fleet, even though everyone understood it had been the practical move. Still, ever since then, an eagerness to reassert themselves on the Cluster stage had pervaded the fleet. The desire was on the tongues of officers and crew, driving the conversation in wardrooms and messes alike.

Now we finally have our wish…and we’re letting robots do our fighting for us. That would change in a matter of moments, and deploying the drones as their opening move had been his idea. Even so, the wait felt excruciating. He longed for the thrill of the battle—the knowledge that his life lay in his own hands, and in those of his crew…and in those of fate.

He was addicted to that feeling, he knew. Maybe that was a problem, but no one had ever complained, or cautioned him to temper his ways. On the contrary: everyone expected the Hammer to thirst for battle. And thirst for it he did, now more than he ever had.

Months ago, Penta Syndicate had concentrated nearly all its forces around Nacarat’s regional jump zone out of Modal Pique, confident in the knowledge that CoG would continue to lock down Vernal Ethos, preventing any attackers from entering that way. Mittelman had received intel suggesting Penta was using the former Ascendant Horizon region to build a second super-ship, something Red Legion leadership was keen on stopping.

The blockade had been in place for months, preventing both of Red Legion’s attempts to break into the region. Penta had simply made it too costly to try to muscle in to the system.

Thatcher hadn’t participated in either of those attempts. Instead, he’d been working with a crack team made up of Red Legion’s best scientists and technicians, who also happened to be some of the most talented men and women in the entire Cluster. Some of them were former UNC researchers who’d become disenchanted with their old employer. Together, their expertise and ingenuity were an invaluable gift, and Thatcher still couldn’t believe the good fortune represented by the level of access he had to them.

Mittelman had managed to convince the other alliance leaders that letting Thatcher have free rein to develop whatever weapons of war he wished would only benefit Red Legion. There had been some opposition to letting yet another non-Russian have such significant influence over the alliance’s future, but only from a couple of captains. Most of them seemed to agree with Mittelman’s logic—and they all were aware of Thatcher’s reputation. As checkered as his battlefield performance had been of late, the many nigh-miraculous victories he’d produced since arriving in the Dawn Cluster couldn’t be denied.

And so Thatcher had guided the researchers in the development of what he saw as the next evolution in jump gate warfare: jump drones.

They weren’t technically drones, since they had no motive power of their own. Ships equipped with jump drone modules simply fired them at a jump gate—dozens at once, at a moderate speed. The velocity with which the drones were fired didn’t matter, since they carried no momentum with them into the target jump zone, which was true of any craft that used a gate to transition.

Their lack of a drive of any kind meant they could be nanofabbed to be incredibly compact. All they needed were sensors, a targeting system, a gun mounted on a three-axis gimbal, and space for either ammunition or a capacitor to power lasers. As such, a jump drone module could hold more of them than of any other kind of drone.

In the past, only dedicated drone carriers had been used to carry a meaningful number of combat drones, and those drones were much bigger, given their need to carry fuel and a drive along with them. But the new paradigm of space warfare—involving large fleets—meant that enough jump drone modules could be installed in enough of a fleet’s ships to match the drone numbers fielded by two, even three super-ships.

Those carriers had also been constructed with the idea that each super-ship’s drone fleet might be needed in combat anywhere in a given system, be it in orbit over a planet, deep inside an asteroid belt, or to defend a jump zone from invasion.

But super-ships rarely had supporting fleets, whereas Thatcher’s fleet now numbered in the several hundred. So he could afford to distribute modules throughout his fleet that carried drones meant solely for infiltrating and securing a jump zone.

Of course, at present, he had no idea whether his design was actually working in real-world battlespace conditions. The simulations had all looked good, but simulations were simulations, and for all he knew his drones were getting destroyed as quickly as they could enter Kismet.

He could have loaded a few of them with instant comm units to give him real-time intel, but they probably would have been quickly identified and destroyed, since they would have been bulkier than their counterparts. There was also the option to send an instant comm-equipped eWar ship to transition alongside the new weapons…but that would have meant breaking up the steady flow of drones into Kismet. And he didn’t want to give Penta even a single moment of respite that it might use to stem the tide.

“We’re at ninety percent deployment, sir.”

“Excellent.” Thatcher double-tapped the comm panel built into his armrest, putting himself on the fleetwide channel. “Lively and Eaglet, prepare to transition into Kismet System immediately following the last drone. Once you’re there, I want you to begin transmitting all sensor data back to the New Jersey at once. Do not deploy an omnidirectional jamming burst, except as an extreme last resort. All other ships, prepare to transition in, following Jump Order Epsilon.”

Sending in eWar ships with orders not to use jamming unless strictly necessary to their survival…that was a risk. He was gambling that his jump drones would work as advertised, providing a safety net that, in theory, would ensure the survival of both ships’ crews.

But this entire thing was a gamble. If his jump drones failed, then any warships he sent into Kismet would be eaten alive by the enemy. The price would be steep.

And they faced an enemy against whom anything except maximum brutal efficiency would almost certainly bring defeat.

“Lively and Eaglet are through,” Guerrero reported, even though he could see that just as well by looking at the tactical display. He never discouraged such redundancy, though, since it reduced the chance he would miss something vital at a critical moment.

“Acknowledged, Lucy. Put the sensor data from Kismet in the holotank the moment you have it. I’d also like it forwarded to my console.”

“Aye, sir.”

In a career marked by long periods of waiting, Thatcher could scarcely remember a time when he felt more anxious to learn a result. But he kept strict control over his responses, limiting the feeling to his body, where it raged through his veins so intensely it felt like a current of electricity.

There were days he wished he’d gone to join Mittelman and Volkov immediately upon coming south, instead of ever approaching Ascendant Horizon. But then he realized that that likely would have been pointless. Red Legion hadn’t even existed then, and they wouldn’t have had anything close to the resources they had now.

That was just where I was needed at the time. At the front lines of a doomed war.

He still didn’t feel ready to sign on to the talk of destiny that so many liked to ascribe to the Hammer. But he did believe there was a bigger plan. Not the sort of plan Moll apparently followed, which seemed fueled by an almost occult knowledge of the future.

No, Thatcher was thinking of another plan. God’s plan—for him. And while he had no idea what it held in store for him, he did trust that it would take him wherever he needed to go...and wherever others needed him.

He only needed to trust, to pray, and to listen to his instincts.

“Sensor data just arrived from Kismet, sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station, her voice filled with barely restrained excitement. “Six Penta ships are down, including five damage dealers, judging by the size of the debris clouds. Most of the rest of their fleet have backed out of the jump zone, and are attacking the jump drones from the edges of the drones’ formation.”

“Thank you, Lucy.” Guerrero’s use of the word ‘formation’ brought a smile to Thatcher’s lips, since the jump drones’ distribution throughout the zone was anything but: it was necessarily random, since a gate always distributed transitioning ships at random throughout the corresponding zone.

But it was a serviceable enough word for the time being, and they weren’t here to quibble over semantics. With one final glance at the tactical display, he double-tapped the comm panel to put himself on the fleetwide. “All ships, commence fleet transition. Execute Jump Order Epsilon.”

Jump Order Epsilon was the most aggressive way to enter a target system, since it dispensed with support ships until the end of the fleet transition, instead sending in the most powerful damage dealers first. Such a jump order was rarely used by fleet commanders, since it placed the most valuable units at immediate risk. Instead, most commanders opted to send in eWar ships first, to scramble enemy sensors so that more powerful ships could enter under the cover of fog of war. Or in the case of CoG, fast attack ships, used to disrupt enemy defensive formations to achieve the same effect.

But after sending in nearly two thousand jump drones, Thatcher could send in his most powerful damage dealers—his destroyer squadrons—with impunity. His theory had proven correct: that while the jump drones had little in the way of defenses, their numbers and small profiles made them difficult to target down efficiently, especially distributed as they were through the jump zone at random. 

The New Jersey entered behind the first destroyer squadron, allowing Thatcher to direct the engagement in real time, rather than relying on those ships with instant comms to relay his orders.

The destroyers had already concentrated their firepower on one of the weakest sections of the enemy formation—if it could be called that. It was more a loose skein stretched across the perimeter of the jump zone, which was where the Penta ships had been forced by his drones. Now, in order to respond to the destroyers’ force projection, they would be forced to circle around the drone-occupied zone. And when they did, Thatcher could simply have his damage dealers redirect their force to another Penta weak point, cutting a straight line through the jump zone to reach it.

“Bryce, set a course to join the destroyers. And Lucy—I want you to broadcast orders on repeat for newly arriving damage dealers to do the same.”

“Aye, sir,” both officers said, in near-unison.

Penta fought to regain the zone for at least twenty minutes longer than Thatcher expected them to…or at least, twenty minutes longer than he would have tried to hold onto it.

He’d begun to think of that as the Simon Moll tax. The fear the dictator inspired in his followers—fear of failure, fear of falling short, and fear of the consequences that would follow—often caused them to commit to objectives far longer than made good tactical sense.

During that period, Thatcher’s fleet racked up nearly two dozen kills. Then, at long last, the Penta fleet disengaged, their fleet splitting to head for two separate jump gates leading south out of the system, and deeper into Nacarat.

“Give chase,” Thatcher ordered his captains over the fleetwide. “Accept surrenders, if offered. We’ll gladly relieve them of their hulls. Otherwise, show no mercy.”

The command applet lit up green with even greater speed than usual. And at last, the awful tension that had grasped Thatcher since this engagement had begun finally loosened its grip on him.

We’ve broken open Kismet, and now Nacarat is spread before us like a feast.

He wasn’t sure if what he wanted to do to Simon Moll could rightly be called justice or revenge. In the final calculation, he didn’t much care. Whatever it was, he planned to deliver it with extreme prejudice. 


Chapter Two




Pebblebrooke, Demeter Agricultural Colony

Comfort’s End System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2293




A few of Volkov’s informal council of captains thought that trying to chase Penta into Nacarat Region was foolhardy, an opinion that has some weight to it, now that we’ve failed twice to break their blockade.

Mittelman sat back to study the paragraph he’d just written, then highlighted the word “weight,” replacing it with “heft.”

“Much better,” he murmured, then continued typing.

I expect to hear the results of our third attempt any minute now. This one is commanded by the one and only Tad Thatcher, and if it fails, then I expect the naysayers will win this particular argument. And if that happens, I fear for what might happen to our alliance. If we return to Modal Pique and Devil’s Arm with our tails between our legs, to hide and lick our wounds here, then I’m worried Red Legion will wither away while the Coalition of Giants adds more and more space to its cancerous empire.

Which is why I threw my weight behind Thatcher, making sure he had everything he thought he needed to make sure this assault on the regional jump zone brought victory, not defeat.

Why am I this adamant about defeating Penta Syndicate? It’s about the long term. I tend to think in terms of worst case scenarios, and when I ask myself what the current worst possible scenario we could face is…well, it looks something like this:

Coalition of Giants and Penta Syndicate band together for a joint strike on our territory. If CoG brings its war fleets here, Penta is sure to tag along. They’re little more than Simon Moll’s lapdogs, now. So the probability of them joining in on the attack is one hundred percent.

We aren’t ready to fight them both at once. Not yet. We haven’t built up our own fleets enough, and we haven’t gathered enough allies.

On the other hand, if we attack Penta, there isn’t a one hundred percent chance that CoG comes to help them. Penta is just another vassal to Moll—another hapless, taxpaying alliance it subsumed. Yes, to strike Penta is technically to attack CoG territory. But CoG has its hands full in the north, with the new alliance that’s finally forming there between the pirates, Starworks, and Heimdall. They’re calling it Terminus.

Is it possible Moll responds with force to our attempts to break Penta? Yes. But it isn’t guaranteed— in fact, it’s just as possible they think sending a fleet at us right now would leave them too vulnerable to northern attack.

For Red Legion, the coming war won’t really be about territory, but about annihilating a threat to us. I’m sure Moll sees it the same way. We need to break his spacers’ morale, along with their conceptions of themselves, to the point they cease to be a strategic threat to us.

That’s already happening with Penta. Yes, they’ve had success with their regional blockade so far, with CoG’s backing. But their spacers are already terrified of us, because of what we did to them in Modal Pique. We need to cut down on the threat they pose to us before Moll intervenes, or could intervene.

One decisive blow and they’ll scatter.

His comm buzzed, and he plucked it up from his writing desk, smiling when he saw the name there. He answered. “Tad. Let’s hear some good news.”

“The blockade is broken. As soon as it became clear we’d taken the jump zone, Penta fled in two different directions. My ships harried them across the system until they transitioned out.”

Just as I predicted. That was gratifying—except for the fact that it wouldn’t seem very prescient, to the future readers of his memoir. They probably wouldn’t even believe he’d typed his prediction of Penta’s defeat before it actually happened.

“Their super-ship got away?”

“It wasn’t there in the first place. If I were to guess, I’d say Moll had them station it in a more central location, in case it needed to respond to an incursion across any of CoG’s borders.”

“Well, that incursion just happened.”

“Yes. So, I expect I’ll encounter the Signum soon.” Signum was what Penta had named their dreadnought.

“Probably. Either way, this is better news that you know. If we’d lost today, I doubt I could have made Volkov’s captains see sense anytime soon. Where Penta is concerned, I mean—they’re still a long way from seeing sense about a bunch of other topics.”

“This is only the beginning of the campaign,” Thatcher said, sounding a little surprised. “The next step is to uncover where they’re building their second super-ship. Have you received any better intel on that?”

“I’m afraid not. Just that they’re very close to finishing it. They must have begun the moment they set up in Nacarat. You’re probably going to have to poke around a bit.”

“All right,” Thatcher said, sounding a little less than pleased. “But if you can dig up the location, this will go a lot smoother. It’ll be a little more complicated than ‘poking around’ Nacarat. We’ll still need to hold the Nacarat-Modal Pique jump gate, unless we want to get trapped here, unable to return to our own territory. I fully expect they’ll mount assaults on the regional gate, while the rest of my fleet is out ‘poking around.’”

“Fair point. I’ll see what I can dig up.”

“What about CoG? Any indication they plan to come to Penta’s aid?”

“None yet. But your victory is still pretty fresh, isn’t it? If they’re going to respond, I’ll probably hear about it sometime in the next couple of days.”

“Fine. Keep me posted. Thatcher out.”

“Uh, Tad?”

“Yes?”

“Seriously, great job today. This is going to mean a lot for your standing in Red Legion.”

“I don’t give a damn about my standing in Red Legion, Hans. I care about killing Simon Moll. If you can keep securing the resources I need to do that, then I’ll gladly make use of them. That’s all.”

“Works for me. Bye, Tad.”

“Thatcher out.” With that, the call ended.

Mittelman tapped his fingers on the desktop, a little nervously. He and Thatcher had never been exactly chummy, when they’d both worked for Frontier Security, and he was having trouble improving that rapport now.

He doesn’t trust me. But he’s willing to use me—which is something. Just as he knows I’m going to use him.

The idea that Tad Thacher would be willing to use anyone would have been a foreign concept even a year ago. But the man’s two major defeats had given him a raw edge, and a seeming willingness to become involved in the Cluster’s power games, however begrudgingly.

The man had arrived in the Cluster a bright-eyed idealist. A brilliant tactician, yes, but otherwise a puppy dog.

Now, he was…something else. Whatever that was, Mittelman was grateful to be fighting on the same side.

We’ll accomplish great things together, Captain, you and I. Whether you see it that way or not.




***




New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2293




Moen Park had an air of waiting for something, this morning. The crisp air seemed to carry a charge all its own, as though the planet itself was bracing for something approaching from not far off.

Winter, Rose supposed. But maybe more than that. Maybe nature herself could sense what was coming for them all.

It felt strange to be back on Oasis, after everything that had happened. There wasn’t much that didn’t feel strange, these days, but this felt particularly odd—inhabiting the shell of her broken company, Frontier Security.

Purchasing Frontier’s old HQ had been Baumann’s idea, and it had made sense. Its owner, an interstellar property developer, had acquired the facilities during Frontier’s bankruptcy sale, only to discover there was virtually no one interested in the property.

Until Baumann and Rose came along, and scooped up the old HQ at a rock-bottom price. Centralizing their operations here put them within a few days’ journey of anywhere in Dupliss, which had become Degeneracy’s permanent home.

It also made them the de facto gatekeepers of Degeneracy’s old stomping grounds—the resource-rich Tempore, Olent, and Lacuna. The only other access to those regions was through Iberis and Gabelle, meaning only Red Legion and the UNC could conveniently reach them. The UNC seemed content to remain in the cold regions, meddling in Cluster affairs at a safe distance, while Red Legion had its hands full with Penta Syndicate.

“Controlling those resources is going to mean something,” Baumann had assured her. And he’d been right. Control of the three hot regions turned out to be one of the primary bargaining chips they’d had in every single round of negotiations with their new alliance mates, Starworks and Heimdall, while forming Terminus.

Outside those negotiations, Rose had done everything she could to avoid contact with Baumann. She disliked the way he constantly sought to strong-arm the other alliances’ leaders, and she grew more concerned with every passing day that it would come back to bite them at some point.

She made her displeasure known as often as she could. Despite that, the man pestered her assistant constantly to see her. Rose had instructed her to put Baumann off if he wanted anything other than to discuss alliance business. She sometimes avoided him even then, since he frequently found ways to work more casual conversations into otherwise professional meetings.

She’d even gone as far as to turn and walk the other way when she noticed him approaching in the HQ’s corridors, and to decline calls made to her personal comm. If he hadn’t noticed she was upset with him by now, then he was blind.

Luckily, she could feel confident her solitude wouldn’t be disturbed here, in Moen Park. She wasn’t sure the former pirate knew about the park, and even if he had, it didn’t seem like his kind of place.

Arriving atop the highest hill in the park, which overlooked New Houston in all its multicolored autumn splendor, she settled on one of the benches to enjoy the view. A gust rose just as she sat, blasting her from the north, and she pulled her peacoat tighter.

“It’s a blustery one, isn’t it?”

She turned, already seized by disbelief before her eyes confirmed the owner of the voice. “You,” she said, in a tone colder than the wind.

Ben Baumann lifted a booted foot onto the vacant end of the bench, leaning an elbow on one knee as he peered out over the city with its resplendent coat of leaves. “Happy to see me?”

“How did you get past the marines?” She glanced down the hill at where Avery and Ermey stood, doing a good job of avoiding eye contact with her while pretending they weren’t.

“What did you expect them to do? Stop me?”

“They might have warned me, at least.”

“Maybe they’ve accepted that it’s unrealistic for you to avoid the leader of the corp you work for forever.” He waved a hand at the sea of turning leaves. “And what about the people of New Houston? Don’t you think it’s worrying for them to know there’s this kind of tension between the people they’ve chosen to keep them safe?”

She frowned. “They have no inkling of our working relationship.” If they had known, she surely would have heard about it over the networks.

Still, Baumann’s words bothered her. The citizens of this city had been through so much. They’d been fortunate enough to escape another Xanthic attack during the recent wave of them, which had focused mostly on agrarian planets. But the resultant food shortages had sent prices sky-high, straining the budgets of most working Oasis families.

“They could find out,” Baumann said. “The media always has at least one eye on you. It probably won’t be long before one of the hounds working for some rag puts two and two together.” He grinned. “It’s really not a good look for you to publicly get chummy with pirates, and then to go around acting like the idea disgusts you. Even if it does.”

“What do you want, Ben?”

He sighed, taking his foot off the bench and lowering himself onto it. “You’re not going to want to hear this, but we need to lean on Heimdall and Starworks more.”

She shot him a look. “You were right. I don’t want to hear it. Ben, we’re destroying our relations with them by treating them this way.”

“And they want to destroy any chance we have of defeating Moll. Hell, they don’t even want to fight him!”

“Some in Heimdall do.”

“Only the ones whose systems CoG has directly attacked. The rest are content to let those corps act as their meat shield while they expand into the northern hot regions. Which makes no strategic sense in the short- to medium-term. Sure, we might have an influx of new resources—for a while. But we don’t have the fleets to secure those regions yet. We’d be spreading ourselves thin enough to make an inviting target to anyone who wants to take a shot at us. Not to mention the pirate factions who are still lurking in Lacuna. The ones so bad they wouldn’t even join up with Degeneracy Inc.”

She could tell he meant that last part as a joke, but the joke carried a lot of truth. The pirates that remained in the northern hot regions were too volatile to belong to any organization, and while they were too few in number to pose a meaningful threat to Degeneracy while it remained in Dupliss, they were hungry for pillage. Any corps seeking to venture there for mining operations would no doubt fall victim to their guerrilla tactics.

Rose found herself thoughtfully considering Baumann’s words, in spite of herself. “What if we compromise with them? Offer them our support to develop Tempore, in exchange for the commencement of discussions surrounding how we’ll deal with Moll?”

“Ha! More meetings, you mean? Ronnie, these suits could drag out a meeting longer than one of your speeches, and get less accomplished.”

“Why did that sound like a dig at me?”

“Because it was. Do you really want to give these fools another opportunity to delay what we both know needs to be done? We need to go to war with CoG. Time to stop letting them knock us constantly onto our back foot.” He shook his head. “You’re a good propagandist, sweetheart, but you’re terrible when it comes to getting what you want from other players in the game.”

“I don’t exactly think of what I do as propaganda. And I’m definitely not your sweetheart.”

“Look at what happened with Simon Moll,” he continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “You fooled yourself into thinking you had him on a leash, and he ran over you. It nearly killed you. Electra Balaska, there’s a woman who knows how to play power games. You don’t. You’re too honest, or something. Too sincere in your ideals.”

A brittle silence fell between them, and he glanced at her, wearing an expression that said he knew he’d struck a nerve, but didn’t care.

At last, she spoke, her words clipped. “So you think if you just bludgeon the executives from Heimdall and Starworks some more, they’ll suddenly find the fighting spirit they need to go toe to toe with Simon Moll. Is that it?”

“Well, you’re probably right. That most likely won’t work. But something has to give, doesn’t it? Red Legion seems gung-ho about taking the fight to the Greater CoG Community, with their attacks on Penta. They have a lot more balls than we’ve got, apparently. But they don’t have a hope against Moll. Not on their own. When CoG decides to back up Penta—and they will, sooner or later—they’ll grind Red Legion into dust. Unless we join in the fight.”

He turned toward her again, and this time dismay glimmered in his eyes—a genuine sign of distress, which surprised her. “If we don’t do this, who will, Ronnie? There’s no one else.”

“You’re right, of course,” she said. “It’s not that I disagree with you. It’s just that I don’t know how we’re going to goad the rest of Terminus into action, and I don’t think your bullying them is accomplishing anything.”

“You’re probably right,” he said, his gaze drifting toward the horizon once more. “But something has to give.”


Chapter Three




Aboard the New Jersey

Reckoning System, Nacarat Region

Earth Year 2293




The Jersey leapt across the stars, traveling at speeds that would have plastered her crew across the bulkheads as a fine paste were it not for the magic of inertial compensators.

“The routine systems check is coming back all green, sir,” Guerrero said a few seconds later.

“Acknowledged, Lucy,” Thatcher said, and even he could hear how distant he sounded. Most of his focus was on the holotank, which was populating with the Penta fleet’s distribution across Reckoning System.

Strategically, Reckoning was both an unusual system and a vital one. With it, one could control most of the region without having control of either of the regional jump gates.

Which made Nacarat an unusual region. Its only two entrances were extremely close together, with a short corridor of systems connecting them. That left Reckoning as the gateway to the rest of the region, along with a couple of far-flung systems, one to the east and one to the south, which could be used to get around Reckoning—but at the cost of a journey that stretched for twelve and thirteen systems, respectively.

Aside from the two systems that contained the regional jump gates, most of Nacarat’s important systems were highly concentrated in the region’s center—just beyond Reckoning. Which made Reckoning the perfect choice for Penta Syndicate, who’d apparently decided it didn’t need to control ingress into or egress from Nacarat.

But that was still a choice, and it reflected Penta’s priorities, suggesting that there was something in those central systems they were so desperate to protect that they’d shut themselves off from the rest of the Cluster.

Their second super-ship. Finding and destroying that ship was of the utmost importance. If Penta became able to fielded a second of the massive vessels, things would become a lot more difficult for Red Legion in Nacarat.

Facing the first one was already a daunting prospect. That hadn’t happened yet, of course. But Thatcher felt fairly certain that would change, today.

Especially considering the Signum was currently in Reckoning System, holding orbit over a shipyard that had once belonged to an Ascendant Horizon corp. Over two hundred other Penta warships orbited in formation with the dreadnought.

But they were far from the only Penta ships in-system. Here, two battle groups orbited a moon with extensive helium mining operations. There, a modest fleet sailed between two colonized planets.

Thatcher found it telling that the enemy commander had avoided concentrating his forces at the jump zone, instead distributing them throughout the system.

It told him a number of things, in fact. For one, it was a clear response to what Thatcher had done to Penta at the regional jump zone out of Modal Pique. Since they lacked drives, his jump drones were useless against a widely dispersed enemy, which meant the Penta commander’s decision to arrange his forces this way had neatly neutralized dozens of modules installed in ships throughout Thatcher’s fleet.

The move also afforded Penta great versatility. If Thatcher chose to strike at the moon first, then the other units in-system could maneuver to outflank him as he launched his attack. The same went for any other target in the system he might choose.

It also gave them extensive sensor coverage of the entire system, which would make it difficult to deploy stealth drones against them—as Volkov had in Gossamer, the capital system of Modal Pique.

Penta has taken some serious beatings from Red Legion. But they’ve learned from each one, and adapted. They deserve some credit for that.

Not for the first time, Thatcher tried to put himself in the Penta commander’s head, in an attempt to tease out what the man might be expecting from the coming battle. This was something he did before any engagement, big or small. And while some might say the day of an engagement was too late for such an exercise, Thatcher disagreed. Things changed on the day of battle. A lot of things. Sometimes, those changes concerned major prevailing factors. Other times, it was merely the feel of an engagement in the hours before it took shape. The energy.

So what are your thoughts? he asked the enemy commander, from the privacy of his own head.

Thus far, Penta’s biggest losses—in Comfort’s End, in Gossamer, and in Kismet—had stemmed from novel tech they hadn’t expected to face. A pattern had been established: somehow, Red Legion had consistent access to paradigm-shifting technologies of war, and they secured victory by deploying them in unexpected ways.

The Penta commander likely expected Thatcher to replicate that dynamic. You think we have another cheap trick in store for you, don’t you? And you believe that staying away from jump gates and blanketing the system with sensors—not to mention your shiny super-ship—will protect you from that.

The beginnings of a smile curled the corner of Thatcher’s mouth. Half of victory is in doing the unexpected. Pattern interruption. So that’s what we’ll do today.

Thatcher would not field some miraculous new technology against Penta. He had none to field. Instead, he would use an old approach, one he’d used before—to secure his final victory against Daybreak Combine, on a day that felt like it had happened several lifetimes ago.

Reckoning System was the gateway to most of Nacarat…but it wasn’t the only one. Yes, the other paths involved extremely roundabout routes. But Thatcher had prepared for this very scenario back in Devil’s Arm, just as he’d prepared to unleash his jump drones across the regional divide into Kismet System.

He’d had Red Legion engineers retrofit six logistics ships as dedicated supply ships, using modules quickly printed by the alliances’ many nanofabbers. And two of those supply ships currently accompanied three forces, each consisting of three battle groups, and each led by a seasoned commander: Mikhail Volkov, Pavel Sidorov, and Amandine Garnier, a talented French warship captain who’d quit her own corp to join Red Legion.

It was possible the Penta commander already knew about the approach of all three fleets, by instant comm. It didn’t matter. He’d allowed his conception of Red Legion’s abilities, technology, and penchant for surprises to box him in. He’d let his thinking be limited to a narrow band of ideas and approaches—and in doing so, he’d positioned himself in a way that made him perfectly vulnerable to what Thatcher intended to do to him and the crews under his command.
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Mittelman took a sip from his coffee and finished scribbling down a note, about Volkov’s latent patriotism, and whether it served him in the context of the wartorn Dawn Cluster—or served Red Legion.

When do I plan to publish this thing, anyway? he asked himself. It would have to be a retrospective, he supposed, made available to the public well after Red Legion had seized the Dawn Cluster for itself, and after his power was solidified.

Maybe not even then. Maybe his memoir would have to wait until he was old and gray, long done with his maneuvering and machinations, before it saw the light of day. Volkov was quite touchy, after all, and had become something of a pillar of Mittelman’s growing reach.

Tendrils of impatience wormed their way through his chest. He wanted to get his writing out now. To hear the accolades, the hot takes, and even the scathing critiques.

Am I letting this little project of mine distract me from my work? It was possible. He knew he had an ego, and that it had made him stumble in the past.

But at least I’m self-aware enough to know that. And hopefully to keep it in check.

He reclined into his chair’s angled back, which was made up of a series of vertical rods fixed to a hoop, all of it painted metal. The Lazy Spacer Cafe was not known for its ergonomic seating, but they did have great coffee, not to mention a striking view of the Pebblebrooke River for which the colony was named, as well as the sunny, rolling wheat fields that stretched beyond it.

We were lucky the Xanthic didn’t strike here. Too small a colony to be worth their time, I guess, but still...what a stroke of luck. His eyes fell on the water. Pebblebrooke River. What a dumb name for a river.

But it definitely was a river, and not a brook. It’s probably named for some place on Earth. That planet has no shortage of dumb names for things. All of which humanity insisted on recycling ad nauseam throughout the galaxy.

Why can’t we ever come up with anything new? This was the Dawn Cluster, for crying out loud. A place for new beginnings. So why was there so much sameness?

He picked up his pen, poised to scribble that thought down, when his comm buzzed.

He frowned at the name it showed: Mikhail Volkov. Could he justify putting off the call, just until he recorded this latest insight?

But then he recalled how he’d just been wondering whether the memoir was interfering with his work. With a sigh, he answered.

“Mikhail. Talk to me.”

“We’re about to transition into Reckoning System, to storm it with your favorite captain.”

Mittelman felt the corners of his mouth curl upward, almost of their own volition. “Is that a hint of jealousy I hear?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mittens. I just hope he’s everything you say he is. We’re going up against the Signum, after all. The same ship that thrashed us in Gossamer System.”

