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Chapter One




New Edinburgh, Skotia Colony

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher navigated the sea of high-ranking spacers and dignitaries with a plastered-on smile. He was self-aware enough to know he came off as stiff and somewhat cold at the best of times...and this was far from the best of times. 

For one, the other Legion leaders had overruled his suggestion to hold this function aboard the New Jersey, calling her mess “too small” to host the number of people they needed to invite. Leaving anyone out could risk insult, which was the last thing they needed right now.

He took a breath, smiling and nodding at a passing Xebec Alliance captain—trying his best to appear natural, and certain he was failing.

I’d have thought holding this thing aboard Legion’s de facto flagship would have conferred a certain dignity. It wasn’t that the others disagreed, exactly. It was just that they couldn’t risk angering the Xebecs any more than they already had.

He understood the sense in that, in spite of how time spent planetside tended to put him off his game. What Legion needed right now was for the Dawn Cluster’s hot regions to settle down, after long years of constant strife. Thatcher expected war with the UNC to break out virtually any second, and if he was going to take on humanity’s mighty governing body, he’d rather do it without smaller enemies nipping at his heels from behind.

It was a big ask. Especially when it came to Xebec Alliance, the decimation of which key Legion players had participated in.

Players like Thatcher, for example.

He returned an admiral’s outright glare with a nod, met the man’s eyes as he attempted to smile warmly, then quickly broke off, veering away in the direction of the hors d’oeuvres.

He found himself in front of a charcuterie board, whose contents he began to stab halfheartedly with a toothpick. He speared a sweet onion, but was bested by an olive’s skin, the point sliding off and into a piece of pepperoni, which he settled for instead. Adding a piece of cheese, he inserted the result into his mouth, his teeth sliding the morsels onto his tongue.

“Hmm,” he mumbled to himself. “Not bad.”

“Not everyone is impressed by your little dog and pony show, you know,” a gravelly voice said from the other side of the table.

Thatcher looked across, and up—and up. None other than Admiral Ward loomed over both the food and him, looking none too pleased.

“Admiral,” Thatcher said, relieved that his voice came out about as level as he would have liked. “Good evening.”

“I might have expected to hear from you, before now,” Ward said, his eyes a pair of burning coals that threatened to bore through Thatcher’s skull. “I guess you didn’t expect to run into me tonight.”

“The thought had crossed my mind, actually,” Thatcher said, managing to hold the admiral’s gaze, mostly because he’d grown tired of avoiding eye contact.

“I want to talk to you. In private.” Ward stabbed a finger toward the end of the room, and Thatcher followed it, his gaze falling on a row of doors leading out onto a broad, open-aired balcony. “I’ve seen to it that the balcony is cleared, and swept for bugs. Shall we?”

Thatcher couldn’t really see his way to refusing, and so he merely gave a resigned nod.

They met at the end of the table, then strode through the crowd side-by-side. The admiral’s stature combined with Thatcher’s notoriety seemed enough to part the crowd before them, with looks ranging from hostile to curious to amused adorning their journey the entire way. At last, they stepped out onto the balcony, and two petty officers in Xebec red began closing the doors behind them.

They were alone. Thatcher took a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, feeling almost relieved to escape the throng. Almost relieved. He did still have the admiral to deal with.

For Ward’s part, he strode toward the balustrade that ringed the balcony’s semi-circle and gripped the railing with meaty hands. “I know of at least eleven Xebec alliance captains who swear they’ll never accept any olive branch you or Veronica Rose care to extend. No matter how much booze you pour up to go with it.” Ward’s dour gaze drifted back through the glass doors at the minglers inside, causing several of them to look furtively away, caught in their open interest in whatever Thatcher and Ward had come out here to discuss.

Thatcher suddenly became conscious that he still held the toothpick from the charcuterie tray. He stared at it, reluctant to put it in one of his pockets, but unable to see a garbage can out here. He flicked it over the railing instead, past Ward, who’d turned back toward the fading light on the western horizon. Probably he didn’t see that.

“And now you’re littering on our planet.” Ward sounded just as stern as he had before, but he favored Thatcher with a half-smile, which gave away the joke.

“Eleven captains, you say,” Thatcher said, joining the admiral at the balustrade. “I hope that doesn’t mean we need to have even more of those blasted talks.” He’d spent the week in one-on-one meetings and over-attended “open floor sessions,” and if he had to attend one more he might just decide humanity’s future wasn’t worth it after all.

“Luckily for you, I doubt more meetings would help, Tad. There are highly placed people in Xebec Alliance who will never forget the role you played in their subjugation. Yours, or Veronica Rose’s, or even Hans Mittelman’s, who did work in the offending corp, after all.”

“I’d hardly call Frontier the offending corp. The aiding and abetting corp, maybe. But it wasn’t Frontier that spent the following years dismantling Xebec Alliance and stealing their resources, while taking away the rights of everyone for light years around while they were at it. That was Simon Moll’s Coalition of Giants.” Thatcher closed his eyes, breathing in the New Edinburgh air. At least Skotia Colony is about as close to Pinnacle’s sun as it ever gets. The last time he’d visited, he’d worn several more layers of clothes than the dress uniform he had on today. “As I remember, I’m the one who offered the Xebecs a chance to surrender and spare the lives of their people.”

“Right,” Ward said flatly. “A surrender Simon Moll then refused to honor, slaughtering thousands more.”

Thatcher nodded. “And then Rose was the one to shame Moll into accepting it after all.”

Ward laughed—an unexpected sound, despite his earlier smile. “You really have learned to play power games, haven’t you? I wouldn’t have predicted that the likes of Veronica Rose and her old spymaster would rub off on you. It seems I was wrong.” Ward snorted. “Yes, you and Rose facilitated Xebec’s surrender...after you’d blazed a war path through half their region, destroying key facilities and depriving countless families of fathers and mothers. Do you really think atrocities like that can be papered over with words?”

When Thatcher answered, his voice was quieter than before. “A lot of fathers and mothers have died, throughout the Dawn Cluster, since the wormhole collapsed. Many of them under my command. We do what we have to, Angus. You know that.”

“I do. But there are limits even to what we who carry our species’ burdens should be willing to do.”

Thatcher closed his eyes. “You’re talking about the Anath.”

“Well, that’s the worst example of your behavior. But there’s also the string of failures you experienced, from Lacuna Region to Haysel, not to mention the disgusting rumors concerning you and Ms. Rose. Call me old school, Tad, but you do have a wife back on Earth, don’t you?”

Thatcher stared out over New Edinburgh for several long moments, his shoulders rising and falling faster than they had been.

“I had such high hopes for you.” Ward shook his head. “Your grandfather had such high hopes for you.”

“You think I’ve failed, then?” Thatcher asked, his voice coming out strained. “You don’t think I can beat the Xanthic? You are the one who told me I was destined to do that.”

“You’re right. I was. But victory can be just as bad as defeat, depending on how you go about achieving it. Sometimes, it can be worse.”

And with one last, meaningful glance, Ward turned away and strode back toward the party, which was still in full swing beyond the row of glass doors.

Thatcher stood near the railing, watching him go. It occurred to him to wonder what expression he might be wearing—he thought it might be one of distress, and of loss.

CoG and UNC colluded to keep the wormhole closed—to keep us cut off from Earth Local Space, where people may need our help. They had the ability to reopen the wormhole all along.

To fight against that kind of evil, he’d been willing to do whatever was necessary. Even deny the surrender of a super-ship crewed by thousands.

He’d been repeating that reasoning a lot, lately. Telling himself that no one could argue with results. His approach had led to Moll’s defeat, after all.

But if he was being honest, he’d stopped believing his own propaganda some time ago.

Schooling his features to neutrality, he made his way back across the balcony, lest the Xebecs begin to think it odd that one of the guests of honor lingered out here on his own.




***




Aboard the Bernini

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher stepped out of Attack Shuttle One’s utilitarian airlock and onto the sumptuous carpet that covered the deck through much of August Ducas’ pleasure-barge-disguised-as-civilian-transport. His boot, which since he was coming from an inspection aboard the Jersey was likely grease-stained, sank into the flooring, and he wondered not for the first time how Ducas managed to keep it so clean.

Throw enough money at something, and I suppose many things are possible, he mused. Not everything, though. Lin’s face flitted across his mind, clearer than it usually was, these days. He pushed the memory away.

Ducas appeared around the corner up ahead, hands in his pockets. “Ah, Tad,” he said, his easy grin showing no sign of the tension that had characterized their last conversation, over instant comm. “I thought you’d be arriving about now.”

“‘About now?’” Thatcher repeated, one eyebrow quirked. “Your security protocols seem to have...loosened, since my last visit aboard this thing.”

“Loosened!” Ducas barked a laugh. “A diplomatic way of putting it, no doubt. My guards are still around, if you must know. But I’ve given my astrogator the day off. Our automated systems are good enough that we’d probably know if a vessel was approaching with any kind of threat profile...but if I’m being honest, I feel a lot more relaxed in hot regions, these days. You appear to have cleared them of most people who would have wanted to kill me.”

Ducas turned back the way he’d come, gesturing for Thatcher to follow as he vanished around the corner again.

“Most, but probably not all,” Thatcher said as he caught up. “I assume there’s a reason you didn’t accept the invitation to attend any of the Xebec Alliance talks. Or the dinner. I happen to know your ship arrived in-system in time for at least the last few days of the...proceedings.”

“You know it, but the Xebecs don’t.” Ducas grinned boyishly. “I’ve managed to keep the Bernini’s true nature a secret, allowing me to sail around the Cluster more or less incognito. With the exception of such in-the-know individuals as yourself, of course.” He tilted his head to one side. “As for security, I might point out that you left your marines back at your ship, this time, too.”

“True enough.” They passed the lounge where Thatcher had spent most of his last visit to Ducas’ ship. “Not offering me a drink, then?”

The trillionaire chuckled. “You wouldn’t have anything with alcohol in it anyway. Tell me, you really don’t know why I invited you aboard?”

Thatcher shrugged. “When one’s primary funder beckons, one tends not to ask too many questions.”

“How fun. Well, I won't keep you in suspense any longer.” Ducas paused before a hatch, gripped the burnished wooden handle, and turned it, opening it with a click.

Inside, a fully appointed war room awaited, with a central holotank that took up most of the chamber, and holoscreens on all four bulkheads, including the back of the hatch. When Ducas closed it, the hatch appeared to lack any seams between it and the adjoining surfaces.

Beyond the holotank stood Hans Mittelman, an almost-empty glass of ice and a little water in his right hand. He gave a wave with his free hand. “Tad. I’m glad you’re here. Standing here this long was worth it for the look on your face, but only barely. I’m tired of standing.”

“What are you doing here?” Thatcher asked flatly.

Mittelman sniffed. “Hmm. I’ve had warmer welcomes.”

“I can get you that refreshment, now, if you like, Captain.” Ducas was leaning against the closed hatch—at least, Thatcher thought he was. It truly was indistinguishable from the rest of the chamber. The trillionaire’s demeanor was basically unchanged from before.

Either he’s getting no enjoyment out of Mittelman surprising me, or his social graces are practiced enough that he’s able to completely conceal it. “I’m good.”

“Very well. I’m going to go fix myself a scotch. After that, should I leave you two alone and pretend I won’t hear every word regardless, or shall I simply join you?”

“Join,” Mittelman said breezily. “Please. There are no secrets between us, Augie.”

“I doubt that very much,” Ducas said, smiled once again, then took his leave

“You’re supposed to be in the south,” Thatcher said as the hatch closed behind the trillionaire. “Smoothing relations with the former CoG corps there.”

“Yes,” the spymaster replied, in a measured tone that made Thatcher suspect he’d anticipated the remark and planned his reply in advance. “But I began to consider that I could smooth relations just as well from here than I could there. It’s not like it was me doing the actual smoothing, anyway. It’s my underlings doing that, who are distributed throughout their ranks. Now that I’ve wound them up and set them in motion, there’s really no need for me to be there at all.”

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. “Wait a second. If you came here with Ducas, then you were in-system during the talks with Xebec Alliance too. You could have attended. Those, as well as the dinner last night.”

“I could, and probably would have been pressured into doing so, had I made my presence known. But why would I want to do that?” Mittelman’s lips curled up at the corners. “Why, did I miss anything?”

“No. Why are you with Ducas, anyway?”

“Because,” Ducas himself said, closing the hatch behind him, “he’s realized that cozying up to the money man, and feeding him the right information, is an easy way to multiply his influence.” Thatcher hadn’t heard the hatch open, or Ducas come in. He’d expected him to take longer getting himself a drink.

Not that it matters. I’m sure this entire conversation is being recorded anyway, and Ducas will listen to the part he was absent for—or have one of his subordinates review it for him.

“Ducas flatters himself,” Mittelman said, flicking his fingertips. “He’s not as influential as he thinks he is. I just happen to enjoy his company.”

Thatcher considered the interplay between the two men for a few seconds, then he nodded. “You two are perfectly matched, actually. Insufferable to behold, but perfectly matched.”

“Compliment taken. Both of you!” Ducas approached one of the four interfaces adorning each of the holotank’s sides, but didn’t yet touch it. Instead, he considered it contemplatively as he spoke. “What’s your read on the UNC’s recent behavior, Tad?”

“I think they’re in chaos. The right hand doesn’t know what the left is doing, and so they can’t formulate a coherent approach to...well, anything.”

“What makes you say that?”

Thatcher stepped closer to the console, and took the liberty of operating it himself. Within seconds he figured out how the menus were organized, and brought up a map of the Dawn Cluster, zooming in on the cold regions. UNC space.

With a few taps, he was able to bring up the latest information the Bernini had on UNC fleet movements. The intel was bleeding edge, which was unsurprising—especially with Mittelman aboard.

“Look at their posture. Completely chaotic. They don’t know if this is peacetime or wartime, and if it’s the latter, then they don’t know where to expect the first attack. They know Terminus has sent most of their fleets back north, under the command of Kong Hui, whose leash Ben Baumann apparently grips with white knuckles. And so they patrol their northern choke points with a handful of super-ships. But they know we’re here to the west, too, and they devote more ships to the systems closest to us. Except, look at how much these numbers fluctuate over time.”

Thatcher dragged a finger across the console, causing the display to progress rapidly through several weeks, and then back again. “They’re scared of attack from the east, too, where they’re still unsure of what Red Sky will do, and of what their manufacturing capabilities actually are since Legion pulled out. They even seem scared of aggression from the south. Does that mean they’ve lost contact with most of the corps Moll once held under his sway? Or have some of those been openly hostile toward the UNC, suddenly feeling courageous with Moll dead and the Cluster in disarray?

“Then there’s the fact they won’t give us a straight answer about reopening the wormhole.”

“I think you’re misreading that,” Mittelman said. “Most of what you said is wrong, actually.”

Thatcher looked at the spy with the usual annoyance the man provoked in him. “Do tell.”


Chapter Two




Aboard the Bernini

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2293




Mittelman circled the holotank, draining the remaining water in his glass before setting it on top, where it seemed to float a foot or so above the teeming Dawn Cluster. “This,” the spymaster said, indicating the cold regions with spread fingers and an arched palm, “is all theater. And not a theater of war, Captain, which I’m aware is the only kind you know about. It’s theater. The UNC is merely pretending to be in such disarray. The most you could say is that the upper echelons of power are letting the lower ranks run around panicking, arguing and contradicting each other, so that a convincing appearance might be given of chaos. But I can assure you, if you push against that gigantic, writhing, bureaucratic lifeform...it will push back.”

“What’s the purpose of the theatrics, then?”

“Simple. To give them a good excuse to keep putting us off about the wormhole. It also helps their cause to play the scared, wounded underdog right now. The less they resemble the tyrant that has governed humanity these long decades with an iron fist, the longer it will take for the rest of the Cluster to unite against them. If that ever happens.” Mittelman shook his head. “You’re never going to get a straight answer out of the UNC about reopening the wormhole, Tad. You’re going to have to go in there and open it yourself. And when you try to do that, you’ll have a war on your hands.”

“Why? Why don’t they want to open it themselves?”

“Good question.” Mittelman stopped his circling, having come to a place directly opposite Thatcher. He planted both hands on top of the holotank.

Talk about theatrics.

“The short version,” Mittelman continued, “is they’re scared. They believe we in the Dawn Cluster are all that remains of humanity. And they might be right.”

“Or they might be working with the Xanthic. And they might be keeping the wormhole closed because it serves the aliens’ interests.”

Mittelman pursed his lips. “I don’t think it’s serving anyone that you’re being quite so paranoid.”

“Convince me I’m wrong, then.”

“Easily done. Provided you’re still beholden to the rules of logic and rationality.”

“I wait to be dazzled.”

A half smile stretched Mittelman’s thin lips, and he turned to Ducas. “Actually why don’t you take this one, Augie?”

Ducas sighed, making Thatcher think that perhaps he wasn’t quite the match for Mittelman that he’d initially assumed. The trillionaire seemed to be quickly growing tired of Mittelman’s grandiose way of slowly revealing information for maximum dramatic effect. “His main point here comes down to the instant comms. All instant comm traffic gets routed through UNC-controlled servers, and if they were serving the Xanthic, then Moll would have had much better intel on your movements and plans—because they would have given it to him.”

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. “Moll seemed to have almost perfect intel, many times. Intel on where we were going to be, and what we planned to do when we got there.”

“But not near the end,” Mittelman said, his left index finger extended to point toward the overhead. “Everyone remarked on how his omniscience seemed to fall off sharply near the end.”

“And we have an explanation for that. He’d reached a point in the cycle he wasn’t familiar with, and he pushed it too far.”

“But if the UNC had still been feeding him intel on us, then that drop-off wouldn’t have been as dramatic. My theory is that they stopped helping him as it became more and more clear that Moll’s interests weren’t exactly aligned with humanity’s.”

“So, what...the UNC is the good guy, now? We should invite them over for an interstellar barbecue?”

Ducas chuckled. “That actually wasn’t bad.”

“Not bad for the captain,” Mittelman amended. “No, Tad, the UNC isn’t the good guy. They will try to stop us from reopening the wormhole, which of course we must do. But if I’d allowed you to sail into the cold regions with the misapprehensions you’ve been laboring under...well, I’m sure you can see how that might have ended in disaster.”

A smug grin spread once again across the spymaster’s face, and not for the first time Thatcher wondered what the man hoped to accomplish with conversations like this. To show how indispensable he is, no doubt. And he was indispensable. But in phrasing things like he did, he also had a knack for making those he ‘educated’ feel like idiots.

Is that just a dominance display, then? Showing off how he can treat us like imbeciles without consequence, since we need him so badly?

Ultimately, Thatcher was unwilling to compromise his professionalism by reacting to Mittelman’s insults. But it certainly didn’t leave him with a warm cuddly feeling. And the spymaster would probably do well to remember that, just as the other Legion leaders needed him, so he too needed them.

Speaking of the other leaders....

“Why didn’t you invite Selene Williams to meet with us here? Or Admiral Russo? Or anyone from Terminus?”

“Isn’t it obvious? We can meet with them after, obviously, to finalize whatever you decide to do based on my intel. But surely you understand that’s just a formality, at this point. You defeated Moll, Tad. You took down CoG. No one is going to object to anything you propose, anymore, and if they did, they’d be shouted down by everyone around them.”

That gave Thatcher pause, as he considered the implications of what Mittelman was saying. Is that really what I want? A fleet filled with complacent, agreeable drones?

No. It was exactly the opposite of what he wanted, not to mention the opposite of everything he’d built his success on. But was Mittelman right? Could that really be his reality, now?

“You’ve certainly given me a lot to think about,” he said in a level tone.

“Well, don’t think too long. The longer we delay, the better footing the UNC will be able to find.”

Now, it was Thatcher’s turn to smile. “Oh, somehow I doubt you’ll be disappointed on that score.”




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Morning Star System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




Despite Mittelman’s insistence that Thatcher’s control over Legion was absolute and unchallenged, he’d gotten a lot of pushback over his idea to send ships into UNC space immediately.

He glanced around his CIC, taking in his officers working diligently at their respective stations. Things were quiet for the moment, and he expected them to remain so for at least the next hour as they finished crossing Morning Star System. And so he cast his mind back to that meeting, which they’d convened after Rose had departed for the north aboard Baumann’s Fang. She’d left soon after their talks with the Xebecs, and so at the time of the meeting she’d already been two weeks into her journey back to Terminus Headquarters.

The corner of Thatcher’s mouth quirked involuntarily. Rose had chosen to locate Terminus HQ in the same building that had once held Frontier Security’s old headquarters. That had caused him a pang of nostalgia, when he’d first learned it.

“Tad,” Rose had said over the instant-comm-enabled connection—a connection that was almost certainly being monitored in real-time by UNC agents. “This action is way premature.”

Thatcher had studied her expression, shown on the holoscreen that extended from the overhead to where her head would have been, had she been physically present. Based on her face, he guessed she was making a big effort not to oppose his idea with more astonishment than she already was.

“Can you elaborate on that?” he’d asked her.

“The diplomatic situation throughout the Cluster’s hot regions is way too uncertain, and sending warships into UNC space is way too assertive. It could escalate things quickly. Volkov has given barely any indication as to which way Red Sky will go, and as for the southern—”

“Ms. Rose, with all due respect, sending envoys all around the Cluster’s circumference would take months. Months we don’t have, and months humanity likely doesn’t have. We just put everything into reconciling with Xebec Alliance, and based on what I’m hearing, it’s questionable whether we can actually call our efforts there a success. But we have solid intel that the UNC will do everything it can to prevent us from opening the wormhole back to Earth Local Space. If that’s true, then nothing we do could ever rally the Cluster so fast. Everyone wants us to reconnect with the rest of humanity. Everyone except the UNC. And I mean to make them answer for that.”

There had been other objections. Baumann hadn’t bothered to attend the meeting, but Selene Williams had expressed some token concerns, and Russo had brought up the southerners, who, he admitted, showed no signs of coalescing into anything resembling a functioning alliance anytime soon.

In the end, everyone had rallied behind Thatcher. Even Rose, whose objections had been the most fully realized, threw her support behind his plan in the end.

She knows I’ll never be able to maneuver like she can. I’ll never have her sense for diplomacy, or subterfuge. But she also knows that opposing me would be reputational suicide—and maybe career suicide, too.

Now that Mittelman had pointed that out, Thatcher couldn’t unsee it. It was a heady realization. And it scared him.

If everyone in Legion, and even their allies, ultimately answered to him, virtually without question...where did that leave them? Could he shoulder that level of responsibility without falling prone to pride or error? Could anyone?

If everyone answered to him, then who did he answer to? Mittelman would no doubt like it to be him—or at least, he’d like his intel to be what ultimately determined the course of the coming war effort.

But wars didn’t come down to strategy or tactics, did they? Not exclusively. There was also the human element. For example, how much were the commanders involved willing to sacrifice? Exactly what were they willing to do to secure victory? And how much of their souls were they prepared to fritter away in that pursuit?

He shook himself, blinking away the reverie and refocusing on the task at hand. The New Jersey sailed at the tip of a standard arrowhead formation, station keeping with a sizable battle group of Legion warships. They headed straight for the regional jump gate into Sunlit Mesa.

A destroyer flanked his light armored cruiser on either side, followed by four more cruisers, five frigates, seven corvettes, and a complement of support ships trailing behind. It was enough ships to warrant some respect, but not enough to constitute a meaningful attack on Bellwether, the Sunlit Mesa system that lay on the other side of the jump gate.

Thatcher knew that at least nine super-ships awaited him beyond the regional jump gate—six dreadnoughts and three drone carriers—along with several battle groups’ worth of regular damage dealers and support ships. And the UNC would know he knew that.

The question was how they would react when he attempted to sail straight across Bellwether System and through the jump gate at its eastern end, with the intention of continuing through to Clime Region—to Sunrise System, where the wormhole once was.

If Mittelman was right, Thatcher’s action would force their hand. They would stop his progress right away, effectively committing themselves publicly to a policy of keeping the wormhole closed indefinitely.

But if Thatcher was right, and the UNC was as evil as he believed...well, they might take a more devious tack, in that case. They could allow him to pass out of Bellwether, to a system where they could close off all exits, before chasing down Thatcher and the crews under his command and blasting them all to shrapnel.

He had contingencies in mind for such an outcome. But it would be a dark hour indeed if the UNC forced him to employ them.

I’m effectively trusting my spacers’ lives to Mittelman’s analysis, here. But a commander had to trust, sometimes at a level higher than he felt comfortable with. Besides, the spy is right. The UNC is way too mindful of public perception to slaughter us wholesale in the cold of space.

He hoped Mittelman was right, anyway. In truth, the UNC was probably doomed to a PR disaster either way, one bigger than any they’d suffered to date. Openly barring Legion from reopening the wormhole, and thereby confirming that they’d been dragging their heels on its reopening all along...well, that wouldn’t go over very well with the public either.

Still. If they’re going to kill us, it at least has to be in open warfare, not by shooting us like fish in a barrel. The UNC had always presented itself to the public as the noble-minded steward of humanity and the systems they occupied. They always claimed to serve a higher ideal, especially when the common good just so happened to take a backseat to that ideal.

Tyranny had come a long way since the days of greedy emperors and bloodthirsty monarchs. Humanity’s masters had learned centuries ago to use psychological conditioning and sophisticated propaganda to make their subjects love their chains—indeed, to vote for those chains, and to continue voting for them. The UNC needed humanity to stay bought into its own enslavement, for its own good. If it came to it, they’d probably even spin keeping the wormhole closed as a measure they’d taken for the public good.

But slaughtering Thatcher and his people in an unfair massacre would take away all their legitimacy. And that was something they couldn’t afford.

Going over this reasoning once more helped him to soothe his nerves. Leading thousands of spacers into a potentially lethal situation wasn’t something one ever quite got used to, even though he’d now done so more times than he could count. It helped to be sure of his reasoning, and to feel certain his actions were justified.

It helped. But true certainty didn’t exist. Not really. Not in war.

“The regional jump gate looks good structurally, sir,” Guerrero said as the Jersey began its final approach. “All energy readings are green.”

“Acknowledged, Lucy.” He nodded at his Ops officer, grateful for the routine report. Routine brought its own brand of comfort.

But the skin around Guerrero’s eyes tightened before she abruptly broke eye contact...that pained him. She still hadn’t processed some of the choices he’d made in securing victory against Moll. Like denying the Anath’s surrender.

And she still isn’t sure of how culpable she is in those choices, he thought, a lump forming in his throat.

Would Guerrero speak proudly to her family of her role in defeating CoG—in bringing down the organization that had threatened the people of the Dawn Cluster for so long? It should have been a glorious thing to participate in. But instead it had been ugly, and brutal. A knife fight between thieves in the dark. One that had left Thatcher feeling soiled, even in victory.

Tim Ortega spoke up, from the Tactical station. “Should I have a sensor drone prepped, sir? For launching through the gate ahead of us?”

“Negative,” Thatcher said. “We know what’s waiting for us on the other side. We’re testing the UNC’s resolve—we don’t plan to engage, today. And if we do engage, well, we can safely assume we’ll be fighting on our back heel the entire time.” That was an understatement, of course, but he saw no reason to risk crew morale. Anyway, they knew the reality of the situation.

“Yes, sir,” Ortega said.

A tense silence prevailed as the Jersey crept across the tactical display, her icon merging with that of the jump gate, until she was almost on top of it.

“Brace for transition,” Guerrero said over the ship’s 1MC. Ten seconds later, the cruiser passed through the first ring, which gripped her and flung her across the stars.

Streaks of light stretched across the visual feeds, periods that elongated into dashes that went on forever, before finally shortening to hyphens, and then once again to periods.

With that, they were in the Bellwether regional jump zone. And surrounding them was a UNC fleet, one that went several ranks deep in almost every direction—and one that was punctuated at regular intervals by sixteen super-ships, their hulking silhouettes each blotting out multiple stars.
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A sharp intake of air came from the Ops station, where Guerrero had a white-knuckled grip on the armrests of her chair.

“What?” Lieutenant Tim Ortega, usually a consummate professional, exclaimed. “Sixteen? That’s over half their super-ship fleet!”

But when Ortega looked at his captain, his expression of consternation and shock only deepened.

Thatcher couldn’t help it. A grin spread across his face, one he couldn’t seem to smother no matter how hard he tried.

Negative emotions are easier to suppress than positive ones, it seems. Or maybe it was just that he had more practice hiding fear from his crew. When occasions to smile arrived, as rare as they were, he was powerless to resist them.

“Sir?” Randall Kitt, his Helm officer, spoke up. “Judging by that grin, I’m guessing there’s something you haven’t told us.”

“Of course there is,” Thatcher said. “Unfortunately, of late OPSEC demands that I keep a lot of tactical innovations to myself.”

Kitt gave a casual nod, as if his captain had declared he liked his coffee with a dash of milk. Even Ortega, whose reaction had been much more pronounced than his colleague’s, seemed to relax upon hearing the response. Guerrero’s death grip on her chair loosened.

His answer likely reassured them that their captain had anticipated this outcome—had perhaps even engineered it, somehow. As it happened, both were true.

Though even this reaction from the UNC exceeded his wildest hopes. He’d expected their fleet to be waiting on the far end of the system—guarding the jump gate that led to the most direct route to Sunrise System. Positioning themselves here with so many super-ships spoke of a posture much more aggressive than even Thatcher had anticipated.

A second Legion destroyer appeared in the jump zone, seven hundred kilometers from the Jersey.

That spurred Thatcher to action. “Lucy, tell the rest of the battle group to remain in Morning Star System, until we know more about the UNC commander’s intentions.” No need to risk any more crews than necessary with this gambit. If the UNC are overreacting this hard, they might be trigger happy, too.

“Aye, sir.” Guerrero’s hands flew across her console for a brief interval, her fingers a blur. It seemed she’d gotten her message out in time, since no more Legion ships appeared in the jump zone.

“Now hail one of those super-ships.” He cast his eye over the tactical display, and found it was impossible to tell which one was serving as the other fleet’s flagship. “Just choose one of the dreadnoughts. Inform them we plan to sail to Sunrise System, for the purpose of reopening the wormhole and restoring the Dawn Cluster’s connection to Earth Local Space.”

“Aye, sir.” Guerrero tapped at her console once more, this time with less urgency. She dispatched the message, and they waited.

And waited. A minute passed, and then another. And then several more.

“Still nothing?”

Guerrero shook her head. “No, sir.”

Thatcher suppressed a sigh. “It seems we might be here a while.”
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“I’m telling you, Lance,” Henrietta Cordone said in a stage whisper, her eyes wide as she leaned forward slightly, causing her chocolate blazer to bunch at the collar. “These people are capable of anything.”

Lance Reardon regarded Cordone over the top of steepled fingers, mindful that his expression remain as detached as was befitting the Secretary-General of the United Nations and Colonies.

The term “soulless bureaucrat” was invented for people like Henrietta Cordone. Actually, she gave soulless bureaucrats a bad name. Rigorously enforcing convoluted policies and obscure regulations was one thing, but doing it with such smug self-satisfaction...that was what rubbed people the wrong way when it came to the UNC.

We have too many people like Cordone working for us, and they hold positions of way too much prominence. If the people who staffed the organization from top to bottom could at least show some compassion from time to time...if only they could muster up an ounce of genuine sympathy as they railroaded regular people while waving Obscure Policy Number One Oh Nine Section Two Point Four Subsection Three Point One in their faces...maybe then the UNC wouldn’t be quite so widely reviled as it was.

But the UNC was reviled, and Cordone had a point, Reardon had to admit. His family’s business had been completely obliterated by the actions of Veronica Rose and Tad Thatcher, who now led the barbarian rabble currently at the gates. He’d had nothing to do with Reardon Interstellar, had never wanted anything to do with it, but that hadn’t meant he’d enjoyed watching the many company shares he’d inherited from his father nosedive until they finally became worthless.

Had Ramon Pegg, Reardon Interstellar’s final CEO, gotten exactly what he deserved? Reardon didn’t doubt it. But he also didn’t enjoy relying solely on his paycheck as secretary-general for his financial stability, as ample as that paycheck was. It meant fewer month-long vacations to Agersia System. Not that anyone was taking vacations to Agersia System these days.

Cordone was shaking her head. “I had them, too. Red-handed, about to be caught with illegal tech they had every intention of using to wage war on their neighboring corps. And then that miraculously timed fire springs up in their labs. Both you and I know that wasn’t a coincidence.”

“Everyone knows that,” Reardon said, letting some annoyance slip through at having to discuss something so obvious. “But it wouldn’t have mattered. Frontier Security disintegrated shortly after, Veronica Rose disappeared, and somehow Tad Thatcher failed spectacularly to get himself killed by pirates as he scurried back and forth across Lacuna Region.”

“It’s worrying, isn’t it? He survived them, and then he survived Simon Moll. Who ever thought they’d get Simon?”

Reardon had his own thoughts about Moll—the man had given him the creeps since the second he’d met him. But he and Cordone had seemed to get on famously, on the two occasions they’d risked in-person meetings. Her lack of a soul reflected Moll’s, he supposed.

“We both know it’s a ruse, his entering Bellwether with only the Jersey and one destroyer,” she went on. “We know from their instant comm traffic that he’s stationed most of the Legion fleet in Candor Region, right on our doorstep. They’re poised to strike, Lance.”

“Hmm,” he said, stalling for time. He’d received a weekly report on the contents of instant communications ever since the units had started seeing widespread use throughout the Cluster. But it felt odd to be in a situation where that intel directly affected the UNC. Affected him.

They’d never admitted openly to monitoring instant comm use by the Cluster’s corps, but it was an open secret. Surely no one believed the UNC would have access to that level of intelligence on all the major players in the Cluster and yet not avail of it.

But it’s different now, isn’t it? We’ve cloistered ourselves in the cold regions, clutching them with a fist made of super-ships. Any military action before now would have represented blatant favoritism, of whoever we supported. And it would have opened us up to attack from multiple directions.

But now, the military action had come to them.

He studied the instant comm unit, built into the desk itself, and visible through the glass top. His gaze drifted toward the comm near his right hand, which was connected wirelessly to the unit.

“Admiral Greatheart is still waiting for my answer,” he mused. “What are we going to do?”

“Stop them,” Cordone said right away, almost breathlessly. “A brisk show of force is our only hope, now.”

Reardon eyed her levelly. “It was a rhetorical question.”

“Oh.”

His eyes returned to the comm. UNC authority had always depended on the public viewing the interstellar governing body as vital. But they didn’t come across as very vital these days, did they? The revelation that Moll was working for the Xanthic turned out to be a very bad look for UNC, especially with how obvious it had become in recent months that Reardon and the rest of the leadership had been favoring Coalition of Giants.

And now, to commit publicly to preventing the reopening of the wormhole....

“We have to spin this properly,” he said. “And as skilled a commander as he is, Admiral Greatheart isn’t the one to bring this to the public.” Reardon sighed. “I’ll have to do it.”

“Our messaging people have been working on this for weeks,” Cordone said. “They’ve known this was coming. I’m sure they have speeches written for twenty different variations on this situation.”

“Yes. And it’s for the public’s own protection.” Reardon nodded to himself. “For their own protection,” he repeated.

“Exactly.”

He exhaled long and slow. “All right. I’ll tell the Admiral to proceed as we discussed.”

He picked up the comm.
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The tension that permeated Thatcher’s CIC carried a novel element, something he felt sure he hadn’t quite experienced before. He could see it in the way Guerrero’s hand twitched as she cycled through sensor readouts, and could hear it in the way Ortega stuttered slightly as he reported on weapons readiness.

During their time together, Thatcher and his crew had grown accustomed to the long, excruciating periods of waiting that always stretched between space battles, which by contrast were frantic, frenzied, and relatively brief.

So it wasn’t the waiting that strained things, now. At least, not the waiting by itself. They were no strangers to waiting.

Specifically, it was waiting within firing range of enough ships packing enough firepower to reduce the New Jersey to its constituent molecules in a matter of seconds. And it was the not knowing whether those ships would decide to strike or not.

“Sir,” Guerrero said, her voice high-pitched and brittle. “I’m picking up activity from two of the UNC super-ships’ primary laser projectors. They’re firing!”

“And they’re missing,” Ortega said, though he sounded far from nonchalant about it. Just confused.

The broad beams cut through space, one of them within a kilometer of the New Jersey’s port side, the other just as close to the Vinson, which was the destroyer that had joined them in Bellwether System before Thatcher had given the order for the others to remain beyond the regional divide.

“We’re being hailed,” Guerrero said, sounding mystified now as well as tense. “It’s Admiral Greatheart, of the Colossus.”

“Put him in the holotank, I suppose,” Thatcher said.

Admiral Dermot Greatheart appeared, his broad frame filling the tank. He looked just as imposing and grand as his name would suggest, which Thatcher found oddly satisfying, in spite of the circumstances. He liked it when people matched their names.

“That was a warning shot,” Greatheart announced gruffly, skipping any sort of introduction.

“I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Admiral.”

“And I’ll be pleased to see you leave.”

Thatcher raised an eyebrow. “You could have just asked. We’ve been trying to raise you by comm for the better part of an hour. The warning shots seem a little...frivolous. With as many warships as you have surrounding us, we’re bound to honor whatever request you care to send.”

“It’s not a request. It’s a requirement. You and your destroyer are to exit via the regional jump gate, to the system you came from. And you are not to return, under any circumstances. You, or any of your fleet.”

“And if I do return?” As a rule, Thatcher didn’t like to goad his enemies. But he was keen to commit the UNC’s representative to a course of action.

“If you do, then you will be considered in open rebellion against humanity’s governing body. As such, you will be marked for destruction.”

“I take it this means you don’t intend to let me reopen the wormhole, then.”

For the first time, the admiral hesitated. “I don’t have a mandate to comment on that.”

“You can’t comment on it, and yet it’s what your actions clearly indicate.” Thatcher chuckled mirthlessly. “Well, that sounds exactly like the UNC I know. I’m ending the transmission, now, Admiral. And we will take our leave.”

“See that you do.”

Thatcher gave Guerrero the nod, and she cut the connection, seemingly more relaxed than she’d been when she opened it.

Everyone in the CIC seemed more relaxed, actually, and Thatcher was glad for that. They knew where they stood, at least for the next twenty minutes or so.

As for beyond that....

Well, I think we know where we stand in general, now. It’s war.

“Sullivan, set a course for the jump gate back into Morning Star,” he ordered.

“Aye, sir.”
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Every chair was full at Skytop, the “exclusive dining destination”—as depicted in Bimaria Tourism’s marketing— situated on the pinnacle of Ducas Spire, the tallest building built anywhere in the Dawn Cluster.

Every chair was full, and every eye in the restaurant was currently tracking Henrietta Cordone as she stamped her way through the tables, weaving this way and that, making her way inexorably to where Lance Reardon was dining with his new girlfriend and her son.

Therese Goldstein, the girlfriend, was one of those observing Cordone’s approach with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. “Is that—?” she said.

Reardon lifted his hands in a shrug, though he instantly recognized that pleading ignorance was a futile tactic, and so he opted instead to plant his face in his right hand. “Yes,” he said miserably.

The floor began to vibrate as Cordone neared their table, and he didn’t bother to lift his face from his hand, just as Cordone didn’t bother to make any acknowledgment whatsoever of his clear resentment of her presence.

“Lance. You need to listen to this.” She plunked a comm in front of him and pressed its screen with the pad of her thumb.

“We’re fully restocked on munitions after our visit to one of the nanofabbers over Solna—”

Reardon jabbed the comm’s screen with his index finger, cutting off whatever it was Cordone had come here to play for him. “Henrietta, I’m eating with my—” He glanced at his new girlfriend, then at her seven-year-old son. “With Therese.”

Cordone blinked at him. “I couldn’t get you on your comm.”

“That’s because I turned it off.”

“Really?” She tossed her head—or rather, she twitched her head. The movement was much closer to a bird than a horse. “At a time like this?”

“I’ve been trying not to take my work home, lately.”

“Lance, you’re the secretary-general of the UNC. And this isn’t home.” Cordone’s head twitched in the direction of the nearest table, whose occupants all wore custom-tailored outfits from the cutting edge of current fashion. She raised her eyebrows, as though she was only now realizing where she was.

His annoyance, having already graduated to resentment, was now approaching anger, and it boiled through his veins like hot vinegar. “What exactly are you attempting to play for me, Henrietta? Would it happen to be classified intelligence?” He hissed the last two words.

That seemed to get through to her. Her already pale countenance whitened further.

“What sort of consequences await a high-ranking official who plays such a recording in a public venue, do you think? How many policies might such an official be violating, and how lucky do you think she’d be to keep her job? Do you think maybe that official might have a shot at setting a galactic record for the simultaneous violation of multiple UNC policies?”

“I’m sorry, Lance. I wasn’t thinking. I just knew you had to—”

“Shut up.” He noticed Therese blink at those words, and he resisted the urge to wince. Get control of yourself. He knew full well he wasn’t going to discipline Cordone over this, as idiotic as it was. The woman was Cluster-class. No one could do what she did better. And her obliviousness to obvious, real-world considerations like not playing illegally collected intel in a packed restaurant was probably part of why she was so good at narrowly focusing on enforcing the sort of arcane regulations the UNC was famous for.

Sighing, he rose to his feet, offering Therese his best impression of a casual grin. “Excuse me for a moment.”

She gave a slight smile that didn’t touch her eyes, her eyebrows raised as she returned to eating.

