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Chapter One

 

New Karlstad, Solna Colony

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2291

 

“Asymmetric warfare,” Moll said as he strolled past row after stacked row of potato plants, each one an explosion of leaves sprouting from white plastic. “Tell me your thoughts on it.”

The sudden breaking of the silence made Akio Hata start, and he felt glad Moll hadn’t been looking at him. “It…depends on what side of the asymmetry I’m on.”

Moll gave a booming laugh without turning. “Good answer, Mr. Hata. You’re on the right side, let me assure you.”

“What do O’Neill Colonies have to do with asymmetric warfare, if I may ask?”

Now, the Sunder CEO did turn. “Ah. You know their name.”

Hata shrugged. In fact, he’d looked up the term using his eyepiece as they’d walked through the megalithic cylinder, but he didn’t wish for Moll to know that. The man was already too well aware that he had the upper hand over Hata. He’d clearly brought him here to rattle him—possibly as a final test of loyalty. Why else would he bother to let him in on such a mammoth secret?

Speculation as to what the giant cylinders were that Moll had been building in the distant orbits of Trebuchet System had run rampant on the instant comm networks for months. The most convincing theories had Moll constructing facilities for the purpose of developing research projects away from the prying eyes of the UNC, not to mention corporate rivals.

Some thought the structures were giant nanofabbers, meant to print parts for warships much bigger than the micro-corvettes he’d used to expand CoGs territory to four regions.

Others thought he was trying to reverse engineer jump gates—to tease apart the secrets of their construction, which the UNC had withheld from everyone for more than a century. Each cylinder’s diameter was only about a fifth the size of a jump gate’s, but for a while Hata had found himself buying into that theory.

Until now. Until he’d come here and found…plants. Just plants, all in orderly rows and spaced at perfectly even intervals, each of them growing from white piping that climbed in tiers for at least three stories.

“Of course, ‘colony’ isn’t quite right,” Moll said. He’d stopped at the border between the sea of potato plants and another section, equally vast, which contained what Hata’s eyepiece said were rutabagas. They inhabited a vast skeletal plastic structure, just like the potatoes. “By my order, the antimatter drives will be added last. I wished to conceal the fact they’d be mobile until the last possible moment.”

“O’Neill…ships?”

Moll grinned. “I believe you just named my new invention, Mr. Hata. Brilliant.”

Hata scrutinized that smile. He could never quite tell whether Moll was being facetious. “Everyone on the nets thinks you’re, um, liberating another of the UNC’s secret technologies. I didn’t quite expect to see…this.”

“Why, that’s exactly what I am doing.”

Hata shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“Until now, everyone other than the UNC who’s attempted closed-system hydroponic farming has failed. It’s the microbes, you see. Sooner or later, they accumulate in the water, circulating throughout the entire system, reaching every plant. At a certain point, you see mass die-offs. It’s inevitable, on a long enough timeline. Until now, that is.”

“What changed?”

“Ha! We began this conversation by talking about asymmetric warfare, Mr. Hata. I’m not in the business of divulging secrets that would spoil that asymmetry.”

Hata shook his head. “I don’t understand. No other corp cares that they haven’t figured out space-based hydroponics. It’s a curiosity.”

Moll nodded. “You’re right. They don’t care. Neither do they care that without constant exposure to planetary ecosystems, shipboard microbes would become a huge problem for human crews. Or the fact that they still have to regularly haul atmosphere up out of planetary gravity wells—air will only remain clean and safe for so many trips through a ship’s scrubbers before it must be replaced.”

“I can see the potential for savings, if you’re able to perform these functions in space with sufficient efficiency. Maybe that gives us an edge. But based on what you’ve told me, ‘asymmetric warfare’ seems like an exaggeration.”

“I appreciate your candor. It’s refreshing, actually—it tells me you aren’t just another sycophant. Your logic is sound, Mr. Hata, but only based on the information you’re currently privy too. There are facts about the near future that, if you knew them, would help everything fall into place. For now, suffice it to say that conditions throughout the Cluster will soon change dramatically, such that having this—” Moll made a sweeping gesture above his head, indicating the cylinder’s other side, which resembled the area they walked across except that the racks of crops there seemed to hang upside-down. “—will become a decisive advantage.

“Unfortunately, the changes I foresee will shock you. You are a man with a soft heart, Mr. Hata. I understand that. But you need to know that to realize our vision, CoG must ruthlessly exploit the conditions that will soon favor us. And when we do, I need to know that you are with me. That Kibishii is with me. Your troop ships will become even more important to our alliance than they are now, you see. I need you and your marines to be ready for what’s coming.”

“Yet you refuse to tell me what it is.”

“That’s by necessity.”

“Does Kong Hui know?”

“He does,” Moll admitted after a pause. “Balaska does not.”

“Why do you trust Kong and not me?”

“Because he has already put his life on the line for our cause multiple times. As you know, he’s doing so this very minute, while he advances our interests in Endysis.”

“Operation Pendulum.” That, at least, was no secret.

“Yes.”