An acidic remark sprang to Mittelman’s tongue—something about how Thatcher was in charge now, not him—and it took considerable effort to swallow it. I’m getting touchy with Volkov, aren’t I? That wouldn’t serve him. It’s something I’ll have to work on. To examine, at the very least. He suspected it came back to his ego, and having to share power with Volkov, who was far from his intellectual equal. Would things always be this way? Would he always have to contend with this Russian brute?

He cleared his throat. “I have every confidence that working together, you and Thatcher will have no problems.”

“Why thank you, Mittens. That almost sounded sincere. What you meant to say is, your golden boy will pull a miracle out of his asshole and save the rest of us from our own incompetence. Correct?”

Mittelman pressed his lips together, his gaze fixing on a large wheat silo in the middle of an otherwise empty field. Volkov might not have been jealous, per se, but he clearly resented no longer being the most effective captain in the alliance. Sadly, there wasn’t much to be done about that, since it happened to be true. But perhaps it would be advantageous to arrange for Thatcher and Volkov to command separate missions, going forward. Being under Thatcher’s command clearly wasn’t doing much to soothe Volkov’s already bruised feelings.

“Can I change the subject?” he asked, managing to keep his tone level.

“By all means,” the Russian said.

This was a terrible time to raise this issue, but then, when would be a good time? “I think we need to change the name of the alliance.”

A pregnant pause followed. Then, Volkov said, “What are you talking about?”

“Think about it. Red Legion? It sounds like an alliance meant only for Russians, and I have a strong suspicion it’s limiting our recruitment.”

“Our recruitment is unrivaled in all of Cluster history. We can’t nanofab warships fast enough to assign all our crew to.”

“That’s true. I believe it’s also true it could be even higher. Your nation is a controversial one for a lot of people, Mikhail. Surely you must recognize that.”

“Yes, and I see it as a good thing,” Volkov growled. “Keeping the name Red Legion keeps away the people we don’t like.”

“But you know we can’t afford to be choosy, right now. What unites us is not a love of any particular country, but a rejection of Simon Moll’s tyranny, and everything it means for the Cluster’s future. For humanity’s future.”

“Hold on a second. Are you trying to propagandize me, right now? This isn’t what I let you out of that jail cell for.”

Mittelman recognized that as a remark meant to cut him, so he ignored it. “I’m not proposing a big change. I think we should change it to ‘Legion.’ An alliance for everyone who opposes CoG. An alliance for the common man. It has an almost…archetypal quality to it. Don’t you think?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

No, I don’t suppose you do. “I think this is how we can become truly legion.” He sighed, mostly under his breath. “Just give it some thought. Would you, Mikhail?”

But Volkov had already ended the call. Mittelman was left clutching the comm to his ear, staring out over the otherwise tranquil countryside of Pebblebrooke Colony.

He glanced around, surreptitiously, to see if any of the other patrons realized that he’d just been hung up on. None of them seemed to have noticed. Slowly, he lowered his comm to the table.
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Volkov lowered his hand from the holoscreen subsequent to ending the call with Mittelman, his fingers trembling with anger.

Inhale, he commanded himself, and he did, the shaky breath filling his lungs as he fought against the torrent of rage that threatened to burst out from him, perhaps finding victims in his surroundings—his officers, his crew, the captains under his command.

“I heard your side of that call,” Alexei Ivanov said from the Ops station, loudly and clearly so that there was no question of whether the other officers had heard him. “And I can piece together the rest.”

Volkov closed his eyes, shutting out the CIC of the Shtriga—shutting out the universe. “Yes?”

“He wants you to take out the reference to Russia from our alliance name.”

Inhale. Exhale. Volkov focused on the expansion and contraction of his lungs, trying to remember the techniques he’d learned from an old guide on meditation he’d read maybe fifteen years ago.

He heard a sound, and opened his eyes again to see that Ivanov had risen from his seat. The rest of the CIC officers had their eyes on the Ops officer.

“I’m beginning to think men like him—” Ivanov stabbed a finger toward Volkov’s holoscreen, no doubt to indicate Mittelman. “—are even worse than those who thought they could kick us around the Dawn Cluster because of who we are, and where we come from. Men like him infiltrate us, then seek to alter us from within. To ‘uplift’ us, perhaps, so that we can be modified from our previous deficient state. I tell you, he sees us as nothing but vodka-drenched dogs who somehow got their hands on starships. He thinks he needs to harness us, and control us, against our baser instincts.”

“That’s enough, Alexei.”

“Do you intend to go forward with this mission?”

Volkov had had enough. Surging to his feet so suddenly the Tactical officer gave a start, he roared. “Of course I intend to go forward with the mission!”

Ivanov remained resolute, standing his ground and facing his captain from near the Ops station with fists balled at his sides.

“What else would you have me do? Abandon Thatcher to Penta? Let them wound him, possibly destroy him?”

“You resent the way he’s come into this alliance and gained power so quickly. Just the way Mittelman did. And it’s through the spy’s influence that Thatcher has risen so quickly to prominence in Red Legion.”

“Do not try to use my personal feelings against me,” Volkov ground out. “Thatcher has the sway he has because he gets results. Look at where we are.” He gestured at the bulkheads surrounding them, meaning the space beyond. “Nacarat. The region you and I tried to break into twice, to no avail. While Thatcher succeeded on his first attempt.”

“Because Mittelman gave him shiny new toys to do it with.”

“New technologies of war, you mean. Developed based on Thatcher’s own ideas.”

Ivanov shook his head. “Do you really mean to tell me you’re blind to the way the Russian character is being bled from this alliance?”

“Red Legion has a Russian heart,” Volkov said. “No matter what its name is, and no matter who joins it. We need these others, Alexei. If we turn our backs on them now, Simon Moll will do as he’s always done. Divide us and conquer us.”

“Promise me you won’t let them destroy what makes us great, Mikhail.”

Volkov blinked. The rare times his old friend broke protocol and used his first name always surprised him.

It means he feels deeply about what he says.

“I promise, Alexei,” Volkov said, much more gently than before. “Now, return to your duties.”

Ivanov nodded, then took his seat once more. “The Fatalist-Reckoning jump gate checks have all come back green. The fleet is clear to commence transition.”

“Excellent. Give the order.” Volkov might have given it himself, but he wanted a few moments to sit and reflect on his exchange with Ivanov.

It had been a difficult conversation to have. He’d needed to suppress his personal feelings about Mittelman and Thatcher in order to defend his authority over the Shtriga, as well as the other crews, who would no doubt hear about the argument.

The truth was, he largely agreed with Ivanov. But he also believed what he’d said, which was what Mittelman had said as well. Defeating the Coalition of Giants was already an unlikely enough prospect. To have a shot at it, they needed to be cunning, not emotional. They couldn’t lash out at every perceived injustice anymore—even if those injustices turned out to be very real.

There may well come a day when we will need to defend this alliance’s soul against attackers from within. But for now, we must work with these others to grow mighty.

The Shtriga’s turn came, and the jump gate seized the destroyer and flung it across the stars with a casual might that Volkov always found awe-inspiring.

His holoscreen quickly populated the tactical situation in Reckoning System, giving him the positions of Penta forces—or at least, the positions they’d occupied in the past, anywhere from minutes to hours ago, depending on the distance.

Such was the advantage conferred to any warship arriving in a contested system. That ship’s presence was masked from any adversaries in-system, until her light reached them. But the light from those adversaries reached the new arrival’s sensors instantly.

Except, the captain of that ship couldn’t afford to relax. He was forced by necessity to act on outdated information, and further, his actions over the subsequent minutes would directly influence the shape of things to come.

Any serenity he felt upon experiencing the asymmetry in information between him and the enemy was a dangerous mirage. Soon, the fires of war would engulf him, and he would find himself the victim of the decisions he’d made hours ago.

Other times, we find ourselves the victim of a decision we made months ago, or years ago. Might Ivanov’s warning have been my opportunity to avoid such a decision?

There was no longer any time to contemplate that. The decision had been made.

Ivanov turned from the Ops station toward him, wearing a neutral expression that Volkov sensed had to require some effort to maintain.

“Orders have arrived from the New Jersey. Shall I relay them?”

Suppressing a sigh, Volkov nodded. “Go ahead.”
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Sometimes Thatcher saw his fleet as a web, with himself at its center. Orders emanated outward from him to the commander of each squadron, and they enacted his will across distances that spanned for tens, sometimes hundreds of thousands of kilometers. Sometimes hundreds of millions.

Other times, he saw the fleet as his toolkit, each squadron tailored toward a specific task, and each knowing its place in the arsenal as a whole. Sometimes a scalpel was needed, for an incisive assault on an enemy position. Other times, a sledgehammer.

The essential thing right now is not to let any of the other fleets dangle in the wind. The forces commanded by Volkov, Sidorov, and Garnier had taken on great risk to sail so far into the depths of the Cluster’s southeast corner, in as hot a region as regions got. Thatcher knew he needed to honor that by using them in as effective a manner as possible, to achieve the greatest possible result.

That didn’t mean sparing them from battle, or coddling them. There was no keeping a warrior safe. A citizen in peacetime could be kept fairly safe, even though risk could never be eliminated altogether. But the safest circumstance a commander could arrange for the fighters under his command was to annihilate the enemy as quickly and cleanly as he could.

Though in truth, Thatcher had learned very early in his career that war was anything but clean.

With the other three fleet commanders so far from him, he could not use the integrated comm system he’d pioneered to incorporate them smoothly into the whole. He’d designed the system for distributing orders to ships in real-time comms range, not units separated by such vast distances.

Volkov’s force carried an instant comm unit with them, but the other two did not. And so Thatcher had to work with a delay in both comms and sensors that lasted for several minutes—in Garnier’s case, thirty-one minutes. That meant he couldn’t micromanage their fleets as he could the one he sailed with.

Luckily, he trusted in each commander’s abilities fully. That was why he’d chosen them for this level of autonomy.

“Lucy, have Volkov’s force engage the pair of battle groups in orbit over the moon where they’re mining helium.” The Russian commander’s fleet could handle the defending ships easily and Penta would know it. If they didn’t want to risk losing that asset, they would need to send more ships out to defend it.

“Garnier and Sidorov are to attack the Helio bases in orbit over Corfu.” Other than the ships in heliocentric orbit between Reckoning’s two colonies, those bases were the only things protecting Corfu, which was the farthest of the two colonies. Again, to maintain control over Corfu, Penta would have to devote more ships to its defense—away from the shipyards. Away from the Signum.

“Aye, sir,” Guerrero said. “Relaying your orders now.”

His distant fleets changed their courses the moment his orders reached them. After that, the real waiting began. Waging battle across these distances was like playing chess against an opponent whose moves you learned about only several turns later. There was another delay before the enemy learned of his fleet’s new trajectories, and then another, longer one where they failed utterly to respond.

After a while, even Thatcher began to doubt. Did I miscalculate? Are they actually willing to lose those assets in favor of shepherding the shipyards? And perhaps even the Signum? The enemy commander’s window for sending ships in time to defend the targets under threat was closing. The lunar helium mine was a large operation, one of the largest in the region, and had to be vital to Penta’s operations.

Likewise, they couldn’t really afford to lose access to Corfu, which had significant agricultural output, with the added benefit of not having been included in the recent Cluster-wide Xanthic attack. True, Corfu’s agricultural potential was a long way from being fully tapped, but that was probably why it hadn’t been attacked—and why it had become such an important colony to hold and defend now.

But at last, ships began to bleed off the main fleet guarding the shipyards. The massive construction platforms orbited one of the many moons orbiting the system’s only gas giant, and the platforms were no doubt situated there to take advantage of the giant’s hydrogen. Thatcher could see why Penta was so keen to defend it. But as he monitored the holotank, more Penta battle groups departed the main body, one by one, almost reluctantly.

Don’t let that fool you, he told himself. I’m sure their staggered departure has a lot more to do with tactical advantage than it does with hesitance. Those battle groups’ intermittent arrival at their respective destinations would mean they could strike at angles calibrated to the state of the engagement at that time.

But his fleet commanders would recognize that, and adjust for it. If they’re quick and lethal enough, it won’t even be an issue.

All told, perhaps a quarter of the main Penta fleet departed the shipyards for the helium mine and Corfu. That would serve to even the odds against Volkov’s, Sidorov’s, and Garnier’s forces, but left their main fleet significantly outnumbered.

Of course, that won’t matter with their super-ship in play. Or so the enemy commander likely thought.

The various opposing forces drew nearer to each other, and Thatcher would have sworn he could feel the crackle of energetic tension as his officers went through the motions of preparing for an engagement without knowing what their commander was planning. By now, that was a familiar condition for them, but he knew from his time as an officer that it never got more bearable. At least, it never had for him. Yes, he’d gotten used to his superiors never sharing their plans with him. But he’d always wanted to be the one making those plans, and executing them. Since childhood, he’d felt like he’d been made for that role.

And based on things he’d learned since arriving in the Dawn Cluster—about his grandfather, and about destiny—it was possible he actually had been made for it.

His gaze drifted from its survey of his officers to the holotank at the front of the CIC.

It’s time.

As his main fleet approached the Penta position near the shipyards, Thatcher tapped his armrest comm panel twice. “All ships, prepare to deviate from the present course and engage one that takes us around Mastodon.” Mastodon was the gas giant’s name. “I will work with Lieutenant Sullivan to develop a course for what I have in mind, then I’ll have Lieutenant Guerrero transmit it to you all. Please acknowledge receipt of orders.”

The command applet on his holoscreen was rapidly filling with green as he rose from the command chair and approached Sullivan’s station. Together, they came up with a course that would take them around Mastodon the long way—as quickly as possible. Reaching the shipyards this way would take one hour and forty-eight minutes, according to Sullivan’s calculations, which Thatcher both trusted and would have checked by two of his counterparts aboard other ships.

“Broadcast the course to the other ships, Lucy,” Thatcher commanded the moment the process reached its end.

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher returned to his chair and lowered himself into it, strapping in for the acceleration his brisk swing around Mastodon would require.

Moments later, the ship lurched forward under its thrusters being kicked up to full power. It took a few seconds for the inertial compensators to smooth out the ride, but he remained strapped in—just in case.
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Captain Francois Fournier stared at the massive floor-to-ceiling holoscreen in disbelief.

What in God’s name is he doing now?

He wanted to ask the question out loud, but it didn’t seem like a good way to inspire confidence in the officers surrounding him.

It also would likely draw sharp words of criticism from Leon Dietrich, the monitor CoG had installed aboard the Signum to ensure Fournier commanded his ship—and the fleet—in a manner that cohered with Coalition military doctrine.

Such…incisive commentaries had already done enough to undermine Fournier’s authority, in his view. Of late, he found himself trying to anticipate what Dietrich would think, conforming his command decisions to what he could deduce about the man’s views of space warfare. Those views did not always line up with the materials Fournier had been sent for review by a Coalition strategist, and so it was moreso an exercise in determining Dietrich’s specific interpretation of them.

Fournier felt like a dog that was being trained to respond properly to its master’s commands. But what choice did he have? The Penta board had told him he needed to operate the ship the way CoG wanted him to operate it. Indeed, they’d chosen him because they believed him capable of enduring such encroachments on his command. And he was capable—he simply required pointed correction from the CoG monitor from time to time, it seemed.

“Any theories as to what Captain Thatcher might be doing, Captain Fournier?” Dietrich said in his clipped German accent.

Oh, no. Now Fournier felt like a naughty school boy who’d been caught without his homework completed.

He’d studied Thatcher’s tactics since that singular American had arrived in the Dawn Cluster, trying to tease out a pattern. That had been a challenging task, especially since he suspected his vision was clouded by the fact his dear friend and mentor, Admiral Octavius Burroughs, had been killed while fighting against new technologies that Thatcher had apparently provided to Red Legion.

But he felt he had succeeded in identifying a pattern, after a fashion. Either way, the present move had some clear implications, which he could point out in order to buy some time. “He must want to mask his next actions from our ships’ sensors.” Fournier shook his head. “We have satellites on the other side of Mastodon…but maybe he plans to take them out, using guided Hellborns, before implementing his plan.”

“Yes….” Dietrich said, drawing out the syllable. “That much seems rather obvious, Captain.”

“I wasn’t finished,” Fournier said, and almost winced at the note of annoyance he’d allowed to enter his voice. “Even with those satellites destroyed, he would have a limited window during which we would be blind to his actions. He must know we have extensive, redundant sensor coverage of the entire system. Sensor data from more distant sources would reach us inside of an hour. So he’ll wait to enact whatever ‘surprises’ he thinks he has in store for us until the last—in the minutes before his ships come into our view over Mastodon’s horizon.”

“And what do you suppose those ‘surprises’ might entail?”

Fournier tapped his fingers on his chair’s armrest, aware that every officer’s eyes were now on him, as each waited to see how he would respond to Dietrich’s newest interrogation.

“He intends to adopt a new formation just before he crests the horizon. One that disadvantages our current defensive posture.”

That drew a terse, almost mocking laugh from Dietrich, who was shaking his head sadly. “You have made a study of the Hammer’s past tactics, have you not?” The German injected an almost reverent tone into the word Hammer, which surprised Fournier.

“I have,” Fournier said, hesitantly.

“Thatcher would not rely solely on something so mundane as a new formation to best an enemy with a super-ship. He’s clearly chosen to sail beyond the gas giant in order to unleash some technological innovation, likely one involving stealth. In my view, it’s likely the same stealth drones that Mikhail Volkov deployed against you in Gossamer System. By destroying our satellites as he comes upon them, he’s free to deploy the drones without risking detection by the next satellites, so long as he doesn’t actually fire them—that would be picked up by those satellites’ sensors. And once he’s neutralized every sensor on the far side of Mastodon, those drones will be clear to accelerate under their own power, likely along the original engagement course we expected the enemy fleet to take. Meanwhile, Thatcher’s fleet will engage us from the other side. We will be outflanked and destroyed.”

Fournier found himself nodding slowly, in spite of himself. Dietrich’s conclusions did make a lot of sense, and he began to feel foolish that he’d applied such a basic level of analysis to the situation. Am I really qualified to command this dreadnought? asked a little voice from the back of his mind. For the first time, he felt glad to have the oversight of the CoG monitor.

“What should we do to respond?” he asked.

“Simple,” Dietrich said. “Concentrate all of our eWar vessels on the side we expect the drones to attack from. We can expect them to strike at the same time Thatcher’s fleet does. And so, we will have eWar blanket that area with a chain of omnidirectional jamming bursts, rendering the drones completely unable to target our ships for the duration of the battle. Without them to worry about, we can use Signum’s main gun to dismantle Thatcher’s fleet with scattershot blasts. Is that understood?”

“Yes,” Fournier said, then glanced at his Tactical officer, then at his Ops officer. “Well?” he barked at them. “See it done!”

Their faces fell for just an instant, before they turned back to their consoles to begin busily enacting their orders—which were, in effect, Dietrich’s orders.

It caused a pang of emotion to see the disheartened expressions on the faces of his officers, an emotion he couldn’t quite parse. Perhaps they’d wanted him to stand up to Dietrich, at this pivotal moment, when it mattered most.

But how could he? CoG had proven its tactical and strategic superiority over the rest of the Cluster again and again. To defy Dietrich now would be folly.

I would much rather be victorious than keep my pride intact. He’d read the ancient Greek tragedies. He knew what ruin hubris could bring. No, I will resolve myself to taking advice from a man who technically has no authority over me. Even in front of my crew. Better that than sharing in poor Octavius’ fate.

The eWar ships began their stately procession, across the giant holoscreen and through the Penta fleet, toward what was fast becoming its rear. The rest of the ships used lateral maneuvering thrusters to slowly come about, until they all faced the part of Mastodon’s horizon where the enemy fleet was expected to emerge, based on the orbit they’d been following when they’d last been seen.

“Sir?” his Ops officer said haltingly from his station, his hands lifting a little from his console in apparent shock.

“Yes, Stevens?”

“I’m picking up on an enemy ship that’s well out of position from where we expect it to be.”

Brow furrowed, Fournier glanced at Dietrich, whose face was a stoic mask, offering nothing. For some reason that put a hard lump in his stomach. He moved to unfasten his restraints, so that he could rise to join Stevens at the Ops console, only to find they hadn’t been fastened in the first place.

He crossed the CIC to Stevens, feeling a little light-headed. “Show me.”

The Ops officer raised a shaky finger to the holoscreen, indicating a point at what might be called the “top” of Mastodon—it would be erroneously called that, since there was of course no “top” or “bottom” in space, but it was perpendicular to the ecliptic plane, in a direction Fournier was currently conceptualizing as “up.”

“There,” Stevens said. He gave a little gasp, and his finger shifted to another point on the gas giant’s horizon, one well removed from the first. “And there!” His finger moved again. “And there!” Stevens cleared his throat. “Uh, the eWar vessels have begun their omnidirectional jamming bursts at the rear of our formation, sir.”

Fournier gave a distracted nod, wondering now whether they’d ever been in danger from a stealth drone attack.

This scenario seemed much closer to the one he’d predicted. Except, the enemy fleet hadn’t just changed formations—it had abandoned formations altogether.

As Thatcher’s force emerged, it became clear that each ship was around a thousand kilometers distant from its neighbor, on average. They were more or less evenly spaced along half of Mastodon’s circumference. And their courses all clearly converged on the Penta fleet holding lunar orbit around the shipyards they sought to protect.

He took a moment to marvel at the meticulous coordination that must have been required for each enemy ship’s CIC crew to transition to a new orbit while remaining equidistant from each other, targeting down satellites as they went. Although, more likely that last had been done using smart missiles, programmed to range ahead of the fleet and destroy satellites as they came upon them.

Even so…the sheer computation, not to mention the fuel consumption for each ship to achieve the required delta-v….

Perhaps this was Thatcher’s secret sauce for space warfare. A pure commitment to making the unexpected happen on the battlefield. The horrible choreography of wholesale death in space.

Fournier slowly turned once more, to face the CoG monitor that had been installed aboard his ship to make sure it conducted itself according to the very cutting edge of Coalition military doctrine. “What should we do now, Mr. Dietrich?” he ground out between clenched teeth.

“I would remind you, Captain Fournier,” the German said in the same calm, condescending tone he’d used before. “I am here in an advisory capacity. You are in command of this ship. I suggest you command it.”

“Unbelievable,” Fournier found himself saying. “You were content to come aboard the Signum and question every command decision I made, in front of my crew—until now? Until your meddling has put us at the mercy of a situation I predicted, and which you dissuaded me from preparing for? And now you want to pass the buck?”

As he finished talking, he reflected that perhaps the Penta board had been wrong to trust him not to buck his CoG overseer, after all.

No, they were right to trust in that. I didn’t buck him. Not until it was too late.

Dietrich didn’t answer, which seemed appropriate for a man with nothing left to reasonably say. Fournier spun on his heel, breathing heavily, and leaning a hand on the back of Stevens’ chair to steady himself.

“Where is the New Jersey?” he growled. “Find me the Jersey. Find me Thatcher.”

His Ops officer scanned the tactical display for less than a minute. “There,” he said, jabbing his finger confidently at a missile cruiser approaching along a course that ran diagonal to Reckoning’s ecliptic. “That’s him.”

“Good.” He turned toward his Tactical officer. “Prepare to fire the main gun.”

“At one ship, sir? It doesn’t seem like an efficient way to—”

“What choice do we have? They’ve left us with no efficient options for employing a scattershot blast. But if we can cut off this beast’s head, perhaps we will have a chance.” Fournier strode toward his command chair, then tapped twice on the comm panel installed there, feeling all too aware that this was an innovation that stemmed from Thatcher himself. “I believe we can expect one of Captain Thatcher’s classic Hellfire barrages, in this circumstance,” he told his fleet. “Damage dealers must prepare to answer it with defensive laserfire. But Squadron Omega will prepare to respond to the enemy’s charge by sailing out to meet them, on my signal. You will have but one target. The New Jersey. The Signum will soften her up for you first.”
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Thatcher had fielded messages from no less than seven different squadron commanders, all but begging him to remain on Mastodon’s far side while the rest of them fought Penta.

“You’re too vital to lose,” Admiral Lucio Russo had told him—and as a hardened fleet commander, it was his words that carried the most weight with Thatcher. “You saved Red Legion’s war effort against Penta. What do you think will happen if you die? Do you think we’ll ever defeat Moll without you?”

“I’m afraid I don’t flatter myself nearly as high as you are, Lucio.” Thatcher had kept his voice as low as he could, praying his officers didn’t overhear. The conversation embarrassed him, frankly.

“The fact you think this is flattery worries me, Tad. I don’t say this lightly: the coming conflict will be an interstellar chess game between you and Simon Moll. If we lose you, we’ll simply have to fold. The pieces can’t move themselves.”

A tightness squeezed Thatcher’s chest. Lucio didn’t know it, but words like these threatened to place the sort of pressure on him that had interfered with his battlespace performance before. “Then let me present you with another line of reasoning, Lucio. I must have eyes on this battle, and I must retain the ability to shape it in response to the enemy’s actions—in real time.”

“If you think you can control every battle, you have some learning to do. Most of them will happen light years away from you.”

“Answer me this. Would you remain safe behind the gas giant? Would you withhold the arsenal of an entire warship just for your personal safety, while the crews under your command did the fighting for you?”

A long pause followed. “No,” Russo said at last.

“And neither will I.”

After that, no other captains tried to dissuade him. Word must have spread, he supposed, that the admiral had already tried and failed.

He watched his ships that he could see rocket toward the Penta position from points all along Mastodon’s circumference, and he knew those ships blocked from view by the gas giant’s girth would be doing the same. As they accelerated, each damage dealer built up its own Hellfire barrage, firing, then accelerating to catch up with its Hellborns before loosing the next.

I have to participate in every battle I can. The crews he commanded would lose respect for him if he didn’t subject himself to the same dangers they endured—something he couldn’t afford, after his repeated failures. There was already enough to feed the rumors that he was washed-up, his glory days behind him. That he’d risen to prominence in the Cluster on the back of a handful of cheap tactics, and now that they’d been played out, he had no substance left.

Leading from the midst of battle wasn’t just about responsiveness…though that was a big part of it. It was also about demonstrating to the men and women under his command that he remained willing to undergo the same trials they did. To put his life on the line, time and time again, just like they did. That he felt just as invested in the cause as them.

And so when the Signum sailed to the edge of the Penta formation and loosed its main gun directly at the New Jersey…well, that was simply the sort of risk Thatcher had signed up for.
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“Incoming ordnance, sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “A lot of it.”

“I see that, Lucy,” Thatcher said, glad for the firmness of his voice.

His grandfather’s words echoed through his mind, for the first time in a while. Never let your crew see your concern. It was a captain’s duty to remain stoic in the face of adversity—to refrain from letting his fears and insecurities infect his crew. A lesson Edward Thatcher had drilled into him over and over again, and one Thatcher felt proud to have integrated into his career as a commander almost perfectly.

Focus. He had perhaps a two-minute window to respond to the mighty dreadnought’s scattershot blast. The enemy commander had waited until the Jersey was far enough away to allow the cloud of ordnance to fan out into such a breadth that escape from it was impossible, but also close enough that Thatcher’s response time was minimized.

As a concession to Russo and his other would-be nursemaids, Thatcher had positioned a logistics ships on either side of his light armored cruiser. But ordering them to maneuver close enough to offer maser support would put them in danger of taking fire.

What if we move closer to one of them?

It was the kind of order that needed to be enacted almost the moment he thought of it—and he wished he’d thought of it even seconds sooner.

“Helm, fire port lateral thrusters, full power. Get us as close to the Lightfoot as we can, and Ops, have her sail for us as well, while staying well clear of the incoming ordnance cloud.”

“Aye, sir,” Randall Kitt said, his words rushed and breathy. His hands all but flew across his console. Guerrero also confirmed his orders, then began speaking softly but urgently into her console’s comm mic.

With gritted teeth, Thatcher took another look at the distance between the Jersey and the Lightfoot, as represented by his holoscreen.

We won’t make it before the ordnance hits. Which left the question of whether the scattershot blast would strip away the Jersey’s shield completely, or leave enough of it for the logistics ship to help stabilize.

It would be a near thing, and it could make the difference between the New Jersey’s survival or destruction. If she entered the fray with no shield, she was sure to find herself the target of multiple Penta ships—probably the squadron that was forming up just behind the Signum.

Railgun fire was not the most efficient way to destabilize a shield, under normal circumstances. But the approaching cloud of ordnance had enough velocity and density that it would likely prove just as effective as a multi-ship laser volley.

“Lucy, have the Owl come as close as possible to our port side without putting herself in danger.” The Owl was the Anvil logistics ship on the Jersey’s other side, opposite the Lightfoot. Tell Captain Woods to ready his repair drones for deployment.”

Less than a minute remained before the arrival of the Signum’s massive volley. Thatcher used the time to survey the rest of his fleet, and to his satisfaction he found that they were all following their previous courses, the damage dealers focused on building their Hellfire barrages.

He was sure they were feeling nervous for him, around now. Certainly, Russo and the others who’d expressed their concern were. But they had the professionalism to continue executing their prior orders until given new ones.

That sort of discipline would serve them well, in the engagements to come. Provided we survive this one.

In the space before the New Jersey, the missiles comprising her own Hellfire barrage began to explode, one by one—detonated by collisions with the incoming ordnance.

“Lucy, instruct the crew to brace for impact.”

“Aye, sir.”

No sooner than she’d finished delivering her warning over the ship’s 1MC did the volley strike. The shield absorbed the first several impacts, conferring no energy to the cruiser. From the perspective of Thatcher and his crew, it was as though nothing was happening—except that, as the storm of solid-core rounds intensified, the shield began to shimmer inside the holotank at the front of the CIC, and then to spasm.

Finally, it shook violently for the space of a couple seconds before collapsing entirely—just as the Lightfoot drew into maser beam range.

Damn it, he thought, and wanted to slam his hand down onto the armrest. But as his grandfather had pointed out many times, that wouldn’t help anyone or anything.

Instead, he turned to Guerrero once more. “Instruct the Lightfoot to deploy rep drones as well. Their entire complement.”

“Aye, sir.”

With that, the first solid-core round struck the New Jersey on the nose, sending alarming vibrations through her superstructure. A second one hit, and then a third, and a fourth. The shaking became more violent, rattling Thatcher in his seat, his body straining against the restraints.

Something exploded, sending what felt like an earthquake though the cruiser. His heart leapt into his throat, and he wanted to scream, but he gritted his teeth once more instead. “Lucy, what was that?” he ground out.