Cordone didn’t seem to notice the exchange. She plucked the comm from the table and spun around, beckoning him with a flapping hand to follow. “This way. They must have somewhere we can speak privately....”

The staff all knew who he was, of course, and they seemed to relax a little after learning that the crazy woman who’d barged past the greeter was with him. It didn’t take long for the manager to set them up in an office in the back, and not much longer than that for the man to remove every last electronic device from the room, at Reardon’s insistence.

He looked around the now-emptier space, frowning. He didn’t have the equipment or the expertise to perform a bug sweep. On the other hand, this office seemed unlikely to have any bugs—as an extra precaution, he’d picked this office out of several available. It seemed unlikely any hostile agents would anticipate Cordone hunting him down at a fancy dinner with his girlfriend, or him choosing this particular office to hear her out in.

We’re safe. He turned his focus back to Cordone. “Well?”

Without hesitation, she slapped the comm down onto the cramped desk and played the recording.

A female voice was speaking. “We’re fully restocked on munitions after our visit to one of the nanofabbers over Solna Colony. The captain wanted me to get in touch with you to talk coordination—he figures they’re probably watching the Jersey’s instant comm like hawks, but it’s doubtful they’ll get to processing this call in time for it to do them any good.”

“Makes sense,” a male voice answered. “What do you have for me?”

We’re hitting them with everything we have in sixteen days from now. I won’t get into what Captain Thatcher has in store for them, since there’s some chance their intel does find this before the engagement. But he isn’t too worried about breaking through their barricade at the regional jump zone.”

The unnamed man chuckled. “That sounds like him. So what do you need from us?”

“We need you to break through the Dupliss-Unity regional gate and start taking out as many high-value targets as you can manage. The captain wants you to make them hurt. That should take some heat off us as we move through the rest of Sunlit Mesa and on to Clime.”

“What sort of timeline are we looking at?”

“Captain Thatcher figures it will do the trick for you to strike two days before our assault. That’ll give the UNC enough time to panic and withdraw forces to up north, leaving the way to Sunrise System more open to us.”

“Well, I’ll pass that on up the chain to Baumann,” the male voice said. “But I have to tell you, I don’t think he’ll relish acting as bait for your favorite captain.”

“He doesn’t need to relish it. He just needs to do it.”

“Should I pass that on, to?”

“Might be best not to.”

The man chuckled again. “Good call. Aquila actual, out.”

The recording ended, and Henrietta Cordone lifted her eyes from the comm to meet Reardon’s. “This was from seven days ago,” she said.

“What?” he hissed, then reined himself in, continuing in a slightly calmer tone. “How did it take so long to reach us?”

“Because over the last few months, Legion has ramped up its production of instant comm systems dramatically, and hundreds of their warships now have them integrated with their existing systems. Over the last couple of weeks, they started using them all. We just haven’t had the capacity to monitor and process that many conversations in a timely fashion. Pretty much all the other inter-ship exchanges we’ve analyzed have been routine reports on munitions, module loadouts, fuel levels...nonsense, basically. Noise.”

Reardon pursed his lips. “So they were intentionally trying to hide this communication. Drowning it out with a lot of bilge, so that maybe we wouldn’t find it in time.”

“Exactly. Even this conversation was preceded by a lot of dry discussion of supply levels and sensor function—I spared you that part. And they let the message pass between two low-value units, a corvette and a logistics ship, in another effort to throw us off. But once our analysts detected the sharp increase in transmissions, we started putting in overtime. We knew something was wrong there. And then we found this.”

“It’s well that we did.” Reardon let out a long, slow exhale. “Seven days ago. And they said they’re hitting us in sixteen. That still leaves us nine days to react.”

Cordone nodded. “I took the liberty of looping our highest-level strategists in on this.” She scooped up the comm, tapped it twice, then flicked her thumb across its screen a few times. “Good. It looks like Admiral Greatheart has already gotten in touch with his recommendation.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“He suggests pulling out of Unity Region altogether. Let the pirates have it.”

By ‘pirates’ she meant Terminus, which was actually a coalition formed by Degeneracy, formerly Degenerate Empire, and Starworks. Heimdall had been dismantled as a corporate entity, most of their economic and military assets “appropriated” by Terminus in retribution for their betrayal during their war against Coalition of Giants.

“Pull out of Unity,” he repeated, his mind racing, and his stomach sinking. “That’s a big move.”

“I know. But Greatheart isn’t known for his meekness.”

“Henrietta...can you imagine the crisis of confidence we’ll face if we relinquish any of our territory? We’re the UNC. We’re supposed to be invincible. Our enemies aren’t even supposed to be able to conceive of attacking us.”

Besides, we’ve already devoted so many units to our western front. This wasn’t the first time intercepted Legion comms had caused them to send ships there—they’d already stationed sixteen super-ships in Bellwether System, constituting half their super-ship fleet.

Cordone offered an uncomfortable shrug. “Times seem to be changing, Lance. What choice do we have? The barbarians are at the gates, and they effectively control five times as many regions as we do. They own countless systems that aren’t nearly as resource-depleted as the cold regions we control. And they have us surrounded. In the long run, we’re doomed.” She swallowed visibly, and a dry click emanated from her apparently dessicated mouth.

“Our only advantages,” she continued, “are their apparent urgency to reopen the wormhole...and this intercepted transmission. If we don’t exploit that edge now, and use it to defeat them, then we’ll lose. It might not happen this year. It might not even happen this decade. But Legion and Terminus aren’t going anywhere, and I get the feeling they’re capable of holding a formidable grudge. Especially with men like Hans Mittelman at the helm.”

Reardon studied Cordone through narrowed eyes. “That was a...surprisingly pragmatic breakdown, Henrietta.”

“Oh.” She blinked rapidly, then gestured with the comm, blushing lightly. “I was basically paraphrasing the admiral’s message.”

But he barely registered what she’d said, his eyes already drifting to the wall, his mind’s eye penetrating it, along with whatever offices and rooms lay between here and the starry night beyond.

She’s right. Or rather, Greatheart is right. He shook his head; it didn’t matter whose analysis it was.

Part of him wanted to try to continue delaying Thatcher and his ilk, as he’d successfully done for weeks now. But apparently the man had seen through the UNC’s smokescreen and was coming for blood. Probably with the help of his pet spymaster.

If Reardon had had a talent like Mittelman on his side, playing the long game might just work. He could play the various hot-region factions off each other, exploiting divisions like the one that existed between the Russians and Legion. He could plant divisive rumors and stoke resentments until they burned white-hot.

But to think he could manage that without access to a much greater level of finesse...it was laughable. Mittelman would see right through it, for starters.

The fact was, the UNC had always leaned on its monopoly on powerful technology, along with its armada of super-ships, to maintain power over the rest of the species. But almost all of that tech had now fallen into the hands of the rabble, including nanofabbers. With those, combined with the endless resources of the Dawn Cluster’s outer reaches, they could nanofab their way to a fleet that blacked out the stars.

This really is the only way. We need to crush them now, or suffer the consequences.

Besides...if the rabble discovered what the UNC had truly been up to these last few years, Reardon’s head would end up on a pike, along with many other UNC leaders. Many of whom were completely in the dark about what the upper echelons had been doing, but who’d pay for it nonetheless.

“What about our Helio bases in Unity?” he asked. “Or the orbital defense platforms guarding colonies there?”

Cordone’s eyes were on her comm again. “The Helio bases can be towed to wherever we think we’ll need them. Greatheart suggests the regional jump zones out of Unity and Steppe Mortalis.”

“Wait. Is he proposing we abandon Steppe Mortalis as well?”

“He doesn’t think Terminus will bother with it. I mean, they wouldn’t have the numbers to meaningfully hold it anyway, would they?”

“Right. Good point.” Since when did Henrietta Cordone become more practical than me? But he knew he wasn’t thinking straight yet. He was still flustered from being jerked away from his date.

“As for the defense platforms, according to Greatheart they’re modular, and so also towable. I...I actually didn’t know that.”

He shook his head, thinking of all those colonists in Unity who’d lived under near-perfect peace since the star cluster was first colonized. All those corps, whose business models were based on the assumption the cold regions would always be one hundred percent stable.

“Okay, then. We lock down the regional jump zones out of the northeast...lock down Clime...and sail out to confront Thatcher in Sunlit Mesa with everything we have available.” He refocused on Cordone. “That is the next thing Greatheart recommends, right?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“Okay. Good.” At least he’d gotten that part right.

But the knot of tightness in his chest, just below his solar plexus, hadn’t begun to unravel. In fact, it only pulled tighter.

Things would quickly fall out of his hands, now, and the UNC’s military minds would determine his fate going forward. Would determine all their fates.

That means I can relax. Soon, my part in this will be limited to PR.

But he wasn’t relaxing. And if he was being honest with himself, he only expected his anxiety to spike to new heights over the coming days.
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Walking the streets of New Karlstad felt surreal, and not just because of the fog rolling in from the nearby sea, blanketing the town’s lantern-strewn streets in an ethereal haze.

Mere weeks ago, this was the heart of enemy territory. Untouched by the Xanthic invasion that had taken out so many agricultural centers throughout the Dawn Cluster, the colonists here had seen relatively little of war—at least, compared to some other places. There’d been Thatcher’s own attack run on behalf of Ascendant Horizon, when he’d managed to take down Moll’s alien super-ship, the Tiamat. And then there had been the final struggle in Solna orbit.

Other than that, New Karlstad had been an impregnable fortress in the middle of a warm system, close enough to the UNC regions to confer plenty of confidence. It had been here that Moll had enjoyed the most public support, and Thatcher noticed the resentful leers that followed him down hazy streets, picking him out even in his civvies.

Four armed bodyguards kept pace with him as he meandered the city’s downtown lanes, which rendered his stroll less relaxed than he would have liked. Mittelman had insisted on them—actually, he’d insisted on sending marines in full battle rattle, but Thatcher had talked him down from that. The bodyguards were locals, though thoroughly background checked, and found to be among those New Karlstadians who weren’t quite so happy with how Simon Moll had handled things, or how CoG had subordinated seemingly every civil concern to winning the war.

The fog forced the bodyguards to bracket him closely, making their role glaringly obvious to even a casual onlooker. Thatcher appreciated Mittelman’s concern...if that was indeed what it was. With Hans Mittelman, one could never be sure, and his insistence on having armed guards accompany Thatcher during his time planetside, as prudent a measure as it seemed on the surface, could just as easily have been a way of keeping tabs on his doings. If at least one of these men wasn’t feeding information directly to the spymaster, then that would be a strange thing indeed.

Just like the information Billy Candle was once feeding him. And to Simon Moll as well. He gave a terse chuckle at the memory. What a strange, twisted path we’ve all walked to get here.

It felt odd to occupy a position of such importance that even a personal trip had to be cleared with multiple leaders of the Cluster’s most powerful corporate military alliance. He wasn’t here on alliance business, nor was it an ego trip, as Emilio Garcia had implied.

“You just want to feel like the big man who conquered the streets he walks,” the large man said, staring at Thatcher over the rims of shaded glasses he never seemed to take off. “You want to rub it in their faces. Come on, you can tell me. I won’t let it slip to anyone that the high and mighty Tad Thatcher is shuttling down to Solna Colony to gloat.”

Thatcher had ignored the remark, which was a personal policy when it came to most things Garcia said.

He was here because, for the first time he could remember since first joining Space Fleet as a young man, he felt an urge to escape his ship. To escape space. To feel solid ground under his feet.

I’ve lived in manmade environments for most of my life...and I’ve loved it. He’d longed to live that way for his entire boyhood, and when he finally began the life he’d spent such time wishing for, he found it to be every bit as freeing and exhilarating as he’d always hoped it would be.

Becoming a starship captain had only multiplied that sense of freedom...and his wasn’t the typical starship captain experience, either. At least, no Space Fleet captain would ever find himself operating way above his paygrade, taking on the duties of a proto-admiral, commanding fleets much bigger than his rank warranted.

Veronica Rose essentially handed me the reins of Frontier Security’s operations, way quicker than anyone could have predicted. And his agency had only grown from there. He’d bucked even Rose at times, taking action well outside the mandates she’d given him, and finally he found himself in sole command of a fleet struggling for survival in the depths of pirate-controlled space.

By the time he’d joined Li Jun’s alliance in the south, his reputation was such that Li had given him even more leeway than Rose...after a fairly rocky start to their relationship, admittedly.

And now he found himself effectively in charge of the fleets of two massive alliances.

By rights, he should have been made an admiral long ago. Maybe it was the looser corporate rank structure that had prevented it, or maybe it was the fact he’d moved from alliance to alliance so often that no one was sure whose job it was to promote him, anymore.

Maybe it was because he’d signaled that he wasn’t terribly interested in such a promotion...or maybe it was because they were all too busy fighting for their lives, and the lives of those who lived all throughout the Cluster, and hopefully those in Earth Local Space as well.

Either way, his freedom and agency had increased steadily—no, exponentially—throughout his entire time as a spacer.

And now, he’d reached a point where he finally had too much freedom. The weight of it was bearing him down, such that it felt like his boots should sink through even the asphalt underfoot. Too much rode on his every decision. Too many lives hung in the balance. And he’d messed everything up way too many times to trust himself, anymore.

Hence the trip to Solna Colony—to think. To look for answers in a somewhat more natural environment. Breathing air that wasn’t recycled, and anchored by gravity that wasn’t simulated.

But the more he wandered through New Karlstad’s streets, the more his circumstances seemed to close in around him, just like the fog that encompassed everything.

A massive shape loomed in the distance, and he walked toward it, its bulk drawing him like a planet pulls smaller bodies inexorably to its surface. As he neared, the structure’s massive facade resolved into finer detail. Broad, angled shoulders connected with a central tower that ended in a point spire, reminding him of a spaceship pulled from the imagination of a twenty-first century artist and turned sideways.

The spire’s point ended in a cross, also pointing skyward.

It was a church.

He let its gravity continue to pull him toward the massive doors with curved tops, unsure why he was doing it, but neither was he investing much effort into discerning his own motives. He’d come here to wander and to think, and now his wanderings seemed to be carrying him to these doors. Unbidden, his hand reached for one of the handles. The metal felt cold and damp under his fingers. He pulled, and the door came open.

His feet carried him past several pews, to somewhere on the left side, toward the front. He genuflected toward the altar, then sat just inside the pew, a few feet from the central aisle.

He was alone.

The kneeler was cool to the touch as he folded it down and knelt, bowing his head and trying to recall the prayers of his boyhood. In the end, rather, than mangling them, he settled for a contemplative silence.

A door closing brought him out of it, and he opened his eyes to find a man wearing a deacon’s...what was the word? Dalmatic! A man dressed as a deacon strode across the church, genuflecting as he passed the altar before continuing on down the other side, past Thatcher, toward the front of the church.

Thatcher returned to his silent prayer, not sure what he was expecting. He couldn’t remember what to expect. Yes, he’d prayed to God at various times throughout the course of his life, and of his career...but his face burned a little now to realize it had only ever been during times of need. Never to thank God, or even just to talk to him.

“Are you claiming sanctuary, Captain?” a voice asked softly, just above a whisper.

He opened his eyes again to find a priest standing in the aisle, with close-cropped graying hair, and a pair of old-fashioned wire-framed glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. His approach had been utterly silent.

“Pardon, Father?”

“Will I find an angry mob waiting if I peek out the front doors? I certainly hope not. Mass starts within the hour.”

Thatcher blinked at him, completely nonplussed.

“You aren’t the most popular figure on this planet, regrettably,” the priest said, by apparent way of explanation.

“Right. Um, no angry mobs, no, Father. Not yet.”

The priest held a finger to his lips. “Keep your voice down a little, please. Do you mind if I join you?” He gestured at the empty space between Thatcher and the aisle.

“No. Not at all.” Thatcher folded up the kneeler once more, and sat himself.

Gathering the folds of his midnight cassock, the priest also sat, joining Thatcher in gazing out over the empty pews. “There must be a reason the most famous starship captain in history has visited Saint Jude’s.”

“Saint Jude is your...isn’t he the saint of....”

“Lost causes. And of desperate cases.” The priest met Thatcher’s eyes solemnly.

Thatcher nodded, then stared at the back of the next pew as he gave that its due consideration.

“I hardly doubt I’m the most famous—”

“Most infamous, then, maybe,” the priest interrupted, the joke evident in the way the corners of his eyes crinkled. “Why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind? As much as it’s a privilege to get to talk with you, and I don’t want to rush you, I do hear confessions soon. Unless you’d like to continue this in the confessional?”

“In the—? Oh. I don’t...I don’t think I’m quite ready for that, Father. I’d be in there a long time.” A dry chuckle fell from his lips.

“All the more reason to go. Sometimes we walk toward confession, when we should be running.”

“You might be right, but...I just....” Thatcher sighed, and for a brief moment he became fully cognizant of just how heavy his heart was, of late. Tears sprang to his eyes, but he forced them back as the self-pitying indulgence they were. Just as he would have amidst his crew.

“I grew up watching vids and reading novels of hard-charging commanders who had a firm handle on everything,” he continued. “They had a handle on themselves, their ships, their crews. Not to mention on any enemy they found themselves facing down. They always knew just what to do. All it took was searching their hardened hearts, or maybe looking at themselves in the mirror, eyes of steel squinting back at them. The answer would just come to them. And for a while, it was like that for me, too.

“But I’ve made so many mistakes, Father. I’ve let my crew down. Ran them too hard, without consideration for their limits, and held them to standards that sometimes even I couldn’t keep. I wasn’t able to convince Veronica Rose not to collaborate with Simon Moll. I lost in Nankeen System, badly.”

It occurred to him to wonder exactly how familiar this priest was with the minute particulars of the wars he’d fought, and how much sense Thatcher’s words were making to him. But the words were spilling out now, and he didn’t seem able to stop them. “More recently, tens of thousands of spacers died as I led them to attack a super-ship that wasn’t even in the shipyard I thought it was. Those people died for nothing, Father. They were fathers, mothers, sons, daughters. And they died for nothing.”

“Did you intend for them to die?”

Thatcher searched the priest’s face. “What?”

“Did you kill those people? Or did they choose to sacrifice themselves in the fight against a man who had betrayed humanity to demons?”

Thatcher didn’t answer. Wouldn’t let himself answer.

“You mentioned reading novels of hardened captains, who always knew the right thing to do. But I’m sure I don’t need to remind you—novels aren’t real life. They’re merely the author’s grasping attempt to simulate the majesty and truth of God’s creation. Mostly, they fail at representing that truth, though sometimes the grace is given them to show things as they really are. If you want to know God’s truth...look around you, with the eyes He gave you to see. Listen with the ears He gave you to hear. If you want to know what He’s thinking, observe His creation. Our entire existence depends on His Providence.

“And if you want to know what you should do, Captain...then you need to pray. Pray for God’s will to be revealed to you, and pray for the grace to enact it. You’ve been doing it your way, as a crooner from Earth put it a few centuries ago. You’ve been doing it your way, and you’re learning where that leads. But it’s not too late. It never is, so long as we’re on this side of the grave. You’ve been given the grace to realize something’s wrong. And to seek the reason why. Now you must pray for the grace to change course, to God’s way—and a narrow way it is. I suggest you make that change. Before it truly is too late.”

The priest stood, and Thatcher found himself blinking again, feeling almost as though he were waking from a dream.

“And now I really must go. God bless you, Captain.”

With that, the priest genuflected toward the altar, then turned and walked toward the front of the church, leaving as silently as he’d come.


Chapter Six




Aboard the New Jersey

Morning Star System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.

Thatcher had been thinking about that psalm ever since visiting Saint Jude’s on Solna Colony, even though the priest hadn’t brought it up.

The fact was, he didn’t trust himself anymore. Too many of his clever plans had ended in utter disaster, and a staggering loss of human life.

The way his CIC officers glanced at him under their eyelids, looking away whenever he noticed, told him they saw it, too. During his soul searching of late, he realized he’d fallen away from seeking their advice like he’d learned to do in the north.

I’m the head of this ship. There’s no denying that. But my crew forms the heart. If the heart is ignored, then the mind becomes little more than a disembodied brain encased in nutritional gel, falling for a reality it has woefully misperceived.

The same was true of his fleet—the captains under his command, and their crews. While still part of Frontier Security, he’d set up a system for tapping his crew for ideas...a system he’d grown lax in taking advantage of. But he’d never set up a proper system for fielding ideas from the broader fleet. And while he’d always claimed to be open to their feedback, was he really?

And what about my enemies? Should he consider that the UNC’s claim might be more than propaganda, that reopening the wormhole would prove disastrous?

He shook his head, barely cognizant that he was doing it, and drawing a couple more glances toward the raised command chair.

Letting his enemy influence his actions overmuch was dangerous. And one thing he knew for certain: both head and heart were united in wanting to return to Earth Local Space, and to help those people. If they were still alive to help.

He’d resolved to seek a higher power’s input into what he did, going forward. He was trying his best, though he felt unsure in his progress, like an infant taking its first shaky steps. Even so, he was trying, and that felt like something.

But what about plans that he’d already set in motion? Plans whose reversal would cost the war effort weeks of lost time? Could God’s hand have been guiding him when he’d laid those plans, or did they stem solely from an excessive trust in his own abilities and discernment?

Just like he’d trusted himself in Alysm System, when so many of his spacers had died for nothing?

But he was committed to this plan, now, just as surely as a low-level spacer was committed upon receiving orders from higher up. There was no turning back.

“The UNC sent through another sensor drone, seventeen minutes ago,” Guerrero reported from the Ops station. “We just received the transmission from our forces at the jump zone that they neutralized it.”

“Acknowledged, Guerrero,” he said, his voice coming out lower and more distracted than he would have liked.

She glanced at him with eyebrows raised a jot, and he realized what he’d done.

“Lucy,” he corrected himself, offering a small smile.

Guerrero nodded, then returned to her work, her face neutral.

He studied the tactical display. His fleet had entered Morning Star less than an hour ago, and the UNC’s latest sensor drone would be the first to pick up on their presence. Their officers would be analyzing the data the drone had sent by instant comm right now, wondering why his fleet was so much smaller than the massive attack force they’d been led to expect.

Which meant it was time. “Lucy, tell Admiral Russo the time has come. Use those words exactly, please.”

His reminder to leave things vague wasn’t necessary, he was sure, but redundancy was king when it came to space warfare, and he knew Guerrero wouldn’t begrudge him that.

It likely wouldn’t have mattered, either way. The UNC had responded to what they perceived Thatcher’s fleet positions to be, and it would take them at least a week, probably more, to properly reorient.

By then, the damage would be done.

Because unfortunately for them, the story they’d been fed about where Thatcher’s fleets were located was utterly false.




***




Aboard the Colossus

Bellwether System, Sunlit Mesa Region

Earth Year 2293




Admiral Dermot Greatheart’s bearded chin rested on his fist as he studied the sensor data the Colossus’ Ops officer had thrown on the holotank display.

“This was when our intel said they intended to strike,” he said slowly, for all present to hear. “Was it not?”

His eyes fell on Captain Appleton, who quailed under his gaze. Appleton had nothing to do with the intel Greatheart had been supplied with, but the two of them seemed to have an unspoken understanding that whenever anything negative happened, or even anything out of the ordinary, Greatheart would scapegoat Appleton with his gaze, and Appleton would quail.

The officers beheld this familiar ritual as they always did, with solemn gazes and understated yet clear condemnation of Appleton. As for the super-ship’s captain, he played his part by neither objecting to Greatheart’s implicit demand for an explanation of what was happening, nor reprimanding his crew for their evident disrespect toward their captain.

Greatheart engaged in and facilitated this ritual with full consciousness of what he was doing. He considered it a convenience of life, one of the lubricants that kept life aboard the Colossus running smoothly, and also his due as commander of the largest fleet the UNC currently had in the field. Such an interplay wouldn’t have been possible with a more confident commander, but Appleton’s submissiveness was what made him such an excellent flagship captain. It was a big part of why Greatheart had chosen the Colossus in the first place.

“Y-yes, sir. To the day, sir.”

“Can you explain to me, then, Captain Appleton, what the advantage might be in them bringing such a small fleet into Morning Star, when they’ll clearly need their entire fleet to have a hope of breaking through our blockade?

Appleton closed his eyes. Possibly he was trying to affect the appearance of giving calm contemplation to his superior’s question, but the way his upper cheeks trembled gave away his inner turmoil. “I can’t, sir. I don’t see any advantage in them doing that.”

“Then why are they doing it, Captain?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“I see.” Greatheart resumed his grave contemplation of the tactical display, but he could sense that once again his ritual had helped an appreciable amount of tension to leak out of the CIC. The crew enjoyed seeing someone held accountable for the unfathomable chaos of life, even if that person held not one shred of responsibility for any of it.

Unfortunately, the exchange hadn’t made the tactical situation any clearer to Greatheart. Every last UNC strategic analyst had concluded that, based on the instant comm activity that Legion had tried so hard to conceal, today they would launch a massive attack out of Candor Region.

Where, then, was the massive attack? Why this token force? When would the rest of Thatcher’s fleet appear?

Something had changed in the emotional environment. Greatheart surveyed the CIC, like a wolf with its snout lifted to sample the wind’s scent.

There. He zeroed in on the Ops officer, who’d gone rigid in his seat. “What is it, Summers?” he asked, and the young man started.

“Admiral, we have...news. From Unity Region.”

“News? We have news? Have they begun prepping for the regional fair? Has the governor’s dog come down with a cough?”

The ensign stared back at him, clearly at a loss.

“If you have a report for me, spit it out,” Greatheart growled. “We don’t traffic in news.”

“Sir, Unity is under attack.”

“Again?” He narrowed his eyes. Terminus had already launched their diversionary attack, just as they’d discussed doing in the intercepted instant comm conversation. It had failed miserably. Why would they be attacking again?

“This is a much larger assault force, sir. And...several ships have been identified who should be in Candor Region, according to their instant comm units’ locations, and the fact their captains have apparently been communicating with Terminus captains from those locations in Candor all this time.”

“Forward me what you’re seeing. Did they send you a sensor readout?”

Summers looked back at him blank-faced. “Sir, there are no UNC ships there to send such a readout. They were all withdrawn from the region. All of the enemy ship identifications have been performed based on data from privately owned, proprietary sensor platforms, none of which we have access to.”

Right. I withdrew those ships. At least, it was done on my recommendation. “Who are you in communication with, then?”

“UNC HQ. Apparently they have people working on getting a clearer picture of what’s going on. But from what they’re seeing, it’s massive.”

“Very good, Ensign. Keep me updated on the situation as you learn more.”

“Aye, sir.”

Greatheart returned to studying his console, as if there was anything new there for him to process. There was still just the outdated data from their sensor drone that had been blown apart within seconds of entering Morning Star, and the tactical display showing his grand fleet arrayed around the regional jump zone.

Throughout the conversation with Summers, an unease had stirred up in his stomach, which slowly spread through him as a sensation of cold, creeping dread.

He’d done his best to mask it, and felt that he’d done a pretty good job of pretending nothing was wrong. But he wasn’t sure how much longer he could maintain the pretense.

His gaze drifted once more to the frozen image of Thatcher’s modest fleet crossing Morning Star system at a leisurely pace. He picked out the New Jersey, near the Legion formation’s fore.

Surely you wouldn’t send your fleet away from you, to launch an attack without you. Surely you wouldn’t put yourself twenty light years away from the action.

Greatheart had studied Thatcher extensively in the preceding months, sensing that a showdown with the notorious captain was fast approaching. There were few constants he could assign to the man’s behavior, but one was that he always put himself in the thick of things. He always confronted danger head-on, in a way some would call irresponsible.

But here the man was, apparently on a pleasure cruise across Morning Star System, while—if the info Summers was getting proved true—most of the crews under his command fought for their lives at the edge of the most northern cold region.

Greatheart realized he was gritting his teeth. It made no sense...which was exactly why it made perfect sense, wasn’t it?

Because there was a truer constant that governed Thatcher’s behavior—a higher constant, which superseded the one Greatheart had identified, and which he’d apparently missed during his careful study of the man’s every battle.

Tad Thatcher always did the unexpected. No matter how many moves ahead you cared to anticipate, the man seemed able to pinpoint exactly how far his adversaries’ anticipation went. Then he went just one move further.

But the instant comms...the intercepted conversations...those ships are supposed to be in Candor....

He shook his head, in an attempt to clear it of such frivolous grasping at hope.

Clearly Thatcher had figured out a way to sell a version of reality to them that had no bearing on actual reality. And now, there was a good chance the UNC would discover it was merely the next dupe to find itself across the chessboard from the man.

If that was the case, then they were utterly unprepared. And the responsibility for that rested utterly with Greatheart, and the strong recommendations he’d made to Lance Reardon.

The creeping dread now bordered on nausea. Sweat popped out on his forehead, and for the time being his primary concern became whether the crew would be less likely to notice his anxiety if he wiped it off or let it ooze down his face.


Chapter Seven




Aboard the Fang

Cacophony System, Unity Region

Earth Year 2293




Ben Baumann sat slumped in the command chair, his legs extended out into the CIC, with his head resting perhaps halfway down the chair’s backrest.

Hardly the way the nominal leader of what was now the Cluster’s second-biggest alliance should sit, maybe. But the operative word there was nominal. In name only.

“This is like taking candy from a baby!” Gord Pinsent exclaimed from the Ops station, either oblivious to his captain’s mood or simply not concerned about it.

“It is,” Veronica Rose gushed, from her observer’s chair just behind Baumann and to his right. “Looks like Admiral Russo just finished locking down the supply depot over Belsay Colony. That’s the largest orbital depot north of Paciferous System.”

Baumann found himself making a face, and resisted the urge to mockingly repeat the fact Rose had just volunteered.

The UNC had cleared the region of every asset they owned with a direct military application, and even some they didn’t own. But that didn’t mean there weren’t still plenty of facilities for the invaders to take over and turn to their advantage, mostly for the purpose of shortening supply chains. Between the conquered facilities and the dozens of production ships Thatcher had sent, the joint Legion-Terminus force had the ability to stay incredibly mobile.

“You can’t beat that Captain Thatcher,” Pinsent said. “You can’t beat him! Just look at how easy he’s making our jobs.” The Ops officer seemed to notice Baumann’s expression. “Ah, cheer up, sir. There’ll be plenty of fighting to do soon.”

Baumann grunted. He knew they’d see action soon enough...but what did it matter? His ship would just be another appendage in the cosmic organism that was the Legion-Terminus assault fleet. They’d go where Legion leadership told them to go, and shoot what they told them to shoot.

He’d hesitated handing over tactical decisions to the turncoat Kong Hui, during the fight against CoG in Endysis. But he’d seen the necessity of accepting Kong’s help. Yes, Baumann had been holding his own in the north, but there had been too many close calls, and too many defeats.

Besides, he’d still had Kong under his thumb, and had overridden the man’s decisions on several occasions.

Now, though...now, there was no chance of that. Lucio Russo had moved in and taken over with the briskness of someone who expected to be listened to, and without delay. 

And of course he should be listened to. He was a battle-hardened commander in his own right, formerly the leader of Verity Guild, the half of Ascendant Horizon that had actually known a warship’s stern from its bow.

Besides, Russo took his orders directly from the illustrious Tad Thatcher. The Great and Powerful Hammer, whose word was to be accepted and followed at all times without question. So of course Baumann had been demoted to just another widget in the great Legion-Terminus war machine.

But he didn’t have to like it, did he? For a while, the fact that he’d taken Thatcher’s girlfriend had been enough to distract him from how much it grated to have the man placed over him. Lately, though, even that joy had faded, especially as Rose joined Pinsent more and more frequently in delighting in every wheeze that emanated from her old flame’s mouth.

I ruled this alliance, not so long ago. And before that, he’d seized the mighty Degenerate Empire from Tobias Vega. Technically, he’d been an emperor, not that the pirates he led would ever have stood for him claiming such a title. But he certainly could have stayed up north if he’d wanted, to enjoy his own three-region kingdom—five regions, once he’d managed to secure Gabelle and Iberis.

Maybe I should have done that.

But instead, he’d decided that what Degenerate Empire really needed was a taste of legitimacy. To play nice with the corporate cutthroats who’d gotten good at pretending they were civilized by wearing expensive suits and holding board meetings in order to decide who it would be most profitable to kill this week.

What a fool I was.

He knew he was being needlessly hard on himself, and that he’d made the right decision by taking Degenerate Empire south, where it became Degeneracy, Inc. But he was in no mood to pull himself out of his funk, either. His self-pity had a bittersweet taste he was reluctant to relinquish, somehow.

“Looks like Mr. Russo is broadcasting to the fleet,” Pinsent said brightly.

“You mean Admiral Russo,” Rose corrected.

“Ah, right, ma’am. Admiral Russo. Should I put him on?”

“Go ahead.”

Baumann shot her a dour look for giving orders in his CIC, but she only shrugged.

Russo appeared in the holotank, hands folded across his lap. The view showed a lot of the Valiant’s CIC, and to Baumann it looked more like a throne room than a place where war was waged.

Why hasn’t Thatcher gotten himself a super-ship to go with his ego? But Baumann knew that wasn’t fair. The fact the man stuck to his light armored cruiser pointed to a lack of an ego, as did the fact he’d allowed Russo to command this historic foray into UNC-controlled space. That thought didn’t make him any more cheerful, though.

“We’ve nearly finished securing all facilities that will have a meaningful impact on our supply situation during our campaign,” Russo said. “Taking anything farther south than this would come with too great a risk of losing it. We must content ourselves with extending our reach as far as we have, and hope that we don’t lose much ground when the inevitable counterstrike comes.

“Luckily, the UNC’s super-ship commanders seem just as unprepared for this as we hoped they’d be. We need to strike while the iron’s hot, which is why our next destination will be Clime Region. I’ve received intel I consider reliable that says we can expect some resistance there, but nothing we can’t handle. We’ll try to establish a foothold inside Clime, but our main objective will be to do as much damage inside the UNC’s central region as possible. Admiral Greatheart is sailing toward us under full fleet acceleration—but he only just started his journey. We have a significant window of opportunity, and I plan to exploit it fully.”

Russo shifted in his seat. “One more thing. Captain Kong Hui has suggested dispatching a token force to Schöllenen Gorge System, in Milne Region, there to lock down Ladon Station. It’s from that station the UNC manipulates the Cluster’s economic system, and so us controlling it is bound to put some pressure on them. It makes sense, and I’ll soon be putting together a task force to go and take it. Russo out.”

“That was my idea!” Baumann shouted at the holoscreen. “I said to Kong last night that we should take Ladon!”

He looked to Rose for support, but her gaze flitted away, and several of his officers shifted in their seats at his outburst.

“Well, did you submit your idea to Admiral Russo?” Pinsent asked, with quiet sincerity.

“Submit—!” Baumann repeated. But he couldn’t take it anymore. He sprang from the command chair and stalked across the CIC toward the hatch, intent on getting himself a stiff drink to sip on as he brooded alone in his cabin.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Morning Star System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




“The Vinson’s sensor drone has been destroyed, sir,” Guerrero said. “I’m compiling its sensor data now.”

“Send me the data the moment you have it.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher drummed his fingers on his armrest once, not daring to let himself feel self-satisfied about his success in tricking Admiral Greatheart.

We’ve done little more than poke the leviathan. Certainly, the UNC was a leviathan whose fleet was now woefully out of position, and Thatcher and his allies would do everything they could to exploit that. But those super-ships would get to where they needed to be. And then Thatcher would need to contend with the grim reality they represented.

He wouldn’t allow himself to take pride in what he’d done...and yet, it had been a neat bit of work, hadn’t it? His plan had been weeks in the making, first requiring mass production of new instant comm units, and then suddenly using them all at once, to give the impression they were trying to mask a vital communication from the UNC’s sniffers.

That conversation had been intercepted, of course, exactly as planned...leading the enemy’s agents to believe the majority of Thatcher’s fleet was still in Candor Region, poised to attack them from the west.

But those ships had all been sent north weeks before. The instant comm units registered to them, however, had not. They’d remained in Candor, reinforcing the illusion that the western region was his fleet’s position. He’d even had those ships’ Ops officers record fake conversations with their Terminus counterparts in advance, which he’d had played regularly over the instant comm network.

It had been a massive psyop, with thousands and thousands of moving pieces, orchestrated with precision with the help of officers aboard hundreds of ships. And it had been more effective than he could have dreamed.

I guess the UNC’s intelligence arm really is just that bad. They had a reputation for lacking in that department, relying instead on corporate partners to feed them what they needed to know. Now that they were forced to rely on their own collection efforts, they were found just as lacking as everyone had always said.

Simon Moll would have sniffed out what I was up to. I’m sure of that.

Either way, it wouldn’t do to gloat. Things could still fall apart on short notice. And there was work to do.

“The data package is ready, Captain. Sending now.”

“Thanks, Lucy.”

Thatcher peered at his holoscreen expectantly, and began sifting through the data collected by the Vinson’s drone the moment he had it. A smile spread across his face as he did. He’d already known Greatheart had taken nine super-ships from the regional jump zone, including his flagship Colossus, and the majority of the regular warships that had made up the blockade. Together, they’d made for the opposite side of the system under full fleet acceleration—no doubt on their way to answer Lucio Russo’s assault.

But now Thatcher saw that since the last sensor drone’s update, two more super-ships had departed as well, along with four battle groups’ worth of damage dealers and support ships. Those ships had nearly reached Bellwether’s easternmost jump gate. Only five super-ships remained of the UNC’s once-impenetrable blockade.

Well, they probably still think it’s impenetrable. Time to show them their error.

“We’re moving to the next phase. Lucy, please send orders for our surprise to join us here in Morning Star System.”

“Aye, sir.” Guerrero’s fingers danced across her console’s interface, as nimble and efficient as always.




***




Aboard the Valiant

Aurora System, Clime Region

Earth Year 2293




That the UNC had never faced a super-ship before was immediately apparent.

They owned plenty of super-ships. But they’d never faced one. And based on what Russo was seeing, they’d never considered that they might have to.

The moment the Valiant appeared in-system, every ship defending the jump zone into Aurora converged on her. Three dreadnoughts and one carrier turned their weapons toward her, along with three battle groups’ worth of regular damage dealers.

This was roughly how many ships the UNC had devoted to defending each of its regional entrances, with the exception of Sunlit Mesa, where it had put sixteen—an allocation Greatheart had recently come to deeply regret, or so Russo had heard. Otherwise, each regional jump zone into Clime had four super-ships defending it, with the UNC’s remaining four left to patrol Sunrise and its surrounding systems, in case any attacker managed to break through and make a beeline for their capital.

The Valiant’s fully charged shield quickly showed the strain of the attacks, her forcefield vibrating frenetically.

But it took time for three dreadnoughts to train their main weapons on the same spot. Time for combat drones to launch from a drone carrier and reach their target. And for two dozen smaller units to get into position.

During that time, the Valiant fought back, unleashing a scattershot blast in the direction of the most tightly clustered battle group. The thick burst of high-velocity shrapnel tore off several shields without ceremony, and one of the logistics ships subsequently blew apart as the tail-end of the mighty attack buffeted her.

“Lasers!” Russo barked. “Let’s finish off what targets we can.”

“Aye, sir,” answered Lieutenant Don Fief, his Tactical officer, who was already tapping at his console to connect him to the appropriate gunner teams.

Soon, streams of blue truncated beams spat from projectors all along Valiant’s port-side bow, to rain down on the ships left naked and scarred by the scattershot blast.

In the meantime, logistics ships appeared one by one in the regional jump zone and made straight for the Legion super-ship.

The enemy commander continued his efforts to bring down the Valiant’s shield, which was a mistake. Russo could only assume it was born of an inchoate fear upon facing one of the monsters the UNC had so recently had a monopoly on.

But while a scattershot blast could strip away multiple smaller ships’ shields in less than a second, a dreadnought was large enough to house the massive capacitors to power her shield even under successive blasts from rival dreadnoughts.

His dreadnought also boasted a major advantage over the UNC’s. On the day the wormhole had collapsed, most of the super-ships they’d had in the Dawn Cluster dated back to before modular starship design became widespread. Even their newer ships mostly lacked the capacity to swap in modules, probably because their builders had assumed versatility wasn’t necessary when you wielded such power.

They’d been wrong. On the contrary, Tad Thatcher had insisted on modules for the Valiant...and right now, because of an abundance of extra capacitor modules, she boasted nearly twice the energy capacity of one of the UNC’s dreadnoughts.

The enemy commander didn’t know that, of course, and Russo wondered when he would notice that his target’s shield was dropping far slower than it should. That pace slowed even further as each new logistics ship appeared and made her way to bolster the Valiant’s forcefield, foolishly ignored by the enemy force.

By the time her shield was close to stabilizing, new logistics ships had stopped appearing, followed instead by four eWar ships. Four, because of the random distribution imposed by jump gates—a feature Legion still hadn’t figured out how to circumvent, as Moll had during the war against CoG.

Only two needed to be in position to make a difference. Once there, they unleashed omnidirectional jamming bursts, at a distance calculated so that there would be minimal impact on the Valiant’s own sensors.

Russo didn’t hesitate. “Set a course directly for that dreadnought, there, Nav. Ops, tell our logistics cohort to keep up. It’s time to show the UNC what a super-ship is truly capable of.”

The CIC crew gave a hearty shout before diving back into their work.

Russo grinned. Throughout his long career, he’d never felt more united with a crew, or with a ship. That seemed a little ironic, considering just how big a ship this was.

But it felt right. He knew deep down they would accomplish great things together.

And we’re only just getting started.