“A secondary capacitor on the starboard side,” Guerrero shouted back, somehow managing to operate her console in the tumult. “Our new jump drone module is also open to space, and we’ve lost a good number of the drones there.”

He nodded, though Guerrero wasn’t looking at him. None of his officers were, focused instead on riding out the Jersey’s violent shaking.

At last, the impacts ceased, with the Jersey intact. That felt like a small miracle by itself—he knew there was a very real chance they all could have died, just now.

The first repair drones from the Lightfoot landed on the starboard hull around the most damaged section, there to patch it quickly and roughly until the cruiser could next access a Helio base. The drones from the Owl were closing in fast on the port side, and Thatcher felt confident his ship would quickly be made spaceworthy once more—if only barely.

In the meantime, their troubles were not over. They lacked a shield, and were headed directly into the jaws of the enemy. Thatcher might have ordered Kitt to reverse course, but what would that have accomplished? The squadron amassed behind the Signum, so clearly intent on the Jersey’s destruction, could punch through the thin line of Thatcher’s fleet with relative ease, and chase her down even while his other ships closed on the Penta position like a clenched fist.

So it made more sense to continue charging in line with the rest of his fleet. Thankfully, the situation was about to change: the enormous Hellfire barrage he’d ordered was about to land.

Many of those missiles were aimed at the very damage dealers threatening the New Jersey now—and those at the front were installed with laser warheads. But they’d been programmed to do something unexpected.

Instead of spraying their target’s shields with lasers, they sent laserfire at the Signum’s shield instead, wherever their trajectories brought them close enough to do so. In this way, the super-ship’s forcefield was softened up a little more by each successive wave of Hellborns.

Meanwhile, the Penta damage dealers holding formation behind the dreadnought suddenly had their hands full. While they’d largely been spared the damage to their shields the laser warheads otherwise would have inflicted, the swarms of Hellborns directed at them still needed to be contended with.

On Thatcher’s orders, his ships had kept close behind their Hellfire barrages, and as that massive collective payload found its targets, they followed up with laserfire of their own—over half of it directed at the Signum herself.

The Penta commander had obviously expected to be able to use the super-ship’s main gun to cut down on the number of Red Legion ships firing on her. But Thatcher’s unusually dispersed formation hadn’t allowed for that, and now she found herself targeted by far more warships than expected. Her shields bucked under the combined fire, rapidly nearing collapse.

But even with all this to occupy them, the squadron closest to the Signum still found the discipline to target the Jersey, as they’d no doubt been ordered to do.

Thatcher had to admire that level of organization in the face of such an onslaught, even as their railgun fire ripped through space toward his cruiser.

“Take what evasive action you can, Randy,” Thatcher told his Helm officer.

“Aye, sir,” Kitt said from his station.

Repair drones still crawled over the New Jersey’s hull, patching up the damage caused by the enemy dreadnought’s scattershot blast. But with her shields down, the drones would not do much good against the pressure now being applied to his ship. The Jersey was too separated, too vulnerable. She wouldn’t stand up to those ships’ combined weapons fire for long, and for a moment fear flashed through him, making him doubt how strongly he’d resisted the notion of keeping the Jersey safe behind Mastodon.

What good will it do anyone if I fall valiantly in battle? Will my death serve as the inspiration humanity needs to pull together and throw off the shackles of Moll’s tyranny? Or will everything fall apart, as Admiral Ward seemed to suggest on Skotia Colony?

“Sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station, the note of hope in her voice like a balm for Thatcher’s doubts. “The Lively and Eaglet are directionally jamming the ships targeting us!”

A flicker of hope came alive in his chest, fueled by what he heard in Guerrero’s voice.

He’d positioned eWar ships evenly throughout the fleet, in case such jamming was needed. And while he hadn’t intended for their positioning to specifically save the New Jersey, he certainly welcomed their assistance now.

Kitt maneuvered the cruiser along the ecliptic, managing to avoid the brunt of the Penta railgun fire—though she still took some bruising along her port side, which sent ominous vibrations through the deck and up Thatcher’s legs.

But as the fleet harvested the fruits of this unique style of attack, their survival seemed likelier.

The Signum’s shield fell, opening her up to Hellborns and railgun fire, which followed in short order.

A staccato light show followed, with short-lived explosions sprouting from compromised compartments all along the great dreadnought’s hull. At last, the damage became too great, and her superstructure came apart.

For a time, Thatcher and the Penta fleet commander had been locked in a desperate struggle, which had felt as much like a close-quarters knife fight as a grand fleet action involving hundreds of warships trading blows at distances of thousands of kilometers.

Each had tried to brutally hack off the other’s head—and Thatcher had succeeded first.

Without their flagship, the Penta fleet quickly fell apart. More shields dissipated, starting mostly with ships belonging to the squadron that had attempted to take out the Jersey. And the ships they’d protected soon followed.

The Red Legion fleet took its share of losses, too. Thatcher winced as a destroyer fell, followed by three support ships, a cruiser, and a frigate.

But the Penta losses were far swifter, and much more devastating. As their fallen ships ballooned to two dozen, then three, then four, their fleet began to disengage.

Thatcher would have hoped for a total surrender, which would have meant an end to Penta as a meaningful adversary, and a great boon to Red Legion in terms of new ships gained.

But Penta Syndicate clearly intended to remain in the fight—no doubt to fall back to their super-ship under construction, which had just become all the more vital to them. As such, they couldn’t afford a surrender here. Instead, they withdrew, and Thatcher felt confident that whoever was in command in the wake of the Signum’s fall would likely be sending similar orders to the Penta fleets engaging Red Legion forces elsewhere in-system.

Denied a surrender, Thatcher made them pay a heavy price for that withdrawal. Seventeen more Penta hulls came apart under Red Legion weapons fire as the enemy pulled away from the fight.

Pressure-suited spacers emerged from some of those warships in their final moments. A few of those were killed by shrapnel from their exploding vessels, but most survived, to drift in space in hope of pickup, even by an enemy force.

“Collect all Penta crew who have abandoned ship,” Thatcher ordered over the fleetwide. “Disarm them, and find places for their confinement. But otherwise, I want them treated with the utmost of dignity and respect.”

Thatcher had ended the lives of hundreds upon hundreds of spacers, today. Men and women with families on their home planets. With children waiting for them to come home. He’d done so before, and would do so again. The death toll from his activities in the Dawn Cluster had likely only begun to pile up, if the coming war with the Coalition of Giants was anywhere near as vicious and bloody as expected.

In many ways, space warfare was cold and sterile, with the killing far removed from the killer. The evidence of his deeds, in terms of human life lost, were generally hidden from him. He couldn’t see the ocean of blood he shed with every battle.

But even so, the chorus of those lost spacers’ voices sometimes haunted his dreams, echoing as though through long, lonely corridors. As though through the passages of some colossal, abandoned ship.

Tonight would be no different, he suspected. And not for the first time, he wondered if some reckoning for his deeds awaited him, somewhere down the road.

No matter how valorous and honorable his allies and supporters considered those deeds.
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Mittelman was walking along the Pebblebrooke River when his comm buzzed. He unholstered it, and saw that the screen displayed no name. He frowned, answering the call.

“Yes?”

“I hope you’re not foolish enough to turn down my services a second time.”

“Who is this?”

“Gutman, is what you know me as.”

Without thinking, Mittelman stopped in the middle of the trail that followed the river’s winding way. “How did you manage to contact me on my personal comm?”

“Please,” the hacker scoffed. “It’s child’s play.”

Mittelman resumed walking, glancing around him surreptitiously to see if anyone had witnessed his reaction to receiving the sudden call. No one was in sight, and he breathed a little easier. “What do you mean, your services?”

“You know what I’m referring to. You snubbed me last time, and you paid the price, with your internal communications plastered far and wide across the instant comm net, for all to see. Will you make the same mistake twice?”

“You have a lot of balls, you know that?”

“Not nearly so much as you, Hans. A few times now, your pride has tripped up the alliance you call your new home. The difference between you and me is, I have you by yours. There isn’t a database in this star cluster I can’t access. And if you wish for more sensitive Red Legion information to go public, just try snubbing me again. Maybe your plans for dealing with Penta, or how you plan to solidify the south as an economic base for fighting CoG afterward. I do not forget, Hans, and I do not forgive easily.”

“Then why are you bothering to contact me to once again offer me your ‘services?’”

“I said I don’t forgive easily. I didn’t say never. Insults don’t sit well with me, and it just so happens that your present adversary has rendered a grave insult. You see, the Red Legion information I made public was not the only move I made on Penta Syndicate’s behalf. I also connected them with an individual inside your ranks who was willing to act as a spy for them—one of Volkov’s captains, Dimitri Popov.

“They’ve paid Popov well for his willingness to turn over intelligence to them…but they refused to pay me. After your so-called security specialists uncovered my hack into your databases and shut it down, I admittedly had some trouble regaining entry. The Penta executive I was dealing with lost faith in my ability to glean any more information for them, and decided not to pay me for setting them up with Popov, or for the information I’d leaked to the instant comm net, since technically I’d given that information to everyone. And so you see, they pay this two-bit player Popov lavishly, but they don’t give Gutman a dime. This is the insult I referenced.”

Mittelman answered Gutman’s monologue with contemplative silence. He didn’t enjoy being threatened or blackmailed, and a large part of him yearned to tell the hacker to do his worst.

But if he did that, Volkov would have a fit. The Russian had called Mittelman’s earlier run-in with Gutman a “botched situation,” and he wasn’t wrong. Having private alliance-level communications leaked like that—having their imperial ambitions laid bare for the Cluster to behold—it hadn’t done a whole lot for their image. Recruitment hadn’t tapered off much, but they’d started to see a spike in criticism of Red Legion, the critics calling Mittelman and Volkov little better than Moll.

The ones who hate Moll are still willing to join us. And a lot of them were encouraged by the height of our ambitions. Drawn by them, even. And now, with Thatcher on Red Legion’s side, Mittelman figured they were just about back to where their reputation had been before the leaks.

But that didn’t mean he wanted to suffer another round of them. No one would appreciate it if he pissed off the hacker enough to broadcast Red Legion’s latest strategic aims.

He’s probably bluffing, of course. But what if he’s not? That would prove disastrous.

Mittelman couldn’t take the risk. And besides, if Gutman actually had something of value to offer Red Legion, then all the better.

The silence on the line had held for some time now, but Mittelman still refrained from speaking. Yes, he’d decided to give in to Gutman’s threats, no matter how badly doing so bruised his ego. But that didn’t mean he would be the first to break the silence. In negotiations, it was never wise to do that, and Mittelman was now keenly aware that that was what they were about to do. Negotiate.

“I take it you are determined to make the same mistake again, then,” Gutman said at last. “And that you really are a fool.”

“I’m still on this call, aren’t I?” Mittelman shot back. “As are you. So I’m clearly willing to hear out your proposal.”

“I want payment first. Just as maybe you’ve learned a lesson after all, so have I. I won’t be screwed again, like Penta screwed me.”

“And how do I know you aren’t trying to fleece me?”

“You don’t. But you know what will happen if you don’t pay up.”

“This is starting to feel like a shakedown. I’d advise you back away from that approach, my friend. To stay relevant in Cluster geopolitics, you will need a relationship with some super alliance. And I take it you’re running out of options. How much are you asking for?”

“Twenty million.”

Mittelman’s fingers tightened on his comm. “You’re insane. There’s no way I’m sending that with no guarantee we’ll get anything from it.”

“I’m telling you, Hans. The information I have in my possession, complete with multiple corroborating documents, will shake the Cluster to its core. You will be very pleased with the results.”

A hacker and a salesman. “I can do ten million. Half now, half after we have the intel, with an eye to continuing our relationship into the future.”

Another prolonged silence followed. At last, Gutman said, “Eighteen million.”

“Twelve.”

“Fifteen.”

“Fine,” Mittelman said. “Half now, half upon the delivery of the information—after we’ve determined it’s as valuable as you say. And to warrant this price tag, it had better be good, Gutman.”

“It will be. I will transmit the details of the account to which you will send the payment. I want the money within twenty-four hours, or this info goes down the memory hole. Trust me, you don’t want that.”

Mittelman smiled. The petulant Gutman might be a Cluster-class hacker, but he was an amateur negotiator. The man would never flush this intel, not if it was as valuable as he claimed. And unless Mittelman missed his guess, Red Legion was among the only potential customers with the means and the motive to pay him for this information—perhaps the only one.

Gutman would hold onto the information until he was paid for it. Of that, Mittelman felt confident.

But there was also no need to tempt fate.

“Fine,” he said. “You’ll have the money by end of day. And I expect this information by the end of tomorrow.”

Another long silence followed, and Mittelman furrowed his brow. Was the hacker having second thoughts? Was he about to try some fresh, dumb tactic to drive the price higher?

It took him the better part of a minute to realize that Gutman had already ended the call.
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“You sent how much of our money without my consent?” Volkov yelled, spittle flying as he leaned forward in his chair, cords standing out from his neck.

The object of his anger was a holoscreen at the head of the conference room table—or at least, the man whose head and chest were shown by that holoscreen.

A couple of the others present in the New Jersey conference room shifted uncomfortably in their seats—Admiral Russo, and Selene Williams. Emilio Garcia sat across from Williams, and seemed to be trying to catch her eye with an amused smile, apparently brought about by Volkov’s rage.

“Seven and a half million,” Mittelman repeated calmly.

“And in return you got…nothing. Am I understanding that correctly?”

“No,” the spymaster said flatly. Thatcher could tell he was trying his best to hide his annoyance, but doing a poor job.

He wants to keep relations cordial with Volkov. But the Russian makes that hard when he yells at him in front of other prominent alliance figures.

“For one, Gutman provided us with evidence of Dimitri Popov’s betrayal. Surely cutting off a valuable source of intel for Penta must be worth something.”

“Popov?” Volkov muttered. “You were like a brother to me. How could you?”

Perhaps you yelled at him in front of his peers, too, Thatcher mused.

“I’m surprised at this reaction, Mikhail,” Mittelman said, once Volkov had apparently finished his aside on the subject of Popov. “When I turned down Gutman’s last offer of help, you were upset with me, and rightly so. It led to sensitive alliance-level communications going public, doing damage to Red Legion’s reputation.”

Volkov opened his mouth, presumably to launch into another angry tirade. Then he seemed to take a deep breath, and rein himself in somewhat. “It’s not that you accepted his offer, Hans. It’s that you didn’t check with me first.”

“He has a point,” Thatcher put in. “Decisions like these should undergo some sort of discussion, don’t you think? You aren’t Simon Moll, Hans, and I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to try to be.”

“Whose side are you on, anyway?” Mittelman asked, his tone half-joking, half-serious.

Thatcher exchanged glances with Garcia, then looked back at the spymaster. “Did you think I was on your side?” he asked incredulously.

“Ha. I see you grew a sense of humor since the last time we parted ways.” Again, Mittelman’s voice mixed amusement and bitterness in equal measure. “Anyway, the Hammer is right, of course. And I know we’ve had this discussion before, Mikhail. I’m just getting used to this new…mode of being. That’s all. I will do better.”

“Thank you,” Volkov said.

Selene Williams leaned forward slightly in her chair, drawing increased interest from Garcia. “Captain Thatcher mentioned a discussion prior to any major alliance-level decisions. But who is meant to hold such a discussion? Who do we consider the leaders of Red Legion to be? It seems like something we should clarify, before moving forward.”

The question hung in the air for them all to contemplate. To Thatcher, Volkov’s stony silence was particularly deafening. It wasn’t hard to tell that the talented Russian captain resented the encroachment of these foreigners on an organization that had grown from his corp, Red Sky. Back when it had been just Red Sky, he’d been the only one in charge.

But he has to recognize that without our help, Red Legion would never have made it as far as it has.

“I would propose the CEO of each corp be considered top leadership,” Mittelman said, his 3D representation turning to make eye contact with each person at the conference table. “And myself, of course. Since I’m clearly very important.”

It was another half-joke, the humor stemming from Mittelman’s unabashed self-appraisal. But it also happened to be just as true as it was funny. Mittelman had been instrumental in helping Red Sky drive Penta out of Devil’s Arm, granting it three entire regions as the industrial base it needed to launch an alliance that quickly came to rival the Cluster’s great powers.

Mittelman continued. “We should also consider involving Lucio Russo, since he’s bringing an entire alliance with him—Verity Guild. What do you think, Mikhail? I would hear your thoughts. You founded this organization, after all. If we’re going to structure the alliance like this, it’s important we have your blessing.”

Volkov gave a slow, considering nod. “Yes. This makes the most sense.” The Russian’s ability to acknowledge that impressed Thatcher, considering his clear misgivings.

“All in favor?” Mittelman said.

Everyone raised their hands.

“Excellent.”

With that done, in typical Mittelman style, the spymaster took what had been an important, rapport-building moment and immediately used it against Volkov. “Now that that’s out of the way, we need to address the matter of our alliance’s name. I believe ‘Red Legion’ ties us too closely to the Russian national character, at a time when we can’t afford to alienate recruits from any nationality. I motion to change the name to ‘Legion.’”

“Seconded,” Garcia said immediately, managing to wrench his attention away from Williams long enough to give his input. “That’s way better branding. Has a heft to it. ‘Legion.’ A word to send chills down Simon Moll’s spine. I like it.”

“All in favor?” Mittelman asked.

Every hand went up except one. Volkov’s glare came close to murderous, but Mittelman either hadn’t noticed it, or was pretending not to. Probably the latter.

“Mikhail?” he asked, his eyes finally falling on the Russian, as he put on a convincing show of only now noticing Volkov hadn’t raised his hand.

Still glaring, the Russian slowly raised his arm into the air.

“Excellent,” Mittelman said. “It’s unanimous. That’s an important step, I think. We may come to find that this name change acts as a force multiplier for us going forward.”

“You shouldn’t try to speak in tactical terms,” Williams said. “It doesn’t suit you.”

“Noted, madame,” Mittelman said, clearly too pleased with himself to take any offense.

Another silence followed, and Thatcher contented himself with studying the others present at the meeting, especially Volkov.

Mittelman may think he neatly pulled off some sort of coup, here. But we’re all going to pay for what just happened, at some point. He felt confident that was a question of when, not if.

On the holoscreen, Mittelman seemed to be studying something in his lap, but now he looked up. “Goodness. Would you believe I just now received the encrypted intelligence package from Gutman?”

“Anything could be true when one is dealing with you, spy,” Volkov growled.

A brittle pause followed, which Mittelman quickly filled again with faux-cheerful talk. “I do like to surprise my friends. Either way, what excellent timing! I’ve almost finished decrypting the files. Ah, here we are.” Mittelman’s eyes darted back and forth, as he scanned the contents of Gutman’s transmission. “Oh,” he said, his eyes widening. “Oh.”

“How long do you plan to keep us waiting?” Volkov asked. “I know it must seem like you have all the time in the world, in your cozy quarters on Demeter, but out here in the cold of space we have a war to wage.”

“Of course. I won’t keep you waiting any time at all. It’s just…wow. This really is everything Gutman promised it would be. I think we’re going to be happy to send him that second payment.”

“Just tell us,” Thatcher said, growing impatient himself.

“Yes. Fine.” Mittelman cleared his throat. “Our friend the hacker has been kind enough to summarize what these documents demonstrate, and I’m paraphrasing from that summary. It seems he’s managed to get his grubby little hands on several communications between higher-ups in the UNC and CEOs of major Coalition corps. That correspondence clearly demonstrates collusion between the UNC and CoG. According to Gutman, the UNC is backing Moll because they consider him their best chance for reasserting stability throughout the Cluster. Apparently they have some sort of power-sharing agreement for when he’s finished taking over the hot regions.”

Mittelman looked up again. “I haven’t reviewed the documents that prove all this, obviously, but if this is true it could shift Cluster geopolitics overnight. We’ll quickly find ourselves with a whole host of new allies—chief among them being Terminus, the northern alliance Veronica Rose and her pirate friends managed to piece together.”

Yet another silence followed as the Legion leaders contemplated the implications of what Mittelman had just said. For the second time, the spymaster broke that silence, after spending the better part of a minute reading on. “That’s not all, by the way. Gutman also claims to have sent me internal UNC documents that clearly demonstrate they’ve been dragging their heels on reopening the wormhole into Earth Local Space. Their reason? Because they’re afraid everyone on that side of the wormhole is dead. They don’t want to reestablish a connection with systems they believe are now Xanthic strongholds.”

That last revelation hit Thatcher like a sucker punch to the gut. Lin....

Could it be true? Could the people in the Dawn Cluster really be the only ones left alive of the entire human race?

I can’t let myself believe that. And neither would anyone else want to believe it, he realized. No one in the Cluster would want to accept that the loved ones they’d been cut off from, for three years now, were actually all dead.

“I want a copy of everything you received, Hans,” Thatcher found himself saying, before even realizing he intended to speak. “Everything.”

“So do I,” Williams said.

“And I,” Volkov said.

“I’m good,” Garcia put in. “If any of you find anything else interesting among those documents, let me know, won’t you?”

“Everyone will get a copy,” Mittelman said. “And I do mean everyone. I mean, if this really is as damning as Gutman says, the clear thing to do is leak it immediately, right? Do I have someone to second that, or do we actually need to discuss this further?”

“I’ll second it,” Thatcher said immediately.

“Thank you, Tad. All in favor?”

Every right hand sprang into the air—except for Garcia, who raised his left.




***




Aboard the Prancing Filly 

Kurtosis System, Unity Region

Earth Year 2293




Victor Newman wiped a hand on his already greasy rag, frowning at the primary coolant loop he’d shut down in order to take a look at it.

He’d been right—its pressure had been dropping off for weeks now, and as a result the reactor’s core was boiling off the water surrounding the fuel rods too quickly, leaving some of the uranium exposed. If that was allowed to continue, they’d end up with a hot, radioactive mess at the bottom of the containment unit.

He didn’t like leaving the coolant loop turned off for any length of time, but there were three other primary loops, and this one hadn’t been doing much good anyhow. He’d need the captain’s go-ahead to begin repairs on it, since they’d be extensive. It would probably take him the better part of three days to get the coolant loop back online.

His shift was technically over, so before stopping in to see the captain, he swung by the cargo hold to check on the kids.

Thomas’ face broke into a sunny grin the moment he spotted his father, and he darted across the hold, dodging crates and skipping over pallets. “Dad! You’re home from work!” The young boy launched himself into Newman’s arms.

“Not yet, kiddo,” he said, managing to hold his son with one hand while he used the other to muss up the boy’s hair. “I still need to see the captain. Just stopping by to say hi. How are you? Are you taking good care of your sister?”

He lowered his son to the deck, and as Thomas’ shoes touched metal, he turned back to peer in his sister’s direction. “She’s bored,” he said half-mockingly.

“Oh, is she?” Newman followed Thomas’ gaze, in the direction of the makeshift berth he’d set up for himself and his two children, consisting of two thin mattresses with a sheet and a blanket each. Katie slept in one, and Thomas shared one with his father. The captain had offered him a cabin, but it wasn’t big enough for three of them, so he spent his nights here instead, amidst the cargo the Prancing Filly transported between Dupliss and Steppe Mortalis.

“Are those beds made, missy?” he called to his daughter.

“Yes,” came the ornery reply. Katie didn’t much enjoy life aboard the Filly. She missed Ladon Station, where she could run through secret access tunnels with her schoolmates, pretending to be Earth archaeologists seeking forgotten treasure. There wasn’t much of anywhere to explore aboard this old freighter.

At least neither of them miss Gloria. He’d expected them to pine after their mother at least a little, after a Swiss court finally granted him full custody. But they hadn’t—not even once. I guess she really was just as awful to them as I thought.

“Good,” he answered, not sure what else he should say. He wanted to comfort his daughter…but how? Nothing he could say would change her situation. It wouldn’t reunite her with her friends, and it wouldn’t bring back the wonders Ladon Station had held for her, with its varying gravity and stratified world of luxury contrasted with the squalor that characterized the levels near the core.

That was one thing Gloria had to offer them. A life of comfort—of knowing they had nicer things than most of the other children who called Schöllenen Gorge System their home. Katie missed that on some level, he knew.

“I’ll be back soon,” he said, giving them both a little wave. “Be good.”

“Don’t go, Dad!” Thomas cried spontaneously, wrapping himself around Newman’s leg.

“Aw, buddy,” he said, once again tousling the boy’s hair. Thomas was afraid of the cargo hold’s dark corners, and it often showed up like this. “I need you to be brave, so you can keep your sister safe while I’m away. Think you can do that for me?”

“I guess so.”

“That’s my boy.” Newman pried the six-year-old from his limb, and left the hold before he could reattach himself.

It wasn’t a long walk to the captain’s quarters, which contained his office in a cramped front chamber. Just down the passage, past the crew’s mess, and then past the head.

His knock on the hatch brought no answer, and he hesitated while he tried to decide whether he should try again. Bates should be in there, shouldn’t he? It wasn’t the captain’s shift on the bridge. Maybe he’s using the head?

Then a voice called from beyond the hatch, interrupting his internal conflict. “Come in. It’s unlocked.”

Frowning, Newman turned the heavy handle, then pushed the hatch open. He entered to find Captain Art Bates sitting with his head in his hands, and an open whiskey bottle nearby. The sharp smell of the Irish whiskey permeated the small space, and a yearning rose up inside Newman, which he did his best to clamp down on right away.

There was no cup or glass in sight.

“Is something wrong, Art?” he asked.

“Wrong,” Bates repeated, emitting a hollow-sounding laugh. He nudged the bottle with the back of his hand, pushing it a couple inches across the table as he seemed to consider the golden liquid inside. He heaved a sigh, then sat back and met Newman’s eyes. “I received word this morning that the UNC now considers the Filly’s charter to be…invalid.”

Newman blinked at the freighter captain, realizing his gaze had been on the bottle again. “Invalid? Since when does the UNC have the authority to consider a ship’s charter invalid? Isn’t that between us and our clients?”

“That’s how it worked in the past. You might say that’s how it’s supposed to work. But the UNC has slowly been granting itself jurisdiction over more and more of our lives, and the authority to dictate to us what we can and cannot do. In this instance, it has mandated that all supply shipments to Dupliss cease, since Dupliss is controlled by Terminus, an organization the UNC considers ‘dangerous to Cluster stability.’”

“But we aren’t delivering goods to Terminus. They don’t even control the station we dock at!”

A bitter smile spread across the captain’s face. “I didn’t say the mandate makes sense. I merely indicated that it is what the UNC has decreed.”

“What does it mean for us?”

Bates chuckled again, with that terrible sense of emptiness underlying the sound. “Consider the name of our company, Victor. Warm System Logistics. If the UNC has now begun to deny us access to the warm systems we cater to, do you think we’ll last very long?”

Newman didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t answer.

“If you want to know what I think, I expect we’ll all be out of a job before the week is out. I’m just waiting to get the memo from head office about all this.”

As the captain spoke, a cold pit opened deep down in Newman’s gut—an icy hollow that only one thing could warm.

“Did you have something to tell me?” Bates asked.

When he spoke, Newman’s voice came out flat and dead. “I was right about the coolant loop’s degrading performance. I’ve shut it down. I was going to ask your permission to start repairs.”

Bates waved a dismissive hand. “Do what you like.”

There seemed to be nothing else to say. Newman turned and left the office, shutting the hatch softly behind him.

He headed back down the passage, stumbling once. His head felt light enough that it might float off his shoulders, and for a moment his vision blurred, the light from the overhead halogens turning fuzzy and indistinct.

Without thinking, he stopped at the crew’s mess, heading in through the hatch, which had been left open.

He normally avoided this place outside of mealtimes, since the off-duty crew liked to gather at the far side of the mess near the sole holoscreen and drink. Newman hadn’t wanted to tempt himself with the possibility of returning to that comforting old vice.

During his years of separation from his kids, after Gloria had disappeared with them from their Breyton Region home, he’d hit the bottle in a way he hadn’t thought himself capable of. Only his mission to track down his children had motivated him to stay sober for any time at all. Even so, it was a wonder he’d made any headway in his search, considering how much of it he’d spent drunk.

The other freighter crew greeted him with a nod and a grunt as he joined them, apparently unbothered that he’d barely made any attempt to get to know them since accepting a job aboard the Filly. He was just the engineer who spent his nights inside the cargo hold with his kids. But now, someone filled a glass with what looked like whiskey, and set it down on the table in front of him without a word.

They returned to scrutinizing the holoscreen in silence, while Newman stared through the semi-opaque contents of his glass, contemplating the slightly sweet, slightly pungent smell drifting up to him from it.

Something the newscaster was saying caught his ear, jerking him away from his inner struggle over whether he should take his first sip in months.

“Stunning documents reveal long-running collusion between the UNC and Sunder Incorporated, a relationship that began shortly after the wormhole’s collapse and has since transferred to the super-alliance that Sunder heads, the Coalition of Giants. Joining us now is Hans Mittelman, former head of intelligence for Frontier Security, and now one of the most prominent figures in the new alliance now called ‘Legion,’ having dropped ‘Red’ from their name just yesterday.” The screen split in two, showing the anchor on one side, and on the other a man with prematurely gray hair and a still-dark soul patch. “Hans, what can you tell us about these staggering revelations?”

“That’s Mills!” Newman blurted out.

“Huh?” One of the Filly crew was looking at him askance. “You know him?”

Newman nodded. “He…he told me his name was Harold Mills.”

“First of all, Rhonda,” Mills—Mittelman—said, “thank you for being one of the few news outlets to cover this story. As I’m sure you know, the UNC is tapping every ally they have in corporate media to try and bury it before it has a chance to get out to the wider public. But they should know by now that approach comes from an outdated playbook. With blockchain messaging and broadcasting, it’s only a matter of time before everyone in the Dawn Cluster has seen these documents, and with the help of more independent-minded organizations like yours, that will happen even faster.”

“Of course,” the anchor said. “Hans, could you start by telling us a little bit about yourself? Until recently, you’ve always avoided the limelight, which is common for people in your line of work. Yet here you are taking media interviews. What changed?”

“My role changed. Yes, I serve a similar function for Legion as I did for Frontier Security, but there’s also been quite an expansion of my duties. I now find myself in a position of leadership, and it’s difficult to lead from the shadows.”

“Understood. And these revelations….”