Chapter Eight




Aboard the New Jersey

Morning Star System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2293




In the wake of Coalition of Giants’ downfall, Legion had had just a few short months to prepare for this war, and it hadn’t spent them idle.

Neither had Thatcher allowed its nanofabbers to lay idle. There hadn’t been time to fab many ships, and certainly no time to produce the massive components to build a super-ship.

And so Thatcher had been left with the dilemma of how most effectively to use his alliance’s nanofabbers during what could ultimately prove to be a short window indeed.

The group of fifteen ships nearing the Candor-Sunlit Mesa regional jump gate were one of his solutions to that dilemma.

Most of them weren’t new ships, but rather retrofitted to his new purpose. He would classify them as damage dealers, but of a different type than the conventional destroyers, frigates, corvettes, and cruisers that had populated battlespaces almost since the dawn of space warfare.

Perhaps someone would come up with a pithy name for them sometime after their debut, but he didn’t care to.

Others can describe what I intend to do after the fact. I’m too busy doing it.

In terms of actual weaponry, the new ships’ hard points housed laser projectors, intended for point defense only. They had no primary lasers, no railguns, no missile tubes. Left alone to confront an enemy force of any size, they would quickly be dismantled. But then again, that would be true of any ship type. Even destroyers would lose against a smaller force, if the enemy was properly diversified.

His CIC officers eyed the unwieldy battle group with evident curiosity, but by now they knew better than to ask questions. It pained him to have to keep secrets from men and women he’d sailed into battle with countless times now, with whom he’d risked life and limb, again and again. But the experience of having his XO spy on him for two different masters had been a harsh one, and not something he was likely ever to forget.

“Put me in touch with the captain of the ship on point, Lucy,” he said. “It’s time to discuss the order of events.”




***




On Ladon Station

Schöllenen Gorge System, Milne Region

Earth Year 2293




Baumann walked along corridors that would have been more at home inside a country villa. Locked paneled cabinets gave way to cushioned seating areas which gave way to posh Parisian-style coffee shops where the Cluster’s financial elite gathered for brunch and chats over which planets they might economically ruin next, and how.

Not that economic ruin is the aim, of course. That’s just the means to their end. Wealth extraction didn’t happen in a vacuum—it required a colony of marks from which to extract it. All it took was a complicated financial instrument, packaged to make folks think they were getting something out of nothing. A house of cards, marketed to appeal to plain old human greed. And who was most at fault, in the end? The space-age robber barons, or the little people whose unfounded avarice allowed these crooks to play their shell games over and over again?

It’s a tale as old as time. An age-old tradition, which the public somehow never got around to eradicating completely, no matter how much carnage these people wrought.

Hey, maybe we even need these people. Maybe they’re like the forest fire that clears the way for new growth. New ecological niches.

Baumann gave a sardonic chuckle, turning the heads of two women in blazers he immediately pegged as low-level management, sitting on the periphery of a coffee shop, whispering.

He stared at them until they looked away, then wondered why he’d bothered. Do I stare down women to intimidate them, now? Am I that guy?

He’d entered a profoundly unproductive head space lately, he knew that much. Until Terminus joined forces with Legion, it had felt like he was on such an upward trajectory. But now he was little more than an enforcer for Tad Thatcher. Worse, for Thatcher’s underling, Russo. It had filled him with resentment and little else.

The problem is, Thatcher is like a benevolent, super-intelligent AI. Once you turn the thing on, you can’t help but do what it tells you to—unless you want to fail. In spite of his many stumbles, no one could deny the man was a good-idea machine. His approach had become the standard for space warfare, which everyone else tried with futility to emulate.

He has first-mover advantage, or something. Right place at the right time.

But Baumann knew he couldn’t chalk it up to only that. Sure, Thatcher had been here for the wormhole’s collapse, and for the true start of the scourge that was space combat. He’d had the opportunity to write the rulebook as he went. But several others had had that opportunity too, and had failed to seize it properly. Thatcher had mopped the floor with them.

As much as I dislike the man, he has a gift. And Baumann couldn’t count the number of times he’d heard the legend of the Hammer whispered in some bar’s shadowed corner. Plenty of people thought he was destined to be alive during this period, and in this place. To hold the command he did.

To think no one has blown that cruiser up yet... Baumann shook his head. It defied logic, and probability. Even the most clever man had to fatally stumble at some point. But Thatcher still hadn’t. Maybe that was what fueled his legend, more than anything else. The fact he kept getting back up, dusting himself off, and coming back for more.

As for Baumann, he’d started off this mission to Schöllenen Gorge thinking Russo had chosen the wrong man to lead it.

Not that it had been a challenging mission for him, by any means. Nestled in a UNC backwater, no one had dreamed this place might actually be occupied by a hostile force one day. Taking it had been about as easy as docking a troop ship, captured from Kibishii during the war versus CoG, and offloading the marines she carried. Even the armed security had surrendered immediately upon seeing the far more professional marines moving on them. If there’d been any other wrinkles, Baumann hadn’t been bothered with them.

No, it wasn’t the mission itself. It was his current state of mind. He’d never felt particularly charitable toward Thatcher and Legion—maybe a grudging respect on occasion—but recently he’d definitely reached the nadir of his relationship with the alliance.

Filled with bitter thoughts, he’d been deployed here by one of Legion’s top brass, on what felt like a relatively unimportant errand when compared to the historic struggle represented by the pincer Russo and Thatcher were currently executing against the UNC.

And yet, Ladon Station was arguably the most important station in the Cluster. If anything happened to it, economic armageddon would follow.

He allowed himself a few moments to imagine the cosmic wrench that would throw in both Thatcher’s and Greatheart’s war efforts, and he realized he was smiling as he strolled along the medium-gravity corridor.

But I shouldn’t kid myself. What was he going to do? Return to the Fang and order his officers to attack the station? Ladon Station had minimal defenses to go with its relative lack of armed defenders, and his converted freighter—which he maintained was every bit as powerful as a corporate frigate—probably had the firepower to finish it off. Provided the fifteen other Legion ships didn’t do anything to prevent its destruction, which they definitely would.

Other than that...what? Tamper with server banks? Run around the station rigging explosives, like a space-age Guy Fawkes?

It was a ridiculous thought. All the PMCs in the Cluster combined had nothing on the financial firms on Ladon Station when it came to redundancy. Everything was backed up in the quintuplicate, and those were only the backups which administrators had publicly bragged about. Every firm also likely had its own private backups of trades going back for decades, at least the trades it cared about. And the UNC maintained an agency aboard the station for “ensuring market integrity,” too. Plus there were almost certainly off-station backups.

Even if he’d wanted to use this mission to hurt Legion, or even the UNC, he was apparently powerless to do so. And that didn’t help with his mood any, either.

Thinking about the Fang reminded him of how distant Rose had grown since his outburst over Russo’s broadcast in Cacophony System. He’d messed up, there, and he knew it. Not in some dumb sense of “being in the doghouse,” either. He’d spent his entire life in the doghouse, had practically built the thing.

No, it was far worse than that. She’d lost respect for him that day, a lot of it, and from what he’d observed (and experienced, on occasion) that was usually the death knell for a relationship with any woman. His MO was typically to dump them before they got to that point, as any woman eventually would, after staying involved with a dog like him for an extended period of time.

Rose was different, though. He found himself having strange thoughts, of a cottage somewhere in Agersia System, and a gaggle of brats running around the front yard. Ben Baumann had never had such thoughts before, and he wouldn’t be caught dead giving voice to them to anyone, least of all his crew, or anyone he knew from the old Degenerate Empire.

Except...except, he’d found himself sharing them late one night with Rose, after lying silently in each other’s arms for the better part of an hour. He’d shared, them, and...nothing. Essentially nothing, anyway. She’d barely reacted at all, other than to murmur something inaudible, and he hadn’t asked her to repeat herself.

He found himself taking walkways that sloped gently downward, gradually acclimating him to higher gravity. This was the ritzier part of Ladon, the outer Earth-gravity section, where the banks and investment firms had their bases of operations, and where the executives from those firms lived in the hermetically sealed coffins they called luxury homes. He’d learned that the space-based rich always had unusually high levels of fear surrounding the pathogens that sometimes made their homes in artificial environments—and sometimes mutated faster than a station’s virologists could stay on top of. The poor, on the other hand, tended to trust more in God’s will.

There’s a certain grace in having very little to lose, he mused.

He passed from meticulously decorated corridors to a broad shopping plaza, with the far-above overhead painted a deep blue, perhaps to simulate a South American sky. Here he drew numerous disdainful glances from the men who strutted back and forth between the shops lining the area’s perimeter. Not from the women, though—their glances were more furtive. Probably they knew who he was, and besides, Baumann was hardly ignorant to the effect his devil-may-care demeanor had on the fairer sex. Probably they caught a whiff of adventure off him as he passed, awakening a deep-seated longing to escape their coffins and their prideful husbands and take off with him aboard some patched-together space tub.

Or maybe he was letting his imagination run away from him. Either way, it was a welcome distraction from the unending gloom he lived under, lately.

“Ben Baumann,” a voice called out in a thick Russian accent from one of the narrow alleys between shops, large enough for someone pushing a trolley to squeeze through. “Isn’t it?”

Baumann turned to find none other than Mikhail Volkov leaning against the outside wall of a perfume store, apparently as unconcerned about personal security as Baumann himself was. Or at least, if he had any muscle with him, they were blending in with the crowd well.

“Who are you?” Baumann found himself saying, not really sure why he was pretending not to know who Volkov was, but rolling with it all the same.

Volkov stepped closer, chuckling, his gray eyes glinting as the artificial light struck them. He waggled bushy brown eyebrows. “Come, now. I know you recognized me from the way your eyes went so wide.” He lifted a hand to stretch one of his own eyes open with thumb and forefinger, gawking at Baumann with it.

Baumann said nothing, feeling a little sheepish.

“Come.” Volkov laid a hand on Baumann’s shoulder. “Perhaps a drink will stimulate your memory. There’s a place nearby that’s actually acceptable.”

Baumann stared at the hand. Only a Russian would casually touch a space pirate without any expectation he’d get the appendage cut off.

But he made no move to cut off Volkov’s hand. Instead he fell into step with the leader of Red Sky, blinking into the surrounding crowd, wondering if they really were who they represented themselves as.

Corporate spies are a constant fixture, with men like us around. Who knew which factions had eyes and ears on them, right now. It wouldn’t surprise him at all to learn his own allies were watching him. In fact, with a man like Hans Mittelman in charge of their collection efforts, it was virtually guaranteed.

“You couldn’t find a more discreet way of contacting me?” Baumann whispered harshly, having recovered somewhat from the disorientation of meeting Mikhail Volkov for the first time, here, of all places.

“Discreet?” Volkov repeated, in a tone that implied he’d never heard the word before. “Whatever for? We’re just two chums getting a pint together.”

“Somehow, I doubt whatever agents are monitoring us right now will spin it that way to their betters.”

“Who cares what they think? I believe you’ll find they have no power to deflect the course of history, grinding as it does toward its inevitable end.”

“And what might that be?” Baumann asked.

“A world where you and I are very happy men indeed.” Volkov grinned toothily, like Baumann imagined a Siberian tiger might.

Volkov gestured toward an Irish pub that stood flush against a civilian comm store, and they went inside together. Baumann found it to be just as acceptable as Volkov had promised it would be.

As for the proposal Volkov began laying out the moment they sat down, without a care for who might be listening...

...well, that was more than acceptable. Baumann found himself loosening up as the conversation progressed, and soon enough, after a couple pints each, they were chortling and snorting like old college roommates.


Chapter Nine




Aboard the Artemis

Bellwether System, Sunlit Mesa Region

Earth Year 2293




Captain Juanita Sinclair noticed them at the same moment her Ops officer did.

“Ma’am—”

“I see them, Lieutenant. It looks like Thatcher thinks he can use the same stale trick he did against Penta Syndicate. That’s funny.”

Lieutenant Shareef Jabour gave a single, brisk nod, then returned to his study of the sensor data displayed on his holoscreen. Placing two fingers on its surface, he rotated the 3D representation of the jump zone shown there—for what purpose, Sinclair didn’t know. It wasn’t going to tell him anything new, since it was already obvious what Thatcher was doing.

His precious “jump drones” were appearing throughout the zone, six and seven at a time, since they were small enough to be sent through simultaneously—and in higher numbers, since regional jump gates were larger. Thatcher would have been able to squirt even more through had he not altered his jump drones’ design to include a thruster and fuel, but even so, six or seven definitely beat the one-at-a-time rate of sending crewed ships through a gate. And the addition of mobility made the drones even more of a nuisance...but they were little more than a pest, really.

A relieved sigh escaped her lips, low enough that her officers wouldn’t hear, she felt pretty sure. When Greatheart had handed her command of the forces in Bellwether, with none other than Captain Tad Thatcher lurking just one regional jump away, it had made her a little nervous.

But seeing him deploy such a predictable tactic made her wonder what she’d been worried about.

“Most of those things won’t even get within firing range of our ships before we shoot them down,” she said with a chuckle. “All right. Haynes, let’s show them why they call this a ‘super-ship.’”

“Yes, ma’am.” Haynes cleared his throat, pausing awkwardly with his hands hovering over his console’s interface. “So, um...lasers, then?”

She raised her eyebrows. “Would you have us waste Hellborns on those things?”

“Oh, no, ma’am, I just—”

“Solid-core rounds seem like a waste, too. Sure, a scattershot blast might destroy a lot of them, but think of how many misses there’d be. That leaves lasers, doesn’t it? Using them only costs the time it takes our capacitors to recharge.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Haynes hunched over his console in that strange way he had, his fingers dancing.

“Ops, have the other super-ships do the same. But tell the other damage dealers to conserve their energy. The long-range lasers should be able to handle this.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

Her orders given, she sat back to enjoy the light show. Some popcorn would be nice, right now, actually. For a moment she debated whether she might actually be able to justify ordering a subordinate to bring some, since it might boost her CIC crew’s morale. But no. It didn’t really seem like something a serious starship captain would do.

Instead, she contented herself with daydreaming about how her next meeting with the Promotion Board would go.

Well, let’s see, she’d say. The Artemis’ simulation scores were up this quarter. We received top marks in the annual general inspection. Oh, and I stopped Tad Thatcher cold in his tracks, preventing him from breaking into our territory and wreaking havoc. You might have heard of him—the Hammer? You probably wouldn’t like that, to see him rampaging across a system you happen to occupy...would you? You know, now that I hear myself put it like that, a five-figure raise does seem appropriate....

“Ma’am?”

She frowned at Jabour. “Yes?”

“I don’t want to step outside my sphere of duties, but....” He shot a look across the deck, at where Charlie Haynes sat. “I just did a rough calculation, and enemy drones seem to be entering at a concerning rate.”

By now Haynes was glaring at Jabour, but they both ignored him. “Explain to me what a ‘concerning rate’ entails, Lieutenant,” Sinclair said.

“Specifically, I’m concerned a meaningful number of drones will eventually reach us if we continue to rely only on our super-ships’ lasers to neutralize them.”

Sinclair scrutinized the tactical display in disbelief. Really? But it was true: in spite of the hailstorm of UNC lasers raining down onto the oncoming wave of combat drones, they were inching closer.

“Okay. Tell our other damage dealers to join the super-ships in—”

Jabour spoke over her. “New signature registered in-system.” He leaned closer to his holoscreen, squinting at what it showed. “I don’t recognize its profile, and neither does the computer recognize it.”

“Not surprising,” Sinclair said. “It would be strange if Thatcher hadn’t nanofabbed any new ships in the last few months.” Though it does seem odd that he’s sending them in now, in what I have to assume is the middle of pouring jump drones into the system....

“It’s not just that we don’t have a record of this specific ship, ma’am,” Jabour said. “We have no record of this type of ship. It doesn’t resemble any existing models.”

That gave Sinclair pause, and she tapped on her own holoscreen, telling it to give her the clearest visual possible of the new arrival.

As she studied its foreign, boxy shape, Jabour spoke again, his voice breaking into her concentration. “Another one just showed up. And there’s another one. Wow, they are coming in tight.”

A queasiness burbled at her from the pit of her stomach. “Tell all ships to target those strange ones. I don’t like—”

This time, no one spoke over her. She’d cut herself off. Or rather, her sentence had broken off in the middle at the sight of the novel warships belching yet more combat drones at a startling velocity.

The sheer waves of them pouring from the hulls of each ship, even as more ships arrived of the exact same make...it boggled the mind. “My goodness,” she murmured. “Are those things made of drones?”

Now the wave of drones was making undeniable progress toward her line of ships, as any possibility of targeting the enemy vessels themselves went out the window. Some of the drones started to enter firing range of her ships, where they began returning fire. Most of them were blown apart right away by her fleet...but still. Their proximity was uncomfortable, and so was the unending parade of those strange ships into the system, along with the infinite supply of drones they’d apparently brought with them.

There were seven of the new ships in-system, now. Eight. Ten. Twelve. The first of them to arrive finally seemed to have run out of drones, but the others were more than making up for it, adding to the onslaught of combat drones in great burps of metal, fire, and weaponry.

 “Belay that last order, Lieutenant. Each ship must focus on its own defense.”

“I didn’t send your order in the first place,” Jabour assured her.

Then, as yet more drones joined their fellows in a firing line that was taking shape with startling speed, something else happened. The tactical display warped before her eyes, then depicted each ship icon in a dotted line, indicating an uncertainty as to their location. And according to her display, that uncertainty grew with every passing second.

She pressed a palm to her forehead, then looked at Jabour. “What happened?”

Jabour was clutching his holoscreen with both hands, and as she spoke, he threw his arms into the air. “We appear to have been hit with an omnidirectional jamming burst, ma’am.”

“How is that possible? Thatcher hasn’t sent any eWar ships into the system.”

Jabour lowered his hands, and his shoulders rose and fell as he apparently tried to collect himself. “I can only conclude that some of the drones were equipped with ECMs.” With a couple taps, he called up a readout of ship diagnostics. “Our shield integrity is beginning to fall. Not fast, but I suspect it will accelerate.”

She turned to Haynes. “We can still fire on the drones’ last known location, can’t we? We can fight this.”

“We can try,” Jabour put in, “but I think it likely they’ve used their new thrusters to maneuver away from those positions as they continue to fire.”

“I was just about to say that,” Haynes growled.

Sinclair ignored the testy exchange. A vision of her presentation to the promotion board flashed once again before her eyes—but now it seemed fuzzy, just like her tactical display. Tears of frustration sprang to her eyes.

I had him. Right where I wanted him. Didn’t I?

The worst part of this had to be the realization that this could have been prevented. There was no way Thatcher’s engineers could have fit an electronic countermeasure suite on each drone in addition to a thruster, fuel, and weapons. Which meant a closer scrutiny of the individual drones would have revealed which ones to target.

But no one throughout her fleet had bothered to do that, or if they had, they hadn’t bothered alerting her to the threat.

Did none of us notice what was going on? Really? Why did every subordinate expect to be babysat by the leader, while contributing nothing of substance themselves?

She wanted to smack her holoscreen. No one is ever going to fall for this tactic again, are they? Circumventing it would be as easy as programming the sensors to automatically flag the drones with aberrant profiles, and to tell the tactical display to highlight those for targeting. I’m going to go down in history as the only commander ever to succumb to this.

But it had worked well enough for Thatcher’s purposes. The sensor fog finally cleared to reveal his more conventional warships pouring into the system, with nearly two dozen of them already here, the New Jersey among them.

Several of Sinclair’s ships had already been turned into expanding clouds of shrapnel, and Artemis’ shield was approaching sixty percent.

And with the combat drones keeping the UNC force busy with shooting them down, the Legion fleet turned its attention to the nearest super-ship, the Phoebe, converging on her like a pack of jackals.




***




Aboard the Fang

Schöllenen Gorge System, Milne Region

Earth Year 2293




Baumann found Rose in the crew’s mess, chatting with Albert Petrie, the cook, and a few other layabouts who’d arrayed themselves around her, hanging on to every word that fell from her lips.

Rose’s right hand was curled around a steaming mug of coffee, no doubt prepared for her just right by Petrie, with lovingly ground beans from the Recto Region immersed for a precisely timed interval in water whose temperature he’d probably taken. Her left hand was tucked primly under her chin, as she expounded on whatever tripe she liked to titillate them with.

“Ronnie,” he grunted. “Come on.”

She raised her eyebrows, then turned toward him at a leisurely pace, apparently completely at ease. “Come on?” she repeated.

“I want to talk with you.”

“I’m talking with these gentlemen, at the moment.” A cold note had entered her voice.

“They’re dogs. Anyway, it’s important.”

Sighing, she rose to her feet. “Excuse me, Al. Gareth. Bird Eye.”

He crossed his arms, rolling his eyes as she took her time bidding them all a proper farewell. At last, she circled the table to join him, and they left together. Baumann made sure to match his pace to her languid one, so that it wouldn’t look to the crew like he was having to wait on her.

“What is it, Ben?” she asked once they were out in the corridor, and apparently alone.

He didn’t see much point in any preamble, and he definitely wasn’t in the mood for niceties. “Why are we so keen to follow Legion to their doom, anyway?” he asked her.

She furrowed her brow. “I’d say the fight against the UNC is going pretty well. Do you know something I don’t?”

“I’m not talking about fighting the UNC. I’m talking about what happens after that. The wormhole, if they can manage to get it back open.”

“The idea is to reunite humanity, Ben. It’s...kind of a big deal. Historically.”

“Honestly, Ronnie, I’m not interested in making the history books. I’m interested in staying alive. What if the UNC is right to want to keep it closed? There’s got to be some truth in what they’ve been saying, even if it is mostly propaganda. What reason do we have to believe the aliens haven’t completely wiped out everyone on the other side?”

She squeezed her eyes shut, even as they continued together along the empty passageway. “I don’t want to think that way, Ben.”

“What if it’s true, though?”

“Then I’d rather know it for sure than be left to wonder. And the last time I checked, everyone else feels the same way. Except you, apparently.”

“I’m not the only one, trust me.”

“Who are you referring to, exactly?”

“Forget it. Except, well, a lot of people. Why do you think Red Sky is sitting this out, or the former CoG corps in the south? They’re not the only ones, either. I couldn’t help noticing Xebec Alliance is missing from this campaign, even after the pretty little dinner party you threw them. And I bet there are even plenty in Legion’s ranks who have their reservations. They’re probably just scared to speak out, intimidated by the cult of personality that pervades the alliance like a cancer.”

“Cult of personality,” she repeated flatly.

“You know what I’m talking about. The way every word the great and powerful Thatcher utters is treated like it came down from on high. It’s not healthy for anyone, Ronnie. It’s not healthy for the species.”

“There’s no man I respect more than Tad Thatcher.” She was staring at him directly, now, and the way her eyes flashed told him she’d meant that as every bit the insult it was.

Keep it together, he snapped at himself inwardly. He’d already shown too much weakness, lately. It was pathetic, and it made him angry with himself. So he refused to let her know she’d gotten to him.

“I’ll tell you something,” he said, pleased with how level his voice came out, and especially with the air of authority it carried. Of finality. “I never did like the way Thatcher and his cronies just assumed Terminus would act as their loyal lapdog, in service to their every whim. Who do you think Terminus is, exactly? Have you already forgotten who called Heimdall and Starworks to heel, when you’d exhausted every ‘diplomatic option’ you have in your dirty little bag of tricks? Do you remember who cleaned up the mess after Heimdall turned on us? Who kept Kong Hui on a tight leash and used him to all our advantage?”

She came to a stop in the middle of the corridor, arms crossed. “I don’t know what you’re saying, Ben. Why don’t you just tell me, instead of wasting both our time with your incessant boasting?”

He smiled, determined to remain a brick wall in the face of her petty insults. His teeth were gritted, sure, but she likely couldn’t see that. “What I’m saying, Veronica, is that as leader of Terminus, I’m withdrawing our unconditional aid in this war. Effective immediately.”

One of Rose’s eyebrows shot up, and she continued to regard him with that icy stare, like he was an unfortunate piece of refuse she’d encountered on her morning stroll. “You may want to rethink that, Ben. Because if you’re telling me you’re considering pulling us out of what will probably be looked back on as the most important initiative in human history, then I may have to rethink us.”

“I don’t have to rethink anything. You’re not listening to me. I’m not just considering it, I’m doing it. Right now.”

“Then you can consider us through.”

He gave a bitter laugh. “Okay. So I guess it stands to reason that if I continued giving Thatcher my undying love and support, then we’d stay together? Am I hearing that right?”

“I’d consider it.”

“Of course you would. That’s just like you, you know, to make a personal, romantic relationship contingent on a political decision.”

“Are you doing this, Ben? Is this really the path you’re choosing to take?”

“You better believe it, sweetheart.”

“Then we’re done.”

“Yes we are. And I want you off my ship. I’ll get you on the next tub leaving Milne, and from there it’ll be up to you to chase your boyfriend around till you catch up. Maybe if you beg him sweetly enough he’ll take you back.”

Baumann caught her full-armed slap an inch or two from his cheek, and now he revealed his gritted teeth to her in a wide grin. “Sorry, Ronnie. That’s something you don’t get to do.”

She wrenched her wrist from his grasp and turned around, storming down the corridor, her midnight hair swaying with each angry stride.

He stood watching her go, fists clenched, not sure if he wanted to cry or laugh hysterically or go to sleep.

A drink. That’s what I want. He turned to head back the way he’d come, to have Al Petrie fix him a stiff one.


Chapter Ten




Aboard the Valiant

Sparkling Vista System, Clime Region

Earth Year 2293




“Sir, super-ships have begun to enter the system by the southern jump gate,” said Ensign Jas Pennock.

Russo nodded gravely. “Acknowledged, Ensign.” He’d known such a report was coming, and had been anticipating it, system after system. Yes, it was possible to know the approaching fleet’s approximate location at any given time, simply by tuning into the chatter over the instant comm network. But predicting the exact moment he’d encounter Greatheart’s forces was another matter.

Well, I no longer have to guess, do I? That moment had come. The UNC had finally reoriented itself in reaction to Legion’s unexpected moves, and now the true showdown would begin.

“Tell Battle Group Epsilon to sail toward the jump gate back into Empyrean System and lock it down. It’s imperative we control that egress, in case we need it. Make sure they understand that.”

“Aye, sir.”

“After you’ve done that, alert Captain Thatcher that we’ve sighted Admiral Greatheart.”

Pennock confirmed he’d heard and understood the order, and Russo sat back to contemplate the situation taking shape before him. The battlespace taking shape, to be more specific. Unless something unforeseen happened, Sparkling Vista would soon find itself host to one of the most titanic clashes in human history—probably the most titanic, actually.

Excitement and fear warred within him in equal measure. Bagging just one super-ship conferred an incredible thrill, as he and his crew had learned just days ago in Aurora System. He’d taken out another one on the same day, and had surprised a third in Welkin, after catching wind that the drone carrier had fled to the dead-end system after the slaughter in Aurora.

If that ship, the Kite, had surrendered, Russo would have gladly accepted, since it would have meant adding a second super-ship to Legion’s fleet. Sadly her commander, Captain Nicholas Gilbert, had attempted to escape around his force instead, and Russo had been forced to neutralize the great vessel before he could.

Even that had brought an incredible sense of accomplishment—the novelty of felling a super-ship had not diminished in the slightest after they’d destroyed the first two.

But here? Today?

Today, they had the opportunity to cover themselves with glory.

Of course, now that they’d finally encountered Greatheart, Russo would enjoy much less agency than he had thus far in the invasion. Through the miracle of instant comm, Captain Thatcher would coordinate the battle, leveraging Russo and his Valiant like any other game piece.

But Russo didn’t begrudge Thatcher that right. When he’d first heard of the young upstart captain setting things ablaze in the north, he’d been skeptical, especially after the legends surrounding him gained some prophetic elements. No one was that good. No one was indispensable. The great wheel of human history ground on, always, and it required no one man to facilitate its way.

Except...except. Thatcher truly was indispensable. Russo didn’t like to contemplate what might have happened to Verity Guild, or indeed to the Cluster as a whole, had Thatcher not commanded the battles he had. Too many times, his actions had made the difference between success and utter ruination.

Certainly, the man wasn’t without his failures. But it was the way he stood back up, while pulling along as many others as possible as he did, often with a marked humility...that gave Russo hope. Even as an admiral with a long and eventful career, who’d once been leader of the military arm of the largest super-alliance in the star cluster, he looked to Thatcher for hope. And he was far from the only one.

The coming battle would no doubt be bloody, given the sheer firepower Greatheart had at his disposal. But this was not a seasoned commander, no matter what the rank on his epaulets was. Greatheart was someone who’d skated to the stars he wore by always telling Space Fleet high command what they wanted to hear. The man never ruffled feathers, and always upheld the status quo, which was why the UNC had been more than happy to welcome his transfer from Space Fleet with open arms...not to mention a meaty pay bump, and another star for his troubles.

He was hardly an anomaly, amidst the UNC’s ranks. Humanity’s governing body had always relied on holding all the cards in order to keep power. Now that someone else had gotten their hands on some of those cards...now that someone had the ships to rival them, the savvy to best them, and also had them surrounded with hundreds and hundreds of warships to match their super-ships....

Well, they would see how long UNC supremacy lasted.

“Ops, tell all ships to spread out—mostly parallel to the ecliptic, but some perpendicular as well. We’ll let Greatheart come to us.” That would give Thatcher room to enter the system the way Greatheart had, and harass his forces from behind.

“Sir...there seems to be some kind of problem with the chain of command.”

Russo squinted at his Ops officer. He’d never heard those words before, not on any starship deck, be it a corporate vessel or one of the Space Navy of the Latin American Alliance warships he’d served on before his time in Verity Guild.

“A problem with the chain of command, Ensign?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Could you be more specific?”

“Specifically, sir, the Terminus ships have all stopped responding to our orders.”

Russo stared dumbly at the tactical display for longer than he likely should have needed to. It showed Legion ships moving promptly in response to his command, while every Terminus ship remained inert, as though they’d all run out of fuel simultaneously.

“Have they said anything?” he asked at last.

“Just that Terminus’ involvement in this war has become subject to negotiation.”

“Right. Inform Captain Thatcher at once,” Russo told Pennock.

When faced with a mystifying, seemingly intractable problem, he did as everyone did, these days.

He contacted the Hammer.




***




Aboard the New Jersey

Firmament System, Clime Region

Earth Year 2293




Thatcher found it necessary to turn his entire focus to preventing the white-hot rage beating against the inside of his chest from erupting in Baumann’s smirking face.

“Thoughts?” the pirate asked from the holoscreen folded up from Thatcher’s desk, his eyebrows raised. The man was clearly enjoying this moment very much.

“Thoughts, Baumann?” Thatcher said through gritted teeth. “Just one. You should reconsider this.”

“But there’s nothing to reconsider, you see. Terminus joined with Legion to defeat our common enemy, Simon Moll’s Coalition of Giants. Now that Moll is dead, and CoG no more, why should we continue to support your adventures throughout the Dawn Cluster without question...especially when your latest adventure brings with it some rather serious security risks?”

“Because we’re reuniting humanity.”

Baumann held up his hands, palms facing upward. “Or you’re opening the floodgates for Xanthic to pour into this star cluster like never before, dooming us to the same fate that’s befallen Earth. Just as the UNC is warning. Who can truly say?”

“Several weeks ago would have been the time to pull this. Before we began our campaign against the UNC. Not now, just as we’re about to win.”

“You know as well as I do that’s no guarantee we win this. Even if we do, tens of thousands of spacers are going to die. The UNC does have over a dozen super-ships in Sparkling Vista alone, and my intel says the rest are on their way there. This is going to be a bloodbath, Tad, and we both know it. Why would Terminus support that, without getting something meaningful in return?”

“Consider who you’re talking to,” Thatcher breathed. “I’m on the verge of discovering the fate of my wife, who I’ve had no word of for years.”

“The same one you cheated on?”

Thatcher squeezed his eyes shut. There was no point making a personal appeal to Baumann’s better nature. He wasn’t sure why he’d bothered to try.

“Let’s get Ms. Rose on this call,” Thatcher said. “Surely she isn’t in support of this insanity. Maybe she can talk some sense into you.”

“Your girlfriend? Oh, I kicked her off my ship. Just yesterday, actually.”

Baumann was looking for another reaction, Thatcher knew, and so he refused to give him one. But he made a mental note to have Mittelman put out feelers for Rose’s whereabouts. He didn’t like the idea of her traveling alone through regions plagued by war.

There’s no talking him out of this, is there? As much as Thatcher hated the idea of Rose with Baumann, she’d acted as a moderating force on the man, and had likely been the reason he’d remained as cooperative as he had thus far. Now that they’d apparently had a lovers’ spat and broken up, the pirate was completely off his leash. And he was apparently intent on ruining everything Thatcher had worked toward, in this, the final hour.

As much as he hated to admit it, the man had a point. Even with Terminus’ help, there was no guarantee of victory—and even though Thatcher felt they had a pretty good chance of winning, victory would exact a heavy price in spacer blood.

But without Terminus...it was hopeless. Legion would have to return to the Cluster’s periphery, to lick its wounds and rebuild, all while grasping to hold on to an empire bigger than it had any business trying to control. All while hoping instability didn’t reach a point that precluded any possibility of waging war against the UNC, or reopening the wormhole. All while the UNC regrouped and had a chance to turn events to its advantage.

No, now was the time to strike. Thatcher felt that more strongly than he ever had before.

“What do you want?” he asked Baumann, and it was one of the hardest things he’d ever said.

The pirate’s jackal-grin widened. “Ah, now we’re finally starting to have a real conversation, aren’t we? What do I want? Well, first maybe I should finish telling you what you want.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t. Allow me to enlighten you. I had a conversation in a quaint little pub here in Schöllenen Gorge, on Ladon actually—highly recommended, by the way—with a Russian gentleman I believe you’re acquainted with.”

“Volkov,” Thatcher said, already tired of the riddles.

“The very same! And boy, did he have some interesting things to say. He changed my whole perspective on all this, actually.”

“What do you want?” Thatcher asked again.

“I’m not done telling you what you want. Patience is a virtue, you know, Captain. Now, then. You should know that Volkov is willing to commit Red Sky to this war—to helping you beat the UNC, just as I’m still willing to commit Terminus. That’s what you want, by the way. A wave of Russian reinforcements, along with my aid, so that you don’t have quite so many additional dead spacers on your conscience. I’m sure your poor conscience will be weary of the relief, given how many corpses are piled on top of it already, hmm?”

Thatcher took a deep breath, eyes closed. “What do you want?” he asked for the third time.

“We want—you can consider Volkov and I something of a power block, if you like. It turns out we get along pretty well. Anyway, what we want is control of every single cold region, in addition to the regions Terminus and Red Sky already hold.”

Thatcher blinked, taken aback for a moment at the sheer audacity of the demand. But he recovered quickly enough. “Forget it.”

Baumann chuckled. “I know my people told you Terminus’ involvement has become subject to negotiation, but really those were just some rose-colored words to get you to talk to me. The reality is, this is no negotiation. It’s an ultimatum. Agree to uphold our claim to everything the UNC currently owns. Or you can forget your little war, here.” Baumann paused, staring upward, as though trying to remember something. “Oh! And Milne. We want Milne, too. The pubs and coffee shops here in Schöllenen Gorge are just too good.

“Do you realize what you’re asking? You’d control the wormhole, once we reopen it. In addition to owning half the cluster.”

“Just a third of it, actually. As for the wormhole, we’d let you back through, if you asked nicely enough. But you and your alliance mates are the ones crazy enough to go charging through a wormhole into what is probably a region the Xanthic have completely laid waste to. Otherwise, don’t you think the UNC would have reopened it already, from the other side?”

Thatcher closed his eyes and forced himself to take a long moment to inhale, and to think.

After the better part of a minute, he answered. “I obviously can’t respond to your...requests right now. The others will need to be consulted.”

“Others?” Baumann snorted. “You’re still pretending to consult others. That’s cute. Tell me, when was the last time an alliance-level decision was made that wasn’t in line with exactly what you’d already been pushing for? You don’t actually need to tell me, since I am privy to those conversations, whether I show up to them or not. And I can tell you that it hasn’t happened since Rose talked me into aligning Terminus with Legion.”

Thatcher nodded slowly. He’d had enough practice concealing his emotions in front of his crew to show Baumann a neutral face. “Was there anything else you wanted to discuss?”

“Oh, I think that’s more than enough for one chat. Wouldn’t you say?”

“I’ll get back to you once I’ve consulted the rest of Legion leadership.”

“You do that.”

“Thatcher out.” With that, he tapped the holoscreen, terminating the call, and ran a hand slowly over his face, until he blocked his office from view, along with the rest of the universe. He kept it there for some time.


Chapter Eleven




Aboard the Valiant

Sparkling Vista System, Clime Region

Earth Year 2293




It felt odd to sit in the Valiant’s lavishly appointed conference room, at the head of the boardroom-style table, with only a bunch of holoscreens suspended from the overhead for company.

But those holoscreens showed the faces of everyone in Legion with alliance-level decision-making power, and they were all talking at once, which created a significant din inside the otherwise empty chamber. Russo was having trouble telling who was saying what, or even making out individual words. On the other end of the table hung the screen showing Tad Thatcher, and Russo was trying his best to emulate the man’s stony expression of long-suffering.

The voices all cut out at once, and for a few moments Russo sat in the same silence that had reigned before he’d switched on the holoscreens, wondering what had happened.

“I’ve muted all of you,” Thatcher said, and his voice was as calm as if he’d been asking someone to pass the pepper. “In a moment, I’ll unmute you again, and we’ll see if we’re able to observe proper decorum, letting each person finish his point before we begin one of our own. If we can’t, then I’ll mute everyone again, and each person can raise their hand if they’d like to speak. Like disorderly school children.”

He paused, letting a new silence stretch out to punctuate his words. “There. I’ve unmuted you again. Who’d like to go first?”

“What’s she doing here?” Selene Williams asked, with more venom than Russo would have expected.

“I assume you mean Ms. Rose,” Thatcher said.

It did seem like a safe bet, since Rose was the only other woman present.

“Yes,” Williams said, her cold tone made all the more pointed by her sophisticated-sounding British accent. “I was told your past...involvement with her wouldn’t sway your decisions. But her presence here indicates quite the opposite, doesn’t it? She has no right to be party to Legion leadership discussions. She was involved with Terminus, until Terminus’ leader—and I understand he was much more than just a leader to Ms. Veronica Rose—unceremoniously booted her out of that alliance.”

Russo tried to keep his long exhalation as low as he could, and he resisted the urge to whistle in sympathy. This is getting dramatic.

To her credit, Rose didn’t attempt to engage Williams, which probably wouldn’t have led anywhere constructive. Instead, she kept quiet, letting Thatcher have the floor once more.

“Ms. Rose has always worked toward her idea of fairness and stability for humanity,” Thatcher said. How he remained as unruffled as he did, Russo would never know, especially considering the strain he knew the man to be under.

Thatcher raised both hands, palms up, as if to simulate scales. “Our ideas of what will actually promote stability have often differed, both when we worked together and since then. But I do trust her to work toward her ideals, by any means necessary. Right now, that means helping us to reopen the wormhole. She can also provide valuable insight into Ben Baumann’s state of mind. In my opinion, Baumann never considered what a boon he was giving us when he ousted Rose. On that note, Ms. Rose, perhaps you could give us more context for his decisions, and for his new partnership with Mikhail Volkov.”

Rose brushed a strand of raven hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear. At least, she seemed to. Russo saw no actual strand, and he couldn’t decide whether the motion was affected or not.

“First of all, Captain, I chose to leave the Fang. I could have stayed aboard her—if I’d been willing to go along with Ben’s plan.”

As an outsider, Russo found it fascinating to observe the interpersonal dynamics play out in the words Rose chose to use. Such as the way she now referred to Thatcher as “Captain,” and her recent lover as “Ben.” That seemed like a slap in the face, whether conscious or not. Thatcher, of course, showed no sign of registering the slap.

“I opposed him in many things during our time together,” Rose went on, “but he does have a way of railroading over you. He always affected indifference whenever I called him out, but I guess this proves he really did care. Especially lately. His pride couldn’t handle taking orders from you and Admiral Russo, and he was taking it out on his crew. And on me. Whereas before he’d wave away any opposition from me, this time he seemed to take it personally. So, here I am.”

“He’s bitter,” Emilio Garcia put in, punctuating his words with a belch. “He was always a bitter man, Ms. Rose. I could tell that just by looking at him. And it probably didn’t help him much to watch the way your eyes sparkled whenever you spoke of your long lost captain, your knight in shining armor, dashing in his fitted uniform profiled against the star-speckled—”

Russo noticed Thatcher shift in his seat, as though pressing something on his screen, and Garcia’s words cut off mid-sentence. The captain didn’t remark on what he’d done, but Garcia was heard no more, even as his lips moved. It wasn’t difficult to put together what had happened.

“If I may, I have a question that seems pertinent.”

All heads turned toward the holoscreen situated at Thatcher’s right, which showed August Ducas. The holoscreen’s 3D representations always got the angles just right, even if people weren’t sitting in their corresponding positions in physical reality. And so it really did look like they were all facing Ducas.

To Russo’s memory, this was the first time the trillionaire had ever attended an alliance-level meeting, even though he’d always had every right to attend, as the primary backer of one of its principal corps, Thatcher’s Phoenix Corporation.

“Go ahead,” Thatcher said.