“Are a vital step in proving what many people throughout the Cluster have suspected for so long. We don’t have a level playing field, and we never have. The UNC pretends to remain neutral from the safety of their cold systems, but in reality they favor Simon Moll and his ilk in everything they do. They act on the rest of us through him, and therefore we can judge their true motives by his actions. They want total control over our lives. Simon Moll is not exactly a harbinger of freedom and democracy. He’s a tyrant, who strips the civil liberties of all who fall under his sway, not to mention their opportunities, and their dignity. All wealth is sucked up into the CoG war machine, and their power over the regions they’ve conquered is absolute. If you want to know the true face of the UNC, just look at Simon Moll.”

“Strong words. I know this next subject is difficult to comment on, but what do you think the UNC’s reluctance to reopen the wormhole means for humanity’s future?”

“I don’t think it says anything about humanity’s future. It merely indicates just how cowardly an organization the United Nations and Colonies really is. They’ve clearly already written off our species. Well, I haven’t, and neither has Mikhail Volkov, Selene Williams, or the Hammer himself, Tad Thatcher. We’re here to fight for humanity. And we won’t stop fighting until we’ve prevailed.”

“Till humanity has prevailed, you mean.” The newscaster tilted her head to the side.

“Yes. Humanity.”

“Are you able to speak to the rumors that a dialog has now opened between Legion and Terminus about a possible anti-CoG pact?”

“I can’t speak to them directly, but I can say that the leaders of Terminus recognize exactly how dangerous the unholy alliance is that’s described in these documents. I have a feeling they won’t take these revelations sitting down.”

The anchor gave a curt nod. “And do you worry that Legion may face a fleet of super-ships on its doorstep someday soon?”

Mittelman barked laughter. “Of course not. Didn’t we just finish talking about how cowardly the UNC is? They’re doing everything they can to deny and cover up these allegations. They know exactly how vulnerable they’ll be if the entire Cluster decides to unite against them and Simon Moll. There’s also the inconvenient fact that their location in the Cluster’s cold systems means they’re effectively surrounded. If they attack us—an act that would be completely unjustified, by the way—then who’s to say a force from the north wouldn’t come south and take the all-important cold systems for themselves? We’re playing a dangerous game now, Rhonda, and every player must think very carefully about his next move.”

“Certainly so. Any final words for our viewers, Hans?”

Mittelman locked eyes with the viewer—with Newman. “Yes. People of the Cluster…I doubt I need to persuade you about the sheer evil which Simon Moll and the UNC represent. You feel it in how difficult it’s become to provide for your family, with increasing shortages and skyrocketing prices. You feel it in the way your freedoms have been stripped from you, with employment opportunities steadily drying up with every passing day.

“There is an answer. Come to Devil’s Arm. In Legion-controlled space, we have zero unemployment. If you have no skills, we will train you to do something useful. We welcome all those interested in fighting against the wave of tyranny sweeping the Cluster. If you want to hide at home, and hope the monsters won’t find you, then by all means, please do that. But if you want to steer this species toward a better future—if you want to fight—then come join us. We will welcome you with open arms.”

The program moved on to other, more local matters, of concern mostly to residents of Unity and perhaps the surrounding regions.

But Newman was no longer listening. He still held the glass of rum in his hands, and every drop remained in it. He hadn’t taken a single sip.

Abruptly, he rose to his feet, one hand held up to his crewmates. “Thank you, but…I don’t need this. Thank you.” With that, he left the mess, to return to the captain.

He would not lose his job today. Instead, he would relinquish it freely.

You can’t lose what you’ve already discarded.

Sailing back and forth between Dupliss and Steppe Mortalis while the Cluster fell apart…even if that opportunity remained to him, it wasn’t for him, he decided.

I want to be a part of something more. I want to be a part of fixing this.

A voice spoke up inside him, asking him if he was really going to bring his kids to live in a region controlled by an alliance who dared oppose the mighty CoG, even as they steamrolled across the stars.

Yes, he answered that voice. Yes, I am. Because the future Simon Moll offered was not one he wanted for his kids. The only solution, therefore, was to fight for a better one.

Besides, he no longer believed there was a safe place any longer. Not in the cold regions—not anywhere in the Dawn Cluster.


Chapter Eight




Aboard the Fang

Scanderoon System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




Baumann’s frigate lacked both a wardroom and an officer’s mess. Instead, it had a single mess, where officers and crew alike mingled, with a minimum of decorum, and barely a sign that a chain of command existed aboard the ship. Even though it did.

During her time aboard the New Jersey, Rose had availed of the wardroom to fix herself coffee in between work sessions. Here, the crew’s mess was the only option, which was…a different experience.

It wasn’t that the crew treated her with disrespect, or were indecent toward her in any way. Quite the opposite, actually. The moment she was spotted by the cook, he set about preparing her coffee, exactly the way she liked it, while those nearby called out greetings.

“Good morning, Ms. Rose.”

“How are you today?”

“Glad to see you looking well, Ms. Rose!”

At first, the speed with which her coffee was made struck her as odd, until she learned that the kettle was kept continually on the boil in anticipation of her arrival. Since her first stay aboard the Fang, when she’d mentioned in passing to a machinist’s mate that she normally prepared her coffee using a French press, one had magically appeared in the mess. The cook had quickly become an expert in its use, using his comm to time how long to let the boiled water sit for, then how long to keep it in the carafe before pressing down the plunger and pouring her mug.

“How are those filthy dogs in the mess treating you, when you go there?” Baumann had asked a week into that second voyage. “They’re a bunch of low-bred bastards, so you just let me know if one of them steps out of line. I’ll have him dealt with.”

“No, um…they’re all perfect gentlemen, actually.”

She would have assumed her good treatment had resulted from similar threats made directly to the crew by their captain, except that Baumann didn’t seem to give a damn about her comfort or emotional wellbeing any other time. Were the crew really that good-natured, then, in spite of their brute of a captain? Or was something else going on?

Today, her coffee was almost ready by the time she arrived in the mess. That startled her at first, until she remembered the missile technician she’d passed just outside her office—which was no longer in the cargo bay, but now a permanent fixture inside one of the frigate’s sensor modules. The man had greeted her warmly, then whipped out his comm to whisper furtively into it.

Could he really have been alerting the cook to my approach? She accepted the warm metal mug with thanks, then sipped from it thoughtfully as she exited the mess.

And nearly ran headlong into Baumann himself.

“Ronnie,” he said, having long since taken to using this shortened version of her name—without her permission. “I was looking for you.” He frowned down at the mug in her hands. “You know, I can easily have a coffee maker installed in your office. You don’t have to deal with those hooligans in the mess.”

She studied him thoughtfully. Surely he knows I prefer it from a French press? Or does he? The man was as inscrutable as a black hole, sometimes.

“It’s fine,” she said. “I enjoy the walk between my office and here. It helps me clear my head.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’m just about to take dinner in my cabin. I wanted to talk to you anyway, so why don’t you join me?”

“In your…cabin?”

“The front room of my cabin. Not where I sleep, for goodness sake. There’s a table there, in the front room. Didn’t you notice I’m barely ever in the mess hall during mealtimes?”

“I’m barely there, either. Except for coffee.” She normally went at irregular hours—her work often kept her up late, putting her out of sync with the rest of the ship.

“I could have a table put in your office, if you—”

“It’s fine, Ben. Let’s go talk. And eat.”

He gave a curt nod, then turned to lead her toward the front of the ship.

They walked through the Fang in silence. Rose tried not to spill her coffee as she quickened her pace to keep up with Baumann’s long, brisk strides. At last they reached the hatch to his quarters. The captain’s quarters. He opened it for her.

Inside, a square table was set with a tablecloth, two place settings, and a candle in the middle. A covered plate waited at each chair.

She frowned. “I thought—”

Baumann raised his eyebrows. “What?”

That eating here was an off-the-cuff idea. He’d certainly presented it that way. So why did this look a lot more like a fancy dinner he’d planned well in advance? “Nothing,” she said, though she narrowed her eyes at him as she passed in front of him. You want to butter me up. Why? What are you going to try to convince me of?

Given the atmosphere he’d created, she half-expected him to pull her chair out for her, but he didn’t, instead yanking his out with one hand and plopping into it. So she pulled out her own chair, and lowered herself into it before removing the cover from the plate. Underneath, three meat skewers awaited.

“What is this?” she asked.

“Honey-mint lamb skewers. The cook had a feeling you’d like it, after you complimented him on his stew last week.”

“That’s…very kind.” She picked one up, sniffed it, then took a bite. Tender, sweet, and delicious. Closing her eyes, she chewed slowly, savoring the juices coating her taste buds.

“Wait till you try the main course.”

“Main…course?”

Baumann nodded. “Puff pastry salmon. It’s a bit precious, but I have to admit, it’s damned tasty. He’s only made it once before, you know. I think he’s taken a liking to you.”

“Uh huh.” Rose took another bite of lamb, then spoke before it was fully chewed. “What did you want to talk about?” Something about being aboard a pirate ship had played havoc with her manners, it seemed.

Baumann, of course, gave no indication he’d noticed. “What do you think? Heimdall and Starworks finally seem willing to do something about Moll—thanks to your old pal Mittelman. We need to talk war.”

She chuckled. “I’m the last one you want to talk strategy with, Ben. And certainly not tactics. I would hope you can handle all that without me. Otherwise, we’re in big trouble.”

A scowl passed across the pirate’s face. Former pirate, I suppose I should be thinking of him, now.

“Of course I’ll handle the tactics,” he said. “I’m talking more about propaganda.”

She furrowed her brow. “Propaganda? I don’t think the public needs any more convincing, after reading about UNC’s cozy relationship with—” Something caught her eye just over Baumann’s shoulder, and she gasped. “Is that a Timms?”

He half-turned toward the painting on the bulkhead centered over what looked like a liquor cabinet. “Oh, yeah. An original.”

“Where did you find an original Timms?” Anthony Timms’ paintings of stars formations and other space phenomena were prized throughout the Cluster and Earth Local Space. A lot of people credited Timms with bringing space to life for them, in a way no one else had managed. “Wait…don’t tell me.”

“Ha! It’s not what you think. Anthony Timms traveled all the way to Lacuna, way back before Degenerate Empire was a glimmer in Tobias Vega’s eye.”

“What? Why?”

“For inspiration, Ronnie. Not everyone sits behind a desk safe in a corporate headquarters their daddy built, you know. Not artists, especially. They need to go out and actually taste life if they’re going to produce anything worth a damn.”

She sat back. “That doesn’t seem like it was totally necessary.”

“Well, maybe not. Either way, I knew Tony. We used to drink together at a dive spot in one of the hidden pirate enclaves, God’s Eye Station. That one got abandoned a couple years later, after we got on the radar of a corporate mining outfit in the area, who decided it didn’t want to share a system with pirates. And who could blame them? Anyway, he gave me that painting.”

She decided to overlook Baumann’s slight, not wanting his brashness to detract from her experience of the art. “I’ve never seen it before.”

“No one has. I told you, he gave it to me, and he never licensed it afterward. A one-of-a-kind.”

“That’s…incredible.” She looked at Baumann with new eyes. “He must have really thought you were something.”

Baumann shrugged. “He owed me a favor. Long story.” He waved away the memory, as if it were nothing more than a curiosity. “Anyway, we need to get down to business. You say you don’t think the public needs further convincing, and maybe you’re right—though public sentiment is fickle, in my experience, and in need of constant tending.”

Laughter burst out of her, in spite of herself. “In your experience?” she repeated. “You mean, your experience in helping make sure Degenerate Empire is universally hated?”

A smile crept across Baumann’s face. “I see my remark about your father wasn’t appreciated. Listen, I don’t want bitterness between us, Ronnie. I think you need to learn to take me less seriously, but until you do, I’ll try to turn my rougher edges away from you. Deal?”

Rose said nothing, which didn’t seem to deter Baumann.

“Degenerate Empire was feared, and punched well above its weight. The fact it lacked much actual weight became more obvious with each of Vega’s failures—which is only a testament to our successful branding, given how much the northern corps worried about us. And so, getting the public on-side isn’t propaganda’s only function, Ronnie. Far from it. There’s also the effect it has on the enemy, and most importantly, their rank-and-file. A spacer works for a private military corp for a reason. That reason has to do with the corp’s identity, and perhaps with the identity of the alliance to which the corp belongs.

“Coalition of Giants’ identity revolves around winning, always. Every single time. When Simon Moll lost his Xanthic toy, he struck back against Ascendant Horizon with everything he had, grinding it under his heel. Because he had to. If he hadn’t followed up losing an alien super-ship with a colossal victory that made everyone forget the loss, then CoG would have fallen apart, probably quite soon. Because what glues those corps together—and more importantly, the people that make up those corps—is victory. An endless, unbroken string of them.”

“That seems like pretty good branding too, if you ask me,” Rose said, finally breaking her silence.

“Oh, it is. It projects incredible strength. But paradoxically, it’s also extremely vulnerable. Because all we need to do is defeat Simon Moll once more to remind his people that he’s not invincible. That might be all it takes for the true believers to lose faith. Or maybe one more defeat after that. But my point is, when you build your organization on always winning, losses become absolutely unacceptable.”

Rose found herself nodding thoughtfully. “That…actually makes a lot of sense.”

“Doesn’t it? And so, the task I would assign you is to begin thinking of ways to paint CoG in as weak a light as possible. Highlight their vulnerabilities—without leaking vital intel, of course. Play up our strengths. Prepare the field, so that we might harvest it fully later. If you can do that, then when the day comes for our victory, we’ll be ready to exploit it fully.”

Rose found herself looking at Baumann with fresh eyes. She’d never noticed such a degree of subtlety from him, before. Such a firm grasp on power, and the way it was wielded.

I don’t give him enough credit, do I? The man had led Degeneracy Incorporated out of the ashes, after Degenerate Empire had burned down under Vega’s watch…perhaps even more of a phoenix than Thatcher’s new PMC. Degeneracy had come farther than anyone had expected, Rose included—and it was now at the head of one of the Cluster’s three most powerful super-alliances.

Her reverie was interrupted by a sharp knock on the hatch. An annoyed look passed across Baumann’s face, and he rose from his chair to cross the chamber in two strides, flinging open the hatch.

“Begging your pardon, Be—uh, Captain.” It was Baumann’s Ops officer—Pinsent, wasn’t it? “We just received a transmission you’ll want to hear about.”

“Out with it,” Baumann said gruffly.

“It’s Coalition of Giants. Sir.”

“What about them?”

“They’re assaulting Endysis Region. They’ve taken the regional jump zone, and are pushing into Battledore System as we speak.”

Baumann shook his head like a horse shooing away a fly. “So they’ve resumed their infernal Operation Pendulum. Well, this time we’ll punish them hard for it. They’ll find a much more organized, unified north this time around.”

But Pinsent was shaking his head. “I think it’s worse than that, sir. They’re hitting with most of their fleet, that we know about anyway. People on the news are calling it a—what was it they said? A ‘preemptive strike in a new war for the north.’” Pinsent looked pleased with himself for reciting the phrase.

Baumann exchanged glances with Rose, whose heart was in the process of crawling into her throat.

“This could be bad,” the pirate commander said.


Chapter Nine




Aboard the New Jersey

Happenchance System, Nacarat Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher carried his mug of lukewarm coffee into his office, looking forward to a few moments alone to catch up on some reports from the New Jersey’s various departments. He hadn’t had time to brew a fresh pot, and the coffee maker’s warming function was malfunctioning, so he was stuck with a mostly cool brew to satisfy his caffeine addiction. Which it would do at any temperature, so he supposed he couldn’t complain too much.

The fleet was forging deeper into the heart of Nacarat, plumbing the region’s depths in their search for the system where Penta’s second super-ship was under construction.

He’d ordered outrider forces to follow parallel routes through nearby systems, sensors scanning for what had become their enemy’s most important operation. Without a super-ship to their name, Penta would be nothing more than another alliance wrecked on the unforgiving shores of Dawn Cluster history. They’d have little to offer CoG then, and Simon Moll would be poorly incentivized to come to their aid as Legion finished savaging them.

With a drone carrier, however—for that was what intel suggested the under-construction super-ship was—Penta could aspire to become a prominent jewel in Simon Moll’s crown.

The moment Thatcher’s rear hit the office chair, his comm buzzed from his holster. By habit, he suppressed a sigh, even though he was alone in his office.

He removed the comm from its holder and consulted the tiny display. Mittelman.

“Yes?” he said with the comm lifted to his ear.

“Tad. Why do I get the feeling you aren’t happy to hear from me?”

“I’m not happy to hear from anyone, at the moment.”

“Now, now. Don’t deflect—you should know that I can see right through that. As a warship captain, you’re used to being interrupted every minute of every day. So there has to be more to the level of annoyance I hear in your voice.”

Thatcher squeezed his eyes shut, feeling very much not in the mood for Mittelman’s all-too-clever repartee. “I hate the way you’re handling Volkov. It’s going to blow up in our faces.”

“Ah, well, there we are. There’s the bluntness the Hammer’s become so famed for. I thank you for gracing me with it.”

“Do you have anything substantial to say?”

“Maybe. But first, why don’t you outline for me exactly how I’m failing in the Volkov department?”

“You could have consulted him about the Gutman decision.”

“I could have. But it was a no-brainer, so why bother?”

Thatcher’s forehead panged, and he indulged himself by lifting his free hand to probe it with his fingers. “Shouldn’t you be better at dealing with people by now, Hans? Didn’t you manage a spy network of hundreds?”

“Thousands. But who’s counting?”

“Of course accepting Gutman’s offer was a no-brainer, which would have made it a golden opportunity to soothe Volkov’s bruised ego, by consulting him about it. And letting him feel like he was in on the decision.” Thatcher took a moment to shake his head, marveling at how he sounded. When had he learned to talk like this? “Volkov is filled with bitterness over being placed under my command—which is another situation we need to rectify, ASAP. We need to use opportunities like this to keep relations with the Russians in good working order. After all, this alliance wouldn’t exist without them, would it?”

“You do have a point, you know.”

“Volkov isn’t a child. Yes, he’s feeling resentful, but I’ve seen that he’s capable of putting his emotions aside for the sake of beating Moll. Except, if you continue prodding him, the consequences in the long-run could be major for this alliance. He appreciates what you’ve done for him, Hans. He even respects you. But he’s also starting to hate your guts. Do me a favor, and do better, will you?”

A silence passed over the line, and Thatcher wondered if he’d hurt the spy’s feelings—although, he probably cared about that even less than Mittelman seemed to care about hurting Volkov’s.

“Fine,” Mittelman said at last. “If you’re going to insist on talking so much sense, then who am I to do anything except heed it?”

“Hmm,” Thatcher said, genuinely uncertain as to whether Mittelman was speaking sincerely or merely humoring him.

“Let’s talk war in the north,” the spy said, and the abrupt change in subject only increased Thatcher’s suspicion. Still, the northern developments did need dissecting.

“Okay. What’s your take?”

“All signs point to Moll committing fully to a preemptive attack. Seems he figured the revelations about his cozy relationship with the UNC would piss off Terminus enough to draw them into war, and he didn’t want to wait around to be attacked by them. I’d say he’s probably right, by the way—this likely would have been enough. I sure hope so, anyway. Either way, it spells good things for our fight against Penta Syndicate. CoG won’t be rushing to help them anytime soon.”

“Provided Terminus doesn’t collapse completely under the onslaught. I have my doubts we can handle a CoG that controls the Cluster’s south, west, and north.”

“Well, there’s such a thing as growing too quickly, isn’t there? Spreading yourself too thin. I know you’re more a tactician than a strategist, but surely even you can grasp that.”

Ignoring the dig, Thatcher briefly contemplated his neatly trimmed nails before replacing his free hand on the desktop. “The entire Cluster is at war, Hans. This is exactly what everyone feared at the height of our war against Daybreak Combine. And now it’s here.”

“Goes to show you can get used to almost anything, doesn’t it? Back then, it seemed unimaginable. Now, I’m almost desensitized to war.”

Thatcher considered that pretty rich, coming from a man who hung back in the shadows while other men fought, jerking at strings and playing the puppeteer. But unlike Mittelman, he didn’t seize on the opportunity for a cheap jab. “I’ll be honest, Hans: I’m concerned. If you have any tricks left up your sleeve, now isn’t the time to hoard them to yourself. CoG’s been preparing for this for a long time, there’s no question. The recent Xanthic attack ravaged us, the north most of all. Yes, the aliens hit CoG regions too, but Moll was conveniently prepared, with all that space-based infrastructure. We’re on our back heel, here. And if the UNC chooses to get involved….”

“They won’t. Way too risky for them.”

“So is letting CoG fall.”

“True…but what if Earth Local Space isn’t wiped out, and the wormhole gets reestablished? I have a feeling the rest of humanity will be none too pleased to learn their governing body pitched in to help Simon Moll subjugate the entire Cluster. Despite all their super-ship muscle, the UNC are bureaucrats before they’re fighters. It takes them months of committee meetings to approve the relocation of a Helio base. As for joining the war on CoG’s side? The fighting will be long over by the time they’ve weighed the pros and cons, the minute implications, over and over again until they’ve bored themselves half to death.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am. In the meantime, I’ll dig around in the old bag of tricks, see if anything’s left for you to use.”

“I appreciate it. Take care, Hans. Thatcher out.” He ended the call, then leaned back in his chair, relishing the silence and solitude. Finally, a few moments alone to read these reports.

He should have known better than to indulge in such unbridled optimism. A knock sounded from the hatch, and he called for whoever it was to enter.

The hatch swung open to reveal Guerrero, who stepped in smartly and saluted.

“At ease, Lucy. What is it?” Guerrero was only this formal anymore when something was bothering her.

“I wanted to bring this to you myself. It looks like Penta decided they didn’t want to sit around and wait for us to destroy their only remaining super-ship.”

Thatcher shook his head. “What do you mean?” He couldn’t begin to fathom what his Ops officer was getting at.

“Sir, they’ve taken the various segments of the partially constructed carrier and towed them through Nacarat’s outskirts—along the same route Captains Garnier and Sidorov followed to attack Reckoning. They were last sighted just outside Prescient System. They’ve almost escaped Nacarat Region.”




***




Aboard the Ninth Dragon

Battledore System, Endysis Region

Earth Year 2293




Energy surged through Kong Hui’s veins—the divine fire of glorious victory. He found himself ripping off his restraints and surging to his feet, both fists raised in the air. As he did, his officers turned toward him, their triumphant grins fit to match his own. But whereas their lips were turned upward in triumph, no mirth touched their eyes. Those cold windows held only a murderous glint. One which also mirrored his own.

“Huzzah!” he called, resurrecting an ancient sailor’s cry.

“Huzzah!” They called back—even the handful of officers in the CIC managing to generate a satisfying din that rang off the bulkheads.

Clenched fists still raised partially before him, he turned his attention to the holotank, ravenous for the feast of data it offered. There, a fleet of historic size raged across Battledore System, decimating everything in its wake.

He seized his comm and punched in the command to connect it to his console, then double-tapped the armrest panel to put himself on the fleetwide. “Destroy their infrastructure!” he urged the hundreds of captains, in whose CICs his voice would now boom. “Leave them with nothing! We broke into Endysis with ease, because they did not know the scourge that was coming for them. But they will know now. They dare form an alliance whose purpose is to challenge our mighty Coalition? So be it. They will provide the next example. They are not the first, and they will not be the last.” He paused, letting his words sink in, stretching out the silence for dramatic effect. “Though they are among the last,” he added.

Then he ended the transmission, leaving his captains to discern the fullness of his message. It’s more effective to let them piece it together for themselves. That the time of CoG’s total dominance of the Dawn Cluster was almost at hand. And after that, who knew? Perhaps they would challenge the UNC next, who were foolish enough to believe men like Simon Moll and Kong Hui could be kept leashed like dogs. And after that…the Xanthic? Earth Local Space? Could Simon Moll really go on to rule all who lived? With Kong Hui at his side?

Contemplating the possibility threatened to dim his enthusiasm, as he remembered the threats leveled at him by Moll after his recent failures. Of removal from his position of prominence. Of seeing his role diminished in CoG’s military campaigns moving forward.

Simon Moll demands excellence, Kong told himself. And he must do so, as leader of such a vital alliance. He deserves excellence. And I must strive to give it to him.

But he wouldn’t only give him that. He would give Moll the entire north on a platter. Surely that would cement his position at the top of the Coalition, second only to Simon Moll. Toadies like Electra Balaska and Akio Hata would always be little more than glorified pawns, even if they never realized it. Warriors like Moll and Kong would be the ones to lead CoG to a glorious future.

But even that thought drew his attention to a seed of doubt that had recently sprouted in his mind. Moll seemed to be hanging back from the front lines, lately, and rumors flew among the lower ranks that the destruction of his super-ship by Tad Thatcher had robbed him of his nerve. Kong did his best to quash those rumors, but you could never stop the enlisted men and women from chattering. Not completely.

Moll will prove himself once more. He must. Our alliance depends on it.

Pushing those thoughts out of his mind, Kong turned to his officers. “I leave this in your capable hands. It is not enough for me to address the officers of our fleet—the crew must also share in the sweet taste of victory. Chen Daiyu, you have the conn.”

“Aye, sir.”

“He held both fists aloft once more. “Excellence in battle!”

“Excellence in battle!” they roared back.

“Bottomless fortitude!”

“Bottomless fortitude!”

And they chanted the last line together: “Our will, imposed by any means necessary!”

His grin spread even wider. They’d been working on the cadence of that last line a lot lately, and now they’d gotten it down perfectly, so that they spoke with one voice.

Kong clapped his hands together sharply, then turned his palms toward his officers. “I honor you, brave leaders of the Ninth Dragon. Just as you honor your ancestors.” With that, he turned, slapped the control for the hatch, and jogged out into the ship’s passageways.

It had been too long since he’d done this. There’d been a short period when he’d remained mostly out of sight of his crew, while he was waiting out unfortunate rumors that had been circulating about one of his dalliances aboard a northern Xebec civilian station. But the crew seemed to have forgotten about that now, and each of them brightened noticeably as their captain came upon them, laughing and cheering them on.

But out here, his rhetoric took on a slightly different tone than it had in the CIC.

He put his holstered comm on speaker mode, having patched it through to the ship’s 1MC, so that it picked up his voice and carried it booming throughout the destroyer’s every corridor.

“I honor you, hardworking men and women of the Ninth Dragon, who labor in her guts to keep her in fine fighting form.” His voice came out strong and loud as he ran, punctuating words here and there by clapping sharply. “You perform your work with care, diligence, and efficiency.” Each of these last three words he emphasized with clapping. “I urge you to continue bringing such prudence to your work. Such careful attention. For it is by your labor that victory will truly be achieved. Though the glory sometimes falls to your betters, know that I will never forget your contribution and sacrifice.

“Only with your help can we exterminate the vermin who swarm in the north—who stand against our Coalition so foolishly, at a time when it is paramount that humanity unite under one banner. Our banner. Only we can see the future. Only we know humanity must be strong, united, prepared. What they call freedom, I call chaos. They claim to protect the civilians under their care, but I tell you they only lead them to the slaughterhouse, playing a merry tune. And yes, that includes their children. They do not even seek the best for those innocents.

“These are insects who have set themselves against all humanity, whether they know it or not. It falls to us to squash them. To snuff out their very lives. Only by doing so can we hope to bring salvation to the masses of people our enemies claim to protect.”

His little speech finished, he ended the broadcast. After that, he boiled his words down to slogans as he ran, whose every syllable he punctuated with clapping.

“They are vermin!” he called to his crew.

“They are vermin!” they shouted back.

“Protect the innocents!”

“Protect the innocents!”

“Snuff them out!”

“Snuff them out!” his crew chanted back.


Chapter Ten




Aboard the Fang

Nepheloid System, Endysis Region

Earth Year 2293




“Okay, transition complete, sir,” Pinsent said, who only recently had dropped his habit of referring to his captain as “Ben.” He still tended to speak with a grating informality, one which a lot of Baumann’s officers frequently lapsed into—meaning they failed utterly to set a good example for the crew.

I suppose that’s a longer-term project. This was a pirate ship, after all.

He had enough self awareness to see the irony involved. He, who’d rejected both Space Fleet and a PMC for following caution and protocol too strictly, now sought to impose that protocol on his crew. But that was simply what it took to play with the big boys, he’d discovered.

“And what do you see on the tactical display?” he asked Pinsent, pointedly.

“Why, can’t you see it for yourself? Uh, Captain.”

“Of course I can.” Baumann’s words came out terse and clipped. He made no effort to rein himself in. “But as I’ve reminded you twice now, sometimes I will be occupied with other matters, and may miss important details because of that. That’s why it’s important for you to relay every new development to me, verbally, and that you are sure I’ve heard and understood. So tell me. What new developments do you have to relay?”

Pinsent’s Adam’s apple bobbled as he swallowed. “Sir, the CoG fleet is the biggest I’ve ever seen in one system. And that’s not even their entire invasion force.”

“I didn’t ask for color commentary. Tell me the number of opposing ships. Their disposition. What formations are their squadrons using. What activities they’re currently engaged in.”

“They’re wrecking the system, sir!”

Baumann couldn’t help himself. He lowered his face to his hand, propped up by his elbow on the command chair’s armrest. “I’m really going to have to retrain every one of my officers, aren’t I?”

A pregnant silence followed, one he didn’t bother to break. He just felt grateful Veronica Rose wasn’t here to witness this. Coming from a corp like Frontier, whose military doctrines had been clear, well-thought-out, unimpeachable…if she’d witnessed even one of Pinsent’s repeated displays of incompetence she probably would have run screaming for the nearest airlock.

Pinsent was right about one thing. The Coalition fleet was massive, and all together, Moll’s invasion force was without parallel in Cluster history. In human history, for that matter. According to intel, that force was currently spread across three systems—Virga, Nepheloid, and Padrone— and laying waste to vital Terminus infrastructure.

And we’re completely helpless to stop them.

Other alliance ships had already arrived in the system, from both Heimdall and Starworks, as well as Degeneracy. But they still lingered near the jump gates they’d emerged from, their captains clearly recognizing how futile it would be to engage the CoG force with their current numbers.

Baumann shook his head. Heimdall had already suffered staggering losses in their initial attempts to keep CoG out of Endysis. Their captains and crews had apparently been willing to give Moll a good fight, bolstered by the fact the three great northern powers had united under one banner.