The 3D depiction of Ducas’ head turned toward the 3D depiction of Hans Mittelman’s head. “Hans, how on Earth did you miss this?”

Mittelman’s eyes widened in a surprised glare, though the angle seemed wrong—he wasn’t looking toward Ducas’ holoscreen. Then, Russo realized why: it was because the two men were sitting in the same chamber, aboard Ducas’ luxury vessel, the Bernini. Mittelman was glaring at the trillionaire from their respective positions in real space.

Awkward.

Mittelman seemed to have no answer, but Ducas didn’t let the man’s shocked silence deter him from replying as though the spy had spoken. “Isn’t it a spymaster’s job to detect such Cluster-shaking events before they happen? What good are you, if you don’t? Why do we bother keeping you around? To experience the cutting little remarks you find it so clever to deliver?”

Russo caught himself with his eyebrows hiked about as far as they would go, and he schooled his face to neutrality. He wondered how much longer Mittelman would choose to remain aboard Bernini, after today.

“I’d be interested to hear that too, Hans,” Thatcher added mildly.

Mittelman’s mouth worked, opening and closing like a guppy’s. He seemed to realize what he was doing, and he clamped his mouth shut, then opened it again as if to speak. But still no sound emerged.

“It would seem our skulking little chatterbox is at a loss for words,” Ducas said. “I have some idea why. During these long months we’ve spent together aboard my ship, I’ve given our good friend Mr. Mittelman here the benefit of a sympathetic ear—or at least, an ear I’ve presented to him in a sympathetic fashion. As I think some of you already know, he keeps a written chronicle of his adventures, which you might say is an odd behavior for a master of secrets, to leave a permanent record of what he sees as his involvement in shaping Cluster events. But unsurprisingly, scribbling to himself about his own majesty doesn’t quite sate his ego in the way he craves for it to be sated. And so in between his scribblings, which I’ve been harvesting by the simple expedient of a camera concealed in his chamber, he feels moved to verbally expound, at length, to me, about his hopes, his dreams, his virtues, his plans for galactic domination, et cetera, et cetera.”

Ducas heaved a world-weary sigh, then continued. “Many of these aims he avoids stating outright, of course, but deciphering the implications of what he says is simpler than he supposes, even for simpletons such as myself, or for that matter such as every person he’s ever spoken to, as he really does consider us all to be imbeciles beside his own towering intellect.

“But I digress. I believe the reason we find that Hans Mittelman is now at such a loss for words is because everything has gone so very, very wrong for him all of a sudden. He seems to think that while Captain Thatcher and the others who do the actual fighting sail valiantly through the wormhole to do whatever it is they end up doing on the other side, he himself will be left to manage affairs Cluster-side. Which is to say, he will be in power here. He’s positioned himself aboard my ship since, as I alluded to, he assumed in me he would find someone of like mind—a power broker who uses money to leverage Cluster events, just as he uses information to do so. He thought he could leverage my capital to catapult himself to that position of control, whether in name or not. But what he failed to anticipate is that he annoys me very much, and I find him boring. And there’s nothing I detest more than being bored.

“Now that Baumann and Volkov have teamed up to make what appears to be quite a convincing play for control of the Cluster, Hans here is panicking. I’ve observed the way he fidgets and twitches ever since hearing the news of how our invasion has been brought up short by Baumann’s demands. He is as a man who can’t swim, suddenly deprived of the inflatable ducky he normally clings to in order to stay afloat. He’s flailing wildly, splish-splashing gouts of water every which way and making quite a spectacle of himself as he does. He is lost.”

Yet another silence followed the end of Ducas’ speech. For his part, Mittelman all but vibrated with the tension that gripped his entire body. Russo could see that even through the holoscreen.

Shifting in his seat, Russo cleared his throat. “Mr. Ducas, now that you have revealed your true opinion of Mr. Mittelman, uh, to Mr. Mittelman...should we by any chance be concerned for your safety?”

Ducas chuckled. “I appreciate your concern, Admiral Russo. But no. For starters, I have my doubts our dear Hans would pose a meaningful threat to a six-year-old girl. But having said that, if I were to allow him to remain aboard the Bernini after this, things could become awkward in addition to boring, and I simply don’t think I could bear that. No, after the conclusion of our meeting I will have security escort him to his cabin, where he will remain until we can find a suitable vessel aboard which we will ship him to you, in the cold regions, whereupon he will become your problem.”

No one seemed to know quite what to do with that, either, and so another silence prevailed.

At last, Mittelman found his voice, though it did come out a little choked-sounding. “Tad, are you going to allow him to treat me like this?”

Thatcher coughed, then leaned forward with hands folded, as though remembering himself. “Right. Ah...Hans is considered a leader of this alliance, August. He’s entitled to a certain level of dignity.”

“I don’t care,” Ducas said flatly.

“Hmm. Well, that’s that, then.” Thatcher cleared his throat. “I guess we’ll be seeing you soon, Hans. Safe travels.”

Mittelman’s face flushed red, and he leaned into the camera, so that they could see virtually every pore. “I made you, Thatcher, and if you think for even a minute that you can just—”

Thatcher shifted again, and Mittelman was cut off, just as Garcia had been. He hadn’t muted Ducas, though, and so they could still hear the spymaster’s muffled raging in the background, through the trillionaire’s console.

Ducas peered calmly across the table at Mittelman, looking at him through his holoscreen. “Perhaps it might serve you to dwell on the meaning of humility during your voyage, Hans. Maybe even practise getting down on your knees and begging the good captain’s mercy.” The trillionaire turned to Thatcher with a wry smile. “Have fun with him, Captain.”

Thatcher gave a weary smile back, then muted Ducas too, probably so they wouldn’t hear Mittelman’s raving any longer.

And then, with a significant percentage of the participants no longer able to speak, they turned to deciding what to do about Baumann’s demands.

They discussed it for hours, and Ducas and Mittelman’s screens went blank about ten minutes into the deliberations. Garcia remained, apparently unbothered by having been muted. On his holoscreen, they could all see him eating a variety of delicacies, drinking, and belching silently. To Russo, he looked quite contented.

In the end, they had to acknowledge there was really only one meaningful option.

To try to defeat the UNC without Terminus’ and Red Sky’s help would doubtless result in untold carnage. They’d be lucky to win, let alone be left with a force large enough to then proceed to Earth Local Space, where there was a significant probability they’d have to contend with the Xanthic.

And so they had no other choice. To win this war, they would have to concede the Cluster to Baumann and Volkov. Even Rose, the originator of the concept of free space, saw the necessity of that.

“This is what we need to do to secure their help,” Thatcher told them. “But it doesn’t mean they’ll control the Cluster forever. The day we open that wormhole, everything will change. They may think they can stand apart from that by remaining here in the Cluster, but they can’t. This is about our shared future. Humanity’s future. And there’s no escaping that.”

It seemed to make perfect sense, to Russo. He could find no flaw in Thatcher’s reasoning. Which was why he found it so odd that his stomach wouldn’t stop roiling, and that a cold sweat seeped down the back of his uniform, even as he sat in silent contemplation long after the meeting had ended and the holoscreens had all gone blank once more.

To leave all those billions at the mercy of men like Baumann and Volkov....

But he forced the thought aside, through a tremendous effort of will. Tad is right. Everything will change once we reopen the wormhole.

They had to cling to that, since there was nothing else left to cling to.


Chapter Twelve
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Chief Stan Wainman sat in his customary corner, turning over a plate of lukewarm curried rice with his fork, without much enthusiasm. The cook had had the brilliant idea of tossing raisins into the mix, and for Wainman that had all but ruined the meal. He’d been half-heartedly eating around them, but why should he have to? Why couldn’t there be an option without raisins?

I bet the captain doesn’t get raisins, if he doesn’t want them. But he brushed the thought aside. The captain deserves the best, he told himself. Still. He hated raisins.

The mess was only half-full, as supper hour had ended fifteen minutes ago, and anyone currently on-watch had returned to their duties. Those remaining had nothing better to do than sit around clutching plastic water cups or coffee mugs or non-alcoholic beer cans and watch the news on one of the two big holoscreens embedded in the bulkheads, on opposite sides of the mess.

News anchors had plenty to talk about these days, and this one looked a little shell-shocked. He leaned a little too heavily on the teleprompter feeding him his lines, a little too obviously, and the effect was as a preprogrammed robot reporting from somewhere deep inside the uncanny valley.

“It’s been ten minutes now since we received the news that Secretary-General of the United Nations and Colonies Lance Reardon will soon be speaking to us live. We aren’t sure of the exact time, but we have a good idea of what he’ll be speaking to us about—that is, we expect he’ll address the recent development of the three-way deal struck between Legion, Terminus, and Red Sky. By now it’s no secret that the three factions’ fleets are currently circling Sunrise System, where Admiral Greatheart has withdrawn every UNC super-ship for a final defense of the place where the wormhole connecting the Dawn Cluster to Earth Local Space once orbited. These are truly unprecedented times.”

Wainman looked up with surprise as one of the crew laid a tray at the place across from him and slid onto the bench. It was Chief Gunner’s Mate Philip Tate, of the Jersey’s missile bay crew.

He couldn’t remember the last time any of the crew had come near him in the mess hall. Most were still sore about the months that had followed Captain Thatcher taking command, when the man had been at his most strict, and the crew at their most lax. Wainman had brought their slackness to his attention more than once, and it had cost him the few friends he’d had.

“What do you think the secretary-general’s getting on to talk about?” Tate asked, picking up his fork.

“You know that’s gonna be cold, right?”

The chief gunner’s mate paused. “It was on a hot-tray when they served it up.”

“It’ll be cold.”

Tate hesitantly forked some into his mouth. He grimaced. “You’re right. It’s cold.” He glanced back toward the window where the Jersey’s enlisted spacers got their food, sighed, then continued eating.

“As for Reardon,” Wainman said, “I’d guess he’s planning on emitting a final wheeze before we mop the floor with him. More propaganda.” He decided to give up on the remnants of his dinner, sliding his tray to the empty spot on his left, then leaned against the bulkhead and faced the holoscreen.

“A lot of the guys in missile bay are nervous.”

“About what?” Wainman asked, keeping his eyes on the talking head, who was still stiffly working his way through the improvised lines they were feeding him. Those lines seemed to get more repetitive and redundant the longer Reardon took to come on.

“I don’t know. Well...we really don’t know what we’ll find, do we? When we reopen the wormhole, I mean. What if we’re biting off more than we can chew?”

Now Wainman did look at him, eyes narrowed. “What ship have you lot been on for the last four years?”

Tate shrugged.

Wainman shook his head. “I can’t believe you still haven’t realized how lucky we were the day the captain walked aboard this ship.”

“I mean, he is the best. We know that. I know that.”

“He’s more than just the best. He always wins. Always.”

“Well, he doesn’t always—”

“And when he doesn’t win,” Wainman said, speaking over Tate and raising his voice to make sure the man didn’t try interrupting him again, “he figures out a way to pull out of that situation, and then he wins.” He gave a triumphant snort, satisfied with the point he’d made. “The captain does whatever it takes to win. Whatever it takes. You’ve seen it. I’ve seen it. Sometimes, people don’t like what he does to win. Doesn’t matter. He does what needs to be done, and in the end, it’s better to be alive than dead. So if you’re trying to tell me I should worry about Lance Reardon or those creepy crawly aliens, then I just gotta laugh at that.”

Tate reddened slightly, then he turned to face the holoscreen too. They watched in silence as the anchor regurgitated more awkward lines.

“Christmas coming up,” Tate mumbled after another couple of minutes.

Wainman nodded. “And we got just the gift for Lance Reardon and the rest of the UNC scum.”

Almost on cue, the anchor was cut off mid-sentence, and the holoscreen changed to a view of the UNC Secretary-General and a man wearing a beige dress shirt who sat on his right.

“People of the Dawn Cluster,” Reardon said, with practiced smoothness. “I’ve spoken with you a lot, these past weeks, and I’ve done my best to urge peace in this, our star cluster. A peace its billions of people so desperately crave. But while so many of you have been receptive to that message, the instigators who have invaded UNC space refuse to listen.”

Wainman laughed loudly, turning a few heads. “Instigators!” he repeated, and guffawed again. “It’s like he thinks we’re a bunch of school children.”

None of the crew responded, except one female spacer, who shushed him.

“In decades past, the very idea of attacking cold regions would have been unthinkable,” Reardon went on. “For one, they were always places of stability and peace, where interstellar commerce could thrive, and where ordinary people could feel safe in knowing they wouldn’t be bothered or harassed as they carried on with their day-to-day activities. When you think about it, these cold regions have represented the very embodiment of the ‘free space’ someone like Veronica Rose pretends to care about so very much. And yet Ms. Rose has aligned herself with these same troublemakers who now threaten our way of life here.

“But it wasn’t just that these regions—Clime, Unity, Steppe Mortalis, Basin, Sunlit Mesa, Breyton, and some would even count Milne among these regions of such peace—it wasn’t just that they were such special, peaceful, stable places. The even bigger reason no one would have dreamed of attacking them was because humanity was a connected species, united by the existence of the wormhole. Every pirate and ne’er-do-well knew that the UNC would respond to any violence by sending in dozens of super-ships, all of them filled with peacekeepers.”

Reardon shook his head gravely. “Gone are those days, my friends. The barbarians now at our gates have taken advantage of this new era in the Dawn Cluster, an era when the UNC’s ability to keep the peace throughout the Cluster has been severely curtailed. They’ve waged war in the Cluster’s outer reaches, until at last, this unfortunate lot emerged on top. With control of most of the Cluster’s hot and warm regions, they finally have the means to threaten us. Perhaps even to destroy us.

“I don’t mean to alarm you. But we all must face this reality. You might think the solution is to reopen the wormhole to Earth Local Space, in hopes we’ll be greeted with an armada of UNC warships, ready to come to our aid. If only it were so. Those days are sadly gone, and as I think you’ll realize after listening to Doctor Peyton here, reopening the wormhole as these jackals want is the last thing we should do. Doctor Peyton is the UNC’s leading xenologist, and he’s put together his assessment based on his study of countless sources, several of them highly classified. Doctor?”

Peyton blinked, then twitched in Reardon’s direction before refocusing on the camera to blink some more. In stark contrast to the secretary-general’s smoothness, the scientist was jerky, unsure. He clutched the edge of the table he and Reardon sat at and leaned forward over it, his eyes locked on his viewers.

“Tad Thatcher and his ilk are absolute fools, and I’ll tell you why,” Peyton said in a raspy voice. “Anyone who thinks about this for two minutes will realize why we must not reopen that wormhole. Yes, we’ve figured out the means to open it, and yes, the UNC discovered them a while ago. So why didn’t we act on that? Again, it’s obvious, isn’t it? If we have the means, then surely the UNC in Earth Local Space would have figured it out too. Except, the wormhole has remained closed. Why didn’t they reopen it? Was it some cosmic fluke that we figured it out and they didn’t?

“No. There were countless scientists working for us, Earthside. People even smarter than me. They would have figured this out. But they didn’t reopen it. Why? Ask yourself that.”

Peyton paused, for long enough that Reardon glanced at him sidelong.

At last, the xenologist continued. “Hopefully the obvious answer has just occurred to you. The Earthside UNC hasn’t reopened the wormhole because Earth Local Space was overrun by the Xanthic shortly after its collapse. It’s the only logical explanation, and it’s consistent with reports we received just prior to its collapse, some of them top secret.”

Peyton’s eyes burned with a new intensity, and he leaned even closer to the camera. “Thatcher. Listen to me, Thatcher. You think you know what’s going on, here, but you don’t. There are risks you haven’t factored in, because you don’t know to factor them in. Because you don’t know they exist. But hear this. We have a chance, here. We can stabilize the Dawn Cluster, and fortify it. You can work with us to do so. If we can unite, just like I’m told you first came here to unite us, then we can have a chance. This can work. The project of humanity can continue. Just look at how established your organization has become, in such a short time. If we work together, we can hold this star cluster against the Xanthic, perhaps indefinitely.

“But what you propose to do right now is open the gates to hell. You think you’ve stopped the cycle by killing Simon Moll, but so much worse than what has happened can happen, and it will happen, if you continue on this course. Think about this. Think about this. Think about what you’re about to do, and reconsider. The Xanthic can be appeased, will be appeased, if we just let them have Earth Local Space. I’m not saying they’ll leave us alone, not completely, but if we—”

The feed cut off abruptly, and the holoscreen switched to the robotic news anchor once again, staring with wide eyes into the camera and blinking.

“Uh, well, there you have it, some wise words from Secretary-General Reardon and Doctor Peyton. Hopefully they’ll reach the right people and have the right effect.”

The anchor continued to ramble. For his part, Wainman was left scratching his head and wondering what had just happened.

“Hey, you think....” Tate said. “Did they cut him off, just now? Peyton?”

Wainman found himself nodding. “Yeah. Yeah, I think they did. Guess they figured he was saying too much there, at the end.”

“Hmm. Tell you what I don’t like. I don’t like that talk of ‘appeasing the Xanthic.’”

“No. Yeah. That’s traitor talk.” Wainman smiled, regaining confidence. “See? That’s why we need to trust in the captain. He sees through these people.” He waved toward the holoscreen. “He knows how to handle them.”

“Definitely.”

Wainman opened his mouth to say something else, but there didn’t seem to be anything left to say. He cleared his throat instead, pulled his tray back in front of him, and resumed forking through the rice, removing the raisins.
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Thatcher had long ago grown accustomed to operating on broken or little sleep, staying awake by virtue of steady caffeine intake and the occasional jolts of adrenaline his job provided.

But his mug had long sat empty beside his desk’s fold-up holoscreen, a fact his brain apparently hadn’t caught up with yet. He kept lifting it automatically to his lips, only to taste nothing but empty air and disappointment.

Even so, he put off heading to the wardroom for a refill, engrossed as he was in the unending reports that flooded in from the systems surrounding Sunrise. The reports were sent to him by instant comm, and so fully accessible to UNC Intelligence. But he didn’t much care. Both sides’ cards were now on the table, in terms of numbers and fleet distributions anyway, and the outcome would be determined by their performance in battlespace.

Unless I’m missing something. He didn’t think he was, though—and he’d spent an inordinate amount of time trying to chase down unknowns, especially unknown unknowns, in the hopes that if they existed, they might at least become known unknowns.

He’d detected no trace of such factors, and neither had Mittelman, with whom—at Thatcher’s request—Ducas had provisioned the means to continue his work during his trip to the Cluster’s center.

Of course, as the trillionaire had pointed out, Mittelman had missed the most significant development that had yet affected this campaign: the new allegiance between Terminus and Red Sky. But it was the only mistake Thatcher had ever known the spy to make, and he figured everyone should get at least one.

Or maybe several. If I’d held my command to the standard of only ever making one mistake, well...I wouldn’t have command anymore.

During the time Thatcher’s fleets had been sailing circles around Sunrise, he had, of course, attempted to introduce some unknown unknowns of his own. At least, he hoped they would remain unknowns, until he finally got the opportunity to use them to decimate Greatheart’s fleets.

He couldn’t prevent the UNC admiral from enjoying near-perfect knowledge of the positions of Legion, Terminus, and Red Sky ships. But he could prevent them from knowing what modules they carried...and also what his production ships were producing inside their hulls.

He’d ordered his captains to dock at Helio bases in turns, in order to adopt specific module loadouts he passed along to them using encrypted tight-beam comms only. Every Helio base they’d used was kept under lockdown, their instant comms disabled, with tight control over who could dock or leave.

The modifications were straightforward enough, mostly a matter of swapping out old modules for new, and they took no more than a couple days per ship to complete, on average. Since there were hundreds of Helio bases within a three-system journey of Sunrise, refitting all of his ships wasn’t a particularly onerous process. In fact, it was nearly finished.

Other than that, as he understood it, the situation was actually fairly straightforward. Since the start of his attack on UNC space, his forces had taken out a total of five of their super-ships—the three Russo had neutralized in Clime’s north, plus the two Thatcher had destroyed during his incursion into Bellwether System.

That left Greatheart with thirty-one super-ships—twenty-four dreadnoughts and seven drone carriers—all of which he’d recalled to Sunrise, where they were distributed more or less equally between that system’s five jump zones, plus a reserve fleet ready to respond to an incursion at any of the zones. Virtually every lesser UNC warship had also been recalled, and so each Sunrise jump zone now enjoyed the protection of what would be called a powerful fleet even without the presence of super-ships.

Five super-ships at each gate, and six in the reserve fleet. Plus a whole lot of backup.

The intel wasn’t hard to come by, with how plugged in Clime’s civilian population was into the instant comm networks. That was a rarity in warm and hot regions, but not so in cold ones. OPSEC became much more difficult in such an environment, which was yet another thing the UNC had never had any reason to think about.

After the matter with Baumann and Volkov had been settled, Thatcher had put his heads together with the other alliance leaders, mostly with Lucio Russo and Selene Williams, since they had actual battlespace experience. They’d spent hours executing simulations to try out multiple different angles, but they kept running headlong into the same hard fact:

Any attack sent through one of the jump gates into Sunrise would have to confront one of those massive fleets, and that would mean massive losses. With that much firepower surrounding each zone, jump drones would get shot apart as fast as they could enter the system, and the enemy wouldn’t again fall for Thatcher’s ploy of including eWar suites aboard some of them.

The same went for full-sized damage dealers, even supported by logistics and eWar—and even if they were sent through at the shortest possible transition intervals. The crews of the first several dozen ships would be doomed, which everyone knew but no one wanted to hear.

Set aside the nightmare of deciding which ships, from which alliances, will comprise that initial push. Even ignoring that particular quagmire, the losses would be unacceptable. Merely contemplating them put Thatcher in mind of his colossal mistake in Alysm System, when Moll had tricked him into sending tens of thousands of Spacers to their deaths attacking the wrong orbital station. That drove up his blood pressure till he could hear it rushing through his ears, and he had to turn his mind to other, more current issues.

Together with Russo and Williams—Williams, who’d been instrumental in underscoring just how impenetrable the UNC’s system defense was—they’d come up with what seemed like the most humane alternative.

Which, in a nutshell, could be summed up as “terrorizing the surrounding systems until the UNC is forced to leave their fortress.”

The fact the strategy could be stated so simply didn’t concern Thatcher. Quite the contrary. In his experience, the best approaches often could.

And this one was already bearing fruit. As Legion, Terminus, and Red Sky warships created light shows in colony skies by blowing up orbital assets and installations as flamboyantly as possible, the heat was turning up, both on UNC bureaucrats and the corps they governed.

The cold-region populace had long ago come to expect a stable, peaceful, and prosperous lifestyle, and status quo bias—along with the attendant notion that “it could never happen here”—had sunk so deeply into their psyches that it had become part of them.

As such, these colonial societies were effectively melting down, complete with riots in the streets targeting both government buildings and corporate offices. Surprisingly organized civilian groups were springing up and quickly orchestrating massive boycotts of the region’s largest conglomerates. In turn, those conglomerates were turning angrily to their UNC masters, demanding that they fix this, and they didn’t care how.

It was a humanitarian crisis, a crisis of faith in humanity’s governing body, and a PR disaster.

And there were still plenty of facilities left to blow up.

It had been five minutes since he’d finished reviewing the last report to come in, and none had shown up since. He took that as a sign that he should take his empty mug to the wardroom for that refill. He stood up, his back creaking from the poor posture he’d been maintaining for at least an hour now. With a hand against the open hatch, he did his best to stretch out his back, which offered some relief, though he knew it was an inadequate fix.

In the wardroom he ran into Guerrero, who was leaning against the counter and already waiting on a fresh pot to brew.

“Ah, Lucy,” he said, taking a seat with the table between them and nodding toward the percolating coffee. “Your timing is magical.”

“Hmm.” She crossed her arms.

He deflated a little at her continued stonewalling. “We haven’t really had much chance to talk these past few months, have we?”

She shrugged. “We’ve talked enough, I think. Well enough for me to hear your orders, and to make sure I understand them.”

“Things have been...different, between us. Ever since the Anath.”

She stiffened, and after a few seconds looked away from him. But she said nothing.

Thatcher closed his eyes, breathing deeply. This wasn’t a conversation he’d expected to have right now. In fact, it might just be the last conversation he wanted to have, with the stress he was already under.

But captains don’t get to choose when battles happen, do they? Sometimes they might be able to influence the exact time and place, but the spark of adversity can ignite without warning, and when that inferno blazes up, there’s no stopping it. When it does, our response is the only thing left that we can control.

“I’ve thought a lot about that day,” he said.

“Have you?” she said flatly.

“I have. At the time, I thought I was doing the right thing...by serving the ‘greater good.’ I thought a new policy of denying the surrender of CoG vessels would place greater pressure on Moll’s alliance, cause it to disintegrate faster, especially under the weight of his increasingly disastrous leadership. But if it worked at all, the effect was limited. Even if some ships abandoned his alliance, it was probably counterbalanced by the majority that remained, who concluded they no longer had anything left to lose.”

He heaved a sigh. “My decision was born of a hatred for Moll, a desire for vengeance for what he’d done to me—to us. And a resentment of anyone able to bring themselves to support him. But even if the strategy had been an effective one, it still wouldn’t have been right. I still never should have done it. I never should have ordered the deaths of men and women who’d offered to lay down arms.”

Guerrero still didn’t answer. That she agreed with what he was saying was obvious; she didn’t need to state that. Her body language alone since they’d destroyed the Anath had told him that, every day since.

But there was something more he needed to say, and something more she wanted to hear. They both understood that, he saw. Now it was time to show her that he understood it.

“Ordering that drone carrier’s destruction was wrong, and it’s a stain on my soul. I know that. But I don’t think it was the most wrong thing about what I did. Because I didn’t only stain my soul that day. I don’t know much about God or his ways, and I blame myself for that—I haven’t taken the time to learn. But my understanding is that God doesn’t consider ‘I was only following orders’ to be a very persuasive excuse. Which means that at least on some level, I stained the soul of every spacer under my command. And for that, I can never expect to be forgiven.”

“You can be,” Guerrero said, almost grudgingly. “Anything can be forgiven, if you come to God for forgiveness, and are truly sorry.” She shrugged again, as if trying to unburden herself of the awkwardness of this conversation. She still didn’t meet his eyes. “I think you know I was raised in Mexico, which is still a country where God has many friends. As a girl, I was always taught that forgiveness is only the start. There’s also repentance—the commitment never to do such a thing again. And restitution, which can take many forms, perhaps the most important being penance. Captain...I’m sorry to say, but most of those spacers will probably never ask God’s forgiveness for what you ordered them to do. They may not know to. Which means there’s a good chance you played havoc with many people’s salvation that day.” She sniffed, and for the first time he saw the tears that glistened on her eyelids, poised to fall. “You have a lot of penance to do, Captain.”

Thatcher lowered his gaze to the table, and it was everything he could do to keep from hanging his head. But as sorry as he felt, it wouldn’t do to exhibit such shame in front of a subordinate, even if he felt it burning in his chest like a white-hot ember.

“I’m sorry, Lucy,” he settled for saying instead.

“It isn’t me you should apologize to.”

He inhaled, long and slow. “Maybe if I addressed the fleet. “I could finally take responsibility—”

“No, Captain.” She shook her head slowly. Sadly. “You aren’t hearing what I’m saying.”

The percolator beeped. She turned, filled her waiting mug, and turned back to him wearing a sad smile. She no longer looked upset, or uncomfortable. She looked like she pitied him.

“You should pray, Captain.” With that, she left the wardroom.

He gave a humorless chuckle as the hatch shut with a click, which carried a curious note of finality, to his ears.

“If only I had the time,” he told the empty room.
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Just as intel on the UNC’s fleet movements was easily scraped from the instant comm nets, so did the UNC have real-time access to Legion fleet positions.

This provided a challenge Thatcher wasn’t used to. He’d grown accustomed to exploiting asymmetries in intel, and indeed, countless battles across the Dawn Cluster had established a primary principle: space combat was largely about making your enemy think you were weak while concealing your true strength, and striking once they’d overextended themselves.

To compensate for the fact this enemy knew where his ships were at all times, he kept those ships moving in an erratic circuit, circling Sunrise System like an army of hungry wolves. Largely, he let the commanders of each individual fleet coordinate these near-random movements amongst themselves. They’d bunch together on the periphery of one system, while stretching themselves thin across the next.

That at least makes planning difficult for Greatheart. Launching an inter-system attack took time, and by the time the admiral got to sending out ships, Legion’s posture would have changed.

“I’m surprised at how long they’re holding fast,” Tim Ortega mused from the Tactical station. “The civilian groups are growing louder. Every day another colony is set on fire by a new riot springing up.” He glanced back to where Thatcher sat on the raised command dais. “If Greatheart hasn’t sent out ships by now, do you really think he’s ever going to?”

Thatcher didn’t answer, except to raise his eyebrows and give a slight shrug. In truth, he had no answer. Not yet.

As it turned out, they didn’t have long to wait for one.




***
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At the end of a long watch, Thatcher’s eyes always felt a little grainy. He stared at the lidded mug sitting on the command chair’s armrest, knowing it to be empty, but wondering whether he should fill it up and stay in the CIC just an hour or two longer.

What if we’re about to see action? But he’d allowed the thought to keep him awake before, too many times. Denying himself the rest he needed wouldn’t do anyone any good. Besides, he’d found Ortega’s words earlier more persuasive than he cared to admit.

If Greatheart hasn’t sent out ships by now, do you really think he’s ever going to?

Thatcher stood, planting his fists in the small of his back and stretching forward. “Well, I’m going to get some shuteye.” Checking his comm, he turned to Billy Candle, who’d recently arrived and looked fresher than the rest of them, though that still wasn’t very fresh. “Set about rotating the watches. All of First Watch is overdue for some rack time.”

“Aye, s—”

“Sir, before you go....” Guerrero said.

“Go ahead, Lucy.”

“I thought you might want to know Hans Mittelman just arrived.”

“Just arrived...in Sunlit Mesa?”

“He’s aboard the Jersey, sir.”

“Oh.” That was fast. But then, he supposed they’d been circling the Cluster’s capital system for over a week now, destroying or capturing critical targets. That was enough for Mittelman to have sailed here aboard whatever tub Ducas had stuck him on.

“Lieutenant Stuckley has him in...uh, custody? The lieutenant isn’t sure what to do with him, or...how to treat him.”

Thatcher nodded. “Okay. Tell him I’ll be right there.”

“They’re at the port-side docking bay, sir.”

“Thank you, Lucy.” He started toward the CIC exit.

“Sir?”

He stopped. “Yes, Lucy?”

“There’s...another arrival, At the starboard-side docking bay.”

“Two arrivals at the same time?” What were the chances of that, given the Dawn Cluster’s vastness? “Who’s the second arrival?”

“Several persons, sir. If it’s acceptable, they asked me to keep it a surprise until you got there. But obviously, if you order me to, I’ll tell you who they are.” She offered a small smile—one of the most pleasant expressions she’d shown him since the Anath.

“No, that’s...that’s fine, Lucy. Thank you.” He trusted her judgment to know that if it was someone he had to worry about, Guerrero surely wouldn’t be keeping any surprises. “Tell Lieutenant Stuckley I’ll be a little delayed.”

“Aye, sir.”

As he made his way to the Jersey’s starboard docking bay, his overtired mind cycled through the possibilities of who these mystery visitors could possibly be. Clearly, they’re people Lucy knows well enough to send me there without telling me who they are first.

Maybe it was a testament to his overtaxed brain, but it took him way too long to figure it out. Once he did, he started walking faster.

Major Will Avery’s face broke out into a sunny grin as soon as Thatcher rounded the corner, and he tried saluting, but Thatcher ignored the gesture. Instead, he stepped in and gripped the major in a tight hug, slapping his back.

Parting, he held the man by the shoulders. “You don’t look a second older than when you did the day you died in an exploding Xanthic station controlled by pirates,” Thatcher said, grinning.

Avery grinned back. “Well, I sure feel older, Captain.”

Thatcher made his way around to shake the hands of the marines who were all that remained of the platoon he’d once sent aboard a stealth ship to destroy a pirate-controlled Xanthic super-ship. The same ship his dear friend Captain Frederick Wilson had taken control of later on, sacrificing himself so that the rest of the spacers under Thatcher’s command could escape...along with Thatcher himself.

“It’s good to be back aboard the Jersey, sir,” Sergeant Ermey said as Thatcher gripped his hand firmly.

Corporal Pascal insisted on saluting before Thatcher shook his hand. “Any UNC commandos need killing, by any chance, sir?” he asked as they shook.

“Not just yet,” Thatcher answered. “But if we encounter any, you’ll be the first to know.”

Corporal Loughty said nothing, but Thatcher saw the tears that formed in the corners of his eyes—saw that it was everything the man could do to hold it together.

These men have been through hell.

“I have an appointment on the other side of the ship, to greet a slightly more expected arrival, currently under Lieutenant Stuckley’s...care,” Thatcher told the marines. “But I’ll see to it that you’re reintegrated into the Jersey’s command structure before the day is out.”

“Stuckley,” Avery said. “I heard that was who took over, after Nankeen.” He gave a curt nod. “Couldn’t think of a better marine for the job.”

“Oh, he may be able to think of one,” Thatcher said, grinning again. “He’s going to be happy to hear you’re back.” Now, he did salute, which his marines returned in snappy fashion. “Dismissed, marines!”

As he crossed the Jersey’s spine on his way to his second meeting, he walked with slightly less spring in his step. And when he found Mittelman near the port-side docking bay, the man wore an expression that put Thatcher in mind of a stubborn child. The marines standing on either side weren’t restraining him in any way, but it also wasn’t hard to tell they wouldn’t let the spymaster beyond this corridor without Thatcher’s say-so.

Thatcher hadn’t told anyone aboard his command about how August Ducas had verbally skinned Mittelman alive, but the gossip had spread throughout the fleet nonetheless. He had his suspicions about who at the meeting might have leaked it, but he didn’t intend to take any action to find out for sure, or to correct it. If that’s the worse they leak from those meetings, then we’re doing okay.

“You could have ordered them to let me go,” Mittelman said, sounding almost sulky.

Maybe he really has been practicing his begging, like Ducas suggested. Thatcher nearly chuckled. Probably not. “And you could have told me about your plans to control the Dawn Cluster in my absence,” Thatcher shot back. “If that’s really what you wanted, Hans, asking nicely would have been a better start than this.”

Mittelman scowled. “The implication being you would have put me in charge if I’d asked?”

“Well...no. But at least it would have put the matter to rest, in a way much less injurious to your dignity than this.” Thatcher spent several long seconds watching the spymaster’s face, and considering what to do. “So you really did plan to take over.”

Mittelman shrugged. “There’s no use denying it.” He sighed. “I’m sure you’re hardly surprised at my ambition.”

“No. I’m not.”

“Well, I’m not going to beg you to let me back into your good graces, if that’s what you’re wondering. And I’m not going to insult your intelligence by pretending that I’ve been changed by Ducas humiliating me.”

Not going to insult my intelligence? That is a change, actually. He supposed being marginally respectful was about as close to begging as Mittelman was likely to come. “What will your angle be, then?”

“I’m going to offer you the only thing I’ve ever offered you. Intel. Good intel. Intel that will change your fortunes in the war with the UNC for the better.”

Thatcher managed to resist the urge to get in a jab about Mittelman’s failure to see the Terminus-Red Sky alliance coming, in spite of how tempting it was.

“All right,” he said instead. “Come with me to my office.”

Before leaving, he turned to Lieutenant Stuckley. “Charlie, a certain Major just got back to the Jersey after a long time away from home.”

Stuckley’s mouth fell open. “Will?”

Thatcher nodded. “You’re to work out how command of our marine company will look going forward between the two of you. If there are any problems, let me know.”

“There won’t be, sir,” Stuckley said. “That’s going to be a quick conversation.”

I love this ship. Thatcher smiled at Stuckley, then looked at Mittelman and cocked his head in the direction they needed to go to get to his office. “This way, Hans. And Charlie...there’s no need to restrain him anymore. He’s free to come and go as he pleases.”

“Thank you,” Mittelman said.

“Don’t mention it. But going forward, try to avoid maneuvering to take over the Dawn Cluster every time I turn my back. Won’t you?”
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As the UNC forces that had been guarding the westernmost jump zone leading into Sunrise System now poured into Zenith, Thatcher had to hand it to Mittelman. The man knew how to make a comeback.

“I’ve been working every contact I have that’s even tangentially connected to the UNC,” Mittelman had said, his fingers steepled in front of his face, elbows propped on Thatcher’s desk. “And believe me, I have plenty of people embedded within their ranks, let alone on their periphery. That’s one leaky organization. It’s probably why I missed the Volkov-Baumann thing...because I was so focused on drinking from the fire hose of information I was extracting from the UNC, and panning it for gold.”

Thatcher had seen that as the excuse it was, but decided not to call Mittelman on it. “So what do you have for me?”

For once, Mittelman had been as ready to get to the point as Thatcher was. “There’s a corp called Solari Group, with orbital research facilities scattered more or less randomly throughout Clime, but with a heavier concentration in the west—not far from our current position. They have just one client: the UNC. And they’ve been in bed together for a long, long time. Solari is the outfit that reverse engineered all the Xanthic tech for the UNC fifty years ago, and the UNC has kept them fed with a staggering black budget ever since, one big enough to make Ducas choke on his duck à l’orange. All on the condition that they drop every other client. A pretty cozy arrangement, and one the public has caught not a whiff of, in all these decades.”

“How’d you get the scent?”

“We both know it’s impolite to ask about my methods, Captain. The important thing is that you hit those facilities, yesterday. Trust me, nothing will draw out Greatheart quicker.”

And watching the tactical display now, Thatcher had to admit Mittelman had been right. The five super-ships that had been guarding the Zenith-Sunrise jump zone were now already here in Zenith, and their reinforcing fleet was pouring in behind them. Not quite at combat transition speeds—Thatcher doubted anyone in the UNC had ever seen any need to run the drills required to prepare adequately for those. But fast enough.

You would have paid for that, if we’d been waiting for you at the jump zone. And Thatcher doubted it would be the last time the UNC’s perception of its own omnipotence would come back to bite it. It certainly hadn’t been the first time.

Then again, Greatheart knew perfectly well that no hostile ships would be waiting for him at the jump zone. He knew where all of Thatcher’s ships were. But the general point still stands.

As the UNC force crossed Zenith, Thatcher’s hung back, near the jump gate into Moonlit, as if preparing to retreat if things got too hairy here.

In reality, he was giving Greatheart as much leeway as he could. To continue through Zenith, where Legion ships had already destroyed the two Solari research facilities that had been here, and on to Vault, where they’d taken out three more.

The next system west, Nimbus, had seven Solari stations, and Thatcher had already dispatched five battle groups to make their leisurely way there to destroy them. Leisurely, to give Greatheart time to come out and try to stop them.

He must realize what I’m doing. But apparently, it didn’t matter. After riots had swept colonies all around Sunrise System, after the people of Clime had coordinated a historic campaign to pressure their governing body to action, after corp after interstellar corp had petitioned the UNC to act...and after the UNC had failed utterly to respond to any of those...

...after all that, it was only after Solari fell under attack that Greatheart stirred from his fortress in Sunrise System.

The corp that helped the UNC rob humanity of the bounty that should have been ours, in the wake of the first war against the Xanthic. They’re the ones they care to save. Their partners in crime.

Thatcher’s cynical side, which didn’t need much inciting when it came to the UNC, suspected that the actual people comprising Solari Group didn’t matter much to Greatheart’s masters, the ones calling the shots. Possibly even the destruction of their facilities wasn’t what had drawn the admiral out.

No, Thatcher suspected it had been another masterstroke from Mittelman that had finally done it. The spymaster had suggested Thatcher let it be known that this time, he intended to infiltrate those stations before destroying them, to see what secrets might be uncovered. And according to Mittelman’s intel, the secrets stored in the databases kept in Solari’s Nimbus facilities were juicy indeed.

And so here Greatheart was, risking it all to prevent those secrets from coming to light.

Oh, to be a fly on the wall of Lance Reardon’s office right now. Thatcher didn’t want to delight in contemplating the panic the man must be experiencing. But he delighted in it nevertheless.

The only thing that could make that mental picture sweeter would be to know that Henrietta Cordone was there with him, in all her officiousness, to share in that panic.

One could only hope.


Chapter Fifteen




Aboard the Colossus

Nimbus System, Clime Region

Earth Year 2293




“There’s no one here, Appleton,” Greatheart said, his voice stern but restrained. He didn’t need to lay his displeasure on very thickly to get his point across. His tone, combined with the fact he’d left out “Captain,” was enough to make the man start in his seat.

“Er...no, Admiral. There isn’t.”

“What are we meant to do, then? Set up defenses here as well as in Sunrise? And how long are we to wait for Thatcher to come and tangle with us?” He glanced at the Tactical display for at least the third time since entering the system, noting the three jump zones, which at least were fewer choke points than Sunrise had.

“I...I don’t know, Admiral. O-our orders—”

“I’m well aware of our orders,” Greatheart roared, and Appleton cringed away from the increase in volume.

That should teach him to try to deflect responsibility to the higher-ups. Even though it had been UNC leadership that had insisted on protecting Solari Group, at the risk of compromising Sunrise, for Appleton to point that out violated the parameters of the role Greatheart had assigned to him.

Captain Appleton’s own CIC officers were all staring at him wearing expressions that ranged from disdain to open scorn. The more time went on, the more they seemed to warm up to the role Greatheart had bestowed on their captain—namely, that of the super-ship’s whipping boy.

If I ever leave this ship, she’ll be completely dysfunctional, Greatheart mused, almost chuckling. At least until they find a replacement for Appleton. Poor man.

The Colossus’ captain hadn’t been a bulwark of emotional fortitude to begin with, but since Greatheart had named the dreadnought his flagship, he’d watched Appleton slowly transform into a shuddering, twitching heap of a human. He’d gained weight, certainly, but that wasn’t quite why Greatheart called him a heap. It was more that he’d become almost single-faceted....uniform in substance, all throughout his being, right to his core. If he’d ever had any personality, he’d lost it, or at least it had become buried under stratum upon substratum of neuroses and paranoia provoked by wondering what twist of fate his superior would pin on him next.

In humanity’s ancient past, thousands and thousands of years ago, people couldn’t function without someone to heap their sins on. How could they live with the things they’d done, otherwise? Evil deeds piling up, year after year...it would have driven them mad, if they hadn’t taken those deeds and stuck them to someone else. Often, in the end, they’d kill their scapegoat in a ritual of purification. And perhaps Appleton’s distress would lead him to a premature, highly symbolic death. Greatheart just hoped it didn’t happen anytime soon, else he’d need to find someone equally spineless to replace him.

He really did have pity for the man. The irony was, Appleton didn’t realize how important to the Colossus’ operation he truly was. They’d reached a point in human history of unprecedented peril, and as the crew of the flagship leading the UNC’s super-ship fleet, the men and women surrounding him stood as a bulwark against that peril. The weight of the Dawn Cluster was on their shoulders, and it was simply too much for them to bear.

At such an unparalleled time, Greatheart had discovered great utility in setting up Appleton as the sacrificial goat to absorb all that stress and negativity. In a sense, Appleton had become his most important military asset. He’d spent a lot of time thinking about how he might expand the man’s role, so that he might take on the sins of the entire super-ship fleet...but it would never work. That would involve too much exposure, and bleeding hearts aboard the other ships, perhaps even aboard his own, would begin to whine about Appleton’s treatment. Appleton wasn’t pure enough for everyone to hate him, and so it was definitely best to confine the scapegoating to the Colossus’ CIC, where it could remain the secret delight of Greatheart and the other officers there. The other ships would just have to elect scapegoats of their own.

If they knew what was truly good for them. Which, Greatheart felt sure they didn’t.

Turning to the tactical display once again, he sighed. It certainly helped to have a convenient vehicle to vent his frustration at a time like this. If it had been up to him, he would have told the Solari c-suite to go fly—in a mealy mouthed, bureaucratic way if he’d needed to, but he still would have told them to go fly, just like Reardon had told those civil advocacy groups, governments, and corporate conglomerates to go fly when they’d begged him to send out super-ships to protect them.

When Reardon had held out even against those high-powered executives, a tiny flame of hope had sprung up in Greatheart’s bosom, that maybe, just maybe, the secretary-general would stand firm on something for once.

Then Solari had come knocking, and it had all fallen apart.

Greatheart’s fleet was almost finished transitioning through the jump gate, and he rubbed his eyes, suddenly feeling almost too tired to think. He needed to come up with a sensible distribution of his ships, one designed to defend the seven far-flung Solari stations most efficiently. But unsurprisingly, whoever had built them where they’d built them had given zero thought to their defensibility.

It’s bad enough I have to lead this fleet three systems away from the protection of the rest of the UNC forces in Sunrise. Now I have to divide them up even further.

All he wanted to do right now was take a nap. But if he didn’t tell his forces where to go, who would? Appleton?

The humor in the thought nourished him, enough that he sat a little straighter and got to work.

Soon enough, his fleet split into three, each sailing for orbits where they’d be able to quickly respond to attacks on up to three nearby facilities.

Something caught his eye at the jump zone out of Vault, even before Summers could proclaim the development from the Ops station. A blip representing—what? He instructed his holoscreen to give him a more granular view, but Summers finally spoke as he was calling up the more detailed information.

“Admiral, a Legion probe just entered the system.”

Greatheart narrowed his eyes. What could Thatcher possibly expect to witness through the probe, beyond the obvious?

Then, it came to him: He’s checking to see if we’re guarding that zone. Because he’s about to send in ships.

But that seemed extremely premature. Yes, Thatcher had had warships in Zenith as Greatheart’s fleet had passed through, but their force had seemed almost pathetic in comparison. It lacked Legion’s only super-ship, and even Greatheart’s non-super-ship units far outnumbered it.

There’s no way he’d be assaulting this system now. Not with that force. And he wouldn’t have been able to get reinforcements any faster, since Vault was a straight thoroughfare, with no other ingresses beyond the ones out of Zenith and Nimbus.

Nevertheless, Legion warships began entering the system, leaving far shorter transition intervals than UNC forces ever had.

“Admiral?”

But Greatheart’s eyes were already flitting to the other jump zones into Nimbus System, almost instinctively. Sure enough, ships were already entering out of both corresponding systems. Which, given the distances involved and the time it would have taken their light to reach the Colossus’ sensors, meant that they’d actually entered Nimbus nearly an hour ago. “I see them, Summers,” he growled.

Given that the three jump zones were far from equidistant from his super-ship, what were the chances he’d be picking up their arrivals all at the same time?

Zero, those are the chances. Zero, unless Thatcher planned it that way.

The man clearly wanted Greatheart to know the situation he was in: that somehow, Legion ships had been able to get into position for a coordinated assault on Nimbus System much faster than they should have.

Why would he want that? Because he wanted Greatheart to call for backup from Sunrise System.

But as dozens of warships gathered in the system, and then dozens became hundreds, Greatheart saw that he had no choice.

“Contact Reardon,” he told Summers through gritted teeth. “Tell him we need reinforcements.”

In the captain’s chair, Appleton only cowered, as if in anticipation of a blow that never came.
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As the Jersey transitioned into Nimbus System and the tactical display began populating with perhaps the most units Thatcher had ever seen in one system, he knew in his bones that the time had come. There would never be a better opportunity than this to deal with the UNC—at least, the UNC that yet survived on this side of the galaxy. What he would find once he reestablished the wormhole and led his spacers through it, only God knew.

“Sir, I just received a worrying transmission from Captain Sidorov,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “He believes someone aboard his ship leaked to UNC command the repairs the Octave had done at a Helio base in Cloudscape System.”

Thatcher nodded in acknowledgment, already calling up the Octave’s current loadout for review. “Hmm.” He didn’t see a whole lot to worry about, here. Yes, at least one of these modules would reveal a piece of Thatcher’s strategy, but it wouldn’t tell the whole story. Far from it.

“Thank you for bringing this to my attention, Lucy,” he said. “But I don’t think it will much matter. Especially not the upgraded afterburners, since we’ve already made the most of them.” It was the fleetwide afterburner upgrades that had allowed Thatcher to get the jump on Greatheart, showing up with hundreds of ships hours before the admiral could possibly have anticipated them.

“Aye, sir,” Guerrero said.

Thatcher returned his attention to Nimbus System, and the tactical situation taking shape there.

No, I don’t think it will make much difference at all, he mused as a smile crept across his face.

It wasn’t the development of the battlespace that made him smile—at least, not only that.

It was the thought that it seemed he would end his Dawn Cluster military career in the same way he started it.

With a Hellfire barrage.
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“Ops, what’s the gravitational lensing outlook?” Russo asked, sure there was something wrong from a technical perspective with what he was saying, but not much caring at the moment. The ensign would understand what he meant.

“Not great, sir,” Ensign Pennock said. “Well, actually there’s a significant amount of it—but nowhere does it correspond with breaks in the asteroid belt big enough to represent a good place to bring in a fleet via jump bridge.”

“Acknowledged,” Russo said, and he hoped he sounded a lot more confident than he felt. His eyes flitted back to his holoscreen, and he swallowed. It showed four UNC fleets, each consisting of five super-ships, dozens of other damage dealers, and a full complement of support ships—and all of them maneuvering for an advantageous position on Russo’s force.

So far, everything had gone according to Thatcher’s plan. Once Greatheart had realized his situation in Nimbus System, he hadn’t hesitated to call in his reserve fleet as backup: the same fleet that had been guarding the jump zone Greatheart’s fleet had abandoned.

Clearly, the UNC had thought they could plug the hole in their defenses before the rest of the Legion-Terminus-Red Sky juggernaut came swarming in to their Sunrise stronghold.

But they’d been wrong. Thanks to instant-comm-equipped sensors concealed in multiple locations throughout Zenith System, Russo had known the instant the reserve fleet had abandoned its post...and also the instant it had departed Zenith, on its way to provide relief to Greatheart in Nimbus.

At that moment, he’d ordered every ship within three systems to head for the Zenith-Sunrise jump gate, a journey they’d made in a fraction of the time a UNC fleet could have made it. Even with upgraded afterburners, his own Valiant couldn’t move quite so fast, but he’d stationed it near Zenith to begin with, to compensate for how quickly his smaller units would come together.

Of course, over half the allied fleet was still distributed throughout the eastern systems near Sunrise, engulfing it like a crescent moon. Many of them sailed through systems with no jump gate connecting it to Sunrise, and if the forces that were near one of the gates tried to enter, they’d quickly find themselves facing a UNC fleet complete with multiple super-ships. Russo had no doubt the enemy commanders would turn back to secure the jump gates against such an incursion.

One thing could change the situation: jump bridges. Every allied fleet of meaningful size was now accompanied by a cruiser that had been hollowed out for the purposes of carrying enough capacitor power to generate one. But it remained far from clear whether Russo would be able to make use of them.

If my eastern forces can’t join us, we’re doomed. It was as simple as that.

He suppressed a sigh. He’d known he’d be taking a risk by taking his fleet into Sunrise at all. But the jump zone abandoned by Greatheart, and then by the reserve fleet, would only have remained open for so long. It had seemed imperative to pounce at the opportunity, and so he had.

It still seemed beyond belief that they couldn’t get a good picture of gravitational lensing on the system’s periphery from images gleaned from the private sensors strewn throughout the system. There was, after all, probably more sensor coverage in Sunrise than in any other system in the Dawn Cluster.

But even the sensor feeds from the dozens of orbital stations built and maintained by nation-states weren’t sophisticated enough for the task. Not the publicly available ones, anyway. The cutting edge sensor tech was apparently reserved for the UNC military vessels, or for science vessels, both which were careful to encrypt their feeds.

And so Russo had been forced to roll the dice, gambling that there would be somewhere for the other fleets to enter, the fleets he’d stationed in multiple strategic locations in neighboring systems.

They had plenty of ingress points, of course. There’d been plenty of time to locate those, in the weeks they’d spent circling Sunrise. But no egress points.

“Still nothing, sir,” the Ops officer said, even though Russo hadn’t yet asked. He’d been about to, but he hadn’t yet.

“Acknowledged,” Russo muttered. On the tactical display, the massive UNC fleets gathered slowly together, like four fingers closing into a fist.
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Thatcher had seen to it that both Legion and Terminus had come to the Dawn Cluster’s cold regions with ships packed full of Hellborns. Everywhere one of the missiles could safely fit, one was put, and he’d gone as far as to have extra missile launchers installed to increase the general rate of fire even further.

Mikhail Volkov was many things, but a slouch wasn’t one of them. Red Sky had come similarly armed. And though a significant amount of ordinance had been expended during Thatcher’s and Russo’s initial invasion from the west and north, there had been plenty of time to restock during the weeks they’d circled Sunrise System like birds of prey.

And so they had restocked, largely from their own production ships.

That fact was reflected now by the tactical display, which looked cluttered even in the holotank’s expanded view of the system. Thousands upon thousands of Hellborns flew toward Greatheart’s fleet, from two different directions, in a Hellfire barrage the likes of which the Cluster had never seen. Glowing black icons filled the holotank, to the point where Thatcher had to tell Guerrero to turn down their size on the graphical interface.

“Aye, sir,” Guerrero said.

She went a step further, instructing the computer to combine missiles in close proximity to each other into numbered groups. That made things a lot cleaner, and let Thatcher get a clearer view of what was actually going on in Nimbus System.

He’d had a suspicion that Greatheart had followed orders to leave Sunrise System with great reluctance, and what he saw now in the man’s fleet posture seemed to confirm that.

Thatcher had ordered the missile barrage divided between two groups of targets: the seven Solari Group facilities in-system, and the ships positioned to defend them. But none of the warships under the enemy admiral’s command showed any interest in neutralizing the missiles aimed at those facilities. Instead, they focused their fire on the Hellborns targeting their own ships.

So he’s not suicidally dedicated to keeping the UNC’s secrets, then. Thatcher supposed that wasn’t the most revelatory piece of intel, but it was intel nonetheless. As an ancient Chinese battle commander had once said, If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. Every piece of information about an enemy was relevant, even if it only helped recalibrate the finer points of one’s understanding.

As for the revelation that Greatheart wasn’t willing to put his life on the line, nor the lives of his spacers, to defend the Solari installations...it did come as something of a relief to Thatcher, since he’d based part of his tactics on the expectation that it would indeed be the case.

Because, as it turned out, the missiles headed for the Solari Group facilities weren’t actually intended for those facilities.

“Sir,” Guerrero said, a note of consternation in her voice. “Some of our missiles seem to be veering off-course.”

“Incorrect,” he said, and his Ops officer turned, perhaps upon hearing the smile in his voice. They were well past the point where Greatheart and his captains might be warned by real-time comms of what was coming at them, and Thatcher always ensured his instant comm units were tightly monitored and controlled. So he felt okay letting his officers in on his strategy, now. “Those missiles are following exactly the courses that were programmed into them.”

Understanding slowly dawned on Guerrero’s face, like the sun’s first rays shining over the horizon. Meanwhile, inside the holotank, the numbered groups of Hellborns that had been headed for the Solari installations now each turned toward a super-ship.

During the recent fleetwide overhaul he’d ordered, Thatcher hadn’t just used the cold-region Helio bases to swap out modules. He’d also swapped out over five hundred laser warheads for something a little more novel.

Those warheads now all carried directional EMP technology. And as they neared the super-ships, they activated their EMP beams, doing damage to the enemy shields on a level laser warheads simply weren’t capable of.

By the time the enemy commanders figured out what was going on, and began targeting down the EMP-capable Hellborns, most of the thousands of laser-capable missiles had already entered firing range and were spraying the already thoroughly disrupted shields with their own thin blue beams.

Watching the super-ships’ shields suffer under the EMP onslaught wasn’t quite like watching a shield slowly destabilize from laser attacks. Instead, the shields jerked wildly, occasionally seeming to blink out of existence before reappearing in a different configuration.

And with the addition of thousands of little lasers, the show became all the wilder.

For the first time in Thatcher’s career, he was about to engage ships whose shields had almost completely been taken care of by virtue of Hellborn warheads alone.

Today will not end well for the UNC.

“Sir, I just received a distress call from Admiral Russo,” Guerrero said.

His gaze snapped onto his Ops officer’s, his head suddenly tight with the pressure of blood pounding through his temples. “A distress call?” What was the point of a distress call, when Russo’s forces were three systems away from here, with Thatcher’s fleet heavily engaged?

But Russo was far from a frivolous man. His words meant something, and a distress call from him was a true matter of concern.

“Aye, sir,” Guerrero answered. “The UNC forces in Sunrise System are on the verge of outmaneuvering him. He says unless something changes soon, he expects a slaughter on the level of the fate Captain Garnier met in Callosity System.”

Icicles stabbed at Thatcher’s belly. A victory here in Nimbus will mean nothing if Russo is routed in Sunrise.

He forced himself to breathe, and to think. I need more information. “Lucy, get me Admiral Russo.”
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Russo’s Ops officer twisted in his seat with a force and speed that seemed anatomically questionable. “Admiral, Captain Thatcher wants to speak with you directly.”

Russo nodded, feeling somewhat ashamed at the wave of relief that washed through him at the news. “Patch him through directly to my console, Pennock,” he said.

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher appeared in the holoscreen, looking just as calm as Russo had come to expect. “Lucio. I’m told you find yourself in something of a pickle.”

Strangely, the wild understatement served to soothe Russo just as much as the sight of Thatcher looking up at him from his console. The Hammer is here now, a small voice said from inside him, one that sounded suspiciously like the same voice that had once asked its mother to check inside the wardrobe for Xanthic. He’ll know what to do.

Russo’s shame burned even hotter at the realization of the infantilizing effect that contact with his commander apparently had under these dire circumstances. The same commander who you outrank, don’t forget. This time, the voice was not that of his boyhood self, but his stepfather’s ever-admonishing tone.

What a strange universe, that would put him under the command of his junior, both in rank and age. But Thatcher’s reputation and his moxie carried an authority of their own, such that once his career had attained a certain momentum, no one had ever questioned the decision to hand the reins over to him at the earliest opportunity. Even after he’d stumbled, multiple times in a row, most people had no trouble renewing their faith in the man, to give him one last chance. After all, who else was around who they’d be willing to trust on the level they trusted the Hammer, shrouded as he was in legend and prophecy?

“Yes, it seems so,” Russo said wanly, forcing a smile. “A pickle indeed.”

“Have your Ops officer send me an executive summary of all the sensor data collected by your fleet in Sunrise System.”

“Yes,” Russo said, managing not to stammer in his eagerness to comply. “Of course. Right away.”

To the man’s credit, the Valiant’s Ops officer had an updated summary nearly ready to go, and within minutes it was transmitted to Thatcher’s console aboard the Jersey. Russo watched the tactical display nervously as the four UNC forces sailed across Sunrise, converging on his fleet like the fingers of a cosmic fist.

He’d planned to use a jump bridge to outflank one of those fleets before the others could catch up, decimating it even as reinforcements poured into Sunrise from other systems. But since they’d found no usable egress points for such a bridge, that plan had been completely dashed.

No plan ever survives contact with the enemy, a nineteenth-century Prussian general had once said—Russo couldn’t dredge up the man’s name from his memory. It wasn’t as though an abrupt change in fortunes was unusual, in war.

So what’s happening to me, exactly? How did I get this far in my career, if I apparently freeze at the first change of the solar winds?

Had his victories against those first few super-ships in Clime’s north made him overconfident?

Perhaps...but that didn’t explain how he came to find himself sitting in the command seat of Legion’s first and only super-ship, in command of half the Legion-Terminus-Red Sky forces arrayed against the UNC, feeling helpless as a babe waiting for its mother to come and comfort it.

The answer struck him like a thunder bolt in the middle of a tinder-dry field: it was Thatcher!

The man was a historically unparalleled military genius. Yes, men like him had appeared before, but no more than once an age. Moreover, Thatcher was a champion micromanager, despite his various efforts not to be. He had an enormous capacity to monitor and direct multiple battlespace threads, and for the most part, his subordinates invited it. Even when separated from him by a system, when real-time comm lag would have precluded his counsel, they simply turned to the nearest comm unit.

They’d come to depend on him far too much. And only now, with dozens of separate forces spread across nearly as many systems, had their military operations finally exceeded Thatcher’s cognitive bandwidth. To compensate for that, Russo had so far been given agency in this campaign, and he’d benefited from tactical masterstrokes that had mostly been teed up for him by Thatcher.

Now that one of those masterstrokes—using jump bridges to outflank the UNC, another Thatcher innovation—had chanced to falter, Russo found himself utterly at a loss for what to do.

And so he’d sent a distress call to Thatcher, who was engaged in a titanic struggle of his own. Against Admiral Greatheart, no less, with the UNC reserve fleet sailing westward at full fleet acceleration, doubtless intent on hitting Thatcher’s force from behind.

Russo had sent a distress call, throwing himself on the captain’s mercy and military brilliance, asking him to turn away from the plight of the spacers he led in Nimbus System for long enough to haul Russo’s bacon out of the fire.

“Lucio, you’re not going to like this,” Thatcher said, cutting into his reverie.

“Surely I’ll like it better than my current situation.”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether it works.” Thatcher leaned forward, his face growing in the holoscreen. “I want you to split your fleet into its predesignated battle groups, with each one taking a different course. I have Sullivan working on the astrogation right now, in concert with a few of his counterparts aboard other ships, here. These courses will put each battle group in a good position to scan and analyze new sections of the asteroid belt. The bad news is, the UNC will hunt you as you do this. And they’ll almost certainly go after the battle group which the Valiant belongs to.”

Russo nodded, swallowing. He was right. I don’t like this.

But what alternative was there? “So we’re still banking on establishing a jump bridge into the system, then.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t see another way.”

Russo suppressed a sigh. “You’re right. If you can send me the courses, I’ll have my ships execute them.”

“Sullivan will have them to your Nav officer shortly, for forwarding to her counterparts throughout your fleet.”

“Tad...thank you.”

Thatcher gave a tight smile. “I know you’d do the same for me. Thatcher out.”

The holoscreen went blank for a split second, before returning to a tactical view of Sunrise System.

You’re right, I would. If I had the capacity.

Unfortunately, it seemed he’d become just as reliant on the Hammer as any of them.

Whether that would lead humanity to a good outcome—since by now, no one could deny that humanity’s fate rested squarely on Thatcher’s shoulders—well, that was anyone’s guess.
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“What happens on the day of battle is so unimportant as to almost be irrelevant,” his grandfather had said to him during one of their riverside walks.

Thatcher had turned toward Edward Thatcher, his brows knitted in a quizzical expression. Beyond his grandfather, the Missouri River meandered past, going in the opposite direction. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that there’s so much that counts for more. The training of the people under your command. Their morale, and how much they trust you. How well you know the enemy’s position, their capabilities, their turn of mind. How well you plan, and how flexible your plan proves once everything falls apart.”

“Ha,” Thatcher said, with triumph. He’d been well into his adolescence, at that point, and had taken up questioning his grandfather much more than he had in his youth. A habit his grandfather encouraged. “So the battle does matter, then. You have to be ready to adapt, to improvise, on the day of the engagement.”

“Even that is a product of your preparation,” Edward had said, without missing a beat. “Effective improvisation is only possible when you’ve drilled everything else so many times you can carry it out without thought.”

Thatcher had accepted the lesson, as he had virtually all of what his grandfather had had to teach him. But on some level, he’d never truly believed it...not until he’d finally faced combat from the command seat, with the lives of hundreds dependent on how well he made each decision. Hundreds of lives, and then thousands, and then tens of thousands. And now...well, who knew how many lives hung in the balance, today? The lives of those who lived in the Dawn Cluster, along with whoever the Xanthic had left alive in Earth Local Space, perhaps even the lives of countless future generations.

By now, he believed it with every fiber of his being. He’d seen it play out too many times not to. And now, today, he was witnessing it once again.

Greatheart had allowed himself to be ordered out of Sunrise System, orders he never should have followed. And now, isolated in Nimbus System—isolated, in spite of the reserve fleet that rushed to reinforce him in time—he had fallen victim to Thatcher’s careful preparation. His deliberately laid traps.

Upgraded afterburners had allowed Thatcher to encircle the enemy force, and the innovation of missiles equipped with directional EMP warheads had decimated the enemy’s shields faster than anyone, even Thatcher, had expected. He knew that was partly due to the sheer number of EMP-equipped missiles he’d launched, but not only that. After today, shields would likely be significantly downgraded in importance, and forces would know to rely on them far less. That felt a little like the end of an era.

At any rate, Thatcher’s preparation had encountered Greatheart’s mistakes, and the result was a slaughter, on a level Thatcher had never witnessed throughout the Dawn Cluster. The way the super-ships’ shields fell apart like gauze before the EMP-equipped Hellborns, giving way for the hulls they protected to be ravaged by successive waves of conventional missiles, and then by railgun fire....

Well, it isn’t totally surprising.

For over a century, the UNC had relied on fielding fleets that were undeniably superior. Now that it finally had a true challenger, in the combined forces of Legion, Terminus, and Red Sky, those decades of superiority showed their true cost. Greatheart was renowned as the UNC’s finest commander...and here was his performance. He was helpless before a commander who’d spent the last several years constantly in the fray.

“Sir, Greatheart has formally tendered his surrender.” Guerrero sat rigid as she said the words, and she didn’t look at Thatcher, as though she feared his reaction.

It made him smile sadly. “Tell all ships to cease firing, then, Lucy. As for Greatheart, tell him to evacuate all personnel from every vessel—except for his CIC crews, and any other personnel necessary for running each ship. Once you’ve done that, I want you to coordinate with your counterparts to begin distributing orders to marine companies. They are to board those ships and ensure the compliance of the UNC crews in carrying out my orders.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher allowed himself a moment to lean back in the command seat and take in the battlespace, where ordnance had already stopped flying, with fewer beams crisscrossing the void. Some of the Hellborns already in play could be sent deactivation commands, though many of them would still need to be contended with by the UNC ships, and the railgun rounds could not be un-fired. Even as he watched, a UNC frigate blew apart under a volley of solid-core rounds. Her crew had been just seconds away from being spared by Greatheart’s surrender.

As for the UNC personnel he would now rely on to operate the roughly two hundred ships he planned to add to his fleet...he had no worries about them. UNC positions paid well, but he felt confident that any given crewmember’s loyalty would not exceed his paycheck.

The UNC never had the moral authority to govern humanity. Surely even those who sold their souls to lord over their fellows know that.




***
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We weren’t prepared for this. The words dropped into Lucio Russo’s mind unbidden, like acid rain.

Unbidden as they were, the words were no less true for that, and as the Valiant groaned under an acceleration he’d never expected to ask of her, Russo found himself wondering who he could justifiably blame for just how unready they truly were.

As Thatcher had predicted, the closest UNC fleet had focused exclusively on chasing the battle group which Russo’s super-ship belonged to. And while they were targeting every ship with their weapons fire, most of it was devoted to the Valiant.

“Sixty-seven percent, sir,” his Ops officer said, calling out the latest reading on the super-ship’s shield, whose integrity had been falling at an alarming rate since the pursuing UNC force had entered firing range. Even with four nearby logistics ships bolstering it.

“Have we detected any new gravitational lensing in the system’s asteroid belt?” Russo asked through gritted teeth.

“Negative, sir,” Ensign Pennock said, and Russo had to give it to the man: he sounded remarkably calm, considering their situation.

Can I blame Thatcher? Russo asked himself. Shall I curse him with my dying breath?

He shook himself in an attempt to cast off the stark fatalism of his thoughts. You aren’t going to die, he told himself. Not today. But the words didn’t do much to convince him.

It was Thatcher’s plan that sent me into Freedom, through the gap in the UNC defenses created by the reserve fleet’s departure.

Coming here had been a gamble, given the lack of adequate visual scans of Freedom System’s asteroid belt. Sometimes, calculated gambles must factor into strategy. But had there truly not been a better way? A backup plan, perhaps, to spare Russo and his crew from the fate that seemed about to befall them?

If there had been, then Russo knew he had to blame himself at least as much as he blamed Thatcher. It was partly my over-reliance on the man that brought me here. He might have spent more time going over contingencies, thinking through possible developments, and planning his reactions. But he hadn’t. Instead, he’d busied himself with details. Readiness reports, routine inspections and drills, crew morale. He’d even gone as far as to imitate Thatcher, in fielding ideas from subordinates. All important things, perhaps, but in the end he was the commander. Ultimate responsibility lay with him.

He should have seen this coming.

Thatcher wasn’t a god, but they’d come to treat him like one. He wasn’t all-knowing, but in assuming he would spot every danger before it reared its head, they’d acted as though he was.

They’d all done it—but more importantly, Russo had done it. His own were the only actions he had any control over. The buck stopped with him.

“Fifty-nine percent, sir,” the Ops officer called out.

Russo grimaced. The shield integrity wasn’t exactly plummeting, but how much time did they truly have? Not only did they need to identify an unobstructed patch of dark matter with sufficient density, but then a reinforcing fleet needed to jump there. After that, they would still have to sail toward Russo’s beleaguered force within a meaningful time frame.

If he was being honest with himself, that simply didn’t seem possible, with five UNC super-ships hard on his heels, along with dozens of damage dealers all raining havoc down on the shields of Legion, Terminus, and Red Sky ships alike.

I can’t justify ordering any more logistics ships to lend their maser beams to stabilizing our shield. That would mean the demise of other ships would come sooner.

Or could he? He was the commander of this force, after all. His death would send the chain of command into disarray, and the loss of the Valiant, the allies’ only super-ship, would decimate morale.

“Fifty-four percent, sir.”

As if the UNC commander could hear his thoughts, still more enemy ships redirected their fire to the Valiant’s shield. Pennock remained silent, perhaps as shocked as Russo felt, but he could see the accelerated drop as well as his officer could.

Forty-four percent.

Thirty-six.

Twenty-seven.

He realized at that moment that it didn’t matter how many logistics ships he ordered to bolster his shield. It was going to fall. And then...then, what?

Then, whatever awaited in the hereafter. Because the UNC commander wouldn’t content himself with merely taking out the Valiant’s shield. That would be like reeling in a prize bass only to cast it back into the water.

He’ll want us dead. Of course he will. And so we’ll die.

“S-sir?” his Tactical officer stammered from his seat to Russo’s left.

“Yes?”

“Perhaps we should consider surrendering.”

Surrender. The word knocked around Russo’s skull like a foreign object. “Surrender,” he said in a low voice, tasting its strangeness.

Someone under Captain Tad Thatcher’s direct command, surrendering? It was a foreign concept. Did the lion surrender to its prey? Did the hammer surrender to the nail? It seemed an impossible interaction to conceptualize. A category error.

Except, that was what people did in such situations, wasn’t it? When hope was lost, and the lives of one’s subordinates were at stake, it remained the only humane option.

“Yes,” Russo said slowly, as though waking from a dream. “I suppose we might.”

“Twelve percent, sir.”

“Ops, contact the UNC commander,” Russo said, warming up to things faster than he would have expected. “Tell him we surrender.”

“Message sent,” the Ops officer said, fast enough that he must already have prepared its contents. “Three percent. No answer as yet, sir.” His next words came out sounding strangled. “Our shield just fell, sir.”

A hum rose up from the deck, through Russo’s armrests and into his arms, which suddenly felt like they’d fallen asleep. A result of the rapid vibrations of massive amounts of energy being dumped into the Valiant’s superstructure.

“Send the message again,” Russo said. “Broadcast our surrender for the system to hear.”

The Ops officer nodded sharply, his fingers already flying across his console. Meanwhile, something exploded several hundred meters behind Russo, rocking him forward in his seat, straining his restraints.

To his credit, the Ops officer recovered quickly, completing the messaging and sending it with remarkable speed, all things considered. “Broadcast sent. Sir—sir, we have something!”

“A response?”

“No, sir. We’re picking up gravitational lensing in the system’s northwest quadrant. North-northwest, to be exact. And—yes! Our easternmost battle group just picked up another possible egress point, in the northeast!”

The flicker of hope that flared in Russo’s chest felt odd, in contrast with his sinking stomach. Another explosion shook the colossal ship, this one much closer, and another came seconds later. All was chaos. Russo felt like a rag doll, tossed against his restraints again and again, his teeth rattling in his head.

“Anything from the UNC commander!” he roared, unable to mask his anguish any longer.

“No, sir,” Pennock said, and again Russo marveled at how calm the man still sounded.

At that moment the bulkhead blew inward, flame and shrapnel rushing in to claim the CIC. Something pierced Russo’s skull—he was conscious of its entry in the instant before everything went dark.
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Only aboard a super-ship was there a hope of accommodating everyone who wanted to attend the funeral.

Guerrero was looking at him as they filed into the massive cargo space, to take their positions in the very front row of the sea of folding chairs that had been arranged in orderly rows.

He returned her wistful look with a sad smile. He wanted to comfort her further, but to lay a hand on her shoulder in this setting would be indecorous.

This funeral was for everyone whose families who, like Russo’s, weren’t in the Dawn Cluster, and so couldn’t attend. He’d considered delaying it until they reopened the wormhole, but he didn’t know what they’d find there, and he hadn’t wanted to risk losing the opportunity to honor the fallen.

The coming weeks would see countless more funerals all across the Dawn Cluster, as the families of spacers flocked to Sunrise System, or bodies made their way to colonies their owners had once called home.

Spacer tradition dictated the commitment of corpses to the void, but today there were very few actual bodies to commit. Most of the thousands who’d died, aboard the Valiant and aboard other ships, hadn’t left bodies behind to recover. Certainly, none of the Valiant’s fallen crew had. Yes, some had managed to escape in shuttles, or to leap from airlocks in pressure suits. Most of the latter had died...but like their crewmates who’d remained aboard the ship, their bodies had been completely vaporized, leaving behind not a trace for those left to mourn them.

The Valiant, whose surrender the UNC had denied.

He understood why they’d done it, on a strategic level. They’d known Thatcher would come here soon, and they hadn’t wanted to give him any extra ships to liberate, to use against them in his final attack on the system.

And they’d been right to fear that. Because he had come. And with a fleet of newly acquired super-ships, in the wake of Greatheart’s surrender, followed by that of the reserve fleet, he’d defeated them handily.

They’d been right to fear that. But it didn’t mean he could forgive them. Not for killing a man who had become a dear friend, not to mention his loyal crew, who’d all known exactly what they were risking in the fight for humanity’s future.

Just as he couldn’t forgive himself, for denying the surrender of a super-ship’s crew, back in Rubato System, in Jow Region. I set the precedent for it, didn’t I? The rules of engagement—or lack thereof—took shape around what I was willing to do.

Would God forgive him? He cast his mind back to the church he’d stumbled upon in New Karlstad, and his conversation with the priest there. Surely, there would be churches here in Sunrise just the same. He could go there and ask for absolution.

That would be rich. As the others prepared to charge through the soon-to-be-reopened wormhole, for him to head planetside for a day to beg forgiveness for his crimes....

Maybe a couple days, at least. It would have to be a long conversation, wouldn’t it?

Even if he had the time for it, he’d first need to convince himself that his hands could ever be washed clean, after all the blood they’d spilled. Casting his thoughts over everything he’d done these last few years boggled the mind. The Dawn Cluster would never be the same—humanity would never be the same. So many young men and women had willingly cast themselves into the crucible of battle, and that crucible had chewed them up and spat them out.

Untold hundreds of thousands, gone. Countless families left with gaping holes. The entire Cluster had to be in mourning, by now. And he’d barely stopped to notice, too focused on the mission Admiral Faulkner had tasked him with, what felt like so long ago. To unite the Dawn Cluster. To prepare humanity to defeat the Xanthic.

Is this what unity looks like? He cast his gaze across the thousands of chairs, soon to be filled by spacers, with plenty of standing room beyond. In a sense, I suppose. But what has unified us? Bloodshed. Death. Victory at all costs.

Well, here’s the cost.

The funeral lasted for a little over an hour, and for about ten minutes in the middle of that he was called on to stand up and deliver some remarks. He rose from his chair, his legs like lead as he made his way to the podium.

His comm was preloaded with words written by a speechwriter he’d allowed Mittelman to hire, words filled with platitudes aimed mostly at the hearts of the deceased’s family members. Little attempts, they were, to justify the sacrifices their loved ones had made. Words that extolled the cause they’d died for. Words that even tried to glorify those deaths.

But as he took the podium, he found himself leaving his comm holstered, and speaking the first words that came to his head.

“What happened to us?” he asked the assembled crowd, and as he saw the blank expressions that stared back at him, punctuated here and there by looks of consternation, even horror—as he saw the real-time reactions to his words, and realized countless thousands more would be reacting to them in real-time as they watched via instant comm—the now-familiar sensation returned to him that he was living in a dream. Or perhaps a waking nightmare.

“What happened to us?” he asked again, and more faces turned from neutrality to dismay. These aren’t the words of a strong leader with a firm grasp on the situation, are they? Those words are sitting on my comm.

But they were also a lie. Because, who could truly have a grasp on a situation like this? Poised on the brink of a bottomless chasm, with the bodies of thousands littering the ground behind?

“What happened to humanity, I mean?” he continued. “We seemed to have such promise, as we lifted ourselves up from the gravity well of Earth, mere centuries ago. Surely in flinging ourselves into the skies, and past those skies, we would transcend our base state. So we told ourselves. And so we ascended on columns of fire, sure that in doing so we would also escape the bloodshed and criminality that had dogged us for millennia.

“Then Yidu happened, with the Chinese government eradicating those independence-minded colonists from orbit. That scared the rest of us into finally handing over our freedoms to the one thing we’d fought against for so long: a single governing body, that would dictate to all of humanity, stripping every nation of its sovereignty. All for a hope of keeping safe in this terrifying new age of space, and the horrible possibilities it opened to us.

“Well, that gambit has finally reached its logical conclusion,” he told the assembled mourners, along with those hundreds of thousands, if not millions, watching over instant comm. “We defeated the leviathan we let rule us a mere week ago...and now that we have, so many things are coming to light.”

He closed his eyes, and wanted to leave them closed. Everything felt so heavy. A fatigue the likes of which he’d never experienced threatened to drag him down to the deck.

But he clung to the podium and kept speaking. “Just this morning, I was delivered an executive summary of everything we’ve learned as Legion analysts comb through the hundreds of UNC databases we’ve gained access to, not to mention the troves of data we found inside of Solari Group facilities. It seems our worst fears have proven true. Shortly after the wormhole’s collapse, those in the UNC’s upper echelons were approached by an envoy from the Xanthic. A man. Not Simon Moll—the aliens were too smart to reveal their main agent until they were sure of our government’s allegiance. So, not Moll, but someone just as traitorous to his species.

“This man, whose name was Aston Sallow, told them the Xanthic wanted to make them an offer. If the UNC did everything in its power to ensure the wormhole was never reopened, then the Xanthic would leave the Dawn Cluster intact. Which wasn’t to say they would never attack us here. Indeed, we all witnessed their assault on agricultural colonies, colonies that suspiciously were all located outside CoG territory. But Sallow did promise that, whenever the aliens did attack, it would only ever favor the UNC and their allies. The Cluster as a whole would be left for them to exploit and rule.

“The only price was never to reopen the wormhole. Never to reestablish contact with the rest of humanity, and never to offer them help in defending themselves against the Xanthic onslaught.”

Thatcher paused, gripping both sides of the podium, and finding it difficult to go on. But he had to go on. And so he did.

“Whether the aliens would have kept their end of this cursed bargain in the long run, we may never know—but I doubt it, for reasons I’ll explain in a moment. For now, suffice it to say that having defeated the UNC, we fully intend to reopen the wormhole, to finally provide aid to whatever remains of humanity on the other side. I’m sure I don’t have to explain just how depraved these UNC officials were to have struck the deal they did with our enemy.

“To you and I, it beggars belief to think anyone could stoop to the lows to which Lance Reardon and his cadre have stooped. But I also learned today exactly how they justified such a move.

“Our UNC overlords have always portrayed themselves as the high-minded saviors of humanity. They have always known best, or at least so their messaging goes, parroted by an ever-faithful media.

“In fact, so ethical are they that they’ve always been prepared to impose sacrifices on the rest of us in the name of upholding ideals and values which they’ve identified as the highest humans can attain to. Consider, for example, the way they stripped every nation of its sovereignty, along with all peoples of their freedom, regardless of nationality, ethnicity, or creed.

“They even hoarded technological advancements all to themselves, considering us too primitive to entrust their responsible use to us. As a result, humanity as a whole was woefully unprepared for the second Xanthic invasion, since the most advanced military hardware was held exclusively by an interstellar government which barely ever did any actual fighting.

“But the sacrifice I learned about today, the one they were prepared to make on all our behalf, dwarfs anything else they’ve done.

“As is generally known by now, the universe which the Xanthic come from runs chronologically opposite to ours. Their future is our past. Their yesterday, our tomorrow. They know this well, and they’ve been exploiting this interaction between our universes for a long time, manipulating the timeline by imposing their will on our past, little by little shaping events to their own ends.

“Cumulatively, they have been at work for countless millennia. But why go to such trouble? Why not wipe out humanity in a massive attack and be done with it?

“It’s because they lack the numbers to do so. You see, in our future, a massive attack is launched from Earth Local Space—an attack that is launched not across space, but across time. This all-out assault traverses millions of years, before crossing over into the Xanthic universe—at the dawn of Xanthic civilization.

“Our descendants kill many of the aliens. Not most of them—not even half of them. But millions upon millions of them fall.

“And even though this still leaves them with vast numbers, their universe is one of decreasing entropy, not increasing, and so many other things are reversed for them as well. Even though after the attack, they still have an enormous population, their numbers gradually dwindle with each generation due to a process the UNC’s scientists apparently call gorgonic progression, whereby the aliens’ DNA basically calcifies over time. Despite every effort to keep their birth rates high, they can’t escape the decline of their population—until it becomes what we’ve witnessed today. In our time, the Xanthic only had enough to win against either Earth Local Space, or the Dawn Cluster. Not both regions, not if we were fighting together to support each other. And so they engineered the wormhole’s collapse, to focus their efforts on Earth, since that is where our descendants would have launched their attack from.

“Except, it’s my belief that by neglecting the Dawn Cluster, the Xanthic miscalculated. I believe that we will become the ones to launch that attack into the future. That we will be the ones to keep the Xanthic at bay. And so nothing meaningful will change with the timeline. The Xanthic won’t get to replenish their numbers by preventing humanity’s assault from ever happening. Because our momentum is undeniable, now. We will become the ones to save humanity.”

Thatcher looked around at the spacers assembled. Many of those who’d looked upon him in horror before now had a new fire in their eyes.

“I firmly believe that the best thing we can do for our fallen brothers and sisters...is to avenge them. Let us not give up. Let us refuse to take any more punishment from this vile species, which has manipulated us time and time again. Which has turned our own people against us.