But that morale-booster hadn’t been nearly enough. As the Coalition invasion force continued to pour through the regional jump gate, the battle became more and more desperate, and the Heimdall fleet commander had definitely remained committed to the engagement for too long. In the end, nearly one hundred Heimdall ships went down, compared to fifty-eight CoG ships. Many of the lost Heimdall ships had fallen after the fleet had finally been given the order to disengage.

“What will we do, sir?” Pinsent asked, apparently unable to bear the strained silence any longer.

“There’s nothing we can do,” Baumann snapped. A glance at the tactical display told him all he needed to know about whether the Terminus forces in-system were even united under a single commander. Well, if they aren’t, then I’ll take that role. Someone has to. “Put me on the fleetwide. We’re pulling out.”




***




Aboard the Shtriga

Providence System, Nacarat Region

Earth Year 2293




Mikhail Volkov offered a crisp salute as Thatcher exited Attack Shuttle One, docked with the Shtriga’s starboard side. Thatcher came sharply to attention and returned the gesture in just as fine form.

Though Volkov’s face carried all its Russian harshness, Thatcher thought he detected a warmth lurking beneath the icy surface. He’d asked Volkov to host this next meeting of alliance leadership in the Shtriga’s conference room, since the Jersey’s was being used by the cruiser’s department heads to plan a series of safety drills for next month.

That was true, but it also provided Thatcher a convenient excuse to ask Volkov for a favor, and to express his gratitude in a more granular level of detail than he normally would have.

He was trying to achieve something known in psychology as the Ben Franklin effect. Benjamin Franklin had been America’s only founding father to sign all four of the key documents that had established the country. He’d been an incredibly successful statesman, and prominent in a number of other fields besides. Franklin had had a tried-and-true method for turning enemies into friends: he would ask them for a favor.

It didn’t have to be anything major. Once, he’d asked another legislator who hated him to lend him a rare book from his library. In this way, Franklin nurtured a more favorable disposition in the man toward him. It became a part of his identity to help Franklin. He’d already done Franklin a favor in the past, after all, and he didn’t consider himself a foolish or erratic person. Since he wasn’t foolish or erratic, then performing the favor had to have been a good and sensible thing to do. Given that, it only made sense to continue doing favors for Franklin, and to revise his opinion of Franklin to be more in line with someone he performed repeated favors for. In this way, Franklin turned a staunch rival into a friend.

And judging by how pleased he sensed Volkov to be, it seemed likely he was achieving a similar effect with the Russian.

It was funny. Thatcher had known about the Ben Franklin effect for decades, but this was the first time he’d ever actually applied it. Prior to now, it had always struck him as slightly dishonest to leverage such psychological tricks, especially against one’s allies. But since Moll’s betrayal—and even more since Li Jun’s death and the subsequent fall of Ascendant Horizon—he’d become single-minded in his pursuit of CoG’s defeat. The only thing that frightened him now was to contemplate how far he was willing to go to attain victory.

He still didn’t fully know.

“Thank you again for allowing us to hold this meeting aboard the Shtriga, Captain Volkov,” Thatcher said as they walked in the direction of the ship’s stern. “You saved me a massive headache, as I’m sure you can understand.”

Volkov nodded, and a knowing smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Coordinating department heads is like herding cats.”

“Exactly,” Thatcher said, and they shared a chuckle.

Unlike the Jersey’s conference room, which adjoined the CIC, the Shtriga’s was located near the rear of the vessel. They accessed it directly from the passageway, through the chamber’s only entrance.

The table’s shape was another major difference: a circle, as opposed to an elongated rectangle. Several captains already sat around the table, along with Emilio Garcia, Selene Williams, and Lucio Russo. A holoscreen showed Mittelman’s thin face.

Thatcher shot the spymaster a warning look, and Mittelman arched a meticulously waxed eyebrow in response.

Volkov took one of the two empty seats, offering the one beside it to Thatcher. As he sat, he reflected on the significance of the table’s shape.

There is no head of a circular table. Everyone is positioned as equals. That was an interesting and perhaps even admirable quality of Red Sky’s military structure. While they observed the chain of command strictly, they maintained several reminders of their shared humanity, as equals before God. Thatcher wondered if that contributed to the Russians’ loyalty to each other, and their brotherhood.

He pulled his seat into the table, the metal legs rasping against the carpet, and began straight away. “As it almost always happens in war, our plan has exploded upon contact with reality. We’ve actually achieved our goal in leaking the documents showing collusion between the UNC and CoG—there’s no doubt Terminus has now entered the war on our side. But I don’t think any of us expected it to happen quite the way it has.”

“Moll has essentially admitted guilt,” Selene Williams said, her voice wavering slightly with what sounded like barely contained outrage. “Why else would he launch a preemptive strike against the north immediately after we leak the documents? He knows the Cluster will unite against him now, and so he’s doing everything he can to secure victory before that happens.”

Admiral Lucio Russo leaned forward, planting his folded hands on the table and meeting the eyes of several other captains, ending with Thatcher. “I don’t know why Simon Moll’s cynicism can still surprise me, but it does. I also don’t know why his allies can’t see through it. The way he’s siccing Kong Hui on the north, while using Penta Syndicate as his shield in the south, while neither seems to have any problem with Moll cowering in the shadows, deep inside Coalition space….”

“Let’s cut the shit,” Garcia said, raising more than a few eyebrows. Thatcher looked at where his hand rested on the table, half-expecting it to hold a drink. Had the Anvil CEO been drinking before this?

“We all know Moll is a bastard,” Garcia went on. “And that there’s no end to his bastardry. So if you’ll forgive me, Admiral, you really shouldn’t be surprised by anything he does. As for his allies, well…what was it Einstein said about the infinite qualities of the universe and human stupidity?”

“Are we nearing some kind of point?” Thatcher asked.

Garcia performed a truncated half-bow over the tabletop toward him. “Mi Capitan. The point is to ask, how will things go in the north? From what I’m hearing, things aren’t looking too good for Terminus. Enlisting them as our ally was the point of this whole thing, wasn’t it? And here they’re getting trounced, while our hands are full with Penta Syndicate, who’re proving more slippery than expected. But maybe there’s something you experienced military men—and woman, apologies, my lady—” He said this last in Williams’ direction, ignoring the two female captains present. “—can tell me about the state of play that I’m missing?”

Most of the military men Garcia had mentioned looked thoroughly disgusted by him, which seemed to be the reaction he’d been getting since Thatcher had given into his demand for a seat at the table of every discussion.

Mittelman’s reaction was different. “It sounds to me like you have as firm a grasp on the situation as anyone, Mr. Garcia,” he said, looking more amused than anything else. “I’m no expert either, of course. But ‘trounced’ seems to be the situation Terminus finds itself in, so far.”

Thatcher sensed the spy took at least a little pleasure in Terminus’ hardship—as perverse as that seemed, given they were Legion’s best hope for an ally that might turn the tables on CoG. It had come to Thatcher’s understanding that Mittelman resented the freewheeling image Degeneracy had become known for, which Mittelman felt infringed on the branding he’d developed for Legion.

There were a lot of other things that set Legion apart, of course…but Thatcher had learned that it didn’t take much for a man like Mittelman to feel resentful.

“Terminus is in full retreat,” Thatcher said, hoping to take the conversation back from Mittelman and Garcia before the other captains stormed out. “Which is just as well. Their forces in Endysis are completely inadequate to oppose the CoG assault in any meaningful way. I’m open to hearing analyses with differing conclusions—” He indicated the other captains with his eyes, pointedly avoiding Mittelman’s and Garcia’s. “—but I predict they’ll likely have to give up The Splay as well.”

“The entire Splay?” Selene Williams asked incredulously, with a sharper tone than Thatcher was used to from her. She seemed on edge, lately.

Perhaps something in his face conveyed his surprise. She continued: “Sorry, Tad. It’s just…if they give up The Splay, that means Kreng Region falls into Moll’s hands, too. He’d be well on his way to owning half the Cluster.”

A few of the other captains echoed Williams’ incredulity, but Admiral Russo cut through the noise. “Captain Thatcher is correct, I’m afraid. There’s little to prevent Moll from taking The Splay. The question will be whether they can stop him from taking Dupliss as well.”

Thatcher smiled at Williams, to assuage any awkwardness her own outburst had caused her. “You are right, Selene. If they take The Splay, then this will have been a very successful invasion for CoG indeed, with three new regions under Moll’s tyranny. Five, actually, since controlling Endysis also gives him Quadriga and Paraveil. But I do not think it’s our intention to let him hold it for long. At least, it shouldn’t be.”

“Indeed,” Russo said.

“If Terminus is smart enough to consolidate their forces in The Splay,” Thatcher continued, “and use hit-and-run tactics to make CoG pay for every inch of space it takes—”

“—then they might just buy us the time we need to squash Penta and start pressuring CoG in the south,” Russo finished for him.

“Exactly,” Thatcher said. “Moll would be forced to divert forces to us then, which would take some heat off of Terminus. If our new friends gather their forces in Dupliss, there’s a good chance they can start turning the tide. With the goal of pushing the Coalition all the way back to Xebec and Candor.”

Garcia spoke up again, and while Thatcher cringed inwardly, he actually raised a good point: “Mittens. Are we communicating with Terminus leadership yet?”

“Mittens?” Williams asked, looking confused.

“Where did you learn that name?” Mittelman said, his reaction to Garcia transformed from amused to icy.

“Everyone knows that name,” Volkov said, smiling toothily in the holoscreen’s direction.

“Including me, now,” Williams said, a playful smile sprouting.

“How wonderful for you all,” the spymaster said through gritted teeth. He seemed to compose himself with a deep breath. “We aren’t communicating with them, as yet.”

“Probably a good idea to start,” Garcia said. “That’s what allies do, isn’t it? Unless you’re thinking of them as another one of your pawns, who you can nudge in the direction you want. That could work, but it’s risky, isn’t it? Occasionally pawns develop a mind of their own, and start moving in directions you didn’t expect.” He nodded toward Volkov, then turned back to Mittelman with eyebrows raised.

A brittle silence took hold, with Volkov sitting stiffly in his chair, Mittelman paling, and most of the others looking back and forth between the two. Lucio Russo only closed his eyes, his shoulders rising and falling with a deep breath.

Thatcher cleared his throat. “Emilio raises a good point,” he said, doing his best to ignore this new awkwardness. “Mittelman, would you be so kind as to summarize the strategic ideas we’ve discussed here and transmit them to Terminus leadership? It would be good to start acting like allies.”

“Sure,” Mittelman said. His voice sounded strained, for one of the only times Thatcher could remember since meeting the man.

“Excellent. Then, all that remains to us is to plan our next moves against Penta. They’ve apparently abandoned Nacarat entirely, isn’t that right, Mittelman?” He had to admit, even if only to himself, he enjoyed calling on the spy during his apparent emotional distress. 

“Yes,” Mittelman said, some of the color returning to his face. “In fact, they show every sign of bypassing Recto Region entirely, with everything they have left to them in tow.” He sniffed. “It’s quite an exodus, I’m told. It seems they’re going to set up shop in Haysel.”

“Which means we have to fight our way through an entire CoG-controlled region just to reach them,” Williams said.

Thatcher nodded. “Time to test how loyal to CoG the turncoat corps will be who abandoned Ascendant Horizon. I expect they’ll offer some token resistance, but honestly I’m not feeling too worried. Cautious, yes, but not worried.”

“Token resistance may be all Penta will need while they finish their drone carrier,” Russo said.

Mittelman spoke again. “I don’t mean to be a downer, but I’ve received word through my operatives that CoG is also working on multiple super-ships of their own. I still don’t have a definite number, but it seems they’re looking to add some serious muscle to go with their swarms of fast attack ships.”

“One thing at a time,” Thatcher said. “First we take care of Penta, as quickly as possible. Then we worry about CoG.”

Volkov raised his gaze from the table to meet Thatcher’s eyes. “There’s something else I’d like to raise.”

“Of course.”

“I do not like the gap between Devil’s Arm and the rest of our territory.”

“You’re talking about Aorta Region.”

“Yes. It’s a big region, and right now it’s our Achilles’ heel, I think. When the only way out of our home regions is not controlled by us, that represents a major vulnerability in our supply chains.”

“You’re not wrong. But I wonder how the UNC will react if we scoop up a warm region. Might they use it as pretext to attack?” Thatcher glanced at Mittelman, who shrugged. “Besides,” Thatcher continued, “as we nanofab more and more farm ships, we should be able to reduce our reliance on supply chains for prolonged campaigns.”

Volkov shook his head. “It’s still a huge vulnerability to us. I don’t understand this hand-wringing over taking a warm region. CoG and Terminus already control four between them. Why would it get the UNC’s dander up for us to take a fifth?”

“It’s a bit different,” Williams put in. “Sunder has always been based in Candor, and they’ve laid de facto claim to it for the better part of a century. Fulmin is lightly developed, and a bit of a no man’s land—besides, it’s not surprising the UNC would turn a blind eye to the Coalition claiming it as their own, given the recent revelations.”

“The UNC has always accepted that Dupliss and The Splay were independent,” Mittelman put in, picking up from where Williams left off. “They’re content to let the Swiss have the run of Milne, since they form the Cluster’s financial backbone. As for Aorta…well, the UNC seems to consider it one of their satellite regions. Almost a cold region in its own right.”

“It’s bullshit,” Volkov said harshly.

Mittelman tilted his head. “I’m not disagreeing with you. You raise a good point. But it’s complicated.”

Thatcher nodded. “There’s a difference between conquering a region with minimal pretext, CoG-style, and stepping up our patrols throughout that region. I don’t think anyone can contest our right to do that, given how important it is to us.”

“And if they do contest it….” Volkov slammed a fist into an open palm.

“Exactly,” Mittelman said. “So that clears that up. Is there anything else, or shall we get to finishing off Penta?”

No one answered, and so Thatcher spoke into the silence. “Then let’s get to work.”


Chapter Eleven




Aboard the Fang

Cynoid System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




Baumann poured himself a snifter of fine Agersian whiskey, neat, and settled down to watch today’s propaganda blast from Rose, which of course he knew was about to begin.

He browsed to the appropriate channel on his holoscreen and waited, observing the new Terminus logo—a sword encased by a stylized square drawn in bold lines.

She appeared, already fiery-eyed and fully in character. He took a moment to wonder idly whether she had little routines to get herself into this state. Or…could the passion actually be authentic? She’d certainly never exhibited such zeal in his company.

Whatever the case, seeing her like this did something for him.

“People of the north,” she began, her eyes wide with sincerity, but not so wide she looked psychotic. “The war that so many have feared for so long is finally upon us. Long have the Cluster’s tens of thousands of corps, large and small, feared a conflict that would encompass every significant power. Such a Cluster-spanning war would affect the bottom lines of every company, while making a few even more wealthy and powerful than they were before.

“Some believe this war began the day Sunder betrayed Frontier Security, or with Penta Syndicate’s attack on Red Sky in Devil’s Arm. Others trace it all the way back to the season of war that swept the south in 2090, leading to the emergence of Ascendant Horizon. And others claim it began further back still.

“To argue about that is to quibble over meaningless details. No matter when it began, the Great Cluster War is upon us, and there’s nothing we can to do stop it.

“It also couldn’t be more clear who the aggressor is. Terminus has done nothing more than band together to protect our legitimate interests. In response, the Coalition of Giants has lashed out like the guilty tyrant it is, fearful that the sudden news of its crimes will spur unity amongst the rest of the Cluster. Such a unity would represent the only possible threat that remains to Simon Moll’s domination of everyone who lives on this side of the galaxy.”

Rose flicked a strand of hair from her face, and Baumann could almost believe she’d planned to do it all along. The gesture was majestic, dramatic. It only enhanced her image as a glamorous freedom fighter.

“He’s right to fear. His crimes are numerous, and hardly limited to his illegal collusion with the United Nations and Colonies. But we, too, should fear. Because this is almost certainly humanity’s last chance to protect the rights and freedoms we cherish. If we lose this war, then the future looks bleak indeed. Simon Moll’s rule will not be based on the consent of the governed. He will not seek to share the spoils of what would be the largest empire human history has ever seen. No, his tyranny will be characterized by extraction. Moll is clever indeed, and I doubt we can imagine the novel ways he will invent to extract our wealth, our health, our souls.”

Somehow, the intensity that burned in Rose’s gaze seemed to intensify, and Baumann paused with his whiskey almost to his lips, marveling at her performance.

“If ever there was a time to fight for everything you believe in, everything you cherish, it is now. This is when legends will be made. These are the stories we will tell our grandchildren, again and again, in the privacy and sanctity of our homes—that is, if we are to be afforded these things in the years to come.

“Whether you are a machinist’s mate on a warship, a low-level corporate employee, an engineer on a freighter, a farmer, a teacher, a janitor. I assure you, there is something we all can do to oppose the advent of CoG. Find that something. Oppose the onslaught of tyranny. Make them bleed for every kilometer of space. Put as many obstacles in their path as possible.

“These are the days when our freedom will be won. These are the days that will test our true mettle. Show Simon Moll that you will not be enslaved so easily. Make him struggle for every system he takes. If he sweeps through The Splay like fire through so much brushwood, then so too will our freedoms burn. But if his invasion is made to creep slowly, to limp along, struggling mightily for every inch of space…then our freedoms may yet be preserved.

“You know what you must do. Now it only remains to you to do it.”

Rose stopped speaking, but Baumann hammered on his console, to freeze her in place before the broadcast ended. He felt sure she’d finished her speech—the finality in those last words made that clear—but he didn’t want her to disappear just yet.

Instead, he raised his right index finger to her fair cheek, brushing the holoscreen with the second knuckle.

“To every thing there is a season,” he muttered under his breath, “and a time to every purpose under the heaven.”




***




On Excelsior Station

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2293




Simon Moll paused at a display that showed the visual feed from an exterior sensor, studying it with a wry smile as the marines accompanying him drew to a halt, to wait on him until he felt ready to move again.

The exterior feed was something of a joke. This deep inside Olympus’ troposphere, only swirling, green-tinged gases could be seen—and those only because a lamp had also been installed on the station’s hull next to the sensor.

It was a reminder of the station’s purpose, which its engineers were extremely proud of. Hence this pointless little exhibit. Down here, they were hidden from the rest of Pinnacle System’s view.

And while the inhabitants of the system knew something must be down here, judging from the steady stream of specialized freighters that disappeared beneath the thick gases, only to reappear some time later—they had no confirmation of its purpose, or even its location. The freighters never entered or exited Olympus’ troposphere in the same place twice, and they used sophisticated guidance systems and a new type of sensor, invented by CoG’s former ally Celeste Security Solutions, to locate the station and dock with it.

If only they knew. Moll felt a smile steal across his face, like a thief in the dark. They would be shouting about it to the high heavens.

Or at least, they’d try. In CoG space, Moll controlled access to every last instant comm unit, and even the old blockchain messaging system had been curtailed. Unauthorized ships were no longer permitted to leave Coalition-controlled space. Illicit messages still got out, of course—he was under no illusions about that. But the average person living in Xebec Region had been completely cut off from the rest of the Cluster, and Moll intended to keep it that way.

“Admiral.”

Moll turned to find Pat Kurisoo, the civilian administrator in charge of Excelsior Station, bowing to him. That was appropriate enough, he supposed, especially for a civilian. They had to show their respects in some fashion, didn’t they?

“Mr. Kurisoo. How goes the construction of my steed?”

Kurisoo beamed at the turn of phrase. The man had a flair for the dramatic, which Moll indulged at every opportunity. He considered it important to keep the man in charge of such an important project happy, in every way he could.

“We’re getting extremely close to completion, Admiral. And when she is finished, she will have no peer, in any Cluster battlespace. There is no better beast for you to ride on the occasion of your glorious return to battle.”

Moll inclined his head. He and Kurisoo had already discussed the whisperings throughout the Cluster that he was ‘in hiding’ after the destruction of the Tiamat at Tad Thatcher’s hand, and so he considered it acceptable for Kurisoo to bring up the idea that he would be “returning” to battle at all. He’d technically given his permission by raising the topic himself, before this.

Although, it was still brazen on some level for Kurisoo to bring it up, even if Moll had already done so. Others knew better than to do that.

Still, it was a minor point, and Moll wasn’t inclined to upset the man in any way. Not before Mjölnir was finished, at any rate.

“Lead on, Mr. Kurisoo,” Moll said, gesturing down a corridor that stretched into the distance, so far that its four corners almost converged to a single point.

They walked for a long time, their bootsteps echoing ahead of them down the passageway.

At last, they came to the viewing platform: a large area that projected out into the construction bay, which was completely enclosed, to allow construction deep within Olympus’ gaseous depths.

If Mjölnir was massive, Excelsior Station was gargantuan, a feat of engineering enabled only by dozens of nanofabbers operating around the clock for months.

Still, Moll’s steed-to-be was breathtaking, even dwarfed as it was by the station that served as its birthing shell. Bristling with weaponry, it ran for nearly two kilometers, with drone bays punctuating its length at regular intervals.

Despite those wonders, the eye was inevitably drawn to the Mjölnir’s main gun, from which it would unleash devastating blast after scattershot blast.

She was indeed a beast, as Kurisoo had said.

“When will she be ready?” Moll asked, his voice solemn and low.

“In just under two months, Admiral.”

“Make it one,” Moll said, locking eyes with Kurisoo, whose Adam’s apple bobbed.

“Yes, Admiral.”

“And her twin, as well. The Dyrnwyn. I want them both fully operational within a week of each other.”




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Canvasback System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2293




“Transition into Canvasback System complete, sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station, quieter than usual.

Studying the data that was populating the tactical display, Thatcher thought he could see why.

He closed his eyes, a brief wave of nausea passing through him at what he would now have to do.

Three small corps, formerly of Ascendant Horizon, had combined their forces to protect the shipyards that had also belonged to Li Jun’s dead super-alliance.

Thatcher had to take those shipyards, preferably intact. Legion couldn’t afford to leave vital infrastructure like that on the table. To beat Simon Moll, they either had to destroy CoG’s assets, or capture them for their own use.

But destroying Coalition ships to achieve such objectives was one thing. All signs indicated their crews were full of zealots, true believers in Moll’s mission to take over the entire Cluster and subjugate its peoples.

These corps, on the other hand…they’d simply chosen to join the alliance that seemed likely to win in the end. The one they thought would protect them, if only they declared their allegiance to it. And the one they fully expected to come down hard on them if they failed here today.

Am I really meant to destroy thousands of men and women whose worst crime is that their leaders are unprincipled and cowardly?

Until now, the blood on his hands had bothered him, but he’d at least been able to partially rationalize it because his enemies had been despicable. Pirates…Daybreak, which had allied itself with pirates…the Xanthic...CoG…

But now, he was apparently called upon to slaughter people who were essentially innocent. And the worst part about it was, he knew he would do it. If defeating Moll in this war for the soul of humanity required him to kill such people, then he would. He knew that.

But there had to be another way.

“Lucy, get me Mittelman.”

Guerrero turned toward him blinking. “Sir, as far as I know he’s playing tennis right now.”

Thatcher raised an eyebrow at her, wondering how she knew that, and why she thought it might be relevant. Was Guerrero cultivating her own little spy network, or did Mittelman keep her abreast of his daily activities? For that matter, what the hell was he doing playing tennis when a Legion fleet was about to enter an engagement?

“And?” he asked her.

“Yes, sir. I’ll have someone go fetch him and bring him to an instant comm.”

“As fast as possible, please, Lucy. In the meantime, order the fleet to form up in Trident Formation.”

“Ah—aye aye, sir.”

Guerrero’s stutter probably had to do with Thatcher’s odd command. He rarely engaged using the formation he started out with, which made a complex formation like Trident fairly unnecessary. Having his ships form up like that would waste time…which was exactly what he wanted it to do.

Mittelman got in touch as the last ship arrived and sailed toward its position in the massive three-pronged formation.

“Billy, you have the conn,” Thatcher told Candle, then rose from the command seat to go and take the call in his office.

“Hans, I’m not interested in killing these people.”

Mittelman blinked at him in apparent surprise—a rare moment for him. Usually he had a much tighter rein on his emotions than that. “You—huh? You don’t want to kill people? I hate to break it to you, Tad, but that’s kind of your job. If you’ve lost your taste for killing people, then Legion has a lot to reevaluate when it comes to the war effort.” The spymaster smiled at what he clearly considered cleverness. “It really would be best if you continued killing people.”

“I said I’m not interested in killing these people,” Thatcher shot back, pointedly refusing to mirror the spy’s amusement. “The worst they’ve done is choose the wrong side, in an effort to survive a Cluster gone insane.”

“Yet they chose wrongly. And actions have consequences.”

“Yes. Killing innocents is one such action.”

Mittelman’s mouth twisted. “Oh, come on, Thatcher. They’re hardly innocents. They’re warship captains and crews. They know what they signed up for. Wiping them off the board shouldn’t bother your conscience.”

“Unless it could have been avoided.”

“How? What are you suggesting, exactly?”

“I’m suggesting there might be a much better use for your talents than playing tennis, at the moment. And by the way, going forward I want you on standby for any and all engagements. Unless you think you have nothing to directly offer to this war?”

Mittelman opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again. “Okay. I see your point. What’s your idea, then?”

Thatcher leaned forward, folding his hands on the desk, and locking his gaze onto Mittelman’s through the holoscreen. “This may sound a little crazy.”

Twenty minutes later, he was back in the command seat, watching his fleet slowly advance across the system at the crawl he’d ordered them to adopt.

“Sir, I’m seeing some unusual activity from the enemy fleet,” Guerrero said. “They appear to be—”

“I already know what they’re doing, Lucy.”

She glanced at him, looking shocked that he’d interrupted her while relaying information to him, which he always required his crew to do, even when it seemed clear he was already aware of the information.

He smiled at her. “Consider this the only time I’ll ever want you to refrain from telling me what you’re seeing in-system.” He wanted there to be as little evidence of what was about to happen as possible—though there was likely no stopping it eventually getting out. Hopefully only to future historians of the war.

He called up a tactical display on his holoscreen and began selecting targets—five of them. The same ones Guerrero had almost certainly been about to point out to him: a logistics ship, a frigate, two cruisers, and a destroyer. All of them currently had a steady stream of shuttles docking with them and then leaving minutes later, to dock with other ships in the fleet.

Double-tapping on his armrest panel to put himself on the fleetwide, he said, “Destroyer squadrons, I want you at the front of the fleet, ready to neutralize the targets I’m transmitting now. Logistics, stand by to bolster the destroyers’ shields. I don’t want a single one of them to fall below eighty percent.”

This would be a fairly delicate maneuver, and if he let harm come to any of his people in the process, he’d never forgive himself.

The fleets clashed, with laserfire exchanged by both sides. Shields shimmered and shook. To an outside observer, this would appear as a standard opening to a space battle.

But the focused precision firepower of the Legion fleet made quick work of the shields of the targets he’d designated, causing them to spasm and fail. Their owners’ destruction soon followed, with mere seconds between each hull’s complete rupture.

As the fifth target went down, Guerrero turned toward him, a knowing light beginning to dawn in her eyes. “Sir, we’ve received a surrender request from the enemy fleet commander.”

Thatcher nodded, double tapping on his armrest panel as he did. “All ships, stand down.” With that, he got in direct contact with Lieutenant Charles Stuckley, to order the man to coordinate the boarding and takeover of the remaining enemy ships.

My crews are in for an exhausting few weeks, minimum. Yes, extra watches had been brought along on this mission, in preparation for the eventuality of taking over enemy ships. But this addition of nearly four dozen vessels constituted a windfall that exceeded even Thatcher’s expectations. Longer watches would follow, with crews stretched thin.

Hopefully victory will provide the fuel they need to keep going in the days and weeks ahead. “One more thing, Lucy. Before we board the three ships I’m designating now—” He tapped his holoscreen to highlight three destroyers. “—I want their hulls banged up a bit. Tell our destroyers to bruise them with laser and railgun fire.”

“Y-yes, sir.” By now, Guerrero was mostly rolling with the weirdness of the situation.

But hours later, in the wardroom, she sat at the table studying him with a questioning gaze. “Sir, that wasn’t a normal surrender we experienced today, was it?”

Thatcher allowed himself a half-smile. “Normal is an interesting word. I think it’s one we can afford to drop from our vocabulary, going forward. Don’t you? Legion isn’t a normal alliance, and the times we’re living in are far from normal.”

Guerrero took another sip of coffee, which had been freshly brewed just a minute before. “I suppose so, sir.” She was smiling, too.

Thatcher sat down to join her, and they enjoyed their coffees in silence—Guerrero’s black, Thatcher’s with just a dash of milk.
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Pebblebrooke, Demeter Agricultural Colony

Comfort’s End System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2293




“This war is not about territory,” Mittelman said into the camera, “even though CoG has swallowed up entire regions, turning their inhabitants into little more than slaves. It’s not about glory. It’s not about the spoils of war.”

“Then what is it about?” the news anchor asked—a sharp-jawed man currently sitting four regions away. In a cold region, of course.

“It’s about annihilating a threat. Not just to Legion, but to all the Cluster, and indeed all of humanity. CoG threatens to dismantle everything we hold dear. Everything that makes life precious. Just look at how they force the people in their territory to live. Their communication with the outside world is severely constricted, and even amongst themselves, they are only permitted to speak so long as their words are in line with Simon Moll’s preferred narrative. Moll has enacted ‘wartime measures’ to render any form of dissent illegal, and he recently locked down an entire colony after its citizens rallied in protest against his oppressive policies.”

“Right. But just to play devil’s advocate here, civil liberties always suffer during times of war. I take it you doubt Admiral Moll’s promises to restore them after the war is over?”

Mittelman scoffed. “‘After the war is over?’ That’s not what he means. What he really means to say is ‘after I crush every rival.’ And that isn’t only Legion, or Terminus, but also every single person who disagrees with him. And once everyone who opposes Moll has been brutally dealt with, what will remain to restrain him? To compel him to give back the liberties he’s so quickly and casually stripped away? Nothing. Tyrants don’t give back power. They never have, not once in human history. Why would you think Simon Moll will be any different?

The anchor opened his mouth to respond, but Mittelman spoke over him, drowning him out. “This war will end in one of two ways. Either we eliminate the Coalition of Giants utterly, or they eliminate us. There can be no other outcome. And I encourage everyone watching to think carefully about which outcome would be best for you and your family. Having done that, what can you do to support the only outcome that will leave you with liberty, and the ability to freely pursue your own happiness and prosperity?”