“That stops today. It stops now. Because today, I vow before you all not to rest until every last Xanthic is exterminated, from both universes. Forever.”

He didn’t expect cheering, since this was in fact a funeral, and meant to be a solemn event. But the assembled spacers did cheer. They cheered, and they leapt to their feet with fists in the air. And they shouted his name.

Not Tad Thatcher—but his other name.

Hammer.
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A strange mix of emotions coursed through Thatcher’s veins as he sat in the throne-like command seat and watched the space where the wormhole connecting the Dawn Cluster to Earth Local Space had once orbited. Where it will soon orbit again.

Hope...anxiety...and a curious, pensive whimsy, which seemed out of place given the circumstances.

He found himself contemplating the surrounding bulkheads, which felt new and strange to him, and considering the fact that even though he’d traveled back and forth across the Dawn Cluster multiple times, cumulatively spanning hundreds if not thousands of light years, he’d technically never left the chamber that was the New Jersey’s CIC. Technically, he’d sat in the same spot the entire time. It probably would have been possible to design an amusement ride to simulate every experience he’d ever had while commanding the light armored cruiser. Or a computer simulation.

Most likely, it was the fact that he’d finally traded the Jersey in for a much larger ship that had brought on these thoughts. Giving up his old command had felt like removing his own lung. It left a gaping hole inside him.

And this CIC felt wrong to him, with its floor-to-ceiling holoscreens spanning most of the chamber’s fore, in place of a holotank, and what felt like an unnatural vastness aboard a starship. He could have fit five of the New Jersey’s CIC inside this one. Moreover, his officers were arranged all around him, so that he could only see a few of them at a time. There was a control for rotating his chair built into the armrest, just below the instant comm panel, and operating it made him feel goofy as he spun around at a stately speed.

“Poor design,” he muttered, confident that his officers were now too far away from his seat to hear him.

But the clamor from Legion’s other leaders that he take command of one of their newly acquired super-ships had been too insistent, too united. And it had made too much sense. The loss of Lucio Russo was too fresh...and he’d been inside the Valiant, another dreadnought. None of them were invincible, and now that much more powerful ships were available, with far stronger armor, it had become irresponsible for Thatcher to remain in command of what Emilio Garcia had uncharitably called “a tin can in comparison.”

So here Thatcher was, stuck inside this new-fangled leviathan, where practicality had too much been sacrificed for flashiness.

Even so, he couldn’t deny that it packed a punch orders of magnitude more powerful than the Jersey’s. And he would be lying to himself to pretend that didn’t bring a certain thrill.

Still.... His eyes wandered to Lincoln Station, where he’d first laid eyes on the New Jersey in all her magnificence—the day he’d first taken command. The storied cruiser was docked at a Helio base now, due for a complete overhaul, and after that, who knew? He hadn’t asked. He couldn’t bring himself to ask.

Such a fine ship deserved a nobler end. She should have gone out in a blaze of glory.

Of course, that likely would have meant his crew also would have gone out in a blaze of glory. So he couldn’t truly wish for that, as much as he might want to wish it...for himself, at least.

Thinking of that day on Lincoln Station, the sprawling facility the United States had built for its permanent presence in the Dawn Cluster’s hub system of Sunrise, brought back another flood of memories. He remembered the shuttle ride out of Earth orbit up to the Goliath, and then meeting the fresh-faced Jimmy Devine as he disembarked onto the hulking transport ship. Devine, who’d turned out to be assigned to the very ship he would soon take command of.

Devine, who was one of the countless faces he would never look upon again. Not in this life.

Giving his head a shake, he returned his attention to the great, curved holoscreen at the front, contemplating the ships arrayed around the space where some of the Cluster’s finest scientific minds now worked to massage the dense patch of dark matter there into reforming into a galaxy-spanning wormhole.

It had already been quite a show to behold. Flashes of light had elicited excitement from Thatcher’s officers, who had oohed and aahed like a lakeside crowd watching a particularly elaborate fourth of July fireworks display. But so far, no wormhole had actually coalesced.

There was some concern among what Garcia affectionately called the eggheads that a catastrophic release of energy might be produced by their efforts, and as such, half of them remained in Zenith system, where they would be safe from such an outcome.

There’d been some talk about whether the hundreds of warships in-system should also be moved into Zenith, or one of the other connected systems. But there’d been no real will to do so. Sunrise System was home to tens of billions, and no one had the stomach to abandon all those civilians to the possibility that Xanthic would come flooding in at the wormhole’s reopening.

Thatcher retained control of twelve of the twenty-three UNC super-ships they’d managed to capture, slightly more than half. As loathe as he was to relinquish any of them, Baumann and Volkov had been united in their insistence that they be given their eleven, and to try to deny them that likely would have meant war.

Getting over half truly is a good outcome, he reflected, feeling almost as though he was still trying to convince himself. But it was true. Legion was almost as large as Red Sky and Terminus combined, but together the other alliances were slightly larger, and he couldn’t have beaten the UNC without their help.

Virtually all of the three factions’ fielded warships were present in Sunrise System, which struck him as a little ironic. They’d spent years vying for control of the Dawn Cluster, and now they’d all gathered in a single system at its center, all but ignoring the fact that hot-region tensions were liable to boil over at a moment’s notice, as they always were.

For the moment, almost every commander in Legion, Terminus, and Red Sky was focused on the Xanthic threat.

But that was as far as it went. He’d tried to convince Baumann and Volkov to accompany him to Earth Local Space, to liberate it from the Xanthic—if indeed the aliens held it, which did seem likely. But he’d always known the attempt to persuade them was hopeless.

The pirate and the Russian had glutted themselves on the spoils of the war against the UNC, and abandoning their new position of power at the Cluster’s core to cross the galaxy to fight aliens was the last thing they wanted to do. Thatcher knew from Mittelman that the pair were already eyeballing the many contested regions that now littered the Cluster’s periphery.

As for Thatcher, he was left with what seemed like a very motley bunch with which to return to Earth Local Space. Casting his eye across the system simulated on the towering holoscreen, he considered the allies that remained to him.

Hans Mittelman. Emilio Garcia. Veronica Rose. Selene Williams. The names of Mittelman and Garcia had always left a slightly unpleasant taste in his mouth, and his emotions toward Rose were decidedly mixed. Even Williams gave him pause, when he remembered how readily she’d supported his denial of the Anath’s surrender.

Baumann had also readily given up Kong Hui, giving the disgraced former CoG leader free reign to accompany Thatcher to Earth and “die as he pleased,” as the pirate lord put it. Thatcher got the sense that Baumann felt Kong’s star had begun to eclipse his own, even tarnished as it was. And so he seemed content to ship him off.

Thatcher would make use of the man—how could he afford not to?—giving him a limited command and keeping as close an eye on him as possible. But doing so made him miss men like Frederick Wilson and Lucio Russo all the more.

He’d been given such rusted and bent tools to complete this, his final task. But then, he was rusted and bent himself. So perhaps they truly did belong together.

A flash of light washed out the holoscreen, and for a moment, Thatcher was sure that the catastrophic release of energy the scientists had feared had actually come to pass.

But no...the light dissipated, leaving a growing, ovoid blackness in its wake. A blackness beyond which the stars looked different—mismatched from the tapestry of light as he knew it should look from this vantage point.

Surrounding science vessels used an adaptation of maser technology to feed it energy, nursing it to a greater and still greater size. Thatcher also knew from Dr. Sadie Murphy that a fair bit of her jump bridge tech had also been incorporated into this new generator designed to resuscitate the wormhole.

She must be watching this with pride.

A flame of excitement and hope sprang up inside of him as well, flaring brightly enough to outshine his trepidation. His wife’s face appeared to him, then, more clearly than he’d been able to recall it for years.

I’m coming home, Lin. I’m coming home.

The wormhole stopped growing, and the holoscreen’s interface lit up with green, its AI indicating that the portal had reached the requisite size to achieve stability. With that, the science vessels gingerly tapered off the energy they were feeding it. Thatcher could sense it as everyone around him held their breath.

Several long seconds passed as they waited for the wormhole to collapse again. But it didn’t collapse. It sat there, having resumed its orbit, and nothing happened. Nothing poured out of it. It simply was.

“I think we just reopened the wormhole, sir,” Guerrero said, her voice infused with a joy he hadn’t heard from her in a long, long time.

With that, the Colossus’ cavernous CIC burst into raucous cheering.
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At Thatcher’s insistence, the Colossus was among the first twenty ships to pass through the wormhole and into Earth Local Space.

That was one of the advantages of having acquiesced to commanding a much larger ship: he could marshal a more convincing argument for taking on greater risk. Lucio Russo had always been the loudest voice among those devoted to restraining him in such situations, and it made Thatcher feel sad that in this regard, Russo’s absence was also an advantage to him.

Either way, he refused to allow the remaining cautionary voices—like Selene Williams and Veronica Rose— to delay his voyage across the Milky Way beyond the first twenty ships. To do so would have been to deprive all those who went before him of leadership for an unacceptably long time.

This was because instant comms no longer connected the Dawn Cluster with Earth Local Space. All instant communication in the Cluster was routed through nodes once controlled by the UNC, and now controlled by Terminus and Red Sky. When the wormhole had collapsed, it had severed the connection with the Earthside nodes, a connection it would take a while to reestablish. If indeed it could be reestablished.

As a result, Thatcher couldn’t have used an instant-comm-equipped drone to safely reconnoiter Unity System, where the wormhole let out into Earth Local Space, as he’d grown accustomed to doing. Instead, the ships crossing the galaxy through the wormhole were doing so completely blind.

Fortunately—at least for the purposes of a safe transition—there was nothing waiting for them on the other side. No activity whatsoever.

“Any response from Way Station?” Thatcher asked, a creeping anxiety clawing at the base of his throat.

“Still nothing, sir.”

Thatcher nodded, swallowing. “Acknowledged.” His eyes wandered to the icon representing the station, which was an orbital monstrosity that dwarfed any of the national stations situated in Sunrise System. It was the most active station in Earth Local Space, probably the most active in any human space.

Or at least, it had been. Now, it seems, the lights are off and nobody’s home.

“We should have received a response from Dreyton Colony by now too, sir,” Guerrero put in. “Or from any number of other lunar and orbital installations.”

“Acknowledged,” Thatcher said again, his voice coming out a little raspy.

Somehow, none of this came as a surprise. He’d considered the possibility of this happening, of course, many times. But he’d never truly allowed himself to entertain it as something that was likely.

But the second the Colossus had passed through the wormhole, with Bryce Sullivan and Randall Kitt collaborating closely to ensure she made no contact with its lethal edges, a deep sense of dread had settled in the pit of his stomach.

It reminded him of how he’d felt before, using another wormhole—the temporary, more unstable one generated by the device designed by Dr. Murphy. He’d experienced a profound sense of foreboding that day, too. A certainty that his world was in danger of coming to an end. And that sense had proved prescient, since Moll had at that moment been on his way to reset the timeline, which would have effectively erased Thatcher’s life—erasing everything he’d learned, everything he’d accomplished.

The dread he felt today was even worse, but more vague for all that. The last time, he’d had a clearer idea of what was at risk of happening, though not very clear even so. Today, he had no idea...except that whatever it was, it would prove much, much worse.

I think I would have preferred to encounter a hostile Xanthic armada to this. An armada, he could contend with. He could assign values to it, and figure out a way to defeat it. But it seemed there would be no victory over this existential dread. He just had to sit with it, and do his best to push through it.

It took the better part of an hour for the rest of his fleet to come through—every Legion warship, every support ship, every production ship.

This was an all-or-nothing effort. Like conquistadors riding against the Aztec Empire, with Hernán Cortés at their head and their ships burning behind them, Thatcher and his spacers had come here to retake Earth Local Space from the Xanthic or to die trying.

Except, there appeared to be no Xanthic here from whom to take Unity back. Instead, there was a deathly silence that hung over the entire system like a pall.

Ortega drummed his fingers once atop his console, then turned toward Thatcher and asked the obvious question. “What do we do, sir?”

Thatcher inhaled, then released his breath in a long, low sigh. “We have to figure out what happened here. We can’t afford to waste time, since the Xanthic might already know of our presence. But we need answers.” His eyes returned to the tactical display. “We’ll start with Way Station.”
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Avery stepped out of Attack Shuttle One’s airlock just after Corporal Jordan Wilson, his Crossbow 790 raised. He swept the part of the landing bay to his right with the muzzle, while Wilson scanned the left. The marines coming out behind them worked their way around the craft, checking in every direction.

This was a mere formality to confirm what the shuttle’s sensors had already told them: nothing awaited them inside the bay. Nothing at all. And no one had tried to prevent them from entering.

Even the shuttle-access hatch had opened promptly for them, upon being fed a single code by Hotdog, their pilot. Before leaving the Dawn Cluster, Legion leadership had seen to it that they carried with them every access code they could get their hands on, to every Earth Local Space facility they could think of—an effort that had involved scouring UNC databases to make sure no stone was left unturned.

Getting into Way Station unopposed was nice, but Avery didn’t like to think about what it meant. Under normal circumstances, they wouldn’t have had the entrance code, since established interstellar protocol dictated a space traffic controller was meant to vet and grant (or deny) access to any non-government craft. But Way Station hadn’t responded to Legion’s queries, and there appeared to be no controller on duty to take an interest in whether they should board the station or not.

Thing is, those codes should have been changed long ago. Yearly, at least, though in a time of war Avery would have expected them to turn over every week.

The fact that a code from four years ago still worked...that was deeply unsettling.

“Hey, Major,” Wilson said over the squad channel.

“Yeah?”

“Happy New Year.”

Avery glanced at the time in the top-right of his HUD. “Hmm. Happy New Year.”

That’s the first time that ever came as a surprise. He’d known 2293 was nearing its expiration date sometime soon, but he’d been too focused on preparing his marines to return to Earth Local Space, and using his scant spare time to daydream about what that might mean.

Just another testament to how bizarre the times are that we’re living in.

On Avery’s recommendation, Thatcher had allowed him to take just a single squad, Fourth Squad, aboard Way Station. For all they knew, the place was rigged to explode, and he saw no reason to risk any more of his people than they were. If they encountered heavy resistance, they’d fall back to Attack Shuttle One, which he’d told Hotdog to keep spooled up and ready for a quick extraction.

It took them ten minutes to clear the vast landing bay, which was designed to accommodate the coming and going of multiple craft simultaneously. Bigger ships would dock with the station, and even bigger ones than that would trail in its orbit, visitors using shuttles to cross the gap. There were equally large landing bays at four other equidistant points all along Way Station’s circumference. Which meant four more space traffic controllers who should have been at their posts, but weren’t.

After crossing through a deserted customs area, they came to what could be accurately described as a huge lobby, whose designers had done their level best to make resemble a spacious outdoor plaza.

Wide boulevards crisscrossed the space, lined with cafés and shops, most of them cast in shadow, though a few still had lights on, many of them flickering. The “outdoors” illusion was shattered by overhead holoscreen panels that had burnt out, leaving rectangular black holes in a display that otherwise presented a convincing fake of a sky stacked with fluffy clouds.

The planters that dotted the space were either completely overgrown or dried-up and desiccated. That detail struck Avery as odd—he would have expected them all to share the same fate. Maybe the watering system broke down in some parts but not in others.

“Not a single soul,” Wilson said, his tone nearly flat enough to mask his anxiety.

“Were you always this chatty over comms?” Avery said. Partly, it was an attempt to chide the corporal while preserving his ego. Partly, it was a remark made from an irritation born of fear.

Wilson didn’t answer.

They’d nearly crossed the lobby when Avery stopped in front of a men’s clothing shop. “Let’s check inside a few of these,” he said. He took Vickers with him, leaving Wilson and the others outside to stand guard.

The first shop yielded no results, and neither did the next, an ice cream place. The third, an eyepiece repair shop, told them everything they needed to know about what had happened here.

Staring down at the skeleton that lay sprawled across the bottom shelf of a floor-to-ceiling rack, Avery got on the squad channel again.

“We haven’t seen anyone because they all fled to whatever seemed like a safe hiding place,” he said softly. “Clearly, whenever it happened, there was no escaping the station. Which means the Xanthic probably had them surrounded. Why they didn’t just blow up the station...well, there are a few possibilities. Maybe they wanted to search it for weapons, tech, information. Maybe they just wanted to make these people suffer.”

He’d patched his helmet’s view through to the HUDs of the others, and they could see what had happened to this poor guy just as well as he could. Two bones of his lower rib cage were sheared cleanly in two, their ends misaligned with each other.

A Xanthic’s arm-blade had run him through.
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Thatcher sat at a chair halfway down one of four long, mahogany tables that adorned the dreadnought’s lavish wardroom. It was an hour into the second watch, and his officers—of which there were far more, now, of necessity to run such a large vessel—were either on duty or asleep. He didn’t expect to be bothered.

He sat clutching his head with both hands, feeling paralyzed.

Avery had recovered the footage from four years ago, which showed the slow encroachment of dozens of Xanthic ships, with their strange hulls, all geometric shapes piled haphazardly on top of each other.

They must have left this system for last, or close to it. The fact that there hadn’t been anyone left to defend Way Station from attack strongly implied that.

The Xanthic had boarded the station...and then the slaughter had begun. Way Station’s inhabitants and workers had run for the closest thing to safety they could find. Condos, maintenance corridors, climate control rooms. It didn’t matter. The aliens had hunted every last one of them down, their swarming thorough enough for the job, despite the inherent disorder of the aliens’ behavioral patterns.

They spread through the station like locusts, and like locusts, they left as suddenly as they’d come. Thatcher didn’t know if they’d taken anything useful from the station—his analysts would tell him, after they’d finished analyzing the footage from hundreds of vantage points throughout Way Station, totaling thousands of cumulative hours of vids.

What occupied his mind currently were the implications the footage held for the fate of Earth Local Space as a whole.

And for the fate of Lin, his wife, and for that of their son.

He wouldn’t know for sure until they reached Sol. But the desolation of Unity System told him much.

What will I do if we reach Sol System and find it just as desolate as this one? After witnessing the fate of those aboard Way Station—and almost certainly of the inhabitants of Dreyton Colony, and of every other habitation in the system—he yearned for an enemy to fight. An enemy upon whom to visit his dire need for vengeance.

If they found Sol devoid of not only humans, but Xanthic too...somehow, he believed that would be worse.

The hatch opened, and his head jerked as he glared to see who it was, feeling irrationally affronted. No one else should be here at this hour.

Then he saw who had entered: none other than Emilio Garcia, looking about as bedraggled as he always did, these days.

“What are you doing here?” Thatcher asked.

Garcia shrugged. “What am I doing anywhere?” He crossed the wardroom’s ceramic floor, his gait only slightly unsteady. “Since when do you care which ship I’m on? I go from ship to ship. Lately, I’ve been touring the super-ships, as they all have fantastic officer’s lounges.” In his right hand he clutched the neck of a bottle of what looked like Agersian Whiskey. A vintage from one hundred thousand light years away.

The portly Latino slammed the bottle down in the middle of the table, in front of Thatcher, and he wordlessly rummaged in his pocket, producing clinking noises. He took out two whiskey glasses, not much bigger than shot glasses, and put them down next to the bottle.

“I’m good,” Thatcher said, his voice tight, filled with barely restrained emotion.

Garcia stopped and peered at him through his circular shades, expressionless. “You won’t have a drink with me? To our wives’ memories?”

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. “We don’t know they’re dead yet.”

“Hmm. I haven’t known you as the man who refuses to contend with the reality in front of him.”

“We don’t know they’re dead yet,” Thatcher repeated.

“Tad...look around you. Look around this system. I know you already have. I know you watched the footage from the station, more than you probably care to admit. And you see what I see. The Xanthic got them all, Tad. Every last person in Earth Local Space. There’s no one left. No one.”

“I can’t accept that. Not until I see Earth with my own eyes.”

Shaking his head, Garcia twisted off the bottle’s top and splashed whiskey into both glasses. He placed Thatcher’s in front of him firmly. “Drink. I insist on it.”

Thatcher held Garcia’s eyes for a long time. The CEO of Anvil stared back, unblinking, unflinching. At last, Thatcher took the glass and raised it to his lips, tossing back its contents, which had a bite to it, but left a caramel aftertaste.

Garcia refilled the glasses. “Again.”

“Sit down, Emilio.”

Garcia did, and Thatcher sipped from his glass, studying the man across the table from him. He’d been sinking into alcoholism lately, which only seemed to exacerbate his worst tendencies. During leadership-level meetings, Garcia’s only purpose seemed to be to say the most awkward thing possible, to stoke existing tensions as hotly as he could.

Indeed, at several recent meetings Thatcher had outright muted him after the first one or two inappropriate comments. But Garcia had yet to complain about being denied the ability to contribute. He didn’t seem to care—about anything, really.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Garcia asked. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

Thatcher ignored him, taking another sip of whiskey and continuing to stare at Garcia, seeing him almost with new eyes. In the wake of Frontier’s fall, Garcia had been there with the funds Thatcher had needed to maintain his fleet during the journey south, where he started his new corp, Phoenix. But with Anvil ships and tech folded into Phoenix, and Ducas in the picture as a much larger backer than him, Garcia had lost all meaningful function. He had no talent for military matters, only business savvy, which had taken a back seat as Thatcher insisted on applying all their resources to the fight against Moll. For Phoenix, profit had never been the priority it had been for Anvil. It was a purely mission-driven company, and with Ducas on board, the financing took care of itself.

Which left Garcia with lots of money and nothing to do, nowhere really to spend his money, since he stayed always with the fleet as it went from one campaign to the next.

That would leave any man depressed, Thatcher realized now—a cause of Garcia’s despondency he’d never bothered to give any thought to, before. And why else might he have become quite so self-destructive, so sad? Thatcher still remembered the flippant comment Garcia had made about his wife, about how she was much easier to love with a galaxy between them.

But maybe he missed her far more than he ever let on. How many family members had Garcia left behind here in Earth Local Space? Thatcher realized he had no idea.

“Emilio, I...I’m sorry for everything you’ve gone through, these last three years. Our time together has been, um, advantageous for me. But I don’t think it’s been very good to you.”

“What are you talking about? I get to carouse around the clock and drink alcohol. What could be better?” Garcia seized the bottle again, pouring himself a third drink. Thatcher still wasn’t halfway through his second, and doubted he’d reach the bottom of it.

“Hmm,” Thatcher said, and watched Garcia a few seconds longer. The man seemed to be avoiding eye contact, now.

They sat in silence for a while, as Thatcher searched his heart for something to say that might make some kind of amends for the way he’d neglected his associate’s feelings. And maybe even his humanity. But the man seemed uninterested in talking about it, and for Thatcher’s part, he couldn’t find any words that didn’t seem hollow or trite.

Instead, it was Garcia that spoke meaningfully to him. “I know how hard this is to accept for you,” he said, his words slightly more slurred than they’d been when he first entered the wardroom. “I know that, because I’m experiencing it, too.” He sighed. “You’ve fought the good fight, Hammer. You did your level best to get back, to unite the Cluster and return here to save these people. But they’re beyond saving. We’re years too late, from the looks of it. Nothing’s the way it should be, and you and I will be wrecks for years, whether we manage to hide it from others or not. Everything’s wrong. But we owe it to the others to figure out a way to continue, to make something of this future that confronts us, however bleak it seems.”

“We’ll go to Earth,” Thatcher said. “And we’ll see what we will see.”

Garcia chuckled mirthlessly. “You don’t ever give an inch, do you? Well, it’s as they say. When you’re a Hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

With that, Garcia crossed his meaty arms atop the table and buried his face in them. Another long moment of silence was followed by a sob, causing Thatcher to shift uncomfortably in his seat.

Another long, wretched sob came after that, followed by a wail. And so Thatcher simply sat there, saying nothing, as Emilio Garcia sobbed himself to sleep.

When snores had replaced weeping, Thatcher stood and made his way back to his cabin, deciding he would follow Garcia’s example—but from the comfort of his rack.
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Thatcher peered around his CIC, at his silent officers sitting at their consoles. They were all fairly well-rested, given the last several days had contained little in the way of activity.

At least, they should have been well-rested. But Thatcher noticed the dark bags under Guerrero’s eyes, and the way Ortega stared blankly at his console for prolonged periods, before seeming to snap out of it and return to his work.

I’m sure their sleep has been just as troubled as mine.

Earth Local Space had nothing on the Dawn Cluster, in either size or resources. It was nearly twice as large as The Splay, the biggest Dawn Cluster region, with Earth roughly at its center and the wormhole situated in its ‘eastern’ end—east, when you used the center of the Milky Way serving as a sort of north star. In fact, Earth Local Space’s east and the Cluster’s east faced in different directions, since they were located at opposite ends of the galaxy.

After the discovery of the Cluster, construction of new Earthside jump gates had quickly dried up. Minerals weren’t nearly as abundant in systems near Earth, and investing in Dawn Cluster systems always saw a much quicker return. So that’s where the markets went, along with much of humanity’s economic activity.

But few people actually wanted to live in the Dawn Cluster, with its heavy pirate presence and colonial feel. Humanity’s elite preferred largely to remain near Earth, which had still been the most populous planet by far. Most people had a lot of family living there, and it was home to the most modern amenities, plus the best of what the entertainment and hospitality industries had to offer.

The best vacation spots, too, Thatcher mused.

As a result, the UNC kept most of its warships in Earth Local Space, and most national space fleets, limited as they were, tended to stick to Earth, along with whatever colonial diasporas they’d managed to establish throughout the stars nearby. Proximity to Earth had still been prized, and the Dawn Cluster had had a dangerous reputation, well deserved.

It had taken a little over a week for the Legion fleet to sail from Unity—which held the newly reestablished wormhole into the Dawn Cluster—to Fraternity System, the system immediately east of Earth.

Thatcher had expected it to take longer. While his initial journey from Earth to the wormhole, aboard the Goliath, had taken only six days, he’d expected to face some resistance along his path. But there’d been none. And so here they were, well ahead of the schedule he’d envisioned for them. System transitions with a fleet of this size had added a day or two, and so had the few times they’d stopped, to collect what scant meaningful intel they could.

But they’d met with no hostile ships. Which didn’t mean they’d encountered no Xanthic presence. The first vessel had been spotted two systems outside Unity, in close orbit over a gas giant—probably extracting helium, or maybe hydrogen, or who knew what else.

The gas giant’s orbit placed it on nearly the opposite end of the system from the side Thatcher’s ships had entered from, and as soon as their light reached the alien ship, it had thrusted away from its work, toward the western jump gate. Toward Earth.

After that, they’d initially caught glimpses of Xanthic craft fleeing each successive system. Soon even that stopped, however, as the fleeing Xanthic seemed to warn their brethren ahead of time that Thatcher was coming, and they apparently cleared the systems well before he could reach them.

The aliens did leave evidence behind, though. Guerrero used polarization sensors to estimate how many ships had been operating in each system, by tracing their antimatter trails, and as Thatcher’s force progressed west, those numbers had grown dramatically. It was the first time in a while that polarization sensors had been relevant.

The Xanthic also left behind an increasing number of abandoned supply depots, refineries, and facilities constructed on the surface of asteroids and moons. Thatcher couldn’t afford to investigate every one of them, far from it, but he’d sent marines to check out a couple of them. They offered little in the way of meaningful intel to tell him what the Xanthic were actually up to.

But a couple things remained glaringly obvious. One was that, if there were any humans left in any of the systems Thatcher passed through, then they lacked the means to send a transmission to passing ships. Which meant that if they were alive, they’d been cast back into an age of technological development centuries behind the current one.

The second thing that seemed obvious was that the Xanthic hadn’t expected an armada of hostile warships to come charging through the space, here. As far as he could see, their mining and freighter ships, and whatever else they’d had in these systems, had been left to carry out their work completely unprotected. No stationary defenses. No warships.

Unless some of those antimatter trails belonged to fleeing warships. But he didn’t think so. Every indication was that the Xanthic had felt secure in the belief that their lackeys in the UNC would prevent anyone from ever reestablishing the wormhole back into humanity’s ancestral territory. That they would be free to conduct their affairs here, unbothered, indefinitely.

And now here he was, in yet another ghost system—one that just so happened to neighbor Sol System.

What if Sol is just as abandoned as this one? What will I do then? Continue searching Earth Local Space?

He felt like he was chasing a phantom. Whereas he’d expected a decisive, final showdown with the aliens, instead...well, this was nothing like he’d expected.

“The jump gate into Sol checks out, sir,” Guerrero said. “Just like all the others.”

“Acknowledged, Lucy,” Thatcher said, nodding. There’s that, at least. The Xanthic seemed just as interested in the convention of keeping jump gates in good working order as humans were. Despite the fact they were obviously much more proficient in manipulating wormholes, it was much more cost-effective to use jump gates in the course of normal travel—at least, if Thatcher’s experience with the jump bridge was any experience.

“Do you have a jump order to transmit to the other ships?” she asked.

He studied the jump gate, contemplating her question. “Jump drones first,” he said. “Followed by Jump Order Epsilon.”

We might as well go in guns blazing, so to speak. Before now, he’d opted for a more conventional jump order, with eWar entering first to execute omnidirectional jamming bursts if needed.

But he had a feeling Sol System wouldn’t prove as deserted as these others had. Not nearly.

And so every ship equipped with jump drone modules moved to the front of the formation, and once they reached the gate, they began pumping every drone they carried through it. It was a process that took the better part of a half hour, consisting of thousands and thousands of drones.

At last, it was finished, and it was the super-ships’ turn to start transitioning through. Jump Order Epsilon prioritized the highest-value units in its entry order.

The Colossus was third. Kitt took her deftly through, and the jump gate gripped her, sending the dreadnought’s massive bulk hurtling between the stars.

Pricks of light became elongated beams, and then slowly shortened until they were mere dots once more. The Colossus’ inertial compensators were state of the art, and Thatcher felt little more than a slight drifting of his body forward against his seat’s restraints, and then back again.

Since instant comms didn’t work in Earth Local Space, due to the lack of nodes for such comms to rout through, the sensor data that flooded in represented their first look at Sol System.

Thatcher scanned the tactical display, and then he did so again, and again. His brain refused to accept what his eyes were missing. He scanned it again.

He saw Jupiter, Saturn, Mercury. He even spotted Pluto, which throughout its history had entered and exited planet status more times than he could track.

He saw the massive fleet of Xanthic warships, arrayed around a strange megastructure following an orbit between Mars and Venus. But he couldn’t find the one thing he wanted to see. Where was it?

“Sir....” Guerrero said, trailing off.

Thatcher ignored her. He kept searching the display shown by his holoscreen. Where is it? It has to be there.

“Sir, I can’t find Earth.”

“Neither can I,” Thatcher said, and his tone came out like someone commenting on a curious turn of the weather.

“Sir...I think it’s gone.”
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The two fleets stared at each other across the system, neither making any move toward the other.

Thatcher’s armada actually outnumbered the Xanthic force, by over two hundred ships. And from what he knew of how many ships the Xanthic were supposed to have, even this seemed like a lot. More than he expected.

It strained the eye to look upon the gargantuan structure the aliens had built in place of Earth, possibly using the planet’s own crust for its materials. The thing was roughly spherical, but lacked any true symmetry, which was unsurprising for something built by the Xanthic. It seemed to consist of what were probably carbon nanotube cables, thousands of them spanning thousands of kilometers each, connecting smaller modules of various sizes and geometries. And while they didn’t yet know what the megastructure did, at the moment, it wasn’t front of mind for Thatcher. For once, even facing a hostile force across a star system, his mind wasn’t on tactics.

“They destroyed it,” he said redundantly, his voice again coming out flat and emotionless. “It’s gone. Earth is gone.”

No one answered.

The moon was gone too, it seemed. And in their place was that giant superstructure. It followed the same orbit Earth should have.

“What should we do?” Guerrero asked, which was a fairly pertinent question. And he happened to be the one whose job it was to answer it.

But he couldn’t. His mind felt like a fish bowl thrown from a ten-storey height.

The last word he’d received about his wife, as he was leaving Earth Local Space for the Dawn Cluster on the mission Admiral Faulkner had assigned him, had been that she would soon evacuate Earth for the Lunar Colonies, along with both their parents.

But those colonies no longer existed. And as they’d sailed through it, Earth Local Space had shown every sign of being devoid of life.

There are more places to search, a voice inside him said. She might have fled to somewhere else, maybe to a star farther west, once it became clear the moon would be lost.

Except, the tiny, almost pleading voice was not convincing in the slightest. The reality of the situation was just too stark, too plainly evident.

Garcia was right. It was time to accept things as they were.

For the first time in his career as a starship captain, he broke down in front of his crew, surprising even himself. Instinctively, he buried his face in his hands.

“Excuse me,” he said, stumbling to his feet and making his way hastily to the CIC exit.
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The captain’s cabin aboard a super-ship was less a cabin and more an expansive apartment. He crossed a sumptuous living room, the plush carpet odd under his dress boots, and continued through into the bedroom.

To his shame, he hadn’t yet unpacked Lin’s photo since moving here from the New Jersey. What had stopped him, he wasn’t sure. Maybe it had been the thought that soon he would see her, would hold her, and so the inadequate two-dimensional representation of her was unnecessary.

Or maybe he’d known, on some level, that he would find she was lost to him forever. And given that, he couldn’t bear to look on her face.

Now that the photo was all he had left of her, he dug it out from his one unpacked duffel bag and sat hunched over it, weeping onto it, grateful for the glass that protected it.

He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, lost in his grief. But for some, indefinite amount of time, he forgot that he was the leader of a military alliance of historic proportions, forgot that he sat aboard the flagship of a fleet that had just entered a system with a sizable alien presence.

For a time, he was simply Tad Thatcher, a husband and a father who had lost his dear wife and only son, the son he’d never met. And he mourned.

A buzzing noise interrupted, cutting through his grief. He sat there blinking away tears for a long moment, unsure what the sound signified, until he remembered that the outer hatch was equipped with a buzzer. He staggered to his feet, nearly tripping before righting himself and making his way back across the front living area.

He opened the door to find Veronica Rose standing there. For a moment, she had the quality of a mirage to his eyes.

Has she had time to take a shuttle here? Or was she aboard the Colossus all along?

He no longer had track of who was on his ship and who wasn’t, it seemed. The super-ship was too vast. Someone had track, surely, someone who knew better than to bother him with the comings and goings of people like Garcia or Rose.

“Tad,” she said gently. “Can I come in?”

He stepped back, feeling numb, gesturing toward a grouping of furniture situated near a bar he hadn’t used or even bothered to investigate for what it stocked, if anything.

She took a seat on the end of the three-person couch, and he stood there dumbly, unsure whether he had anything to offer her to eat or drink. So far, he’d relied solely on the wardroom and the officer’s mess for his coffee and meals. But there was a small kitchenette adjoining the living area. He could check there.

“Can I get you something to—”

“Please, I’m fine, Tad. I don’t need anything. Won’t you sit?” She patted the space next to her.

He joined her on the couch, but left the middle cushion between them. They sat facing the same way for a few seconds, staring across the needlessly large chamber. It seemed criminally large, actually. No space aboard a starship had any right to be this big. But the super-ships seemed to have changed the game, didn’t they?

His thoughts were spiraling pointlessly, he realized. But noticing that did nothing to rein in his scattered mental state.

“I didn’t have much in the way of family on Earth,” Rose said. “Or in any of Earth Local Space, really. No one I was close with, anyway. The Roses have called the Dawn Cluster their home for generations.”

He nodded slowly, dumbly. His brain held no words for him to utter.

“I’m sorry, Tad. Nothing I can say would make any difference, I know that. Nothing anyone can say would sum up the magnitude of the loss we’ve experienced as a species. It’s been mesmerizing to enter system after system, all of them completely empty. Completely devoid of human life. I haven’t even begun to wrap my mind around it. I’m not sure I ever will.”

“Maybe we deserve it,” Thatcher said, the words pouring out of his mouth like smoke.

“Deserve it?” Rose repeated, appraising him with wide eyes.

“We’ve been a faithless species for a long time, haven’t we? We entrusted everything to the UNC, even our freedom, our dignity. As a species, we essentially elected them to be our god. But they weren’t—could never be. And this is where it’s led us.”

“I don’t know, Tad. It seems like an extreme punishment, just for—”

“It’s not only that.” Thatcher met her eyes for the first time. “Our morals have been loose and undefined for too long. We’ve been sailing without a rudder, for longer than seems possible. Look at us, for instance. You and I.”

Her eyes fell to the floor. “Tad, what happened between us—” She cleared her throat, and looked up again. “It seems pretty clear, now, that the Xanthic did what they did here soon after the wormhole closed. Tad, when we kissed, your wife was almost certainly already gone. You did nothing wrong. We did nothing wrong.”

He shook his head. “No,” he said, his voice suddenly heavy with tears. “No, you don’t—” But he broke off, unable to continue.

“Tad, I know your grief is fresh, and this can only be the wrong time to say anything like what I’m about to say. But I don’t know what a right time looks like, anymore. We might not survive today, so I’m going to say it now, right time or not.” She took a deep breath, her slender shoulders rising and falling, her raven hair swaying. “Tad, I love you. I think I loved you from the day you first walked into my office, back on Oasis Colony. And I...gosh, this is hard to say. I want to be yours, Tad. I want you to make me yours.”

He looked at her for a long time, unblinking, despite the tears that still clung to his eyelids.

“Ronnie, whether we did anything wrong back in Red River System has nothing to do with whether my wife was dead or not. And it has everything to do with my intentions. As far as I knew, then, she was alive. Which means that in my heart, I betrayed her. Alive or not.”

He drew a deep, ragged breath. “I plan to spend the rest of my life atoning for that. As for making you, or anyone else, mine....” He shook his head at the absurdity of the thought. “Right now, I don’t feel that I will ever make anyone mine, ever again. I just can’t see it. Not after what’s happened...and what I did. I live for one thing, right now. One purpose. And that’s to make the Xanthic pay for what they’ve done.” He placed his right hand over his heart. “That’s all there’s room for, anymore.”

“Tad—”

He got to his feet, wiping the back of his hand across his eyes. It’s time to pull myself together. Regardless of what Rose had hoped to accomplish by coming here, she had managed one thing: somehow, she’d provided the impetus for him to soldier on.

“Please leave, Ronnie. I’ll call on you if I need you.”

They held each other’s eyes for a long time, and at first, Thatcher felt sure she would say more.

But she didn’t. Instead, she stood and made her way to the hatch. There, she turned back one more time, to meet his eyes searchingly.

Perhaps what she found there didn’t satisfy her. Either way, she wordlessly turned around once more, and left.
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The last time Thatcher had faced Xanthic in a fleet battle had been over Recept in Ucalegon System, deep in Lacuna Region. Then, they’d outnumbered him badly. It felt odd to know that today, his fleet was the one with a significant numbers advantage over the aliens.

Still...it never pays to get cocky.

A cold determination had taken up residence inside him, and he didn’t want to make any mistakes. At first glance, the Xanthic seemed to care about one thing: preserving the superstructure they were building from destruction. And he was sure that impression was accurate. But as straightforward as the coming engagement appeared, that didn’t mean the aliens were completely lacking in surprises for him.

And yet, they clearly didn’t expect a hostile force to find them here. They killed the billions and billions of people scattered throughout Earth Local Space, and they fully expected their UNC lackeys to prevent us from ever returning here.

Well, he had returned. Just as he’d set out to do.

Probably, the Xanthic could never have predicted this outcome. They’d tasked their asset, Simon Moll, with eternally keeping the remnants of humanity at bay by virtue of the endless cycles he’d navigated. But according to the alien records Doctor Rapino had dug up from the terminals which marines had recovered from the Saudade System asteroid, Moll had never gotten this far in the timeline. So this was just as much uncharted territory for the Xanthic as it was for Thatcher.

But there was something else. Thatcher had spent countless hours analyzing the lopsided battle he’d waged against the aliens in Ucalegon System, studying their movements, and contemplating what it signaled about their capacities, their military doctrines...if indeed they could be said to have such a thing as a doctrine. Which he didn’t think they could.

Based on what he’d observed from that battle, the Xanthic didn’t seem to coordinate on anywhere near the level humans did. Thatcher thought of them as a sort of fungus, spreading mindlessly throughout time and space, all of them sharing an overriding goal but having many divergent methods of achieving that goal.

It wouldn’t surprise him in the least to learn that the aliens who’d attacked Earth Local Space were a distinct and separate branch from the ones who’d hit the Dawn Cluster. And so the successes and failures of one didn’t do much to inform the other’s strategies, except perhaps in aggregate, possibly synthesizing in future timelines.

But in this timeline, Thatcher believed he could pick them apart.

One step at a time. Who knew what possibilities a victory today might open up for humanity? But first, he needed to defeat them.

“If the Xanthic insist on clinging to that superstructure,” he mused aloud, “then we’ll show them what happens to stationary forces in modern space warfare. Tactical and Nav, I want you to coordinate with your counterparts to design a Hellfire barrage that will target the Xanthic vessels, but not the superstructure.”

Guerrero glanced at him from the Ops station. “You intend to preserve it?”

He nodded. “Doctor Rapino has some concerning ideas about what its purpose might be. There’s a good chance that thing has enough power to open one of their wormholes that spans not a vast distance, but a vast period of time. That’s partly why it’s important for us to prevent them from finishing their construction, without delay. Rapino is worried it will allow them to bring reinforcements to our time, from before our descendants wipe out a good chunk of their species.”

“My head hurts,” Randall Kitt said from Helm.