The interview ended, and Mittelman left the room he’d set up as a studio, which boasted a floor-to-ceiling dynamic display as his backdrop. He entered the front room and walked to his writing desk, laying a hand on it and staring into space as he went over everything he’d said to the interviewer—and to the people of the Dawn Cluster who’d been watching.

Had he been compelling enough? Charismatic enough? Would his words stir hearts, enough that they would spread his message, resulting in increased recruitment to Legion? Or would they land on deaf ears, to be drowned out by the torrent of tailored, personalized media that assaulted every single person in the modern day?

Maybe I shouldn’t try so hard to carefully calibrate every message. He tried to appear cavalier, and in control. Like he had ten tricks up his sleeve at any given time. But maybe he should drop that carefully cultivated image and speak from his heart, like Thatcher did.

The thought nearly made him laugh in spite of himself. Who am I kidding? To drop the artifice now would only draw attention to it.

No, he needed to press on, massaging his public image as vigorously as he could, just as statesmen had done for millennia.

A knock came at his door, and he crossed to it quickly, jerked out of his train of thought. He unlocked the bolt and opened it wide.

The housekeeper stood before him, an officious man who held his hands perpetually folded across his stomach, like a little fleshy shield. “Sir, there’s someone here to see you. He claims to have come all the way from Kurtosis System, in Unity. Says you know him. Shall I let him through?”

“Who is it?”

“Newman, was his name. Victor Newman.”

“Newman….” Mittelman’s felt his eyes widen involuntarily. “Newman! Yes. Let him in.”

Just five minutes later, he sat across from the man he’d met on Ladon Station, nearly two years ago now. They both held a mug, Newman’s filled with coffee, Mittelman’s with tea.

“Where are your kids? Katie and Timmy, weren’t they? Don’t tell me you’ve lost them again.”

“Katie and Thomas,” Newman said. “And no, they’re here—your people had us waiting in a lobby. They’re still there, under the supervision of the receptionist.”

“They’re in good hands, then.” Mittelman’s eyes wandered, thinking back to his time on Ladon Station. To his meeting with that uppity yuppie, Gabriel Schmid, and then to his trip to the station’s center. To the Silver Pheasant, the low-G bar where he’d met Newman.

I was so lost, then. Thinking in circles. My cushy job with Frontier blown up, like I always knew it would be eventually. But despite all my preparation and forethought, I still had no clue where to land.

With his network and talents, he could have gone to work for virtually anyone. But he’d been drawn to the alliance where his star would shine the brightest—provided his crazy plan for them worked out.

It had worked out. So far, anyway. But how far could his own machinations and sense of invincibility take him? Was he blinded to a downfall that waited just around the corner, just as Veronica Rose had been blind, and Li Jun?

“What brings you to Comfort’s End, then?” Mittelman asked, emphasizing the system’s name slightly. He had to admit, the idea that he’d had such a profound impact on Newman’s little family was a strange thought.

“The same thing that brings everyone else. I’ve come to lend my services to the cause. As an engineer with plenty of experience aboard starships.”

Mittelman nodded. “Well, I’m sure your kids are used to being away from you for long periods. And they’ll be well looked after here on Demeter, I can assure you. Strange as it seems to say, the war has also brought us a robust network of caregivers, who understand the need for people to watch the young and old while the fighting men and women sail off into battle. They flocked to us here, to offer us their services.” An upswell of pride filled Mittelman’s chest as he said that. “I’m glad you visited me. I can have you placed aboard whatever ship you wish, from the smallest supply ship to the largest destroyer. Whatever your heart desires. Whatever your comfort level is.”

Newman made a cutting gesture with his hand. “I didn’t come here to ask special favors, Mr. Mittelman. I’m ready to go wherever I’m needed most.”

“Why did you come, then? There’s no need to thank me for the role I played in reuniting you with your children.”

“I do thank you for that. But it isn’t why I came either. I came for my children. And for all the other families who live in the Dawn Cluster.”

Mittelman slowly shook his head. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“You’re a highly intelligent man, Mr. Mittelman. You make things happen that men have spent years calling impossible. To be honest, I’d lost faith that I’d ever regain custody over Katie and Thomas. And as Ascendant Horizon fell, I felt sure CoG’s takeover was becoming inevitable. That no one would be able to stop Moll, then.

“But here you are, at the head of an alliance that threatens to do just that. Legion is nothing short of a military and economic miracle. And you’ve made important allies to make CoG’s downfall happen.”

“Allies that are in some pretty hot water right now,” Mittelman said.

“True. But we have hope again. You must feel very proud of that.”

Mittelman paused to consider Newmans’ words. “I do, actually,” he said at last.

“And that, I think, is the problem.”

He blinked. “What do you mean?”

“At this point, you must feel like you can move heaven and earth. I think any man would, after what you’ve accomplished. But I’ve known men like you. Men whose intellect cuts so finely they become enamored of it, and forget exactly what it is they’re cutting.”

“Now I’m definitely lost.”

“You know me and my family, and I can tell you’re glad to have helped us. You should be. But don’t just think of my family, please, Mr. Mittelman. I came to urge you to never lose sight of all the little people. The families, living free of CoG’s tyranny, as well as those living under Simon Moll’s thumb. I wanted to come to you today on all their behalf. Your actions in this war will decide their future. So you should try to keep your hands as clean as possible. Does that make sense?”

Mittelman nodded, feeling a little dazed as he stared past Newman, past the walls that made up this room, past Demeter Colony—and into the cosmos itself. “I think so.”

“Good.” Smiling, Newman rose, extending his hand for Mittelman to shake.

He took it, barely aware of what he was doing, or of the formalities that followed as Newman left his chambers.

Having seen the man out, Mittelman returned to the couch and continued to stare into space.




***




Aboard the Fang

Halfpace System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




“Keep that sunward flank shored up,” Baumann barked over the fleetwide channel, letting his tone reflect his annoyance, carrying it into the CIC of every warship under his command. “I said Crescent Formation, not Lumpy Soup Formation!”

Pinsent snickered from the Ops station, and Baumann shot him a glare, in no mood to share in the man’s mirth. The Ops officer wilted under his gaze, returning to his work with the aspect of a mopey dog.

For his part, Baumann was tired of constantly having to remind the Heimdall fleet commander of his orders. There was no point in mincing words: the man was sloppy. His ships were often out of position, and if there was going to be a weakness for the enemy to exploit, betting that it would come from Heimdall’s actions was easy money.

In spite of that, Baumann felt proud of what they’d accomplished so far in The Splay, and so did Rose. He’d taken her call to arms more seriously than he’d ever taken anything in his life: to force CoG to earn every inch of this region.

Baumann ran a tight fleet, but he also welcomed suggestions from any of his captains, and in turn he encouraged them to field suggestions from their officers. That was similar to how Tad Thatcher operated, or so he’d heard, and he’d taken a few pages from Thatcher’s playbook besides that. He’d also taken some from the late Frederick Wilson, and from the just-as-dead Tobias Vega, from Lucio Russo, and even from Simon Moll.

Before his defense of The Splay, he’d never commanded a force anywhere near the size of the fleet he commanded now. And he wasn’t foolish enough to believe he could do it alone, without the experience boasted by those he opposed. So he drew on every source of guidance and inspiration he could.

The result was a hodgepodge of tactics he switched up from battle to battle, keeping the CoG commander guessing, never sure what he might face next. A missile volley launched from behind multiple gas giant moons. A surprise laser attack from a freighter fleet modified with concealed hard points, to soften enemy shields before the main attack. A Hellfire barrage, launched from the last jump gate the enemy would have expected Baumann to use.

That last had required careful coordination via instant comm, but it had been well worth it. The target had been fairly close to the jump gate, and so their reaction time had been minimal, with their aggressors appearing in-system within a few minutes of commencing their attack.

Today’s battle would be for control of the Halfpace-Bakelite jump gate—Bakelite, the same system Thatcher and Moll had used to launch their joint attack on Daybreak just a few years ago. So strange now to think of those two working together in any capacity.

Bakelite was crucial, and Baumann had no interest in letting CoG take it without a fight. Of course, the enemy commander seemed to know that, and was apparently using the fact to his advantage, sending a second large fleet several systems out of its way, to the north, to swing around and hit Bakelite from that direction.

To make this work, Baumann would need to defeat CoG here, and swiftly. Then he’d need to pull his fleet back into Bakelite, to defend it from the second attack from the north.

What was more, he believed he could do it. He didn’t have any special tricks up his sleeve to turn this engagement in his favor. But the CoG fleet commander appeared to have done that for him. The force confronting Baumann’s was smaller than the Terminus fleet.

Apparently they haven’t yet gained the proper respect they should have for us, by now. The enemy appeared to think that CoG’s military prowess was such that they’d handily defeat a Terminus fleet bigger than them. It was likely they also knew about Baumann’s lack of experience.

But I’ve gained more experience in the last two weeks than some commanders get in an entire career. And besides, my lack of experience is one of my biggest advantages. It meant he lacked a track record, too, and was therefore unpredictable.

“The enemy fleet has adopted Arrowhead Formation,” Pinsent reported from the Ops station, even though Baumann could clearly see that from the tactical display. The man had gotten better at reporting everything he saw to Baumann. He’d certainly had a lot of practice doing it, recently.

“Acknowledged,” Baumann said, somewhat distractedly. It was common practice, now, for fleets to change up their formations at the last possible moment…but could this truly be the formation they intended to sail into battle with?

The CoG force was close enough that another change seemed highly unlikely. But their Arrowhead was almost perfectly unsuited to confront Baumann’s Crescent.

They’re almost asking to be outflanked. This was not the way to beat a force that outnumbered yours.

Baumann tried to put himself in the enemy commander’s head. What could he be thinking? What am I missing?

In the end, it was Pinsent that brought his attention to the crucial detail. “Sir, our Heimdall ships have only drifted farther out of formation. They haven’t tightened up at all.”

Gord Pinsent’s voice carried the tone of a whining old nag, but the words made Baumann’s eyes snap to that part of his fleet.

Something shifted abruptly in his mind. The tactical display showed his units as blue, and the enemy’s as yellow. With a hand as steady as he could make it, he reached up to draw a box around the Heimdall ship, then told the display to show them in yellow as well.

There’s CoG’s flank. And it’s textbook. The Heimdall ships weren’t just drifting out of position—they were gradually stretching out perpendicular to Baumann’s Crescent. Once given the order, each ship could quickly move to a new position, one designed to maximize their fire coverage of Baumann’s fleet.

This is Nankeen all over again, isn’t it? Except, this time it wasn’t Baumann’s side doing the betraying. He was being betrayed. And if he didn’t act swiftly, he would be brought to ruin, just as surely as Tad Thatcher and Veronica Rose had been.

He quickly reconfigured a new fleetwide comm channel, one which excluded every Heimdall ship. His hunch was too strong. He knew Heimdall had sold them out. To him, the tactical display screamed it.

But there was no time to convince the Starworks captains present that Heimdall was about to backstab them. He doubted he even had time to persuade his Degeneracy ships. If he tried it, there would be outcries from all across his fleet, from men and women unable to accept that they’d been played so badly. Heimdall’s participation in this war was crucial to their mission of making CoG bleed for every inch. The idea that they might have reached some back-room deal with Simon Moll was simply unthinkable.

And so it was better simply to exclude them from the fleet. Hopefully no one noticed he was doing that too soon. When Heimdall began firing on their supposed allies…well, that would be all the proof anyone would need.

“Fall back,” he said over the new fleetwide channel, to every Starworks and Degeneracy ship. “Fall back. I’m ordering a full-scale retreat into Bakelite System, to be executed right now. All ships are to begin sailing in that direction immediately. 

“Destroyer squadrons, you will remain on the Halfpace side to cover our retreat. You too, eWar. I want you evenly distributed among the destroyers. Logistics, you will let the rest of the fleet transition through, remaining closest to the gate while bolstering destroyer and eWar shields. Once the others have transitioned into Bakelite, I want eWar to execute omnidirectional jamming bursts. That should provide enough cover for the rest of you to transition out.”

Despite that he’d said he wanted the orders executed right away, the display still showed some hesitation, as if his captains couldn’t believe what he’d just told them to do. Weren’t they about to win a massive victory against CoG? Perhaps one more lopsided than anyone else had ever achieved?

But that’s just what they want us to think. And what even I was stupid enough to believe. He double tapped on the comm panel, activating the new fleetwide channel once more. “Now, I said! Now!”

Finally, his ships responded, falling back toward the jump gate—all except Heimdall’s.

The move seemed to shock the CoG fleet, and Heimdall as well. Their response was delayed by nearly a minute, for which Baumann thanked his lucky stars. That was an extra minute in which Terminus ships weren’t being devastated.

But they didn’t take long to react. As Baumann had anticipated, the Heimdall formation solidified into a Crescent of their own—one poised to envelop the new Terminus flank. As they did, CoG spread out to complete a Crescent that threatened to engulf Baumann’s ships.

And then the laserfire began. From CoG and Heimdall both.

Baumann noticed his teeth were clamped together, and grinding away. He forced himself to stop, balling his hands into fists instead, and cursing himself for not realizing what was happening sooner.

But he had to be grateful that he’d noticed at all. If his ships had been caught totally off guard, then ruin truly would have been the result.

That may await us yet. This war just went from bad to desperate.


Chapter Thirteen




Aboard the Fang

Bakelite System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




Veronica Rose jogged toward the frigate’s CIC, dodging shouting crew. She was on the verge of panic as she ran.

“The shield just fell!” someone yelled, and next came a series of dull thuds that sent shudders through the vessel’s superstructure.

“We’re hit!”

An explosion roared, all too close, tossing her forward against a bulkhead. She managed to catch herself with her right hand, saving her face, but wrenching her wrist violently. Something in the joint popped, sending pain shooting up her arm to her elbow.

I should be strapped in somewhere. Not running through the ship like a mad woman.

Gord Pinsent’s voice came over the 1MC: “All crew, prepare for transition. Repeat, all crew, prepare for transition.”

She sprinted toward a handle projecting from the bulkhead and forced herself to grasp it with both hands, despite the agony that shot through her wrist.

The ship lurched, and she nearly lost her grip, with streams of white hot fire forking up her arm.

Then, at last, the inertial compensators kicked in, and the tumult subsided.

For now.

She continued along the corridor, doing her best to ignore her throbbing wrist, which was already swelling. At the hatch she nearly ran headlong into Willy MacDonald, Baumann’s Nav officer.

“Ms. Rose,” he said breathlessly. “I was just coming to look for you. The captain sent me to fetch you.”

Ignoring MacDonald’s use of the word “fetch,” Rose nodded, pushing past him into the CIC, where Baumann was having a heated conversation with someone over the comms.

Relief seemed to fill his eyes as they fell on her. “Ronnie,” he said. “Thank God. Come talk some sense into this idiot.” He gestured at his console.

She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, trying to shut out the pain from her consciousness as she contemplated what diplomatic mess Baumann might want her to extricate him from now.

“Oh,” he said. “Your wrist. Are you all right?”

“I’ll be fine. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Heimdall turned on us, and instead of thanking me for getting the fleet out of Halfpace System intact, our good friend Captain Turner is accusing me of favoring Degeneracy ships during our retreat.”

“You did favor your ships in the retreat!” yelled Turner from the console. “I’m still in Halfpace, you bastard, fighting for my life, and nearly every ship left in-system belongs to Starworks. Meanwhile, Degeneracy is already cozy in Bakelite.”

Rose blinked. That was a lot to process, and it seemed she had maybe a couple of seconds in which to process it.

Heimdall turned on us? She shook her head, and, shoving aside her disbelief that Baumann would leave the connection live while he called the commander of the Starworks fleet an idiot—and the fact that Turner himself seemed almost as bad as Baumann—she stepped in front of the console, and into the view of the camera. 

“Captain, are you telling me your ship is currently engaged, and you’ve chosen now to air this grievance?”

“What better time? Clearly Heimdall prefers the other side to ours. Wouldn’t it be easier for me if I just switched now and saved my people a lot of hardship?”

Rose felt her eyes widen slightly, and she bit back an acidic retort. The kind Baumann would have loved, no doubt, but not the kind that would serve anyone right now.

Instead, she took in the tactical display, which was split between the Bakelite side of the jump gate and the much-more-active Halfpace side.

What would my father do in this situation? She took a deep breath, casting her mind back to the endless series of classes and training sessions he’d exposed her to, under the idea that the CEO of a private military company would need to know her business inside and out to do her job properly.

She pointed at the display. “I see that Captain Baumann ordered your destroyers, eWar ships, and logistics ships to remain in Halfpace while the rest of the fleet extracted itself.”

“He certainly did,” Turner said, his tone no less enraged than before. “And his choices conveniently led to almost every single Degeneracy ship getting to safety first. You people barely have any destroyers or support ships. Your fleet is mostly converted freighters and battered old military tubs you slapped some paint on and called a viable warship.”

“Which is exactly why your ships were ordered to cover for the rest of the fleet.”

“What?”

“Tell me, Captain Turner. If you were in command of this fleet, which ships would you have ordered to remain in Halfpace till the last, to ensure the highest possible number of ships retreated intact?”

Cory Turner glared into the camera, his teeth showing, and his shoulders rising and falling.

How long has he been keeping this beast of a temper at bay? But anger wasn’t the only thing showing through right now. There was also disdain—disdain for having to work with pirates, maybe. That could prove problematic.

“The destroyers and eWar ships,” Turner grudgingly admitted at last.

“And the support ships?”

“And the support ships.”

“So then, you must see that ordering your ships to cover the evacuation was tactically optimal, and saved the most possible lives. I’d also point out that Fang was among the last Degeneracy ships to leave.”

“It was the last,” Baumann growled.

“Right. I have personal evidence of that myself, since I’m pretty sure I sprained my wrist when I was tossed against the bulkhead after our shield went down.” Rose held her swollen, now slightly discolored wrist in front of the camera. “Now, I understand you have grievances, Captain Turner, and we want to hear them, so that we can address them. But I’m sure you can agree that after the engagement will be a much better time to air them. And that there must be a better way than threatening to betray us to the side of tyranny.”

Turner still seemed upset, but he was ultimately a reasonable man. “Very well,” he said. “My eWar ships are executing jamming bursts as we speak. We’ll join you in Bakelite momentarily.”

“Excellent. And as I can see from the tactical display, Captain Baumann has arranged his ships around the jump zone on this side, to confront any ships that chase you here.”

Rose reached over and tapped the comm panel on Baumann’s armrest, her hand brushing the man’s forearm as she did. She raised her eyebrows at him. “Now. Was that so hard?”




***




Aboard the Mjölnir

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2293




Moll settled into the throne-like command seat, which dominated the CIC, and took in the stations arranged around it.

A couple of the officers about to embark on this mission with him had been serving under him for years. Commander Theodore Lane, his XO since before he’d commanded the Victorious. Ensign Bianca Romano, his Ops officer.

Others were new—replacements for those who had died when Tad Thatcher had destroyed the Tiamat. The dead officers he hadn’t quite managed to bring with him in the escape pod that had saved his life. Coincidentally, those officers had also been ones to show signs of…discomfort with some of his decisions.

Let’s call their demise karma. Shall we?

The officers occupying his CIC now had been hand-selected for their fervor for following his ideas, as had the entire crew. He felt completely confident about the loyalty of every last individual aboard. Which was an excellent start—to have total control of his new super-ship, as though it were just another one of his appendages.

He knew he couldn’t count on the loyalty of the others in his fleet in the same way. No matter. He would simply continue to control them through fear.

“Romano. Get me Kong Hui.”

“Aye, sir.”

In the space of a few seconds, the connection was made. Romano had moved with the utmost efficiency to make it happen, and it didn’t take long for Kong to take the call, either. He knew what the consequences might be if he made Moll wait.

“Admiral Moll,” Kong said, almost stiffly. There was none of the jovial banter between them now in which they’d indulged in the past. No repetition of the stupid motto Kong had come up with for the Coalition of Giants. Only the crisp formality born of Kong’s awareness that he’d screwed up too many times, and that one failure more would be enough to topple him from his lofty perch.

“Captain. You have done well. So far.”

“Thank you, Admiral.”

“Convincing Heimdall that its fortunes would be far better served on our side was a respectable accomplishment. Moreover, it grants us a sizable extension into the north. We can now securely launch attacks from closer to the battlefront. Our supply lines grow shorter, less unwieldy. I expect this will spell the doom of Terminus.”

“I certainly pray for that outcome, Admiral.”

“Do more than pray. Make it happen.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

Moll sniffed. “As you know, Terminus is not the only threat. Another, greater threat brews in the south. One that cannot go ignored any longer. For that reason, I am recalling all Peyton Conglomerate warships from the northern front. They will join Sunder Incorporated fleets in pushing back against the incursion into our southern territory. You will retain Kibishii’s aid for your efforts in the north, but success in the invasion of Terminus space remains your sole responsibility. Do you understand that, Hui?”

“Yes, Admiral. I will not fail you.”

Moll took a moment to appraise Kong Hui. He looked drained of the bright, passionate light that had once shone from his eyes. Completely malleable in Moll’s hands. Completely subservient.

This is how you should have been from the start.

“See it done, Captain. That is all.” Moll ended the transmission, then turned to his Nav officer. “Mr. Kurisoo tells me we are ready to depart. And so, let us depart. It’s time to introduce the Dawn Cluster to Mjölnir.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The Nav officer punched in the necessary commands, and the dreadnought decoupled from Excelsior Station, to project its massive bulk into Olympus’ swirling miasma.

No one but the station’s workers were there to witness the super-ship’s birth. But all the Cluster would soon learn of it. And soon after, they would learn to fear it.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Cuirass System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




“Sir, we’ve just entered Cuirass System.”

“Thank you, Lucy. Let me know if we encounter any Penta ships—or any signs of strange activity.”

“I will, sir.”

“Thatcher out.” He ended the call, replacing his comm face-down on his desk. With that, he returned to his study of Haysel Region’s southwest.

Volkov had taken his Red Sky ships, as well as a few battle groups from Verity Guild and Anvil, along a different course from Thatcher’s fleet—north, to subdue Jow, and to make sure Thatcher wasn’t flanked by hostile forces out of that region. That was a valuable function for Volkov to perform...but it was also intended as a pressure valve for the man’s resentment. Thatcher just hoped he didn’t pick up on that fact.

For his part, he’d arrived in Cuirass, two systems north of his target. The last time he’d visited this system, he’d been freshly rejected by Li Jun after offering to join Ascendant Horizon in fighting Simon Moll. Badly in need of provisions after his long journey south from Degenerate Empire space, he’d appealed to the mercy of the corporations based here.

And it had worked. They’d been happy to trade with his fleet, despite their leader’s demand that Thatcher take his ships and depart Ascendant Horizon space. With CoG to the west and UNC to the north, that hadn’t been feasible, and maybe those corps had recognized that. Or maybe they simply didn’t like authority telling them what to do, especially when that authority was urging them to take actions that wouldn’t benefit them.

That behavior was certainly mirrored now. None of the former Ascendant Horizon members occupying this space had raised even a token resistance, despite that they were now technically CoG members, and bound to defend this territory against the Coalition’s enemies. Technically.

In reality, they seemed perfectly content to allow Thatcher to chase Penta into the depths of Haysel Region, so long as he didn’t interfere with their operations.

They probably don’t take Moll’s ire as seriously as they should. Perhaps they think he’ll largely leave them alone, as Li Jun did, as long as they pay their taxes.

That was possible, Thatcher supposed. But it seemed vanishingly unlikely.

It also wasn’t his problem. He had bigger things to think about—such as, for example, why his comm was buzzing again.

He scooped it up and saw that Mittelman was calling. He answered.

“Go ahead.”

“Nice to speak with you again too, Tad.”

“What is it, Hans?”

“I have some bad news, unfortunately. Simon Moll has come out of hiding, and he has a new toy to play with. He’s calling it the Mjölnir, and it has a twin, the Dyrnwyn. Both state-of-the-art dreadnoughts, with all the bells and whistles. There’s apparently also a drone carrier under construction somewhere in Lament. My spies in that region tell me it should be completed in under a month.”

 A pit opened in Thatcher’s stomach. We have three super-ships to contend with, now? Possibly a fourth, if Penta’s own drone carrier was allowed to be finished. “This is bad news.”

“Well, don’t shoot the messenger.”

“How is it you’re able to tell me about three new super-ships that are regions away from here, but can’t tell me whether Penta has finished the super-ship they’re building two systems from my location? In less than a day, I’ll be able to tell you whether it’s finished.”

“That’s just how intelligence gathering works sometimes, I’m afraid. Penta’s locked down Ventail System tight. They aren’t letting anyone in or out. And they control the instant comms there. So that’s about all I can do, I’m afraid.”

“Even your craft has its limits, then.”

“Of course. You didn’t think I was God, did you?”

No, but sometimes I wonder if you do.

“I can only prepare you so much,” Mittelman went on. “At some point, you need to spread your wings and fly under your own power. I would only recommend that you fly fast, my friend. Because even for a tactical super genius like you, I somehow doubt that getting sandwiched between Penta and Moll would lead to good outcomes.”


Chapter Fourteen




Aboard the New Jersey

Ventail System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




“Transition complete, sir,” Guerrero reported from the Ops station. “Sensor data is populating now.”

The sensor data carried no news for Thatcher. He already knew the position of Penta Syndicate’s fleet—or rather, the positions, distributed as they were across multiple locations throughout the system. He’d sent an instant-comm equipped drone through first, and had taken a hard look at the system before ordering his fleet through.

There’d been no point rushing in, or trying to seize the element of surprise. There was no such element to be seized. Penta had known he was coming for weeks. Even so, Thatcher had opted to send a drone through instead of one of his valuable eWar ships, in case the enemy was keeping a token fleet near the jump zone, to pick off any errant ships he sent through to scout.

That was what he would have done, in Penta’s position. But the jump zone was free of any aggressors. Apparently his enemy remembered too well the day he’d sent wave after wave of jump drones at them through the regional jump gate connecting Nacarat and Modal Pique.

“Sir, there’s no drone carrier in the field. It looks like they haven’t finished construction!”

Guerrero sounded relieved, but Thatcher didn’t share the sentiment. “Acknowledged,” he said, nevertheless.

The Penta fleet remained robust, and he thought he understood, now, why he’d encountered only token resistance on his way here: the Syndicate had apparently recruited the most loyal ships during their migration west. Those ships now bolstered their ranks, so that the enemy force represented one that, if properly directed, could cripple Thatcher’s, even bolstered as it was by the addition of the newly captured ships from Canvasback System.

If that’s going to happen, let it happen today. I’m sick and tired of chasing these dogs across the Dawn Cluster.

He felt bone-tired, like the men and women under his command. Sleep had become a scant commodity throughout the fleet, with everyone working long watches, stretched thin by the need to crew the nearly four dozen new ships.

We can’t afford to falter. Can’t afford to let weariness push us into bad decisions.

He drew a deep breath, praying he wasn’t on the verge of making one of those decisions. “Guerrero, order the ships with stealth mine modules from Onyx Squadron to seed the jump gate. With all of their stealth mines.”

His Ops officer turned toward him, eyebrows raised, and for a moment he felt sure she would say something. Instead, she turned to her task, fingers moving across her console.

He wanted the enemy fleet to panic. Panicked foes made rash, hasty decisions, often placing themselves in compromised positions.

And so they should panic. Ventail was a dead-end system, and Thatcher was cutting off his enemy’s only exit. To access the jump gate out, they would now need to expose themselves to hundreds of stealth mines, sure to devastate whatever force might manage to push past Thatcher’s in a desperate effort to escape.

Thatcher drummed his fingers once on his armrest, just shy of the comm panel installed there. He narrowed his eyes at the tactical display. It didn’t take a genius to see where Penta was finishing construction of its drone carrier: the single, massive shipyard in orbit over Cormorant, a moon Thatcher knew to be rich in ores and precious metals.

What do you want me to see? Thatcher asked the enemy fleet commander silently. And what secrets are you hoping that mirage will mask?

He saw a fleet of hundreds, spread out across the system in apparent response to his recent introduction of jump drones to space combat. A strong position, especially considering Thatcher didn’t have the option to outflank them using multiple jump gates, this time. Such a fleet could respond to the invading force’s maneuvers. If Thatcher concentrated his forces on a single one of the smaller fleets, attempting to isolate and overwhelm it—well, that might work once. But the targeted fleet would only use stalling tactics while the others maneuvered to surround Thatcher’s.

Thatcher saw the clear answer. He would need to engage each fleet simultaneously, with multiple task forces, each one designed to answer the enemy composition with its own.

And I know that you know I see that answer, he silently told the enemy commander.

Still, he had little option but to do what made tactical sense. To play Penta Syndicate’s game.

And so once the jump zone out of the system was rendered all but impassable to the enemy, Thatcher deployed his carefully calibrated task forces to engage the various fleets Penta had positioned around the system.

The New Jersey accompanied the main task force, which set sail straight for Cormorant. Straight into the maw of the beast, no doubt.

On paper, the fleet he’d designated Task Force Alpha should defeat the force guarding the Cormorant Shipyard handily. For one thing, it was slightly larger than the defending Penta fleet. For another, it was better diversified, with a battle-tested ratio of damage dealers to support ships.

The defending Penta force, on the other hand, was support ship-heavy, with a good number of secondary attack ships, but barely any primary damage dealers to serve as their fleet’s backbone.

I wonder why that might be, Thatcher thought wryly. The shipyard had some static defenses, of course. But that still wouldn’t be enough to defeat the force Thatcher had brought with him.

As usual with space combat, there was more to this battle space than met the eye.

“Sir, our forward ships are taking heavy hits. Penta appears to have scattered stealth mines of their own, all around the shipyard. Just as you predicted.”

Thatcher nodded. “Have the dummy ships deploy their sensor drones.”

“Yes, sir.”

The three ships currently sustaining damage from Penta’s mines were all heavy damage dealers he’d captured in Canvasback System. They also happened to be completely empty, and under the remote control of operators aboard various other Legion ships.

He’d taken the time to stop in an eastern Haysel System to have them “repaired” after the damage he’d done to them prior to their capture in Canvasback. Except, he hadn’t only effected repairs, but also had had almost every one of their modules replaced with sensor drone modules. This had been done to thwart Penta’s spies, and apparently it had worked. If the enemy commander had known of Thatcher’s modifications, he would have sailed forward to target those ships immediately.

The three decoy ships now launched wave after wave of sensor drones in every direction, drawing more stealth mines to their hulls even as they did.

The cloud of sensor drones, each equipped with an engine and thrusters, spread out through space, forming a loose sphere that completely engulfed the minefield.

Even with this surprise sensor net, the inert mines would be next to impossible to spot. But surrounding them with sensors did dramatically increase the response time of Thatcher’s fleet, since it meant the mines could no longer conceal their burns as they rocketed toward their targets.

Thatcher double-tapped his comm panel. “All ships, forward. Let’s clear that minefield.”

The three dummy ships continued to absorb damage from the stealth mines, their shields shimmering and then eventually failing. But that was only to Thatcher’s advantage. It was what he wanted them to do. And as they did, the rest of Thatcher’s fleet began targeting down the stealth mines before they could reach their quarry.

After a few minutes of this, one of the dummy ships went down, its hull rupturing, sending shrapnel through space in every direction. The second decoy went down almost immediately after, but the third lasted a full three minutes more.

With the decoys gone, Thatcher’s crewed ships now had to act as the bait to draw the stealth mines. But with the sensor net in position, that hardly mattered. They shot down the mines as fast as they could activate, and not one of them reached a crewed ship.

His officers cheered, but Thatcher kept silent, his eyes on the orbital shipyard. The Penta vessels surrounding it were moving into defensive position…but there was a large gap in their formation, centered on the shipyard itself.

And then, it began to emerge. Sliding from its chamber like a fired round in slow motion. A juggernaut of death. Penta Syndicate’s new drone carrier slipped from its construction berth and entered the battlespace, drones already flying from its hull in multiple steady streams of hurtling metal.

Where there had been cheering just moments before, a deathly silence took hold inside Thatcher’s CIC. This was what they’d all feared as they sailed through CoG territory. The completion of Penta’s super-ship.

The enemy commander had played its entrance into cluster warfare exactly right. This was what the Penta fleet commander had wanted Thatcher to miss.

Unfortunately for Penta Syndicate, he hadn’t missed it.

He double-tapped his armrest panel. “Every ship will launch its entire jump drone payload at once, with orders to target the enemy drones.”

“Sir?” Guerrero turned toward him, blinking. Then she turned back to the tactical display on the main holotank at the front of the CIC, and Thatcher could see the realization dawn on her face.

The force he’d chosen to destroy the shipyard over Cormorant was indeed a well-diversified one, designed for mutual support and capable of a number of specialized combat roles. But it was also comprised entirely of ships that had been modified with jump drone modules before his campaign against Penta had ever begun.

In the interest of OPSEC, he hadn’t shared that information with anyone in his fleet, and if anyone had put it together, he hadn’t heard about it. For their part, Penta couldn’t know which of his ships had the jump drone modules, since he’d only ever deployed the drones against them from the other side of a jump gate.

And so, his surprise countered Penta’s. The drones engaged in a war of their own, with dozens and then hundreds of tiny explosions punctuating the battlespace like fireworks.

That freed the rest of Thatcher’s force to focus on the task they’d come to see done.

“All ships, focus laserfire on that drone carrier. Logistics, stand by to bolster the shields of any ships that come under fire in the meantime. EWar, prepare to directionally jam enemy units that pose the highest threat.”

Dozens of beams converged on the Penta super-ship. At first, its shield held firm, no doubt powered by enormous, powerful capacitors. Then, it began to shimmer. And at last, it began to spasm and shake.

Thatcher had learned to discern an enemy’s panic in the way their fleet actions became erratic on the tactical display. Some ships fell out of formation, others made sloppy mistakes like firing solid-core rounds at shielded ships, and still others fled outright.

The Penta force defending the Cormorant shipyard was panicking.

And they were right to panic.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Ventail System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




The CIC of an active warship never emptied. It was not a place to find solitude—indeed, solitude was exceedingly rare on a warship to begin with. But even outside battle, the New Jersey’s CIC was always a place of activity, of vigilance. Of readiness for whatever might come.

Nevertheless, standing in the middle of the CIC, observing what he’d done to Ventail System, Thatcher felt alone.

Penta Syndicate had offered him its surrender shortly after the fall of its super-ship, seeing that the writing was on the wall for the battle for Ventail. They knew they were trapped in-system by the minefield Thatcher had laid, and they knew the drone carrier had been their last hope against him.

Immediately following Penta’s surrender, he’d ordered the crews of every one of their warships to evacuate, giving them a half hour to do it. He’d assured him they would be picked up by Legion ships and deposited on Budgerigar, the system’s only inhabited planet.

After his acquisitions in Canvasback System, he simply didn’t have the extra personnel to crew more than a handful of the newly captured Penta ships. CoG would, however, and so Thatcher couldn’t afford to leave them intact.

Once he felt confident all the evacuated Penta crews had been picked up, he ordered the destruction of every last one of their warships. That done, he’d ordered his fleet to comb the system for every space-based asset they’d towed here, warning all personnel aboard those structures to evacuate as well.

Now, the system was dotted with expanding debris clouds comprised of shrapnel from warships, freighters, Helio bases—though he’d left most of those, for ship repair and modification, along with some alterations he intended for his remaining jump drones—nanofabbers, and shipyards. Virtually everything Penta had owned was now so much space dust.

Penta is space dust. The once-mighty Syndicate had been routed utterly. By his hand, history had been made today.

The thought humbled him.

He knew the talk that would be sparking throughout his fleet at this very moment. For that matter, he’d heard it said openly by his CIC officers in the last hours:

“The Hammer is back.”

The expectations placed on him would rocket higher than ever, now. And he needed to live up to them, if they were to have a hope of defeating CoG’s war machine, which was proving nigh-invincible in the north, and now threatening to rampage in the south.

He knew that. Still…the thought made him feel very alone.

What am I going to do? he asked…someone. His grandfather? God?

To his surprise, a voice answered his question:

Whatever it takes.


Chapter Fifteen




Aboard the Fang

Scanderoon System, The Splay

Earth Year 2293




Something woke Rose up—she wasn’t sure what. Whatever it had been, she felt grateful for it. Dark images had disturbed her dreams, of Xanthic-crewed human ships, of shape-shifting admirals, and of ancient creatures extended well beyond their natural lifespans. Worse, the twisted story her dreams seemed to weave repeated over and over again, with slight variations each time that only made things worse.

She was supposed to sleep for another three hours, but she had no desire to return to such reveries. Instead she got up and got dressed, made herself presentable in the small head she had entirely to herself, then left her cabin to go seek a coffee from the crew’s mess cook.

At least, that had been her plan. Instead, she opened the door to find Ben Baumann, leaning against the frame of the hatch with his head planted against his forearm.

He slowly lifted his face from his arm, looking at her with a forlorn expression that frightened her, coming from the commander of the fleet charged with the north’s defense.

“Ben. What is it?”

“Ronnie…I’ve failed.”

She shook her head. “Failed how?”

“I tried to do what you said we should. To make CoG bleed for every inch. But we’ve been ceding territory to them faster and faster. You and I know they’re set to drive us back to the doorstep of Dupliss within a week.”

“And yet you’ve kept the fleet intact,” she said slowly. “We’re still here. Yes, we’ve lost ships, and crew. But our resistance is still strong. And the corps of Dupliss won’t give up their territory without a fight, either.”

He returned her gaze bleakly, and she noticed for the first time how dark the bags under his eyes were. “They sent half their fleet south, Ronnie. And we still can’t turn them back. Kong Hui is relentless. Merciless.” He drew a deep breath, letting it out as a tortured sigh. “We’re dependent on Tad Thatcher now, to cause enough trouble for Moll that the bastard’s attention turns even more to the south. To lessen the pressure on us. Sometimes, I think I’m trying to be Tad Thatcher. But I don’t have what he has. I don’t have his ability to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. All I’ve managed is to continue giving up space, system after system. I couldn’t be him for you. I couldn’t.”

“For me? What could you possibly mean by that? You haven’t been doing this for me, Ben. You’ve been doing it for the north. For everyone living in the Dawn Cluster. For humanity.”

He looked her dead in the eyes. “No, Ronnie. I’ve been doing it for you.”

As she returned his gaze, she saw exactly what he needed from her. What the Dawn Cluster needed from them.

And for the first time, she looked inward, and found that she needed it, too.

She leaned into him, planted her hands on both sides of his face, and tilted her mouth up to his. They kissed for what might have been hours, or mere minutes, until she became aware they were still standing in the passageway, in plain sight of any crewmember who happened by.

And so she drew him back into her chamber, closing the hatch behind him as they went.




***




On Demeter Orbital Research Station

Comfort’s End System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2293




Mittelman sat in what amounted to a glorified broom closet while he waited for the Chief Research Officer to rearrange her schedule enough to accommodate his impromptu visit.

During the shuttle ride into orbit, he found himself staring at a blank bulkhead while Victor Newman’s words echoed inside his skull.

Never lose sight of all the little people. Your actions in this war will decide their future.

You should try to keep your hands as clean as possible.

Now, as he stared at a semi-opaque bottle of blue cleaning solution while he sat on a wobbly folding metal chair, the man’s words continued to play in his mind, over and over.

What was his motivation for fighting this war? He’d met Newman long before he’d ever met Mikhail Volkov, and he’d gotten something out of helping the man reunite with his family. It had made him feel more whole, somehow, than he’d felt in years. Maybe more whole than he’d ever felt.

But that didn’t make him a man of the people. Not by a long shot. He knew why he wanted to take Moll down, if he was being honest with himself. It was because Moll was a bully, and bullies had pushed Mittelman around for far too long. All his life, in fact, and he wouldn’t be surprised to learn they’d done it in past lives too. That would explain how angry he felt at Moll, seeing the man as a stand-in for schoolyard tormentors as well as power-tripping managers he’d endured during his climb up the corporate ladder.

But that doesn’t make me some noble crusader. I’m not the champion of the oppressed. If he was going to be brutally honest, then he had to acknowledge that he was the champion of only himself. The more the bullies in his life had tormented him, the stronger his belief grew that he deserved better. Not only that—he deserved everything. He felt like a secret king, a ruler in exile, who through his wits alone would one day claim his spot as the ruler of the galaxy. And then the bullies like Moll would learn the true meaning of the fear that they’d been wielding for so long. Because Mittelman would turn that fear against them. Without mercy.

He knew his motivations weren’t noble, because he felt almost as much resentment for someone like Tad Thatcher as he did for Moll. Thatcher wasn’t a bully, but he was as strong as the bullies. Stronger, even. And Thatcher wasn’t driven by resentment, or a lust for power. He didn’t seem to care about money, either. He was driven by his sense of justice and nothing else.

Part of Mittelman scoffed at such naivety, but another part of him burned with jealousy to behold something so pure. Deep down, he wanted to be the conquering crusader Thatcher was, but he knew he never would be. He’d come to realize it was this envy that drove him to make the snide remarks he so enjoyed directing at the man. But despite the realization, he didn’t stop. He couldn’t stop. He truly couldn’t help himself.

Newman came to the wrong man asking for justice for the families of the Dawn Cluster. He should have gone to Thatcher instead.

But the good captain was off commanding fleets in distant systems, fighting for the Cluster’s endangered freedoms. Mittelman was the only one Newman could speak with—and the man was lucky to have that much access to Legion leadership. It was only their chance encounter on Ladon Station that had made it a possibility at all.

Mittelman wasn’t a man of the people. He was far from the good-hearted statesman people like Newman probably needed. But these thoughts he was having about himself…these were new.

Had he changed at all? He didn’t think so. But at least he’d learned more about the sort of creature he was. Ladon Station had woken him up to a lot about himself.

The hatch opened, and the Chief Research Officer raised an eyebrow at him from the threshold. “The mighty Hans Mittelman, sitting on a little stool inside my broom closet,” she said in a thick Irish brogue. “What a humbling thing for me to contemplate.”

“Yes, well,” Mittelman said as he braced himself against the chair’s back and pushed himself up, ignoring his twinging back. “We all need to make sacrifices, don’t we?”

He walked toward the threshold, and she moved aside so he could join her in the cramped passageway. They walked together through the bustling station, passing technicians and scientists working at consoles and cramped work benches. Some of them were Russian, press-ganged from the ranks of Red Sky into developing Legion’s next technological triumph. But many were former UNC employees, and some of them had come bearing forbidden secrets, long withheld from the rest of humanity.

Secrets they’d been willing to share with Legion.

“How goes the project?” he asked the CRO, whose name was Murphy, which he considered a suitably stereotypical Irish name. “Are you ready to get us back to Earth Local Space yet?”

She arched an eyebrow at him for a second time. “I appreciate that you’re keeping up with the time-honored tradition of management placing inhumanly unreasonable expectations on research teams.”

“Are you telling me you don’t have a method for opening a stable cross-galactic wormhole yet?” He did enjoy teasing her.

“No, we don’t. But my team’s most junior member did just stumble on a war application that should make any fleet commander salivate. Don’t get too excited, now—it’s nowhere near ready for prime time. But we do believe it’s possible.”

“Intriguing. I want to know more.”

“Sure thing. But first, have I mentioned to you that I’m surprised you even want to get us back home to Earth? If we go back and find the UNC intact, then I’m pretty sure that will put an end to your dream of becoming the next great space tyrant. That is your dream, isn’t it? Surely that’s the real reason you’re also working on building a super-ship of Legion’s own?”

He smiled in spite of himself at her bluntness. “I trust myself to rule the Dawn Cluster about as much as I trust Simon Moll to do it. We need to join back up with the rest of humanity. We have to end our isolation over here. Before we get any crazier than we’ve already become.”




***




Aboard the Shtriga

Sibilance System, Jow Region

Earth Year 2293




Instead of joining the meeting from his office or conference room, Volkov joined it from the Shtriga’s command seat, with his officers all around him in the CIC. It would seem an unusual choice, he knew, but he’d felt compelled to make it.

There had been rumblings running through Red Sky crews of late—talk of the Russian corporation’s deemphasis in the alliance that had once been called Red Legion, and was now just Legion. And of what an injustice that was.

The talk is right. It had been Volkov’s repeated stands against Penta in Comfort’s End that had made this alliance possible. If he hadn’t succeeded there, then Legion wouldn’t exist. There wouldn’t be a force that had rallied the Cluster to oppose CoG. Moll’s victory would have been assured.

Yes, it had been Mittelman’s donation of new technology—which Tad Thatcher had played a part in, it turned out—that had secured the final victory, resulting in Penta’s ouster from Devil’s Arm. But that didn’t change Volkov’s contribution. Or the contributions of the men and women he’d led across the Cluster to make their home there.

Now, those same men and women were starting to feel like they’d become pawns in Thatcher’s and Mittelman’s game. Several of his captains felt the same, and the sentiment was contagious. Somehow, an American and a German had subsumed his corporation into their own machinations.

Volkov had to do something. Not just for his people’s pride, and his own, but to hold this alliance intact. Because if his people’s concerns weren’t accommodated, Legion was sure to fall apart.

“…supply lines are stretched to the breaking point already,” Captain Amandine Garnier was saying. Volkov had to focus intently to discern the meaning behind her thick French accent. “And we can’t exactly take our entire fleet into CoG territory, leaving Devil’s Arm and our recent acquisitions in the east undefended. There are cold-region PMCs who’d be all too happy to win points with the UNC by sailing into our space and causing us trouble. But if we don’t take everything we have, how can we possibly hope to defeat Moll, with his massive fleet and two new super-ships?”

Pavel Sidorov was nodding along with Garnier’s words. The pair seemed united in most things—especially in being Thatcher’s willing lapdogs. “There’s also the risk of a CoG corp based in former Ascendant Horizon space finally finding its balls and attacking us from behind. If we get outflanked by a CoG corp trying to save face after letting us through their territory, things get much worse for us. And maybe we’re left with no escape route.”

Volkov caught himself sneering at Sidorov, and schooled his face to neutrality. The man was Russian, but not a member of Red Sky—he’d left a two-bit firm running security for the Swiss in Milne to come offer his services to Legion, boasting a long career with the Russian Interstellar Navy. For some unknown reason he seemed to look down his nose at his countrymen in Red Sky.

“I believe my company can help repel any attempts to outflank our assault force,” Selene Williams cut in, with her customary corporate breeziness. “After our efforts in Jow, we’ve been refining our approach to quickly setting up system defense, and we’ve gotten really good at it. If we can take Fulmin from CoG, Celeste can set up shop at the Fulmin-Lament regional jump gate and absorb any attacks coming out of either Haysel or Breyton.”

Volkov smothered a laugh, but failed to conceal it completely.

“Something you care to share, Mikhail?” Mittelman said, with the special level of condescension he seemed to reserve for Volkov.

“Just that if we get attacked out of Breyton, I believe we have much bigger problems.”

“Does that mean you think we should ignore the possibility altogether? Or perhaps you believe prayers will suffice?”

Volkov didn’t answer, instead choosing to smolder in silence. He noticed two of his officers exchanging glances.

Mittelman rolled his eyes, a quick gesture that Volkov didn’t miss. “Moving on. I like your idea, Selene. As for your concerns, Captain Garnier, I agree that we have no hope of defeating Moll completely unless we send every ship we have. Even then it would be doubtful we could do it—and we’d be leaving Legion territory completely undefended. That’s obviously not a good idea. Admiral Russo has volunteered to stay behind to command the forces that will defend Legion space, which I know we all appreciate.”

From his holoscreen, Russo nodded his acknowledgment.

“Either way,”Mittelman continued, “I don’t think an attack on CoG space would be about defeating him. At least not yet. Nevertheless, we have to move now. The prospect of going up against two super-ships is already daunting enough. But three? I shudder to consider what that would mean for us, especially with the north folding like it is.”

“So we hit Lament hard and fast,” Thatcher said. Until now, he’d apparently been taking in the conversation, and weighing the options presented to him. Volkov had to admit that he liked that about the man, and wished to emulate the trait more himself. Rumor said Thatcher hadn’t always been so receptive to his subordinates’ ideas, but the fact he’d taught himself to listen to them made him even more admirable, in Volkov’s view.

“We make directly for Alysm System, where Mittelman is sure the new drone carrier is being constructed. We destroy it, and we leave. As for stretched-out supply lines, they become less of an issue every day, as we nanofab more and more production ships.”

Mittelman gave a curt nod. “I’d recommend leaving what production ships you have at the regional jump gate with Ms. Williams, during your strike into CoG territory. Either way, hitting Alysm makes sense. So much so that Moll has anticipated it, and is already setting up his defenses there. He knows what an advantage a third super-ship will confer, especially while we still have none.”

“Then why would we walk straight into the trap he’s so clearly laying?” Volkov said. “Isn’t there some other objective that’s just as worthwhile, which Moll isn’t expecting us to go after?”

“If you can name it, Mikhail, I’m all ears,” Mittelman said, again with a sardonic tinge.

“I’m afraid Hans is right,” Thatcher said. “This has to be exactly what it’s shaping up to look like—a brawl between our fleet and Moll’s, held out in the open. We can’t win a sustained fight that deep in CoG space, but with so many of their ships tied up in the north, I do think we have a good chance to push through to this under-construction super-ship and destroy it. As for disengaging cleanly afterwards, I already have some ideas for how to do that.”

“I’d like to make one thing clear,” Volkov put in.

Thatcher raised his eyebrows. “Yes, Mikhail?”

“My fleet, comprised mostly of Red Sky ships, has just managed to singlehandedly stabilize Jow, where we met a lot more resistance than yours did as you sailed through Recto and most of Haysel. We did that without being micromanaged. And so I insist that during this unified campaign into CoG space that our input into strategy and tactics be carefully considered every step of the way.”

“You have my word that it will be,” Thatcher answered immediately. “I promise to give your suggestions and ideas their due weight—up until the point of battle. At that time, I need to retain the ability to respond in real time to enemy fleet actions, and as I’m sure you can appreciate, during an engagement there isn’t always time to consider suggestions from subordinates. It’s much more important that we act as a cohesive, unified force then, under one command. Does that seem reasonable to you, Mikhail?”

Volkov inclined his head. “So long as your word is honored, then yes. It does.”

“Very good. Now let’s see this done.”


Chapter Sixteen




Aboard the New Jersey

Bevor System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher took a deep breath, and then another. Am I really about to do this?

“The camera’s on, sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “We’re recording.”

“Thank you, Lucy. Uh, cut that part out.”

“Aye, sir.”

When he’d asked Mittelman if there was any chance of softening up the resistance they’d face in Fulmin Region with some incisive propaganda, the man had suggested, irritatingly, that Thatcher do it himself.

“I’ve done okay with drawing people to the cause and making them feel like Legion has a plan,” the spymaster had said. “But you’re asking me to talk to our enemies, now. They hate me—trust me. If I tried to talk them into standing down, they’d probably step up their resistance, if only to spite me. But you…you, they at least respect.”

“I don’t do propaganda, Hans,” Thatcher had said flatly.

“Actually, you do it more brilliantly than most…Hammer. Your very presence is enough to warp the fabric of reality. And remember that time you ‘let slip’ that Admiral Ward basically thinks you’re the savior of humanity?”

“That was Billy,” Thatcher said through clamped teeth. “Not me.”

“Right. Well, whoever was responsible, it worked. And so will this. You do want to defeat Moll, don’t you? And you want your fleet as fresh as possible as you enter that confrontation? Do this for the spacers under your command, Tad.”

So now Thatcher sat in his command chair—not to command his fleet, but to star in a propaganda piece for the cause. He’d always been more than happy to leave the massaging and manipulating of words to people like Veronica Rose and Li Jun. Now, he found himself preparing to win hearts and minds, not through the strength of his actions, but through talking.

It didn’t sit right with him. But Mittelman was correct—he did want to defeat Moll. And he would do what he had to.

He went over what he’d prepared to say—with Mittelman’s help—one more time. Then, he spoke.

“Fleets of Fulmin,” he said, almost wincing at how stilted he sounded. He could do multiple takes, he knew. But he’d much rather get this over with in one go. “Fleets of Fulmin, you are being lied to. Simon Moll would have you believe that this war is going well for CoG—that momentum is with you. Yes, your Coalition has won victories in the north, built in large part on Heimdall’s treachery. But your alliance is not as strong as your leaders would have you believe.

“What was their response as Legion fleets waged war across your newly conquered regions in the south? I’ll tell you, because I was there to see it: they left your alliance mates to fend for themselves. As Penta Syndicate fell back across Nacarat, Recto, and finally Jow, Moll ignored their pleas for help—just as he failed to protect the regions he so recently claimed. Tell me, is that a show of strength, to let an enemy bulldoze through your territory? Or is it a clear indication of rot at the heart of your vaunted alliance?”

Thatcher’s eyes burned as he stared into the camera. He was getting into it, now, finding that his words had a momentum of their own.

“Tell me, what is the heart of CoG? Why did you join in the first place? What’s the fundamental relationship that led you to agree to live under Moll’s harsh yoke? You know it as well as I do: you agreed to pay tribute to him in exchange for his protection. But I ask you, where is that protection? Penta paid their dues, and he spent them on an unjust war with the north, rampaging across systems populated by innocent civilians. He didn’t come to his vassal’s aid. He didn’t even pretend he was going to.

“Fleets of Fulmin, I tell you: Penta Syndicate was larger, stronger, and wealthier than you. And yet they folded before Legion’s fleets, collapsing under our weapons fire. Moll abandoned them to their fate, just as he will abandon you to yours, while he shores up his defenses deeper inside his territory. I tell you: this isn’t worth it. Stand down, fleets of Fulmin. Do not fight for a man who won’t fight for you. Don’t let him use you as his shield. Stand down, and let us bring a tyrant to justice.”

He gave Guerrero the nod, and she tapped her console, stopping the recording. Then she turned back toward him. “Sir, if I can give some unsolicited advice….”

“Always.”

“I think that was the one. You can redo it if you want, but…I felt that.” She placed a fist over her heart.

“Me too,” Ortega said, nodding solemnly from the Tactical station.

“Same here,” Candle said from the seat beside Thatcher’s.

“Well, good,” Thatcher muttered. “Hopefully it actually accomplishes something.” He cleared his throat. “And now that that foolishness is over with, let’s get back to work.”

Later, Mittelman got in touch with him again via instant comm as he was reviewing reports from Engineering.

“The networks are buzzing about your ‘Fleets of Fulmin’ speech,” the spy said.

“My what?”

“They’re calling it the ‘Fleets of Fulmin’ speech. The Cluster’s pundits all seem pretty excited that you gave it. It’s officially become the only thing the twenty-four hour news cycle will talk about.”

“Well, giving those jackals something to feed on was hardly my goal.”

“You’re not getting cynical, are you, Tad?”

“No more cynical than you.” In truth, he’d never cared much for the media.

“Those ‘jackals’ are amplifying your words to almost every corner of the Dawn Cluster. Including Fulmin. Their comms aren’t as locked down as other CoG regions, like Lament, The Brush, and Xebec. Moll hasn’t bothered to control the regional gateway between Fulmin and Breyton, since it’s UNC-controlled, and messages are getting into the region through there.”

“We’ll reach Fulmin ourselves in just two days.”

“More than enough time for the CoG corps there to think twice about opposing you.”

Thatcher shook his head. “Maybe. But I think Moll has held Fulmin for too long. His forces are too entrenched, there. I doubt we’ll be allowed to waltz in like we did in Recto.”

“We’ll see, I suppose.”

“Indeed we will.”




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Cognoscente System, Fulmin Region

Earth Year 2293




“I heard the little propaganda piece our good friend the Hammer put out the other day,” Moll said from the holotank. He’d adopted a much more casual tone than in any of his other broadcasts. Leaning to one side, he sat with one elbow propped up on a desk. “It was a lot of hot air. He needn’t have sullied himself with such power games, which he used to pretend to be above.”

Moll chuckled. “I never intended to fight this battle in Fulmin. That region has never been anything more to my Coalition than a staging ground from which to squash Ascendant Horizon like a bug. Tad Thatcher fled from that dead alliance to this new one, Legion. I will squash it just the same, and after that, there will be nowhere left for him to scurry. No one can oppose me. No one will oppose me. And so I invite you and your little friends, dear Hammer, with open arms. By all means, sail nice and deep into my territory. Because once I spring my trap, there will be no escape for you.”

“That’s it,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “The broadcast ends there.”

Thatcher nodded. “That was enough.”

“What are the chances we can take what he said at face value?” Candle asked from the XO chair.

“We should remain vigilant, obviously,” Thatcher said, his gaze playing across the holotank, which showed a system devoid of enemy units. They’d been granted entrance into Fulmin with zero resistance. “Combat transitions into every system. But for once, I think Moll might have been telling the truth—that he really means to let us pass through this region unopposed. That broadcast was meant to intimidate us, and make us think twice about this attack. Maybe just to sow doubt and dissension throughout our fleet, if he can. But I don’t think we need to worry about an ambush in Fulmin. Like I said, we’ll remain vigilant...but I believe Moll truly is consolidating his forces in and around Alysm System. His two operative super-ships constitute his main advantage, and if he moves them out from Alysm, he risks us getting around them and hitting the shipyards there. He needs those dreadnoughts at the engagement. So he’ll wait for us to come to him.”

“Sir….” Guerrero said, and something in her tone made Thatcher narrow his eyes.

“Yes, Lucy?”

“I have an instant comm message from Ben Baumann. He wants to speak with you privately.” She met Thatcher’s eyes. “What should I respond with?”

Thatcher felt himself stiffen, and didn’t answer for several long seconds. Ben Baumann. The man who’d used his pirate fleet to chase Thatcher and his spacers through Degenerate Empire space, dogging them at every turn. Who’d been responsible for the deaths of several of Thatcher’s people.

But now, a man whom circumstances forced him to accommodate. Why does this war keep leaving such bad tastes in my mouth?

“I’ll take the call in my office,” Thatcher said, recognizing how curt his words sounded even as they left his mouth.

“Aye, sir.”

Alone in his office, Thatcher paused with his hands on the holoscreen. He made himself take several deep breaths before beginning the call. Even so, his jaw felt rigid as he lifted the screen from the desk, folding it up into a standing position.

“Tad Thatcher!” Baumann exclaimed from the screen, as if they were long lost roommates from the Academy. “Good job on scaring CoG out of Fulmin. That’s another notch in your belt, no question.”

Thatcher raised an eyebrow. He’d already realized that some would probably choose to see his recent broadcast as a victory, despite Moll’s counterpropaganda. But he hadn’t expected Baumann to open with such effusive praise. And he didn’t trust it.

“Just imagine,” the pirate continued, shaking his head in apparent wonderment. “You and I, fighting for the same team. Politics truly does make for strange bedfellows, doesn’t it?”

“We’re fighting against the same empire,” Thatcher said. “But you and I will never be on the same team.”

Baumann stretched his mouth into a frown, an expression that looked somewhat mocking to Thatcher. All the same, he thought he saw anger flash in Baumann’s eye. “Aw, why not? Don’t you like me? You’re not pirate-phobic, are you?”

 “I’m not scared of you. I think you’re pathetic.”

“Right. Well, I have some good news for you. I’m not a pirate anymore, and neither is the rest of Degeneracy. We ousted the bad apples, and we’re a legitimate outfit now.”

“Let’s get something straight. You didn’t, and you’re not. But as you…alluded to, we’re fighting the same war. So I’ll work with you for now.”

“You know who does think we’re legitimate? Your old girlfriend, Ronnie Rose. She works for us now. You knew that, right?”

“I have it on good information that she was basically coerced.”

“I can’t deny that. But I didn’t coerce her into my bed—I can tell you that much. She came there quite willingly. In fact, I’m pretty sure it was her idea.”

Thatcher blinked, feeling like he’d been slapped full across the face. Moreover, it felt like someone had gripped his heart with a cold, clammy hand and squeezed.

“I thought you should hear it from me first,” Baumann went on. “We’re kind of an item, now. But don’t worry, we don’t have a whole lot of time to enjoy each other. After all, I am fighting a war against an enemy that outnumbers and outguns us, to save a north that you abandoned a long time ago.”

“Did you call for any legitimate purpose?” Thatcher asked stiffly. “Or just to fling that in my face?”

“Honestly, I reached out to see whether it might be productive for us to compare notes. But you know what? Screw it. You clearly don’t respect me enough to do that.” Baumann shrugged. “I didn’t figure the Hammer would be stupid enough to let his prejudice get in the way of coordinating with his allies effectively. I guess I was wrong. Bye, Tad.”