“I know the feeling. But I try to leave the mind-benders to the experts. For now, let’s focus on what we fully understand—and on what we can control.”

“Hellfire barrages,” Ortega said from Tactical. “I understand those.”

“Then make me a good one.” Thatcher returned to his study of the latest sensor data displayed on his holoscreen. If his theory about the Xanthic’s lack of intra-species coordination proved out, it could mean very good things for how this battle would go.

He’d spent the last several years writing and rewriting the book on space combat, forced to constantly improvise as the enemy both adapted to and adopted his tactics for their own.

But if he was right, then these Xanthic had never seen his tactics. Which meant he could offer up a selection of his greatest hits, so to speak.

Of course, it could also mean the aliens had a suite of bizarre and unexpected tactics all their own. His current understanding of warfare was based on the latest ‘meta’ that had developed in the Dawn Cluster. If the aliens came at him sideways, with something completely unexpected—sort of like introducing wrestling holds into a jujitsu match—it might prove challenging to respond effectively.

But that’s what I love about Hellfire barrages. They allowed him to take initiative, striking from a distance and setting the tone right away. They also forced the enemy to respond in a way he could observe and in turn respond to himself.

Then, of course, there was the carnage such barrages tended to visit on the enemy. He liked that, too.

The now-familiar dance unfolded across his holoscreen as the enormous Legion fleet built up a missile barrage the likes of which he’d never seen—perhaps one bigger than the universe had ever seen.

The foremost ships unleashed a wave of Hellborns from missile tubes, only to fall back and allow the next rank to launch a follow-up wave. Rank after rank surged forward, loosed missiles, then fell back.

Because the Hellborns traveled at a constant velocity, the ships could accelerate to catch up and keep up with them, contributing their own additions to the growing attack. The missiles were programed to accelerate toward the end of their trajectories, making them even harder to resist.

Before today, his Hellfire barrages had always been aimed at human targets, and so it wasn’t possible to relish them in quite the way he did today’s barrage.

This barrage felt like righteous vengeance. Like justice, even—visited on the murderous creatures who’d taken Lin from him.

 But as the barrage grew, with dozens of new missiles added every minute, something seemed off about the way the Xanthic were reacting. Or rather, the way they failed to react.

Their ships hadn’t moved at all—their formation hadn’t changed at all. They weren’t coming together to defend themselves, or fleeing to give themselves more space. Instead, they kept station all around the megastructure, remaining exactly where they’d been when the Colossus had first entered the system.

Are those ships even crewed? He expected a lack of coordination from the Xanthic, based on past experience. He expected...well, the unexpected from them. But he couldn’t have predicted this in even his wildest flights of fancy.

For a moment, he considered ordering his ships to cease adding to the Hellfire barrage until they learned more about the nature of those ships, and why exactly they hadn’t shifted an inch from their original orbits.

Except, maybe that was exactly what the aliens wanted him to do. And so he held off.

Bizarre behavior or no, I still want every one of those ships wiped from this system.

“Sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station, “shouldn’t those ships be...doing something?”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Thatcher said. “Either they know something we don’t, or we aren’t looking at what we think we are.”

He considered the situation for a few minutes more, then decided to give new orders after all. Double tapping the comm panel to put himself on the fleetwide, he said, “All ships, fire one more volley and then begin decelerating. I want us to adopt a chevron formation half a million kilometers removed from the enemy’s position, there to await further orders as I evaluate the effects of our attack.”

The Colossus loosed sixteen simultaneous missiles of her own, and she was large enough that no physical sensation accompanied the launch. It was a far cry from the experience of launching a maximum of two missiles from the New Jersey, an act that sent tremors throughout her entire frame.

That done, the dreadnought began to decelerate, which Thatcher likewise barely felt, so good were her inertial compensators.

As the entire fleet slowed down, the massive swarm of missiles flew onward, almost seeming enough to take out the entire enemy force all on their own. There can’t be any aliens aboard those ships. Otherwise they would be panicking. Not just sitting there.

The cloud of Hellborns inched nearer...and nearer...until on the tactical display, the icons representing them sat nearly on top of those that indicated the Xanthic craft.

And as the first missiles converged, the icons representing the Xanthic fleet...vanished.

Thatcher frowned at his holoscreen. He tapped it, but nothing changed.

He looked up. “Lucy? I think something’s wrong with my display.”

But she was slowly shaking her head. “I don’t believe there is, sir. Mine shows the same thing, and the sensor readings check out. Those ships are all gone.”

Thatcher stared, dumbfounded, as his mighty barrage of missiles drifted past the enemy’s former locations, past the megastructure, and then into the space beyond. Without targets, the onboard AIs didn’t know what to do. So they merely continued thrusting.

“Have orders sent for those missiles to shut down,” he said. Not that it would accomplish much. The Hellborns would have spent the majority of their remaining fuel in their final acceleration, in anticipation of colliding with enemy hulls.

But there were no enemy hulls to collide with. They were every one of them gone.

He studied the empty space where the Xanthic had been for several long minutes, waiting for something to change. But nothing did. Where there once had been hundreds of enemy vessels, there were now none.

He cleared his throat. “I suppose we need to start investigating that megastructure. Lucy, get in touch with Avery and tell him we need his—”

He broke off as the Xanthic ships reappeared in-system, this time completely surrounding his fleet, rendering his chevron formation totally ineffectual.

They began to fire.
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For a moment, Thatcher sat dumbfounded as his fleet was engulfed in a storm of laserfire.

His ships began returning fire without needing to be ordered...but he still needed to take some kind of decisive action—to be the ordering principle for his fleet, as any commander was called on to do.

But to do that, he first needed to process exactly what had happened.

They brought a wrestling hold to a jujitsu match. Didn’t they?

Despite that he’d anticipated such a thing might happen, it didn’t mean anything to predict a general phenomenon—not when battles happened on the level of the specific.

Though now that it had happened to him, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place quickly enough.

He cast his mind back to Nankeen, the system that had bestowed a black mark on his track record, one which he still hadn’t managed to wipe off.

There, the Xanthic ship Frederick Wilson had eventually commandeered, which they’d name the Talos, had phased in and out of this universe at regular intervals, back and forth from the Xanthic universe to this one.

How much of a stretch would it have been for him to consider that the aliens might be able to reproduce that effect at will? And that maybe he should prepare himself to face such an eventuality?

But with the exception of Ucalegon, he’d only ever faced humans ships, and none of them had exhibited capabilities anywhere near the level of that. Even the Xanthic fleet over Planet Recept hadn’t...but then, he supposed they hadn’t needed to, given their superior numbers that day.

The Xanthic here in Sol just more than made up for their lack of numbers, haven’t they? The implications of being able to effectively phase in and out of reality were only just beginning to take shape in his mind, and already they terrified him.

Whether he should have seen this coming or not didn’t matter much, now. The historians could be the judges of that—if indeed any historians survived to analyze this battle.

All that mattered now was whether he could respond to his dramatic shift in fortunes intelligently enough to prevent his entire force from being extinguished.
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Thatcher still hadn’t given any orders over the all-comm. In such an unprecedented situation, he didn’t want to push his fleet in any direction until he knew it was the right one.

In the meantime, Xanthic battle groups focused lasers on various targets, causing shields all across the Legion fleet to shimmer, and then to quake.

Unlike the alien craft he’d faced in Ucalegon, these ships had shields. Their targeting selection left something to be desired, unsurprisingly, but that was more than made up for by the aliens’ ability to exit the universe at will. When one ship sustained too much damage, the aliens simply removed it from play.

Unlike Veronica Rose, Thatcher had never visited the aliens’ universe, but from listening to her testimony as well as those of the marines, he’d pieced together a shaky mental model of how it worked. It seemed that physically, the Xanthic universe corresponded roughly to humanity’s, but it was much sparser, with a tendency for everything to contract rather than expand and become diffuse.

That said, none of them knew what assets the Xanthic might have at this location on their side.

They might have Helio bases, or some equivalent. Fuel reserves. Maybe even power stations, with which to replenish their capacitors via something like maser technology. And indeed, as the first Xanthic vessels began to suffer the loss of their shields, Guerrero was quick to point out the presence of what seemed to be highly efficient repair drones, crawling across their hulls and patching up any damage.

A Legion corvette fell, followed by a logistics ship. And at least seven other friendly shields had dropped to critical levels.

In the meantime, the Xanthic numbers were also dwindling...but not because Thatcher’s spacers were managing to neutralize any of their units. Instead, the aliens were withdrawing any ship whose shield collapsed, before Legion warships could finish it off.

For the short-term, anyway, that seemed about as good as destroying them...until those same ships began reappearing in-system, with completely refreshed shields, and in positions that allowed them to perfectly outflank their erstwhile tormentors.

Thatcher narrowed his eyes, staring at his holoscreen’s representation of the battlespace.

Very little of that makes any sense. The Xanthic ships that had reappeared had been absent from this universe for mere minutes. Even with maser beam support, shields couldn’t recharge that fast—it was impossible, barring some technology so advanced that it would appear miraculous to humans. The Xanthic could do a lot of things, but he’d yet to witness anything that advanced. After all, in Ucalegon he’d fought Xanthic ships that had lacked even shields.

Besides, didn’t the arrow of time also run in the opposite direction in the Xanthic universe? Those ships should have been inserted into Thatcher’s past, not his present. Which should have meant that their new positions would be mismatched to whatever the current state of the battlespace was.

It was a puzzle, and one he had very little time to solve. In the meantime, he needed to do something about his fleet’s posture, since the present one was resulting in accelerating losses.

He tapped the all-comm, ideas formulating in his mind even as he spoke. “All ships, abandon chevron formation. Adopt predesignated battle groups instead, each in a spherical formation, with logistics at the very center. EWar should flank each battle group’s super-ship, ready to directionally scramble the targeting of any ships who seek to target those units.”

He ended the broadcast, then nodded to himself, satisfied with the orders, which immediately began to manifest within the battlespace.

The numerous spherical formations soon proved much better adapted to fighting the Xanthic’s ability to outflank them. Even though the alien ships seemed able to outflank his essentially at will, with each battle group’s weapons facing outward, they could instantly respond to threats, no matter where they appeared.

A few Xanthic units tried appearing within those formations, between ships—but they quickly learned not to, since that meant it found itself surrounded by converging Legion weapons fire. Perhaps those Xanthic had hoped to cause Thatcher’s commanders to hesitate, for fear of inflicting friendly fire, but by now they were too well-trained for that. They simply adjusted as needed and then hammered the infiltrating Xanthic vessel. One such ship became the first the aliens lost, its shield failing, and then its hull rupturing, before it could phase out.

But Legion ships continued to fall—yes, at a reduced pace, but still a startling one. Meanwhile, with the alien ships’ ability to phase out upon sustaining damage, only to return in pristine condition like a ship fresh to battle, the Xanthic remained virtually invincible.

We can’t go on like this. I’ve bought us some time, but if this continues, we’ll all die.

I need to figure this out.

That began with piecing together how, exactly, the aliens were able to accomplish the feat. He scrutinized the battle space with furrowed brow, occasionally giving orders to tweak a battle group’s position here, or prescribe a different tactical approach there. In between, he puzzled over the alien’s new capabilities, even as Legion losses ballooned into the dozens.

Clearly, they’re taking advantage of the relationship between our two universes. But how? These ships really did look and behave like ones fresh to battle, not ones who had just minutes ago come close to being destroyed.

He thought back to Rose’s foray into the Xanthic universe, and how they’d traveled months into this universe’s past by remaining there for an equal amount of time.

That’s what the aliens are doing, isn’t it? Remaining there long enough to recharge their capacitors and reestablish their shields. But that would take them too far into their future—our past. The battle wouldn’t even be happening anymore.

The only way they could rejoin the battle would be to cross over to this side, to the human side, and to wait until it began again.

Except, that wouldn’t allow them to do what they are—interspersing themselves throughout our ranks, to outflank and savage us. Some of the Xanthic ships may actually have done that, considering Thatcher had come upon them simply waiting near the megastructure. But not the ones that were now reappearing amidst his fleet. They had to be following another path through time.

And through space, he realized. To pull off what they were, the damaged Xanthic units would need to sail elsewhere, transition to this universe, and wait until after the battle. That done, they’d need to phase over to their universe, sail back to the location which corresponded to wherever they wanted to reinsert themselves, and then transition back to this one after waiting for the appropriate moment.

He shook his head, marveling at the remarkable patience and restraint involved in waiting the long hours required to pull off such a maneuver.

Space combat has enough waiting as it is. To pull out of a battle and then wait several hours to rejoin it...it sounds excruciating, even if you do technically rejoin it minutes after you left, from this universe’s perspective anyway.

His eyes wandered to Sol System’s Kuiper Belt—and to the nearby planets. He’d be willing to bet that a thorough search of the system would turn up Xanthic ships hidden all over, there simply to wait for enough time to pass so they could perform their intended reinsertion from their universe.

Going out to hunt for them would be infeasible, of course—the Xanthic he faced near the megastructure would simply pursue his ships, tearing them apart as they attempted to find the vessels Thatcher felt almost certain were out there.

He couldn’t sail out to hunt them, but knowing they were there was still part of his process, of figuring out exactly what the aliens were up to.

And in turn, it helped him to know what he needed to do.

He double tapped the comm panel, putting himself on the fleetwide. “All ships must start changing up their locations immediately. By remaining stationary and letting the Xanthic come to us, we’re allowing them to exploit their unique ability to manipulate space and time in order to surround and decimate us. Going forward, each battle group commander will decide which direction his battle group will sail in. The main objective will be to shift positions in as unpredictable a way as possible. I expect we’ll quickly see the fruits of our efforts.”

No one questioned the orders, even though Thatcher felt sure they likely felt confused by them, at least on some level. He and his fleet had long ago passed the point where anyone questioned his orders, not even those commanders who belonged to the newer waves of recruits Legion had enjoyed during the fight against CoG.

And as this engagement developed, the reason no one questioned his battle orders proclaimed itself on the battlespace. The Xanthic warships continued to reinsert themselves into the battle, but in the wake of Thatcher’s orders, their new positions ceased to make any sense. Instead of being positioned to execute vicious flanking maneuvers, they now found themselves outside firing range—or, even worse for them, surrounded by multiple Legion units.

It was these latter alien vessels that became the enemy’s first meaningful losses. With multiple Legion primary lasers converging on them, their shields quickly collapsed, followed by their hulls rupturing before they could phase out again.

Thatcher nodded. It was just as he’d expected: phasing back and forth between the universes obviously required a significant amount of energy, perhaps akin to a shield recharging. A ship that had recently phased in couldn’t repeat the maneuver soon after.

He tapped the comm panel twice, speaking once again over the all-comm. “Focus fire on those Xanthic ships that recently inserted themselves—especially those whose new positions make them particularly compromised. If your target phased in longer ago, and you think it might phase out soon, use our new missiles equipped with EMP warheads to collapse its shield quickly”

His commanders complied, and the Xanthic losses accelerated. Thatcher nodded to himself, glad to finally be inflicting losses on the enemy at least somewhat comparable to those his own fleet was suffering. And as his spacers grew accustomed to this new paradigm, the aliens’ losses accelerated.

“I don’t get it,” Ortega said. “Why did simply shifting our positions serve to throw the aliens off so much?”

“Because they’re determining their reinsertion points based on their latest data on our ships’ positions...and by the time they reinsert, that data is several hours old. They’re phasing out their damaged ships, restoring those ships in their universe, and then sailing to points of concealment throughout the system, there to transition back to our universe and wait. Only by transitioning back to their universe, sailing back to the site of the battle on their side, and then reinserting can they rejoin the battle as they’ve been doing.”

“I...still don’t get it,” Ortega said. “Even if we’re moving around, shouldn’t they have perfect knowledge of our ships’ position at any given time? I mean, if they’re watching us from elsewhere in the system....”

Thatcher shook his head. “That’s not how the relationship between our universes works. Even if the light from our movements reached their sensors quickly enough to be relevant, things will have changed by the time they reinsert, because we’ve introduced a new element. Our universes interact in what’s called a causal loop, meaning we can perform actions that cause things to happen, which in turn creates the conditions that prompt the actions we took to cause those things to happen. But by changing our actions, we create new conditions. The war between humanity and the Xanthic is fought not just across space, but time. It’s a war over causation itself.”

“My head hurts again,” Kitt said from Helm.

“My head always hurts,” Thatcher said. “All we need to know right now is that this is working, and so we should stick with it until it stops working.”

It was working—if by working, one meant that the Xanthic were actually losing warships in meaningful numbers. And they were...but Legion ships still fell in alarming numbers, too, at a rate of at least a ship per minute, sometimes faster.

The fact remained that the Xanthic retained the ability, so long as they had the energy, to withdraw critically damaged warships, repair them in their universe, and then return them to battle—seconds later, from the humans’ perspective.

By focusing their fire on the newly arrived, out-of-position Xanthic vessels, they could counteract that ability...but only by so much.

Eventually, we can win this. Eventually, we’ll badly damage enough of their ships that they have to withdraw them all, meaning we can destroy them upon reinsertion.

But even if Thatcher’s fleet managed to do that flawlessly, it still meant the aliens’ ability to withdraw and repair had effectively doubled their fleet size—or, more accurately, it had given each of their ships a ‘second life.’

While Thatcher’s captains were highly skilled, and seemed to be on top of their game today...

...it didn’t matter. A glance at the battlespace told him everything he needed to know in order to project how this engagement would go, unless something changed soon.

If the Xanthic were determined to fight to the last, then it would cost Thatcher at least half of his fleet.

It all depended on how invested the aliens were in protecting the megastructure they’d built in Earth’s place.

And he had a feeling they were very, very invested in that.
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Thatcher stared bleakly across the CIC at the holotank, scanning Sol System to see if any more Xanthic vessels would return to join battle once more.

He’d been proven woefully correct about the aliens’ determination to repel his fleet and retain control of the megastructure for themselves. More shrapnel filled the battlespace than he’d ever seen, throughout his fifteen-year career as a Space Fleet officer and then a starship commander. It clogged the space around the megastructure, posing a true navigational hazard. Toward the end of the fighting, it had hampered each battle group’s ability to keep its movement constant and random.

Many of those debris clouds represented Legion vessels. Far too many.

While they’d arrived in-system with over a thousand warships, the aliens had cut that down to fewer than three hundred. If the Xanthic wanted to marshal their remaining forces for another concerted attack, reinserting together, en masse, from their universe...well, they could probably reduce those numbers even further.

It depends on how suicidal they’re feeling.

As it stood, every Xanthic warship had been forced back into its universe. There were perhaps one hundred of them left...enough to spill even more human blood, if they felt so inclined.

But today already represented a historical slaughter, on both sides. And as long as Thatcher’s fleet remained where it was, he doubted he or his people would ever feel safe, knowing the Xanthic could materialize amidst their ranks at any time.

For that matter, where will we ever feel safe again? It isn’t as though their ability to phase between universes is limited to this location. They could appear unexpectedly to terrorize any human craft, anywhere. Just as they’ve boiled up from beneath planetary colonies so many times.

For now, it seemed Legion controlled the alien megastructure. That fact could be contested at any time. But in the meantime, he felt he should set about investigating the thing, and ascertaining its true purpose. Else, what point did today’s battle have, except to exact a vengeance that had come at a breathtaking cost in human life?

“Lucy, I need you to find me Doctor Rapino. Tell him to contact me at once. I’ll take the call in my office.”

“Aye, sir.” Guerrero’s voice came out sounding thin and strained. She had dark bags under her eyes, as most of his CIC officers did. The battle had been long, and each ship’s loss had felt like a dagger through the heart. They could all sleep for a week, he felt sure. But there could be no sleep, now. Not for him, at least. Not until he figured out the parameters of the situation he now found himself in, and the risks.

And not until he learned what the point had been of losing so many of his spacers.
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“You know, a lot of my colleagues look down on meatheads like you.”

Avery didn’t stir from his position in the angular hatchway, and didn’t glance away from his assault rifle’s thermal scope, which he used to scan the long and shadowy corridor. “That right?” He’d escorted Doctor Rapino before, and was used to the man’s penchant for hearing himself talk.

“Oh, absolutely,” the xenologist went on as he tapped away at the Xanthic console, manipulating softly glowing, perpendicular screens, sometimes both of them at once. “They resent having to be trailed at all times by what they see as little more than hired muscle. Especially when you boss them around, tell them where to go, tell them to duck here, or run there. They absolutely loathe that.”

“Sorry to hear.” Now Avery did glance back, honestly impressed by the scientist’s ability to hack into alien computer systems while chattering inanely away. Maybe it helps him concentrate. Or maybe his job isn’t as hard as it looks.

“Hey, don’t apologize to me. I see something my colleagues can’t, narrowly focused as they are on their work.”

“And what’s that?” Avery asked, as he knew it was his duty to ask.

“I see that you’re every bit a part of history as we are. The Xanthic don’t leave their artifacts and databases lying around in shopping malls or secure government archives. We’ve only ever extracted such things from active war zones. So of course we need marines to lead us around, and of course we need to listen to those marines’ orders. You’re trained to survive in hostile environments, and we aren’t. All we know how to do is to decipher the confused leavings of a chaotic alien race, like a two-bit soothsayer pawing at tea leaves.”

“Well, that’s real nice of you to say, Doc.” Must be thank-a-marine day, and I just forgot to mark it on my calendar.

“It’s not nice. It’s merely the truth.”

Avery’s helmet picked up on the footsteps well before his ears would have. Several seconds later, Corporal Loughty appeared out of a five-way intersection on his left, at the head of a four-man fireteam.

“Anything?” Avery asked over a closed channel, not interested in inviting Rapino’s commentary on everything they said. In his experience, the man would take any excuse at all to talk, including using standard marine comms as a surface to bounce his pointless remarks off of.

Loughty shook his head. “Nah. It’d make too much sense for there to be Xanthic inside here, right? And so they’re nowhere to be found.”

“That sounds about right.” The Xanthic had a habit of turning up where they had no business being, only to make themselves scarce from the places where they should have been. It had been the same on Oasis, on Recept, even on their own space station and super-ship in Nankeen. Why should it be any different here?

Avery turned back toward Rapino, instructing his helmet to emit his words so the xenologist could hear. “Got anything for us, Doc?”

“Just that it’s a very good thing we came along when we did, as it turns out.”

“Oh yeah? And why’s that?”

“Because the Xanthic were days away from completing construction on this thing. And when they did, everything would have changed for us.”

Everything’s already changed for us. We just lost most of our fleet, not to mention finding everyone in Earth Local Space dead. What more do we have left to lose?

Nevertheless, he decided to continue humoring Rapino. “Changed how?” he asked.

Rapino turned away from the console, wearing the deeply satisfied expression of a man who’d just spent the better part of an hour appreciating the work of a master artist. “This superstructure is built for one thing only: to generate a wormhole that extends not through space, but into the future—for at least a hundred million years. Which, according to the information we found inside the asteroid our dear departed friend Simon Moll was so keen to reach, is around the time Xanthic civilization was at its peak. Their past, our future.”

“They were trying to go home, then?”

The scientist chuckled, and when he spoke, his tone was gentle, as though he was talking to a curious child. “No, my dear Major. This wormhole goes only one way—from then, to now. They weren’t trying to go home. They were trying to bring ‘home’ here. In a few days’ time, this system would have been teeming with Xanthic.”
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Like everything aboard the super-ship, the conference room was needlessly large. It might as well have been another wardroom, with a kitchenette off to the side, and even a lounge area at the end, with enough seating to comfortably accommodate at least ten.

The assembled Legion leaders eschewed the couches and armchairs, instead sitting around one end of the overly long boardroom table.

For once, they were physically present, instead of using holoscreens for remote presence. The screens remained in alcoves built into the overhead, undescended, while the six remaining people with any right to be there stared at each other from across the mahogany.

Thatcher had hesitated at first to call the other leaders here to join him, in the flesh, but on further reflection he realized it didn’t make much difference. Garcia and Mittelman had already taken up residence aboard Colossus, and asking Rose and Williams to join them as well didn’t seem to represent much additional risk.

If the Xanthic show up with meaningful numbers again, we’re likely all doomed anyway. It wouldn’t matter if they were all aboard one ship or distributed across five of them.

The fact that they all yet survived felt like a minor miracle. With so much of their fleet destroyed, and the battlespace now a wasteland of orbiting shrapnel, it seemed incredibly fortunate that both Selene Williams’ and Rose’s vessels had survived the battle.

The sixth member of their cadre today was Doctor Rapino, fresh from marine-escorted visits to a few of the Xanthic modules that were connected to each other by incredibly long nanotube cables, forming the megastructure the aliens had been so keen to defend. And it was on Rapino who everyone present focused.

“It seems probable that this project was the Xanthic’s ultimate end in isolating humanity in the Dawn Cluster, and in taking Earth Local Space for themselves,” Rapino said. The man seemed to enjoy the attention, and Thatcher was convinced that he intentionally made his technical explanations obtuse, to encourage follow-up questions, giving him an excuse to continue talking. It certainly felt like this briefing was taking longer than necessary.

“As it turns out,” the xenologist continued, “Sol System is home to an unusual density of dark matter, making it perfect as the site of a portal that would extend far enough through time so as to touch the far-future period in which they flourished.”

“You mentioned they were days from completing it,” Williams said. “Logically, then, we should be able to complete it in a similar time frame. Correct?”

Rapino frowned, pausing a moment before replying. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Though I’m not sure why you’d want to.”

“To launch the attack Thatcher spoke of at Lucio Russo’s funeral,” Williams answered. “To exterminate the Xanthic for good.”

The doctor nodded, wearing a sympathetic smile. “It seems my explanation wasn’t sufficiently clear. The megastructure you see where Earth once was serves as a sort of anchor for a wormhole powerful enough to span millions and millions of years. But that wormhole only goes one way—from their time to ours. Our far-future, to the present. To now. We wouldn’t be able to use it to send a fleet the other way, to their time.”

“What would it take to do that?” Thatcher asked.

“To send a fleet of our own over such an unfathomable stretch of time? Why, we’d need our own anchor, on the other end.”

Thatcher squeezed his eyes shut, and resisted the urge to massage his brow. “Then how did the Xanthic get here to build their ‘anchor?’”

“They waited.”

“What?”

“Captain Thatcher,” Rapino said, folding his arms and leaning across the table toward him, “we’re talking about a multi, multi-generational project. We know the Xanthic as chaotic, and they are, but as you know, sometimes that chaos can manifest in what is effectively a very ordered way. They got here by passing down the mission of building this megastructure to their descendants, and those descendants have been riding the flows of time in this era, bringing Moll back time and time again to do their bidding, launching incisive strikes against civilian populations throughout our history, et cetera.”

Thatcher did his best to keep his voice level. “But we know from UNC records that our descendants also launch a strike into the future, from their time.”

“Then that means humanity will do the same thing the Xanthic did. Apparently, we also manage to pull off a similarly intergenerational effort, meaning our far-flung descendants are the ones to build the megastructure on the Xanthic’s end of the enormity of time. I suppose there’s always the chance that our descendants open their wormhole here, so that we might avail of it within a reasonable time frame, but I have to be honest, that doesn’t seem likely.”

It was then that Thatcher lost his cool. “So you’re telling me that the only way for us to travel to the dawn of Xanthic civilization is to wait. To die. Or for our descendants to open a wormhole in our faces.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Thatcher stared at him, eyes wide. “Then what did you say, Doctor Rapino?”

“I said you couldn’t send a fleet through. It should be possible to send through a single ship. How else would these Xanthic have alerted the Xanthic of the past that it was time to use the wormhole to come here? It may even be possible to send a super-ship...I’ll need to see. But the wormhole is only designed for one way, and to send any more than one vessel would risk its integrity. If you caused it to collapse, the chances of you ever returning to this time would almost certainly be zero.”

Thatcher shoved aside his annoyance at Rapino to consider what he’d just said. “So it’s possible to collapse the wormhole by overloading it with material. That’s a good failsafe, then. Even if we take the risk of finishing the megastructure’s construction, we can collapse the ensuing wormhole by sending a lot of material through it. That would cut off the Xanthic’s ability to invade us with overwhelming numbers.”

“It would also squander our one opportunity to go to their time,” Williams said. “Even if we only send one ship, there’s a chance we might make a difference. Accomplishing anything at all so deeply in the Xanthic’s past would have to be magnified throughout their timeline, right? Maybe we’d have the chance to reduce the numbers and resources they have to work with, in our time. I say we keep the wormhole open, for as long as we can. We can’t waste this chance.”

Thatcher nodded slowly, considering Williams’ words. She’s right, we can’t afford not to take this opportunity. And yet, by opening a wormhole so far into the future, we risk everyone’s lives. Everyone alive right now, and all their descendants. Sure, we’ll have an option to close it...but what if the Xanthic come through in such numbers that they prevent us from doing so?

He turned toward Mittelman. “What do you think, Hans?”

The spymaster blinked, looking surprised by the question. “I think Ms. Williams is right,” he said after a brief hesitation. “We’ve been given a gift we’d be foolish to decline. Besides, what do we have left to lose? Everyone on humanity’s home world is dead, it seems safe to say. The same goes for everyone who lived in Earth Local Space. And the Dawn Cluster belongs to Baumann and Volkov.” He sounded almost forlorn, as he spoke that last. “Through that wormhole seems like the only meaningful place to go. And if you’re going, Tad, then I ask that you take me with you.”

Thatcher studied Mittelman’s face for a few seconds, weighing the words he’d spoken, which seemed sincere.

I suppose it makes sense. Like Garcia, Mittelman has been deprived of his purpose. The man had apparently expected to remain in the Dawn Cluster, left in charge there, just as he’d once been handed Frontier Security’s reins while Rose went north, into Degenerate Empire territory.

If his plans to rule the Cluster had worked out, it wouldn’t only have meant wielding power...it would have meant having any role at all. His skills would have had a home, back in the Cluster.

But here, what intelligence was there to gather? What corporate hierarchies were there to infiltrate? As Mittelman himself had just said, everyone who’d once lived in Earth Local Space was now dead, and even the Xanthic were gone, at least for the moment. There was nothing left for him to do.

With a start, Thatcher realized the same was true of himself. For the last four years, his only purpose had been to defeat everyone who stood in the way of uniting the Dawn Cluster—all to get back to Earth. To save humanity. To save Lin.

Now that he knew there was nothing left to save, what was the point of remaining here? For that matter, what was the point of returning to the Dawn Cluster? There, his only options were either to share power with Volkov and Baumann, or to try and wrest it from them, to have it for his own. There was probably a good chance he could manage that, too.

But why? For what purpose? His own self-aggrandizement? Sport? To say he’d done it?

Thatcher had never wanted control over others—not for its own sake, anyway. Even the chain of command was merely a means to an end. Without an end, it became pointless.

This really is the last thing left for me to do. Unless I want an early retirement...which I don’t.

He cleared his throat. “Very well. We will finish what the Xanthic started. We’ll finish the megastructure’s construction and we’ll use it to generate the wormhole. That done, I will command the Colossus in sailing through it. Any of her crew who wishes to leave before we disembark will be allowed to—just as we’ll be accepting any and all volunteers from among the other ships. Does anyone object to this course of action?”

No one did, which came as no surprise.

“Very well, then,” he said. “It’s settled. Meeting adjourned.”
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Thatcher stared at the holotank at the CIC’s fore, waiting for Rapino to deliver on his assurance that he could use the Xanthic megastructure to send Thatcher and his crew over a hundred million years into the future.

The last week had been filled with funerals and goodbyes. It felt odd to hold funerals in batches, each ceremony accounting for thousands and thousands of spacers lost. But they were lucky there’d been time to hold any at all. Despite everything that needed to be done around the Colossus to prepare her for a voyage through time, Thatcher had managed to attend every funeral service, which had meant even less sleep than usual. But it had been worth it.

Not everyone had been lucky enough to be able to attend all of them. The fleet was on high alert, with every surviving spacer conscious at all times that the Xanthic could return at any moment, without warning. After all, they hadn’t destroyed every alien ship that had been guarding the megastructure. The Xanthic had simply stopped coming after sustaining a certain level of losses. There was always the chance those ships had simply gone for reinforcements. Even a surprise attack on the remnants of the Legion fleet with whatever the Xanthic had left would prove devastating.

In a sense, Thatcher felt like he had the preferred job—sailing through time, possibly never to return. He didn’t envy those whose job it would be to stand on guard near the wormhole, against the possibility of the Xanthic’s return, or of new Xanthic pouring through the wormhole once it extended through the eons and touched the era of the aliens’ birth.

Who knew how long they’d be waiting? Who knew what trials they might have to face? And the payoff was questionable. If Thatcher didn’t manage to return, they might never learn the outcome of his mission.

He’d appointed Selene Williams as the commander of the fleet that would remain in this period, in this place, to protect the megastructure.

“If Xanthic start to come through, destroy it immediately,” he’d ordered her. “After its opening, Doctor Rapino or one of his subordinates will be in place at all times, to shut it down on a moment’s notice if need be. Do. Not. Hesitate.”

“I won’t, Tad,” Williams had said, returning his gaze through the holoscreen with steely eyes.

He believed her.

Rose would remain on this side of time, too. She hadn’t bothered trying to call on him again after their conversation in the front room of his living quarters. It seemed they’d said everything to each other they needed to. He hadn’t seen her since their meeting with Rapino a week ago, and he hadn’t heard from her. Somehow, he doubted he would.

In the holotank, nothing continued to happen. He drew a deep breath, trying to make sense of the tangled knot of emotions that had taken up residence in his chest. He couldn’t single out a single dominant one. Instead, apprehension, numbness, fatigue, and a deep sadness all were present in apparently equal measure.

Lately, he’d come to hate how disconnected he was from reality, inside the CIC. Everything he ordered happened through a screen. Deadly lasers were blue lines. Missiles were white dashes. The death of thousands was represented by an icon blinking out. 

The only time anything ever happened was when his ship’s shield went down, and ordnance ravaged her hull, causing tremors to run through her superstructure. And that would be all that ever actually happened, unless and until an enemy managed to destroy his ship and end his life for good. Flame and shrapnel and imploding bulkheads would be the last thing he’d see.

After that...what? He didn’t know. In fact, he preferred not to think about it.

Even talking to Williams earlier had been like watching a movie about a woman resolved to leave him stranded in the future at the first glimpse of Xanthic. He’d seen the steel in her eyes, but it hadn’t been the same as seeing it in person. But why would they bother with actually visiting each other for such a short conversation? Much easier to let screens and machines mitigate their communication. The desired end was achieved. That had to be enough.

But for Thatcher, it no longer felt like enough. It felt like torture, just as staring at his wife’s photograph was torturous.

“I failed you, Lin,” he’d whispered to it, more than once. “I failed you. I’m sorry.”

Except, their communication was mitigated by a lot more than screens. Time, destruction, and death stood between him and his wife. Barriers that couldn’t be circumvented. He no longer had that opportunity.

Not for the first time since arriving back in Earth Local Space, Thatcher wondered what it was all for. What purpose the last few years had served.

I accomplished my mission, only for it not to matter. I’m supposed to be the Hammer, the one destined to prevail against the Xanthic. Is this what that looks like? If it is, I would have preferred to die on the moon with Lin in my arms.

But he didn’t have the luxury of allowing himself to languish in such pitiful thoughts for very long. He was the captain of the Colossus—which was still a tremendous job, even if he was about to lose his status as fleet commander, by virtue of leaving his fleet in his wake by millions of years.

“Something’s happening,” Guerrero said from the Ops station, sounding awestruck.

Thatcher wasn’t sure how she knew—he couldn’t see anything.

Then, he saw it: a flash of light that washed out their sensors. Following that, the newborn wormhole looked just like the one in Sunrise System, except on a grander scale.

A widening oval, fed by multiple enormous modules stuffed full of capacitor banks, using adapted maser technology. Beyond it, a patch of stars mismatched to those that could be seen through the spidery megastructure.

The wormhole grew, and grew, until its perimeter made contact with one of the carbon nanotube cables connecting two massive modules. Nanotubes were known for their strength, but the wormhole’s edge was like a razor’s edge cutting through a taut rubber band. The untethered modules flew apart, jerking others in their wake.

Thankfully, no ships were in their path, and the wormhole no longer seemed to need the megastructure’s assistance. It had apparently completely stabilized—a massive portal orbiting the sun, exactly where humanity’s home world had once been.

Thatcher opened his mouth, suddenly filled with the urge to say something meaningful and momentous, though he wasn’t sure what.

He never got the chance. Massive Xanthic vessels began to emerge from the wormhole, and what he spoke instead was a curse.
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“Sir, I have Doctor Rapino on comms,” Guerrero said, sounding as panicked as Thatcher felt. “He’s looking for confirmation to shut down the wormhole.”

Thatcher gritted his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again. In that short space of time, two more Xanthic ships had used the wormhole to transition into Sol System.

Most of those things are huge. Super-ship sized.

It was possible the Xanthic were sending their largest units first to muscle through and establish a strong presence for their smaller vessels. Either way, it spelled trouble—not just for the diminished fleet he’d given Selene Williams command over, but for humanity as a whole.

“Sir?”

He ignored her. “Bryce, lay in a direct course for the wormhole, sailing between the Xanthic ships I’m designating.” His fingers swept across his holoscreen as he spoke. “Do it now. Randall, execute the instant you have it.”

Sullivan didn’t hesitate. Indeed, it would be pretty shocking if he did, at this point. Like everyone else aboard the Colossus, Thatcher’s Nav officer had been given the chance to be reassigned to another ship, one that wasn’t embarking on a trip into the far-flung future, a trip that seemed likelier all the time to prove one-way. But like every other officer in the CIC, along with eighty-eight percent of the super-ship’s general crew, he’d elected to stay.

Whether that made them all brave or clinically insane, Thatcher still couldn’t decide.

The great ship lurched forward, along a beeline course for the wormhole.

“Tactical, spray both ships with laser and railgun broadsides as we pass. Make sure they keep their distance.” He turned toward the Ops station. “Lucy. Tell Rapino to shut down the wormhole as soon as we transition out.”

She stared back at him with wide eyes, and for a moment, Thatcher wondered whether she’d heard his order—or, if she had, whether her brain had processed it.

“Aye, sir,” she said at last, turning back to her console to tap in the transmission.

More alien warships exited the wormhole, and as they did, other Xanthic vessels began to materialize amidst the very ranks of the Legion fleet.

The fleet we defeated, come again at the opportune time. Worse: out of necessity, Thatcher’s fleet had stopped randomizing battle group locations. And so the Xanthic knew just where to reinsert to maximize damage.

The Colossus unleashed dual attacks on the pair of hulking Xanthic vessels between which Thatcher had ordered Sullivan and Kitt to take them through. Both enemy shields spasmed wildly, and while the ships returned fire, they didn’t move to block Thatcher’s super-ship.

With that, they were through...and into the wormhole.
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The Colossus leapt from the wormhole, which collapsed in her wake. The ensuing light washed out every visual sensor, and this time there was an energy release. The shockwave buffeted the super-ship from behind, the effects felt even in the CIC. For a protracted moment, Thatcher felt sure they must be doomed.

But the catastrophic energy release which the scientists had feared back in Sunrise System failed to materialize, and visual sensors gradually returned to normal.

Unfortunately, that brought no relief.

“Sir, I have thousands of enemy contacts, of clear Xanthic make,” Guerrero said breathlessly from the Ops station. “They’re arrayed as if waiting to transition into the wormhole we just destroyed.”

“Acknowledged, Lucy,” Thatcher said, not bothering to attempt to correct her over whether they had destroyed the wormhole or not. It was either the passage of the Colossus that did it, or Rapino’s timing was frighteningly tight. Either way, it seemed highly likely that Thatcher and his crew would live out the remainder of their lives on this end of time.

It also seemed likely those lives wouldn’t last very long.

Deprived of the wormhole they’d meant to enter, the waiting Xanthic ships now turned their attention to the dreadnought. As Thatcher had anticipated, most of these were units smaller than the super-ship-sized vessels that had gone through the wormhole first, but there were still plenty left to match the Colossus in stature—along with hundreds of smaller warships. More than enough to convert his command into shrapnel, in other words.

There was one thing to be grateful for: the Colossus had exited the wormhole on the periphery of the Xanthic fleet, and much of it was stacked horizontally, meaning most of the alien ships would risk hitting friendlies by attempting to fire on the dreadnought.

“Scan for places we might flee, Lucy,” Thatcher said. “Somewhere in the opposite direction of that fleet. Is there a jump gate we might avail of? Randall, bring us about in the meantime, and engage primary thrusters the moment we’re pointed in the right direction. Quickly, if you please.”

“Aye, sir,” Kitt said. The Colossus began rotating on lateral thrusters immediately, though her bulk was slow to shift at first.

“Captain, there’s nowhere to go,” Guerrero said. “There doesn’t even appear to be a star nearby. Sol is gone. I can’t see any planets, or even an asteroid. There certainly aren’t any jump gates.”

Dumbfounded, Thatcher stared at his holoscreen’s representation of the system.

Or rather, the lack of a system. Guerrero was right: there was no formation of any kind.

“Dust sensors are picking up some kind of particulate matter,” Guerrero added. “That’s it.”

“Dust sensors,” Thatcher muttered under his breath. He hadn’t even known this thing had ‘dust sensors.’ The Jersey certainly hadn’t had them. If she had, he would have known.

His heart hammered against his ribcage as he scrutinized the holoscreen for something, anything he could use to his advantage. But there was nothing. Just a vast expanse of nothing.