Baumann hammered at something off-camera, and the holoscreen went blank, leaving Thatcher with ragged breathing and loud thoughts.


Chapter Seventeen




One Week Later




Aboard the New Jersey

Alysm System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2293




The New Jersey leaped across the gap between stars, pressing Thatcher into his chair violently as he waited for the inertial compensators to kick in.

Although, that wasn’t entirely accurate. The compensators had already kicked in, before the Jersey had transitioned, else he’d be a fine paste spread evenly across his seat and perhaps the bulkhead, along with the rest of his crew. The compensators just took a few seconds to fully counteract the radical change in velocity exerting itself on his body.

The tactical display began populating inside the holotank the moment they arrived in-system, but nothing it showed was news to Thatcher. An instant-comm equipped eWar ship had already preceded the New Jersey into Alysm, not to mention half his fleet.

He already knew the distribution of Moll’s forces. Alysm was known throughout the Cluster for its shipbuilding facilities, which had only been augmented with CoG as its controller, through nanofabbed modifications and upgrades. The system boasted not one, not two, but three major orbital shipyards—two of them large enough for constructing the drone carrier Thatcher knew was nearing completion with every passing day.

It wasn’t hard to tell which of those two shipyards held the carrier. Moll had arrayed his entire fleet around the one orbiting a rocky planetesimal on the system’s edge. The other, orbiting a gas giant’s moon, had been left undefended.

“Sir, I’m only seeing one of the two reported dreadnoughts,” Guerrero said, a note of concern in her voice. “The Dyrnwyn is with the fleet defending the shipyard, but Mjölnir is nowhere to be seen.”

Thatcher frowned at the holotank. Guerrero clearly didn’t like the news she’d reported, and he didn’t feel very good about it, either. The dreadnought should have been here. If it’s not here, then where is it?

“Did Moll really dodge another fight?” Candle said. “Now people will really start to believe the rumors about him being scared.”

Thatcher shook his head. “I wonder.” He’d set up an early warning system of instant-comm equipped drones throughout the surrounding systems, to warn him of a flank attempt long before it had a chance to surround his fleet. He would see a second enemy force coming well in advance, and if he did, he’d disengage and reposition to defeat the flank.

Moll must know I’ve seen too many engagements to let that happen. So where has he taken Mjölnir?

Not to Fulmin, certainly. Selene Williams could hardly have missed a super-ship transitioning through the regional jump gate, and she would have notified him about it if one had.

Did he take it to The Brush? And then through Candor, Sunlit Mesa, Breyton, Vernal Ethos…Aorta? And then to attack Legion space with it? That seemed an awfully roundabout route, and not very stealthy, either. Too many neutral corps occupied UNC-controlled space, corps with free access to instant comms. Legion would learn of the super-ship’s approach well in advance, and would prepare for its arrival.

To the north, then? That was a worrying thought. As much as Thatcher disliked Baumann—a pang of unpleasant emotion shot through him upon thinking of the man, and then of Rose—he wouldn’t wish a CoG super-ship on him, especially not with how desperate the defense of the north had already become. If the Mjölnir showed up in The Splay, or worse, Dupliss, then that would likely spell the end of the fledgling Terminus alliance. And if that happened, Legion would be left to fight a far more powerful enemy…alone.

Our campaign was supposed to keep both of Moll’s new super-ships here in the south. Could the man really be so sure of himself that he’d take one of them to fight in the north?

One thing was certain: there was nothing Thatcher could do about it right now. Ignoring the disappointment he felt over not getting to kill Moll today, he returned his attention to the state of play in Alysm. The Dyrnwyn sat at the heart of the CoG formation, near the shipyard they were arrayed to defend.

At first glance, their fleet’s posture seemed to preclude any use of the super-ship’s scattershot blast, since the attack would almost certainly damage their own units. But Thatcher didn’t buy that for a second. He would have bet his life on the fact Moll’s commanders had been drilling his fleet to ‘part the curtain,’ so to speak, in order to clear the way for the dreadnought’s mighty blast. As Thatcher’s fleet approached, the Coalition’s would no doubt open up like a deadly flower, to spit thousands of hurtling kill masses at his ships.

The obvious response was to stagger his fleet, dividing it into squadrons, and perhaps even into divisions in order to render the scattershot blast less effective.

Alternatively, they could abandon formations altogether, as they had in Nacarat against Penta’s dreadnought. That had worked well then…but Thatcher doubted it would play out the same way in Alysm. For one, he’d been able to conceal his tactical choice by orbiting the gas giant and closing in on the enemy from multiple points along its horizon. But the CoG fleet wasn’t near a gas giant. Moreover, their sheer numbers would allow them to assign whole divisions of their own to target nearly every individual Legion ship.

As the last of his fleet entered Alysm, Thatcher resisted the urge to shake his head at the puzzle confronting him from the tactical display. He’d known the puzzle would look like this, and he’d been racking his brain for a solution for weeks, now. He didn’t yet have one. Soon, he would have to give the order to sail across the system to confront the CoG fleet, or his subordinates would wonder why he was hesitating.

Everything came down to this: they had to destroy that shipyard. It was what they’d come here to do, and if they retreated without doing it, belief in Legion throughout the Cluster would suffer. Recruitment could dry up. And they’d have three super-ships to face, with perhaps one of their own, if Mittelman’s engineers back in Devil’s Arm could manage to complete it in time.

The war effort would be all but over.

But none of that changed the fact that he had almost no cards left to play, here. The CoG commander, whoever he was, would know about every tactic and technology he’d deployed against Penta. He’d be anticipating them today. And yes, Thatcher would have to use them all, just to have a chance of accomplishing his objective. But almost nothing would come as a surprise.

And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Space warfare was built on deception and surprise. Lacking that, battles came down to who had the bigger fleet, who had the superior firepower. Yes, tactics would play a role. But right now Thatcher faced a force that outnumbered his, comprised of ships belonging to the Cluster’s most elite fighting force.

I just have to focus on the objective. Destroy the shipyard, and get out. Pay the price to get it done.

Thousands of spacers would surely pay the steepest price possible, before the day was over. But everyone sailing with Thatcher already knew that. And none of them were flinching.

His grandfather’s words echoed through his mind—a rare occurrence, these days. The only way out is through, his grandfather told him. Get it done.

Thatcher found himself nodding. Yes. Let’s see it done.

Besides, he did still have one minor card left up his sleeve.
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Somehow, it seemed fitting that he would begin such a pivotal battle with the tactic he’d first become known for in the Dawn Cluster. Even better, Volkov had been the one to recommend it—which would hopefully make the man feel heard, in the way he clearly needed to.

Thatcher’s fleet raged across the system, divided into preassigned squadrons spread out across several attack vectors. Each squadron’s damage dealers launched salvo after salvo of Hellborn missiles, building up multiple Hellfire barrages that would converge on the CoG fleet at different angles—preventing the Dyrnwyn from easily taking them out with its scattershot blast.

Against a mobile fleet, Thatcher wouldn’t have dreamed of deploying such a tired tactic. But the Coalition fleet wasn’t mobile, as Volkov had pointed out.

“That shipyard they’re guarding roots them in place,” the Russian had said. “Yes, they can shift positions around it, even formations...but ultimately they’re stuck there.”

 “Then let’s exploit that,” Thatcher said.

As he’d expected, the enemy fleet opened up as his own forces drew near, making clear a firing lane for the super-ship. The action was swift and orderly, and mere minutes later the dreadnought loosed its first attack.

Thousands of individual solid-core rounds ripped through space, colliding with Zulu Squadron’s Hellfire barrage. The Zulu warships navigated clear of the attack, and the Hellborns themselves used their limited sensor suites and lateral thrusters in an attempt to evade the attack as well. But that was largely futile. The cloud of impactors was too dense, too numerous. Most of the missiles were detonated well short of their targets.

The ships that had moved aside for the dreadnought closed up like a zipper, and a similar gap opened elsewhere. Another blast fired. And down went the majority of another of Thatcher’s Hellfire barrages.

This happened twice more. Then again.

Then, the barrages arrived all at once.

Still more Hellborns went down as Coalition gunner crews took aim at the incoming ordnance. Their ships had closed ranks in the last moments, and now they took several hits on their shields, brief explosions blossoming all across the spherical forcefields.

The enemy front ranks were hard pressed, and Thatcher could see why: the ranks further back weren’t helping them defend against the Hellborn barrage. Instead, they fired on the Hellborns specifically targeting the station.

They’re desperate to protect it. And Thatcher couldn’t blame them. Both sides knew this engagement came down to whether that station remained intact or fell.

He also didn’t envy them. The CoG commander, whoever he was, had his work cut out for him. All Thatcher needed to do was get enough ordnance to the station to bring it down. Then, he could pack up and go home. Yes, CoG outnumbered his fleet, but not so much that the ordnance he ordered his ships to fire could be written off. There was a very real danger of enough weapons fire getting through to take down the station and the super-ship inside.

In fact, Thatcher considered it inevitable.

But for the time being, the Coalition ships were determined to preserve the shipyard, even at the expense of their front-line ships. Some of those ships’ shields began to destabilize, shimmering more and more with each missile impact.

Thatcher saw the first one to go down: belonging to a destroyer. He tapped the armrest panel twice, to put himself on the fleetwide.

“Mike and November, you’re in position to target that destroyer. And that’s what I want you to do. Hit her with laserfire and solid-core rounds till she goes down.”

Micro-corvettes were also swarming forward from deeper within the enemy formation, in a clear attempt to back up the beleaguered destroyer. But Thatcher had seen enough space battles to know they were too late. A volley of laserfire and kinetic rounds traced across the tactical display, converging on the target. Within seconds, her hull lost integrity, and she blew apart.

There was no time to celebrate. Thatcher had left himself on the all-comms, and now he gave his next order. “All ships with jump-drone modules, launch your payload of drones. Blanket the enemy formation with them.”

Almost immediately, his fleet unleashed a swarm of its own, one he intended to meet the enemy fast attack ships and keep them busy.

After destroying Penta in Ventail System, Thatcher had used the Helio bases there to outfit his remaining jump drones with small drives, and more sophisticated computers. Because so many of them had been destroyed, there was enough storage inside the jump drone modules to store the now-bulkier machines.

The drones were now smart enough not to hurtle headlong into the enemy formation. Instead, they would hang back, providing a protective “wall” that would cover the rest of his fleet as they moved forward to engage.

More shields along the enemy front lines wobbled, then fell, and his squadron leaders smoothly took over targeting them. Thatcher trusted them to allocate their firepower proportionately, but he did make occasional tweaks here and there, sending his feedback directly to each squadron leader so as not to needlessly criticize him or her in front of colleagues.

It was working. The drones kept the micro-corvettes at bay, and more enemy ships were falling, while their rear ranks were still occupied with Hellborns hurtling toward the shipyard.

It looks good for now—in fact, I doubt it’ll look any better during this engagement. The longer we stay here, the more CoG will gain the upper hand.
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The Coalition fleet finished mopping up the last remnants of Thatcher’s hellfire barrage, and as he’d anticipated, the tide began to turn.

Eleven ships had fallen to Legion’s initial attack—a significant lead, but one the CoG commander would now have an opportunity to nullify.

Not a single Hellborn had reached the shipyard where the drone carrier was under construction, and now that the missiles had been dealt with, the enemy’s back ranks moved forward to fill in gaps Thatcher had managed to open up. What was more, the CoG fleet began to spread out perpendicular to the ecliptic, opening up new firing angles.

“All formations, spread out to match them,” Thatcher said over the fleetwide. His ships could play that game too—but only up to a certain point. Again, the enemy’s superior numbers were coming into play in a way that boded ill for a dragged-out engagement. And a dragged-out engagement was clearly what the Coalition commander wanted.

But the enemy’s insistence on spreading out could offer Thatcher an advantage. If I can punch through their thinned-out formation, with a tight cone of damage dealers supported by logistics…and yes, eWar ships...that should work extremely well, actually.

At least, it would have worked…if not for the Dyrnwyn. Its main gun, with its capacity to unleash thousands of solid-core rounds at once, would put a quick end to such an attempt, with the closely knit formation it would require.

CoG had put together their defense plan with their usual competence. Their superior numbers allowed them to establish multiple firing angles on Thatcher’s fleet, while the Dyrnwyn compensated for the weaknesses of their wall-like formation, which was quickly taking shape.

As it did, the Legion force began to feel the effects. Yes, more CoG ships suffered the collapse of their shields, and most of those were blown apart soon after. But Thatcher’s ships began to suffer the same fate, with enemy laserfire and kinetic rounds tearing through their ranks, and the Drynwyn’s scattershot blast ripping through space with rhythmic violence.

First, Legion’s losses matched the Coalition’s…then they began to outpace them.

Thatcher’s throat constricted as he watched an Anvil frigate go down, followed by a Phoenix cruiser, and then a Verity Guild destroyer. The fact those crews knew the risks going in did not make their unceremonious deaths any easier to watch.

They’ll never see their families again. Never see Earth again. For them, this war is over.

But he had to keep his head and focus on extracting victory from this engagement, which was threatening to become a desperate situation.

That meant he had to move fast. Our losses have only just begun, and achieving our objective here will mean many more deaths. He had to accept that on some level, as repulsive as the idea seemed to him. He always fought to keep as many of his people alive as possible…but there were bigger things at play, here.

His grandfather spoke into his thoughts. You swore you’d do anything to defeat Simon Moll. Will you?

Suddenly, the solution clicked into place for him, as it often did in moments of high stress, when spacers were dying and everything was on the line. He saw what he had to do. And it would be every bit as painful as he’d expected.

He steeled himself, and double tapped the armrest comm panel. “Ships with jump drone modules, you are to send new instructions to your drones. I want them to ignore the micro-corvettes and push through the enemy fleet to target the Dyrnwyn’s shield. As they do, I want Mike, Juliet, Alpha, and Sierra Squadrons to support India as that squadron sails close to the enemy formation.” The first four squadrons he’d named were comprised of damage dealers—except for Juliet, which was full of logistics ships. India was an eWar squadron. “India, once you’re close enough to scramble as many enemy ships as possible, I want you to execute multiple simultaneous omnidirectional jamming bursts. All other ships, prepare to take over engaging the micro-corvettes. Acknowledge receipt and understanding of orders via the fleetwide command applet.”

The ships’ names on the applet lit up green slower than usual—not by much, but just enough that Thatcher noticed. From that alone, he could feel his captains’ hesitation. They knew how much this would cost just as much as he did.

The dwindling yet still sizable cloud of drone swarms surged forward, and as they did, precision laserfire volleys from gunner crews all across the Legion fleet flashed across the void, each leading a micro-corvette. Some of the crews were fast enough to swerve out of the way from the surprise attacks, but many went down in that first attack.

The CoG fast-attack ships were especially vulnerable to this, given they lacked shields. They were meant to swarm an enemy in numbers, relying on their small size and speed to protect them. But when they became the primary target of a large fleet like this, their weaknesses were put on full display.

But Legion was paying a price for the attack. The larger Coalition fleet of full-sized warships kept their weapons trained on their Legion counterparts, taking down target after target with clean precision. Shields wobbled, shook, then disintegrated, exposing the hulls below to the combined firepower of sometimes dozens of ships.

Thatcher’s fleet responded in kind, as best it could. They had excellent cohesion, instant comms, as well as well-defined squadrons and formations. But CoG had all those things too, plus superior numbers. And so Legion’s death toll outstripped their enemy’s even faster.

Then, at last, the squadrons Thatcher had ordered to surge forward arrived in position. The eWar ships executed their jamming bursts, and the tactical display showed a reduction in exchanged weapons fire that was almost immediate.

“All damage dealers with scrambled comms, continue to fire on the last known locations of enemy units,” Thatcher said over the all-comm. “All ships, move laterally to avoid enemy ships using their last known locations. Captains whose sensors haven’t been scrambled by our jamming burst, move forward within our formation and exploit those asymmetries wherever you can.”

The squadrons he’d ordered forward to escort the eWar ships had taken the heaviest losses, and they’d only been able to get so close to the enemy fleet. Even so, Thatcher’s ships had known what was coming, and many of them had managed to position themselves outside the jamming burst’s reach.

Now, those ships sailed into action, focus-firing enemy target after enemy target. For around a minute, the CoG fleet’s rate of loss matched Thatcher’s again.

Then sensors began clearing, helped by electronic countermeasures. But by that time, most of the jump drones had made it through to the other side of the enemy formation.

On its own, a single jump drone couldn’t hope to do much damage to a super-ship before being shot down.

But hundreds of them, showing up where they hadn’t been expected, all focusing their fire together…those did have a chance.

What was more, the Dyrnwyn’s captain had neglected to raise the super-ship’s shield, instead choosing to devote capacitor power to firing her scattershot blast over and over again. And so the first combined volley of jump drone fire connected directly with her hull, perforating it, and causing multiple compartments to be blown out in short-lived explosions.

The dreadnought’s shield sputtered to life after that, rendering virtually ineffective the attacks from those jump drones that had only railguns.

The laser-equipped drones continued to hit the shield with nearly two hundred thin, bright beams…

…but it won’t be enough, will it? Thatcher’s eye twitched, probably from a combination of combat stress and lack of sleep.

He drew a deep breath. This is it. We have to act. It’s now or never—commit fully, or turn tail and run in defeat.

Tapping the armrest panel twice, he put himself on the all-comm once more.

“All ships, form up at once into Javelin Formation, with Mike, Alpha, and Sierra Squadrons forming the tip of the spear. Juliet and India, take shelter in the cone of the javelin, while bolstering those ships’ shields at the front and directionally jamming individual enemy units. We’re going to punch through to that super-ship, and then we’re going to take her down.”
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It wasn’t common for one fleet to run headlong into another during a battle, and Thatcher could detect the enemy’s surprise in their momentary hesitation to respond.

He’d presented the Coalition captains with a choice: either get out the his way, or remain and block the Dyrnwyn’s scattershot blast.

The super-ship had enough to deal with. Almost every one of its railgun batteries currently blazed with light, sending solid-core rounds toward its tiny harassers at thousands of meters a second.

But she was already turning to direct her main weapon toward Thatcher’s oncoming fleet. And from that, he knew what choice the enemy had made.

“India, stand by to bolster the shields of those ships in Mike, Alpha, and Sierra the moment they start taking fire.”

That didn’t take long—the CoG ships that were parting to make way for Thatcher’s javelin were already switching focus, now targeting the ships at the front of the Legion formation. Under the concentrated laserfire, shields began to shimmer and dance.

The Dyrnwyn’s shield was more than shimmering, and Thatcher’s forward units were already drawing into range, adding their lasers to the jump drones’.

Then came the blast, terrifying in its power. Kill-masses spread out in a cone, engulfing the javelin’s tip in a storm of hurtling metal. Kinetic fire normally wasn’t effective against shields, but the sheer number and velocity the super-ship brought to bear made up for that. Three shields were immediately blown off completely, shredded like tissue paper, with the rest left in various states of depletion.

With that, the terrible cost of what Thatcher had chosen to do made itself known.

The CoG ships on all sides tightened up, closing on the front ships like a fist. Weapons fire converged on those squadrons, predominantly laser and railgun fire, and Legion warships fell in quick succession. Alpha Squadron lost two cruisers, then Mike lost a destroyer, followed by three frigates in Sierra rupturing. Then a destroyer went down. Then two more cruisers.

Thatcher squeezed his eyes shut, doing his best to steady himself, and to reassure himself that this had been his only option.

“Sir, the Dyrnwyn’s shields are down.”

“Good,” he said coldly. “Tell our damage dealers to give her everything they’ve got.”

Thatcher let Guerrero transmit the order, not trusting himself to speak over the fleetwide, even though he knew he should have. Was it worse for his voice to hitch or waver while addressing the entire fleet, or to risk them thinking he was somehow abdicating responsibility for what was happening?

Hellborns launched, rocketing toward the dreadnought, accompanied by multiple streams of railgun fire directed at her hull. But even as they impacted, perforating her hull and raising short-lived gouts of flame here and there, the Dyrnwyn managed to fire her scattershot blast one last time.

Damn it! Thatcher barely restrained himself from shouting the words. He forced himself to relax his hands, which had curled into fists.

The solid-core rounds tore into his forward ships, all but decimating the squadrons there. As the blast took its toll on the Legion formation, their fire reached the super-ship.

More of her compartments blew out, initiating the chain reaction that brought the death of so many ships in space warfare. A corona-shaped explosion flashed, sending debris hurtling in all directions.

The Dyrnwyn was down.

A ragged cheer rose up in the CIC, but Thatcher felt no sense of victory. How could he, when so many thousands of lives had been spent on the outcome?

He put himself on the fleetwide, forcing his voice to be steady through sheer force of will.

“All ships, switch to targeting the shipyard the Dyrnwyn was guarding. We finish what we came here to do. Then we go home.”
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They made quick work of the shipyard. 

It lacked a shield, and didn’t have much in the way of defenses either. Thatcher supposed its operators had chosen to rely on warship patrols to protect it over stationary defenses, electing to devote that mass to increased shipbuilding capacity.

CoG apparently hadn’t deemed it necessary to install any weaponry, either—or maybe they simply hadn’t gotten around to it.

Either way, within five minutes of punching through the CoG fleet, Thatcher’s ships successfully destroyed the shipyard…which meant the super-ship inside it was also gone. Later, an analysis of the debris would be performed to confirm that, but it seemed like a fairly sure thing.

Another sure thing was the price the Coalition commander clearly intended to exact for what Thatcher and his people had done. They closed around his fleet like a glove, hammering shields and exposed hulls alike with a torrent of weapons fire. The tactical display showed still more Legion ships going down, compared with comparatively few CoG vessels.

He hammered the comm panel twice. “All ships, lay in courses to return to the jump gate back into Desiderium System, and engage these courses at max acceleration. Once the fleet is moving, I want every eWar ship with the energy left to do so to engage omnidirectional jamming bursts at once.”

The fleet responded almost immediately, lurching in the direction of Desiderium. Then the eWar squadrons did their work. The icons filling the holotank faded, representing the computer’s sudden uncertainty of the data’s accuracy, and continued to fade as it became less certain of each enemy unit’s location. It simply couldn’t track where those ships might have moved following the jamming burst.

The Jersey, which had just begun to come under fire for the first time in this engagement, saw her shields stabilize. Though comms had momentarily been cut off, and Thatcher could no longer monitor the status of the rest of his fleet, he knew many of them must be enjoying a similar reprieve.

But that reprieve could only last so long. The sensor fog cleared, after a few minutes that felt like they flashed by. When it did, the Legion fleet was mostly disengaged from the CoG force—but not entirely. Its tail was still caught in the beast’s maw.

The CoG commander wasted no time. Immediately, his ships pounced on the Legion units still caught in their midst, and Thatcher’s numbers resumed rapidly depleting.

Watching the death and destruction that unfolded over the next several minutes made for one of the most excruciating experiences of his career. Once it was finally over, Thatcher’s rough estimation was that he’d lost over thirty-five percent of the force he’d arrived in Alysm with, while the CoG force had lost perhaps nine percent of theirs.

If he hadn’t managed to achieve what he’d come here to do, this would have rightly been called a massacre. As it stood, the losses were shocking.

It’s the choice you made. And to take their drone carrier off the board before it was finished construction…it was the right choice, damn it. No one can reasonably disagree with that. He felt confident that by taking out the under-construction drone carrier, he’d prevented more death than CoG had inflicted in their efforts to protect it.

And taking out the Dyrnwyn in the process, scoring yet another super-ship Thatcher had taken from Moll…that constituted a blow he wasn’t sure CoG would recover from. Moll had built his super-alliance on the idea that the Coalition of Giants never lost. Victory was core to their identity…which meant that they could only suffer so many defeats before their own spacers lost faith in them. They’d joined CoG in order to belong to an unstoppable force that conquered its way across the pages of history. Not to be shown up by the same captain twice now, both times in command of a smaller force than theirs.

It obviously wasn’t a total defeat for CoG, given Thatcher’s own losses today. Still…losing two super-ships certainly wouldn’t help with morale, or with public perception of either Moll or his alliance.

His fleet’s initial acceleration through the enemy formation gave them enough of a head start to escape the bigger warships, even limited as it was by the bigger, slower ships. Fast-attack Coalition ships gave chase for a time, but soon withdrew once it became clear that facing Thatcher’s fleet alone, they were taking much more damage than they inflicted.

After that, silence reigned inside the New Jersey’s CIC, for much of the return trip across the system. Beyond what words were necessary to conduct the fleet out of Alysm, no one seemed to feel like idle chitchat.

“Sir…” Guerrero said as they were about to reach the jump gate.

Thatcher could hear the frown in her voice, and when he looked up, he saw the facial expression to match. “What is it, Lucy?”

“The Mjölnir just appeared in-system.”

Now it was his turn to frown, as he quickly scanned the jump gates leading into Alysm. “I don’t see it.”

She highlighted a section of the tactical display, lighting up part of the holotank. “There. Emerging from Balor’s upper atmosphere.”

It was true. Balor was the gas giant around whose moon the other large shipyard in Alysm was known for. And there the Mjölnir was, breaking free from its gaseous surface.

Moll was in Alysm all along. Why, Thatcher couldn’t yet figure out. Nor could he ascertain why Moll had chosen to conceal his super-ship within a gas giant’s troposphere instead of using it to engage Thatcher’s fleet.

But the sinking feeling in his stomach warned him he wasn’t going to like it.

“We just received a message, sir. From Simon Moll himself. It’s just one word: ‘Congratulations.’” She met Thatcher’s eyes. “Should I reply?”

“Negative. I very much doubt his congratulations are sincere. As for what he means by it, I suspect we’ll find out soon enough.”
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Mittelman sat clutching his head for a long time, his palms pressing into his eyeballs until star bursts erupted repeatedly across the backs of his eyelids.

At last, he removed his hands, looking again with stinging eyes upon the image frozen on the holoscreen.

Simon Moll sat there frozen, all in Sunder green, wearing his custom-made admiral’s uniform. His smirk looked both victorious and amused at the same time.

“How could this have happened?” Mittelman rasped at the screen. “How did he miss this?”

With extreme hesitation, he brought his finger to the screen once more. He needed to hear the bastard’s words again. To make sure he hadn’t dreamed them.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Dawn Cluster,” Moll began, with faux formality. “As the esteemed Captain Thatcher took his leave of Alysm System, I offered him my congratulations. Congratulations on what, you might ask? On successfully destroying the Coalition of Giants’ under-construction drone carrier? No. I’m afraid not.

“You see, when the good captain entered Alysm and saw all my forces arrayed around the shipyard orbiting the planetesimal designated 134001–135000, he assumed the drone carrier was under construction inside that shipyard. This is what in security circles is called a honeypot. The drone carrier was not, in fact, being built there, but inside the almost undefended shipyard orbiting one of the gas giant Balor’s moons. I say almost undefended, because in fact I was there to defend it, concealed in Balor’s upper atmosphere, to emerge and singlehandedly defend the shipyard in the unlikely event our dear Hammer figured out what was actually going on.

“He did not, of course, figure it out. Instead, he took the spacers under his command, and he fed them to the beast. My beast. The beast made up by the vast and superbly trained Coalition of Giants crews.

“Let this be a lesson to anyone who would oppose me or my alliance. You will be outsmarted. You will be defeated. And history will forget you.” Then came the same smirk once more. “Moll out.”

The broadcast ended, and Mittelman resumed clutching his head.
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Avery stepped smoothly around the corner, spraying the marines guarding the hatch ahead with a burst of rounds fired from the hip.

One went down clutching his thigh. The other seemed more or less okay, and raised his weapon for an answering burst.

Avery fired again, stepping back toward the corner while providing his own covering fire.

He needn’t have worried. Behind his adversary, Private Black was emerging from around the corner, and took the enemy down with two clean pistol shots from behind, at an angle that wouldn’t endanger Avery with crossfire.

Avery locked eyes with the private, and they exchanged nods. He couldn’t remember the last time an op had gone so cleanly.

The hatch wasn’t locked, which was a surprise. That surprise ended when he opened it and entered, where he was immediately assaulted by blaring music, indicating the bulkheads were soundproof.

Inside, the furnishings and decorations were lavish. In the center of the chamber, the CoG captain Kong Hui sat on a bed with a woman on either side of him, all three of them looking both shocked and terrified. They hadn’t heard the gunplay just outside the chamber—partially thanks to the suppressors his and Black’s firearms were fitted with, but mostly thanks to the music and soundproofing, Avery suspected. Thankfully, all three of them were still mostly clothed.

“What is the meaning of this?” Kong asked, wide-eyed.

“I expect the meaning has something to do with the dangers of lust and temptation,” Avery said wryly. “But if you’re wondering what kind of situation you’re in, it ain’t good.”

“Who are you people? Who are you with?”

“We’re with Degen—” Black began to say, but Avery cut him off.

“We’re Frontier marines, assigned to the New Jersey. And we’re here to take you prisoner.”

“How did you get past the fleet?”

“The one you have guarding the eastern jump gate, you mean? We didn’t. We were in-system before you ever got here. Remember the stealth tech Veronica Rose wouldn’t let your master have? We used that. Now, get up. All three of you.” He couldn’t afford to leave the women here to warn others on the station—most of the security personnel still didn’t seem clued in to the presence of Avery’s marines. He had no intention of actually taking them off the station, but until they reached the improvised dock they’d cut for themselves in the side of Whitherward’s hull, they’d have to come along.

Whitherward was a jointly owned corporate trading station, and thankfully didn’t have much in the way of security personnel to begin with. Avery felt bad about the handful of people he’d had to kill on the way here, whose bodies he’d concealed as best he could. But this was war, and CoG was pressing Terminus Alliance harder than it could handle right now.

They needed something like this to turn the tide.

“What do you want?” Kong said, finally asking the truly relevant question.

“We want you to come with us. We’re going to have a little chat about the man you’re working for…and whether it’s really in your best interests to continue doing that.”

“What if I’m not interested in having that chat?”

Avery shrugged. “Then I guess things really won’t go very well for you at all.” He seized Kong roughly by the shoulder and dragged him to his feet. “All three of you,” he said to the girls, shoving Kong toward the door. “Come on.”




Thank you for reading Dawn War, the eighth book in the Spacers series.




Tap here to get the next book in the series, titled Dead Ahead
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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 books?




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
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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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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 July 16th, 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




Dawn War - Ebook




Dead Ahead - 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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