Is this truly how it ends? Pointlessly, far from home, far from anything recognizable? It occurred to him that he was about to meet an end similar to the one he’d arranged for his trusty ship, the New Jersey. Like ship, like captain. In a sense, he was going down with her.

One thing was certain: this was not the end he’d envisioned for either himself or his command. It wasn’t what he’d imagined during his youth spent dreaming of captaining a starship. This...this was meaningless. Empty. And though he kept a calm exterior for his crew, inside he was screaming into the cavernous hollow that was himself.

Then the first ships materialized up ahead, seeming to firmly punctuate his fate. More warships to cut off our escape. But, our escape to what? Why bother even wasting ordnance on us? Why not let us slowly starve to death in the featureless void? He had no idea how the Xanthic survived here, but he knew for certain that the crew of the Colossus could not. Not for long. Not on their own.

Then, Guerrero spoke: “Sir, those are human ships!”

Thatcher looked from his Ops officer to the mass of icons crowding the holotank—all of them representing ships, with no stars or planets. No stations, either, since there was nothing for stations to orbit around.

And, yes—there they were. A host of green icons, the CIC’s governing AI having automatically assessed the new ships’ profiles as being of human make and assigned them a friendly color.

He considered calling up a visual to study them, but decided now wasn’t the time to conduct his own inspection. Not with an armada of enemy ships bearing down on them, and not when he had an officer who specialized in giving him sophisticated breakdowns of sensor data.

“What can you tell me about those ships, Lucy?”

She shook her head in apparent wonderment, half-turned toward him. “Sir, I...I’m not sure where to begin. They clearly belong to the same, uh, lineage. As in, humans definitely made them all. But their profiles, the design philosophies, what their outlines suggest about the sort of weaponry they’re—oh, sir, one of them is attempting to contact us.”

“Accept the transmission, and put whoever it is in the holotank.”

“Aye, sir.”

Guerrero’s ever-nimble fingers manipulated her console, and just a couple seconds later a familiar face appeared inside the display.

A very familiar face. One which belonged to a man who’d died three years ago. Or one hundred million years ago, depending on how one reckoned it.

“Hi, Tad,” Admiral Frederick Wilson said.
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“Fred,” Thatcher said, his voice cracking strangely, and falling away, so that even he could barely hear the ‘d’ at the end of his dear friend’s name. “H-how?”

“There’s no time to explain. If you’re going to survive the next few minutes, you’ll need to follow my instructions immediately, and to the letter. Think you can do that?”

“Yes. I can.” But whether I will is another question altogether.

“You need to evacuate that ship with every available shuttle and get to my ship, and you need to do it yesterday.”

“Yesterday was a long time ago,” Thatcher said, and his voice sounded distant even to his ears. Everything had taken on a dreamlike quality, all of a sudden.

“Sir,” Ortega said, “I don’t mean to be the one to rain on this reunion, but we have no idea what the Xanthic’s capabilities are in this era. How do we know they haven’t managed to simulate the admiral’s likeness and voice?”

Thatcher shook himself in an attempt to dislodge his mind, which refused to turn over, like a stalled engine. “Because,” he said, forced himself to inhale deeply, and tried again. “Because the Xanthic aren’t all-powerful. For them to do that, they’d need to both know who I am and know my relationship with Fred. To create a convincing illusion, they would have been much better off choosing someone who’s supposed to be alive. The fact I’m talking to Fred right now is just unbelievable enough to be believable.

“Besides, why bother with simulating Fred? Unless his ships really can do something to help us, as Fred here suggests, then the Xanthic have us where they want us anyway.” He ripped off his restraints and rose to his feet. Many times have I expected others to follow my orders promptly, and without question, even when those orders must have been perfectly mystifying. Now it’s time for me to do the same.

“Guerrero, relay the admiral’s orders throughout the ship. We’re evacuating.”




***
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Thatcher sprinted along the super-ship’s central thoroughfare as the Colossus rocketed through space. Inertial compensators were still fully functional, and so the acceleration did little to affect his gait, but nevertheless he was all too aware of what was happening.

And indeed, if he wished to confirm what was happening, all he needed to do was glance at his comm, to which he’d patched through his command console before leaving the CIC.

The Xanthic fleet was hard on the dreadnought’s stern, adding an ever-increasing number of powerful primary lasers to the assault on her shield. On a level just below actual sensory perception, Thatcher was sure he could feel it as the forcefield thrummed with the massive amounts of energy being dumped into it. Maybe that was the special connection a captain had with his ship—even, apparently, with a ship relatively new to him.

Or maybe he was imagining things.

Either way, time was a scarce resource. There were enough shuttles for everyone aboard the Colossus to evacuate, though conditions might be cramped aboard a few of them. The question was, would everyone make it out in time?

His desire to be the last one to leave was strong, but his CIC crew had already informed him they wouldn’t leave until he did. Which placed a certain pressure on him to reach a shuttle and escape as promptly as he could.

Since when did they become so headstrong? Perhaps they’d paid too close attention when Rose and Williams had led the movement to persuade him to transfer his command from the New Jersey to the Colossus. If he could be dislodged from his precious cruiser, then anything was possible.

“The shield just fell,” Guerrero said, her head down as she ran, scrutinizing her comm. They’d handed control of the ship over to subroutines, programmed to make the super-ship accelerate at max capacity, and to target down anything that drew within firing range—prioritizing incoming missiles.

But their frenzied flight hadn’t been enough to preserve her shield for long. And now, Thatcher really could feel the effects of the Xanthic attack.

Something blew out below, the ensuing tremor strong enough to nearly throw him to the deck. But they all kept their balance, every one of them.

Up ahead, a squad of marines appeared around the corner—Fourth Squad, with Major Will Avery at their head.

“There you are, sir.” Without prompting, the marines fell in around the CIC crew as they ran, easily keeping pace in their power suits. “We were tracking your location via your comm’s transponder.”

“Hmm.” Normally, it wouldn’t be possible to track the captain via his comm—unless whoever did it availed of emergency protocols, which they’d have to account for later in triplicate. Not that there was likely to be any more paperwork to fill, for any of them, ever. “I’m not sure what good a marine escort will do us, if I’m being honest, Major. You should have made directly for a shuttle yourself.”

“You never know, sir,” Avery said, his tone just as level as before. “It wouldn’t be the first time a squad of marines became unexpectedly useful.”

Thatcher decided now was not the time to argue. Instead, he saved his breath for running.

Something else hit the Colossus, throwing them all sideways, and causing an overhead panel to cave downward, showering the deck with sparks.

They parted, running around the bright cascade of light.

She won’t hold together much longer. But luckily, they were arriving where Attack Shuttle One was docked—not the same one from the New Jersey, though she was piloted by the same Hotdog.

“Go, go, go,” Avery told the pilot the moment the last marine was in, and the hatch closed. “Launch!”

Another missile hit the super-ship at that moment, giving them a rocky departure. But depart they did, under a torrent of laserfire, railgun fire, and missiles.

More than once, solid-core rounds sprayed the shuttle’s hull, and the marine across from Thatcher was pierced through his torso, turning his breathing into desperate gurgling. His pressure suit’s HUD told him the marine’s name: Private Carl Rod.

There was nothing that could be done for Rod, or for the atmosphere that leaked through the shuttle’s now perforated hull. Thankfully, the rest of them had already donned pressure suits from the shuttle’s rear compartment.

In the meantime, Fred Wilson’s small fleet was doing its best to protect the fleeing shuttles. They’d already lost three of them, and the Xanthic were clearly gunning for the remainder. But as Thatcher watched, Wilson’s ship shot down a missile chasing Attack Shuttle One, and then a second. The man knew which shuttle Thatcher was aboard, and he was clearly favoring it with disproportionate defensive fire.

The trip took under ten minutes, but felt like an eternity. At last, Hotdog took them up to the waiting ship’s hull—she appeared to be a destroyer. They docked...

...and the fighting stopped. At least, Thatcher lost his connection with the Colossus’ CIC. There was no interference, no fuzziness due to sensor scrambling. It was simply cut off.

The marines and CIC officers spent a few minutes looking around at each other in uncertain silence. Then, Thatcher’s comm crackled with Wilson’s voice.

“We’re safe...at least, for now. The others should phase in soon after us. In the meantime, why don’t you come join me in the CIC, Tad? I believe we have a lot to discuss.”
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Thatcher sat in an observer seat at the back of Wilson’s CIC, watching in numb silence as his old friend gave a sequence of orders that involved flitting back and forth between universes.

“Chases through time are a little different,” Wilson explained from the command chair. “If the Xanthic don’t get their timing right, they might appear behind where they need to be to intercept us—behind in time, I mean. Meanwhile, we’re haring off in another direction altogether. Correcting course only further messes things up for them. Time travel complicates things. I’m sure you can appreciate that, by now.”

“Yeah,” Thatcher said.

“It won’t take us long to throw them off. That’s the good news. The bad news, we need to be one hundred percent sure we’ve lost them. Otherwise we’ll compromise the location of Newhaven.”

“Newhaven,” Thatcher repeated. He studied the back of Wilson’s head, sure he saw more gray hairs there than he remembered. And when his long, lost friend had smiled at him, in the fleeting seconds he’d had to greet Thatcher before returning to shaking off the alien pursuers, Thatcher had noticed that the crow’s feet at the corners of Wilson’s eyes had more lines in them.

“Fred,” he said.

“Yes?” Wilson didn’t glance back, too intent on his console. On saving all their lives.

“You sacrificed yourself. To save me, and the rest of our fleet.”

“Did I? That was nice of me.”

“And before that, you left the Triumph behind. For a new command—a Xanthic super-ship. Which you used to draw away pirate ships, so that we could escape their territory.”

“Hmm.”

“How is it that you command the Triumph now? And how are you alive?”

“Great questions,” Wilson said, finally twisting in his seat to meet Thatcher’s eyes. “Unfortunately, Tad, the answers are complicated, and I’m a little busy right now.” He gestured at his console.

“Right.”

Wilson turned back to his work. “I’ll explain as much as I can once we reach Newhaven. I promise.”

“Okay.”

With that, Thatcher sank back into silence, while Wilson pulled his bacon out of the fire. For what was at least the second time in his life.

At least.




***




Newhaven

Nova Generator Cloud Mu, Proto-Orion Spur
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“A few solid formations do exist, even this early in the Xanthic timeline,” Wilson explained cheerfully as they walked along a winding concrete path bracketed by two grassy stretches, all of it encased in rock walls, with rectangular light fixtures suspended by chains drilled into the stone overhead. “Newhaven is one of them. And lucky for us, it’s pretty out-of-the-way, deep inside Mu, a thick cloud of diffuse matter big enough to hide our fleet. That’s what blocked out our visual sensors as we made our approach. The Xanthic have never managed to find it, not that they seem to spend much time looking.”

Thatcher’s gaze was fixed by a bench that looked like it had been taken from some ship’s mess and then prettied up as much as possible, the cold metal sheen replaced by layers of brown paint. He still hadn’t shaken the dreamlike quality his life had taken on since Wilson had first appeared inside his holotank, aboard the Colossus.

“Shouldn’t any solid objects be sought after?” Thatcher asked. “I mean, if they’re so scarce....”

Wilson shrugged. “The Xanthic don’t seem to need ’em. They’re true spacers at this stage of their history...just like us, actually. Newhaven is completely self-sufficient, Tad. We’ve achieved the dream at last. Life free of atmospheres. A fully functioning ecology, pathogen control, a working carbon cycle, you name it. The space-based utopia is here; you’re walking in it. But of course, it turns out we had to come to the end of the universe to have it. Isn’t that just like life?”

Thatcher shook his head, having trouble choosing amongst the sea of questions frothing inside his skull. At last, he simply chose the one he’d had the longest. “How are you alive?”

That brought a chuckle from Wilson. “I ask myself that every day.” He smiled in Thatcher’s direction. “The thing is, Tad, causality is...wonky, here. You and I likely don’t share many of the same memories, because we’re from different versions of the timeline. Actually, from my part of the cycle, it was you that died saving me. Maybe I’ll tell you that story someday.”

“I...died?”

“You did. And sometimes I think you were better off for it. But here you are again, of course, so I guess not. Things played out differently, in my life. We had a brilliant scientist, Dr. Sadie Murphy—”

“I know her, too.”

“Well, in my timeline she managed to adapt the Entropy Drive we found on the Talos—which didn’t get blown up—so that we could use it to survive in their universe. The Xanthic’s universe. That’s how we’re able to preserve livable conditions aboard our ships, and here in Newhaven. She also figured out how to phase between universes...and from there, it wasn’t long before we built a megastructure that allowed us to send a single ship into the future. Murphy calculated that a super-ship would be too big, so I volunteered the Triumph, and almost my entire crew came along for the ride. That’s how I ended up here, with this cast of characters. A long, long time ago. It seems even the Triumph was too big for our wormhole to handle, because it collapsed as soon as we came through.”

“I can relate to that,” Thatcher said. “How was it you showed up at the right place and the right time to save us?”

Wilson sighed. “Because we always show up, Tad. It appears to be one of the constants of life here at the end of the universe. Or the beginning of it, depending on your perspective. We were completely out to lunch with that whole Big Bang idea, by the way. The universe didn’t pop out of existence from nowhere. The celestial objects we see in our universe all formed in this one. The whole thing snaps back and forth, like a rubber band.”

A few seconds passed in silence, and then Wilson seemed to notice Thatcher’s blank stare.

“Oh!” the admiral said. “Right. Your question. The Xanthic always open a wormhole at that time, and that place. I’m not sure if it always connects to the same point in our past, but this is when it always opens on our end. So we show up each time and try to use it ourselves, to get back to the Human Era. But something always prevents us from doing that. It seems we’re not meant to go back. This time, the thing that stopped us was you showing up and collapsing it with that big hulk of yours. That’s happened before, a few times, actually. And it’s getting old.”

“I’ve been here before?”

“Oh, yeah. At least a dozen times, since I arrived.”

“So...can I meet, uh, me?”

This time, it was Wilson’s turn to look at him blankly. “No, Tad. You can’t.”

Thatcher swallowed, something in his friend’s eyes giving him pause.

“We have people here from multiple eras,” Wilson went on, apparently changing the subject. “Well into the fourth millennium, AD. That’s how we cobbled together a working, self-contained system here in Newhaven.”

They exited the passage they’d been walking along, and came to a park. Here, holoscreens had been molded to the rock face above, which were being used to simulate an afternoon sky. Cultivated lawns sprawled in all directions. A few hundred meters to their left, a group of children were tossing a football to each other underneath the leaf-laden branches of an oak tree, which threatened to brush up against the panels overhead.

“Unfortunately, human civilization doesn’t seem to make it past that point in our history,” Wilson said. “Humans, do, technically. I mean, here we are, about as far forward in time as we can go. But something happens to our civilization around the year 4200. We still haven’t figured out what. It’s all we can do to stay alive here, to be honest. We have the Xanthic tech for freezing ourselves, and personally I’ve spent decades in the preservations pods, cumulatively. But I can’t spend too much time on this side, because however much time I spend frozen, I have to spend an equal amount of time in our universe, just to get back to where I need to be. And it’s not as pretty there as it is here in Newhaven. What you saw when you came out of that wormhole was our universe’s death throes...before it’s reborn as the Xanthic universe.”

Thatcher was still looking at the oak tree. “What year is this? On the Xanthic side?”

“Year one.”

“Then how is that oak tree so tall?”

“It’s a transplant, Thatcher. We grew it in our universe, then brought it back here.”

“I see.” He sighed, already experiencing the initial pangs that preceded the headache he normally got when he spent too long trying to wrap his head around how the universe worked.

“The Xanthic,” he said. “This is the peak of their civilization, right? So...how? Where did they come from? How are they so numerous, when their universe just began?”

“That,” Wilson said, “is a fantastic question. Honestly, I have no idea. They seem to just materialize along with their universe, fully formed, just like it.”

They came to another bench, and Wilson sat, patting the spot beside him. Thatcher sat, too.

“Humanity and the Xanthic have warred across the timelines for who knows how long,” Wilson said. “And honestly, Tad, I have no idea how they haven’t wiped us out completely yet. It’s clear that they hate us. Why, I don’t know, though I’ve had a lot of time to toy with plenty of theories. They definitely want us all dead. Not only that, they seem to hold all the cards. Yes, we apparently wipe out a lot of them in a couple millennia from now—Xanthic Year 2000, something like that. That attack is launched from halfway through our fourth millennium AD. But they still manage to make it to the Human Era with significant numbers, along with the ability to shape the timeline like warm putty in their tentacles. And yet, somehow, we always manage to push back. To exert our own will on the timeline. Someone’s will, anyway.” Wilson looked at him meaningfully. “We’ve got something going for us, humanity. I can’t tell you what that is, exactly. Maybe you can.”

Thatcher realized how wide his eyes were. He closed them, and rubbed them. He was so tired.

He had one question left—the question he felt most reluctant to ask. And that probably meant it was the one he needed to ask most.

“You said I can’t meet myself. Why not?”

Wilson stared back at him, his expression suddenly neutral. With that, suddenly, he rose to his feet. “Well, that’s enough for today, I figure.” Without another word, he strode off through the park, leaving Thatcher staring after him, dumbfounded.
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Most of the crew had made it off of Colossus, and their addition swelled the population of Newhaven considerably. But long-time citizens of Wilson’s ‘utopia’ assured Thatcher that they would all be accommodated. Their production ships had all been overhauled with fourth-millennium tech, and had the ability to produce practically anything they wanted by harvesting material from the diffuse cloud surrounding the asteroid—including additional living spaces, the various implements needed for daily living, and so on. The closed ecosystems of both Newhaven and the farm ships could also be expanded if necessary, further increasing the food base.

They even had the ability to produce new ships...though making too many would only attract the attention of the Xanthic, whose endless numbers they could never hope to match. Not in this era.

“It seems this is life, now, sir,” Ortega said to him across one of the tables in a sprawling cafeteria, where fresh meat and vegetables were served in practically any style one could ask for, and a few which Thatcher frankly couldn’t have asked for. It seemed that the two millennia that followed his lifetime had brought some...unexpected culinary innovations. His former Tactical officer cast his gaze across the sprawling chamber, filled with tables where people who looked more or less happy dined amidst the potted ferns and trees that dotted the area. Then he looked back at Thatcher. “I suppose it could be worse.”

Thatcher shook his head. “I’m already restless. This isn’t what I expected to find on the other side of that wormhole, Tim. Not at all.”

Ortega gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Well, apparently trained officers are needed to fill in gaps that exist aboard the warships stationed around the asteroid. Apparently there are even other Tim Ortegas aboard them. Exact copies of me, more or less, barring personality quirks they may have picked up from living different versions of my life. I’ve been invited to meet them, if I want, though I’m told attempting to work aboard the same ship can get awkward. It’s not advised.”

“Hmm.”

“It sounds like some of the, um, Tims, have been here for a really long time. Looks like we’re in for the long haul, here, if we survive the Xanthic. The people here keep cycling through time, just like Moll did.” Another shrug. “At least we’ll have something to do.”

Thatcher closed his eyes. Multiple Tim Ortegas, and only one Tad Thatcher. But why?

“Is the admiral still avoiding you?” Ortega asked.

“Yes,” Thatcher said. It was apparently common knowledge around Newhaven that Wilson had been giving him the slip for days, now. He was always too busy to talk, and he seemed able to anticipate Thatcher’s movements, ensuring that wherever Thatcher looked for him, Wilson was elsewhere. That’s probably less to do with a Moll-like prescience and more to do with having access to all the security feeds, not to mention people willing to warn him of my approach.

It seemed Wilson was the de facto ruler here, insofar as Newhaven needed a ruler. Living in constant fear already did a pretty good job of keeping people out of trouble.

On another day, at another table, over mugs of morning coffee—insofar as Newhaven could be said to have mornings—he asked Guerrero what she thought of it, here.

“It’s not where I thought I would end up,” she acknowledged. “And I don’t know if I’ll ever enjoy it. But...I think there are much worse places we could be.”

And she would say no more on the subject.

As the days wore on, Thatcher could feel his crew quickly slipping away from him. Just a week ago, they’d been a cohesive unit. All of them striving together for a common purpose: to accomplish whatever mission was set before them, as efficiently as possible, with as few casualties as possible.

Now, they were already going their own separate ways. Newhaven was a bizarre, insular community that never should have existed. But Ortega was right. There was no shortage of things to do. He’d heard that a lot of the crew who’d been aboard the Colossus for the hundred-million-year journey were already talking about retiring from military life, and taking up farming, or mechanical work, or even artistic work. There was apparently a great hunger here for entertainment, and few seemed able to sustain the inspiration needed to consistently produce work that was reliably...well, good.

Choose wisely, he advised them silently. Whatever role you pick, it seems you’ll be doing it effectively forever.

As for Thatcher, for the first time in his life, no one was falling all over themselves to give him command over Newhaven’s small but stalwart military. In fact, other than the crew he’d arrived here with, he got the sense that everyone in Newhaven had already written him off, somehow. Like they expected him to contribute nothing.

On some level, he’d been yearning for a reduction in responsibility for years. Now that practically everyone around him seemed to have insultingly low expectations of him, he found it...

...well, insulting.

He asked a few people about it, but they mostly brushed him off in the most blatant way possible, abandoning him wherever he stood. They seemed perfectly happy to follow Wilson’s lead in blowing him off. Whereas Thatcher’s star had risen steadily since he’d arrived in the Dawn Cluster in Earth Year 2290, here in Xanthic Year 1, it had abruptly crashed to the Earth. People looked at him with what he felt sure was pity rather than respect. It was downright unsettling.

It didn’t take long before he began to contemplate taking drastic action. Like infiltrating Wilson’s quarters in the middle of the night, armed, and demanding an explanation. Not that he’d actually do it—but he did start to daydream about it. How much of this treatment could a man take? Especially considering he was used to exactly the opposite?

A couple weeks into his stay, eating lunch alone in roughly the center of the sea of cafeteria tables, Wilson plopped himself down in the seat across from him.

Thatcher dropped his salmon sandwich and spread his hands. “Now you come to me. Why now?”

“Because it’s around now that you start thinking about doing something drastic.”

“I haven’t been—” Thatcher cut himself off. “All right, I was. I was considering something drastic.”

“I know. From experience. And I also know that, given enough time, you’ll actually do it. A man like you gets squirrelly fast, it seems.”

“Why have you been avoiding me?”

“Because, Tad, I’m honestly sick of this. And so is everyone else who’s been in Newhaven for any length of time.”

“Sick of what?”

Wilson sighed. “Has it occurred to you to wonder whether your grandfather has ever shown up here at the end of time? I mean, I’m alive, and in your timeline I died, right? So why not Ed Thatcher?”

“It actually hadn’t occurred to me.”

“Huh. Really? Well, I guess you’re a little denser than the other Tad Thatchers.”

“Thanks.”

“I was joking. I think. Anyway, he did come here, Tad. Exactly once.”

Thatcher could feel his heart rate accelerating. “So, where is he now?”

“You asked me where the Xanthic came from. Clearly, the answer is outside of time. And outside time is a place you can get to. All you have to do is phase back over to our universe, to its final year, and wait. The universe doesn’t just reverse on a dime, becoming the Xanthic universe. Entropy doesn’t put on the brakes and then decide to start decreasing instead of increasing. There’s what we call a non-chronological event, an NCE, which seems to do the trick. Except, no one knows the nature of that event, because anyone who’s ever gone past the end has never returned. They don’t pop out the other side, with the birth of the Xanthic universe. They’re gone, forever.”

“And my grandfather went there. He went outside time.”

“Bingo.”

“Why?”

Wilson shook his head. “I don’t know. He seemed to know something we didn’t, and he wasn’t sharing, no matter how much I tried to pry. And believe me, I pried. Shamelessly. All I can tell you is, he seemed to think the key to stopping the Xanthic lay beyond the event horizon of that NCE.”

Thatcher fell silent, lost in the possibilities Wilson’s words had unlocked.

“I know what you’re thinking,” his old friend said.

He raised his eyebrows. “Do you?”

“I do. You want to go in after him.”

Thatcher tilted his head to the side. “I hadn’t quite gotten there yet.”

“You will. In short order. Every Thatcher who comes here wants to go there. Some of them right away. Sometimes you take months to decide, even years. But by the time we’re ready to start a new cycle, you’re gone. Always in time for a new Thatcher to pop out of that wormhole. Sometimes there is no Thatcher. But eventually, you always turn up, and you always follow your grandfather into the NCE. And it’s becoming very, very tedious.”

“Have you ever tried...stopping me?”

“Oh yeah. Believe me. I’ve done everything from locking you up to sedating you. But your crew never takes kindly to us treating you like that, no matter how much I try to explain the necessity. At least one of them always intervenes, usually several of them. And then there’s you. You’re like a dog with a bone once you get an idea in your head, Tad. There’s truly no stopping you.”

As Thatcher nodded slowly, Wilson rose swiftly to his feet. “I love you like a brother, Tad. I really do. Which is why I hate this part of my job. The watching you go through the inevitable cycle. We’ve even had this conversation before—the conversations where I’m at my wits’ end, where I’ve given up, and I just find the whole thing incredibly tiresome. Doesn’t matter. You’ll go. You always do. So, and this might sound harsh, but just go. Okay? Don’t bother coming to find me again. Don’t bother saying goodbye. You’re honestly not doing me any favors. Not anymore.”

Wilson’s shoulders rose and fell as he sighed deeply again. “We’ll give you a stealth shuttle, fully equipped and stocked with everything you’ll need. Whenever you’re ready, it’s ready. You’d get it anyway—you’ve stolen it before, and taken off. So I’m not going to try standing in your way. It’s yours. Just do what you have to do. Okay? Goodbye, Tad.”

With that, Wilson turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Thatcher staring wonderingly after him.
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As it turned out, Thatcher had proven to be one of the Thatchers who decided to leave more or less immediately upon learning of Edward Thatcher’s journey into the NCE.

He’d scheduled his departure for two days after his conversation with Wilson, leaving a single full day for last-minute preparations and bidding goodbye to those to whom he’d grown closest amongst the crew who’d served under him these last four years.

Their reactions ranged from encouraging—Ortega—to confused—Kitt—to incredulous—Sullivan. Guerrero had begged him tearfully not to go, but she’d given up after he told her what Wilson had said. She was just too practical to waste effort on something that was so clearly a lost cause.

Garcia had seemed basically unaffected by their situation, or by the idea he was fated to live on Newhaven for basically eternity. He’d changed nothing about his lifestyle, and the production ships conferred enough largesse that there was no particular pressure from anyone to clean up his act. He also seemed unfazed by the news that only two other Emilio Garcias had ever come here, and that one had died from cancer of the liver, while the other had been found dead in his rack.

“A few months eating and drinking here in Newhaven, a few months aboard whatever ship they want to stick me on for the requisite tour of our wasteland of a universe.” Garcia held up his hands, palms up. “Rinse and repeat until I die. It’s about what I was planning on doing, anyway.”

As for Mittelman...well, Mittelman sat beside him, in the shuttle’s copilot seat.

“Apparently this is a first,” the spymaster said. “Me coming with you, I mean.”

“Who told you that?”

“Wilson deigned to give me an audience, before we left. To be honest, I was shocked to learn that I’m the only me who’s gone with you. I don’t know how those other Mittelmans can bear to live in the same reality as each other. Makes me start to appreciate how much Ducas couldn’t stand having me aboard the Bernini.”

“You don’t say,” Thatcher said, his mind on the months that stretched before them, during which they’d be stuck inside this cramped craft with only each other for company.

“There’s nothing for me to do in Newhaven,” Mittelman went on. “Not for a man of my talents. No one to spy on, with everyone so kumbaya about everything. They all trust each other. Which is great, except when it comes to job security for someone like me.”

“I get it,” Thatcher said.

Phasing back to their native universe hadn’t been much different from transitioning through a jump gate, or sailing through a wormhole—not from where they sat anyway, inside the stealth shuttle’s cockpit. There also wasn’t much to distinguish the two universes, physically. They both lacked stars, and while the clouds of particulate matter might have been a little denser on the Xanthic side, and their locations a little different, they weren’t that different.

And now that they were here, there apparently wasn’t much left for them to do, other than to wait and hide from Xanthic. Their actual physical location didn’t matter. Provided they stuck around long enough, the CME would find them, no matter where they were.

The ship’s AI was advanced enough to watch for Xanthic ships and start dumping the shuttle’s residual heat into the hydrogen reserve the moment it detected them. There really was very little for Thatcher to do, and certainly nothing for Mittelman to do.

So Thatcher ate, and slept, and thought. He tried to ignore the spy’s incessant chattering. And he attempted to prepare himself mentally, for he knew not what.




***
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Mittelman found Thatcher at the table in the shuttle’s closet-like mess, staring blearily at the bulkhead the surface folded up from, his fingers curled through the handle of a long-empty mug.

“Today’s the big day!” the spy said brightly.

Thatcher nodded.

“Couldn’t sleep?”

“No. You?”

“Like a baby.” Mittelman shrugged. “I try not to let things get to me. Interstellar wars, alien invasions, the end of the universe. Why sweat the small stuff?”

Thatcher grunted.

“My. You’re particularly humorless, today.” Mittelman set about fixing himself a mug of coffee, not bothering to offer Thatcher a fresh one.

For his part, Thatcher didn’t ask, instead focused entirely on his comm and the countdown he’d set there. According to Wilson, the NCE was due to occur in three hours and seven minutes from now.

He’d spent the night staring at the overhead, and then at this bulkhead, wondering what would happen once they exited time itself. Would he get to see his grandfather again? What would Edward Thatcher have to say? Would he sound like Thatcher remembered? Would his voice resemble the one that had spoken into Thatcher’s mind so often, ever since his grandfather’s death?

And what would they be able to accomplish together? If anything?

Over the next hours, Thatcher helped himself to another two mugs of coffee, both with his customary splash of milk. Possibly, they would constitute the last coffee he’d ever drink. He stood as he took the final sip, intent on heading for the cockpit.

“Where are you going?” Mittelman asked.

“Pilot’s seat.”

“Why? Do you really think it matters where in the ship we are, once it happens? There aren’t any tactics you can use against the end of the universe, Tad. You might as well sit tight and enjoy the ride.”

“I’ll sit tight in the pilot’s seat. It...feels wrong, to be anywhere else.”

“Suit yourself.”

And so, Thatcher did. He spent the final ten minutes using a holoscreen to stare through a visual sensor. The universe outside showed no sign that it was about to die. Nothing happened to signal its end. Not even as Thatcher’s comm timer reached ten seconds, and counted down the rest of the way.

It happened exactly at the time it was supposed to. Not a moment too soon, or too late.

A white light washed out the holoscreen, similar to the one that followed the collapse of a wormhole. Except, this time the light dissolved the bulkheads themselves—and then, it claimed Thatcher’s body as well.


Chapter Thirty




Xanthic were all around, but none of them took any notice of him. Then again, there didn’t seem to be anything left of him to take notice of.

Only his consciousness seemed to remain, and through it he had no control over...anything. An obsidian topography stretched in every direction, in some places as gently rolling hills, and in other places the ground swept up to form mountain peaks and ridges. Jet-black was the only color—a black to contrast the countless yellow carapaces belonging to the teeming mass of Xanthic that covered almost every surface.

Is this a planet? The Xanthic’s true home world?

There was no time to speculate. An unseen hand guided him along, its light pressure enough to move him, given he was apparently feather-light. It took him up and down hills, through long canyons, along featureless plains.

At last, the hand nudged him onto a path that climbed an impossibly tall mountain, switching back and forth across its sheer face.

He ascended for what seemed like forever, drifting past Xanthic traveling up and down the treacherous route, apparently unbothered by the height that fell away mere inches from their feet.

Still, the aliens failed to react to his presence. Could they not see him? Or did they simply not care?

He wondered if Mittelman was somewhere nearby, now a formless spirit like Thatcher, being guided by another ethereal hand. Thatcher tried to call the spy’s name, but he could no more speak than move.

At last, after hours of drifting, he neared the mountain’s summit. A blocky, throne-like chair caught his eye as he did, seemingly made of the same black stone as the ground. In it sat a man, though Thatcher couldn’t yet make out what he looked like.

He couldn’t, until he could. The man looked exactly like Simon Moll. Unlike the Xanthic, he stared directly at Thatcher, a wicked smile stretching his lips. And when he spoke, he spoke with Simon Moll’s voice.

“Why, Captain. Have you come to visit me again?”

Moll tilted his head to one side, as though waiting for a response. Then, that awful grin widened. “Ah, that’s right. You can’t speak. Well, allow me: pride comes before a fall, my dear Captain. And how you have fallen.”

A cold chuckle. And then: “Have you ever stopped to consider how the Xanthic came to us, Captain? Out of portals? From under the ground? Appearing even out of thin air?” Moll shook his head, cackling, now. “You thought you could best them. You thought you could make a difference. And you believed the nonsense men whispered about you in the dark corners of dingy space bars. Who do you think spun those tales, Captain? I’ve already told you who it was that made you. I made you. But then again, let’s give credit where credit’s due. You made me, too. Time and time again, you make me, and this time, you’ll make me even stronger. As ever.

“The Xanthic are eternal, dear Captain—and so are you. They made you, through me, to become a weapon, a weapon that holds the imprint of every battle it’s ever fought. And here’s the part where we all benefit from all that experience.

“Oh, and I do always enjoy telling you that you did have a choice, in all this. You didn’t have to become a weapon. You even could have chosen a different weapon. But as always, your pride blinded you to your other options. And so here you are again. Ready to renew the masters you’ve always unwittingly served.

“Are you wondering where your grandfather is? Oh, he’s here—of course he is. He is a Thatcher, after all, and he’s just as foolish as you. He’ll always be here. But I don’t believe we’ll grant you the pleasure of reuniting. His only purpose was to serve as the final bit of bait, which you gulped down readily—again, as ever.”

Moll made a sweeping gesture, taking in the aliens that wandered the mountaintop aimlessly. “As you can see, in this state the Xanthic are little more than automatons. It’s you that infuses them with their cunning. You see, this is the part where we rip you apart and make you new. Again and again. Forever. Every Xanthic you’ve ever fought carried with it a little piece of you. In a very real sense, you’ve been fighting yourself this entire time. Unfortunately, you lost, and this time you’ll lose even harder. This time, you’ll help us to topple mankind for good.”

Moll shifted his gaze, to Thatcher’s left. “And I see you brought my favorite spy. Well, we’ll use him, too. We don’t let anything go to waste.”

With that, Moll rose from his seat and stepped toward Thatcher, reached into the space where the hand had deposited him, and tore.

Suddenly, Thatcher found his voice. And he used it to scream.


Epilogue




Norfolk, Virginia

Sol System, Earth Local Space

Earth Year 2290




Thatcher woke up screaming, but he quickly stopped as he remembered where he was—in bed, in his home in Norfolk. He could hear Lin downstairs, probably making coffee. No matter how early he got up, somehow she always managed to be up and doing things before him.

He turned his thoughts to the dream he’d woken from, which had felt incredibly dire. But in the way of dreams, it made little sense to him now, and the more he tried to turn it over in his mind, the more it fragmented.

“Ah, well,” he said, rolling out of bed and pulling on a pair of pants.

Downstairs, Lin had his coffee ready at the table, black with no sugar, as he liked it. But instead of bustling about the kitchen, preparing breakfast for them as she normally did, instead she was sitting at her accustomed place and frowning down at her comm.

Part of his dream came back to him, then. “I dreamed that aliens had invaded us fifty years ago,” he said, then chuckled. “It was my job to stop them. Maybe I’ve been in Space Fleet too long.”

He would have expected a laugh in kind from his wife, at least polite laughter. Instead she looked up from her comm wearing a blank expression.

“Tad....”

“What? What is it?”

Lin shook her head. “Listen to this.”

She pressed a thumb on her comm’s screen, and a well-known male newscaster’s voice emerged, sounding much less calm than usual.

“Today is a day that will be remembered for all of history. In the small hours of the morning, Earth time, Captain Ranbir Patel of the Lancer made first contact with an alien species. So far they show every sign of being peaceful, and galaxy-class linguists are already working hard at translating their language so that UNC officials can commence what they hope will be a fruitful and peaceful dialog. We don’t yet know what the aliens call themselves, but Captain Patel took the opportunity to dub them the ‘Xanthic,’ because of the hard yellow carapaces that cover most of their bodies.”

Lin paused the broadcast, and for the first time he noticed her face was paler than usual. “Tad...does this mean you’ll be deployed to fight them?”

He didn’t answer—not with words. Instead he stood, circled the table, and lifted her to her feet, embracing her.

“I can promise you this,” he said, with his nose buried in her hair. “I will always fight to protect you. And our son.”

“Mm.”

“Hey, I was thinking. I don’t think we should name him after my grandfather.”

“No? But you always looked up to him.”

“True. But I think I have a name I like better.”

She tilted her head back to meet his eyes. “What is it?”

“Michael.”

“Okay.” She nodded, then pressed her head against his chest once more. “Michael it is.”


Author’s Note About the Ending




Hi there! Thank you for reading Spacers, and for sticking with the series for 10 books. It still kind of baffles me that anyone would read even one entire book that I wrote, let alone 10 of them. The support of my readers continually blows me away. Without you, I would be nowhere as a writer, and that’s the simple truth.

So, let’s talk about that ending. At the time of writing this note, I’ve received three messages from early readers expressing confusion about how Spacers ended, and one of them outright hated it. That’s enough that I feel compelled to add in a note here explaining exactly what I was thinking when I ended the series that way, in case you’re feeling similarly about it. I feel I owe my readers that at the very least.

This is probably the best part about being an independent author, actually - not just that I can go back and insert an author’s note into any of my books whenever I please, but the fact that I get to have such close interaction with my readers. It’s one of my favorite things about the job, and what’s more, my readers’ honest feedback helps me continually improve as a writer.

And to be honest with you, like the three readers who messaged me, I also struggled with the ending of Spacers. Having said that, this did feel like the correct way to end the story, which I feel was always ultimately about the human experience - the interpersonal conflicts, the clash of corporate titans, the drama of man against man unfolding across the stars. For me, the Xanthic came to represent the challenges that are a vital component of human life. The inescapable temptations we struggle with on a daily basis...temptations to pride, to power, to using the ends to justify the means. 

And so as I found myself writing the last book, a final victory over such demons actually seemed beyond the scope of the story. It even felt like it would be trite and unrealistic, especially with how badly Thatcher begins to behave in the last few books. Friedrich Nietzsche said, "He who fights with monsters should look to it that he himself does not become a monster. And if you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you." Thatcher allowed his burgeoning power to go to his head, and he let his excessive trust in himself - his pride - lead him into making some blunders that cost him dearly. He even willingly committed atrocities in the name of victory at all costs over the monsters he sought to defeat - the Xanthic, but especially Simon Moll. 

Thatcher begins to recognize what he's done toward the end of the story. He starts to diagnose the vice leading him to such gross missteps. But he doesn't properly repent. To do that, he would have had to set aside his pride completely, and in the end he never does. He's like a dog with a bone, as Admiral Wilson says toward the end. He chases down victory at all costs, and is blind to the tainted means he's using to achieve that end. 

But of course, as long as we’re alive there's always hope, and I didn't want to leave my readers bereft of it. That's why I have the final scene, with Thatcher and Lin, which includes some pretty major changes from the first go-round, suggesting Thatcher's journey has had an impact. There's the coffee, which he takes black instead of with milk as he always did before, but also the fact that they're only now encountering the Xanthic for the first time, whereas in the first go-round they'd encountered them 50 years prior. Then there's the name change, from Edward to Michael. Edward is a kingly name, suggesting pride, and literally means "wealthy guard." Whereas the name Michael means "Who is like God?" - the answer being, of course, that no one is like God. I'll admit the meaning of this change wasn't completely conscious on my part, but I believe providence plays a role in all things. Perhaps Thatcher's spontaneously changing the name suggests that this time, he'll be willing to put aside his pride and stop trying to play God, as he so foolishly did before.

Writing this difficult ending has reminded me of the ending I wrote for the Ixan Prophecies trilogy, which was also challenging but also felt right. I always want to go for the ending that feels fitting and meet over the one in which the good guys unequivocally win the day. That kind of ending is fine, but only when it's truly earned. In this case, I don't think Thatcher earned a clean victory.

I won't spoil the ending of Ixan Prophecies, in case you haven't read it, but to date everyone seems to have agreed with me that I wrote a fitting end for it. This time around...well, we'll see. I'm expecting a lot more push-back, which I'm a little nervous about to be honest! I don't like contemplating the idea that readers might not feel satisfied with an ending that took them 10 books to reach. But as hard as it can be, writing an ending that seems fitting, to the best of my writer's instincts, must always take precedence over all other considerations. I feel that it's my duty to represent the truth as faithfully as I can. I don't claim to get that right 100% of the time, and I may well have gotten it wrong this time, but I can say I gave it my best shot. 

All that said, no matter what your experience of the ending of Spacers was, your experience is completely valid. My readers' enjoyment of my work is a huge motivator for me and a main consideration when I set out to write what I write. If you have feedback about the ending, or anything else - whether it’s positive or constructive - I welcome you to email me at scott@scottplots.com. Honest feedback is the only kind that helps me improve as a writer, and my readers’ feedback heavily informs my writing efforts.

Thank you again for engaging with my work, and for your support of my writing. Like I said, I really wouldn't be anywhere without my readers, and I try to thank God for you every day.


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.
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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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