Hata felt his mouth twitch. He’d heard from multiple sources that Operation Pendulum was as much about providing CoG military personnel with combat opportunities as it was about securing Endysis—not to mention Quadriga and Paraveil, the two regions that projected in a peninsula to Endysis’ south.

Ever since the wormhole’s collapse, PMCs had become terrified of losing employees to rivals once their contracts ran out. To combat this, CoG corps marketed themselves to both current employees and prospective hires by promising them regular action…along with increasing bonuses to crew for every enemy ship captured or destroyed. 

“It isn’t difficult to tell that you view some of our moves as distasteful,” Moll said, and now all friendliness had vanished from his voice. “Like my destruction of Frontier Security, for example. But keep in mind that you’re the one who chose to break ties with them in order to join the Coalition of Giants. And we both know why you did it. You saw joining CoG as a sort of insurance policy. You know what our trajectory will be. None are positioned to meaningfully oppose us—not in the long term, and certainly not in the short term. You want to be on the winning side of history.”

Hata said nothing, trying not to let his resentment bubble up, as it so often did.

“But if that’s truly what you want,” Moll continued, “then you have to make a choice. Either you’re with us or against us. You can’t have it both ways. Swallow your self-righteousness, or pull out of this alliance and find some dark corner of the Cluster to die in, along with the rest. The time has come to give me your full commitment, Mr. Hata. That time is now.”

The LED-produced light glinted off something, catching Hata’s eye. It had come from atop a squat structure several hundred meters behind Moll.

A wave of fear washed through him. Could he really have…?

With the cylinder’s curve, the rooftop provided a better angle than it should have. Hata pictured a sharpshooter crouched there in Sunder green, his crosshairs directly over his target.

Surely I’m imagining things. But rumors flashed through his mind about the true nature of Captain Redding’s death, stoking his fear even higher.

Moll’s smile had returned, but this time it looked sinister.

That smile spoke volumes. I know that you know, it said. You know you’re always being watched. And that the choice I’m offering isn’t really a choice at all.

Hata breathed deeply. Moll was right. He’d chosen to part ways with Veronica Rose. And by joining CoG, he’d already made the decision Moll was confronting him with.

The opportunity to keep his conscience clean had long passed. Now, he would either need to live with the nightmares that tormented his sleep…or he would die.

For a moment, his death seemed the more attractive option. But he thought of the tens of thousands of Kibishii employees who were counting on him to lead them through the dark. To someday get them home…if such a thing was still possible.

“I’m with you, Admiral Moll,” Hata said. His voice sounded strained, and he cleared his throat, speaking louder this time. “Of course I’m with you.”

Chapter Two

 

Aboard Attack Shuttle One

Starling System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2291

 

“You’ve only gotten more serious since I’ve known you,” Emilio Garcia said from his seat, two down from Thatcher’s. “I thought I’d be a good influence on you, but I’m starting to doubt.”

Thatcher snorted.

“What is it?” Garcia said. “Why are you making that sound?”

“I’ve never heard the phrase ‘good influence’ perverted so badly before.”

“Well, now you’re just being unfair, which I’m certain you must realize. Surely you consider the infusions of capital from the coffers of Anvil Incorporated a good influence, for example.”

Thatcher glanced at Garcia, eyebrows raised. “About that. You do realize you’re investing in a dead company, right?”

“Ha!” Garcia said, with emphasis.

“What?”

“I’ve never heard the word ‘investing’ perverted so badly before. What I’ve been doing is flushing money down the toilet. A toilet named Frontier Security.”

Thatcher chuckled at the gallows humor—the only sort of comedy that suited him, these days. Not that he’d ever been one to crack many jokes.

As for Emilio Garcia…well, he was something of an enigma. At first blush, he’d seemed like exactly the sort of man Thatcher was built to detest, and even now he irritated him constantly.

Yet Garcia had stood by him when it felt like the rest of the Cluster had deserted him. He’d used his controlling interest in Anvil to lend money to Frontier at rock-bottom interest rates, at a time when no sane person would offer the company leverage—that was, when the company was on the verge of bankruptcy.

With UNC regulators breathing down its neck and the majority of its warships trapped in Degenerate Empire space and therefore unable to service its contracts, Frontier’s board of directors had decided the company could no longer carry on operations. They’d begun the process of liquidating the company’s assets in order to pay its creditors.

Except, hundreds of billions of dollars’ worth of those assets had fled south along the Dawn Cluster’s eastern reaches, until they ended up here, deep in Ascendant Horizon space. They’d stopped for repairs at the earliest opportunity, in Modal Pique, where the Jersey and any other ship under Thatcher’s command in want of repair had gotten it, on Anvil’s dime.

Technically, Garcia had lent the money to Frontier to effect the repairs. But in reality, he’d wired the funds directly to the Helio Bases where those repairs had taken place. If he’d actually sent the money to Frontier HQ for processing, it would have immediately been redirected to pay outstanding debts. Thatcher wasn’t totally clear on the legality of what Garcia had done, but he sensed that “questionable” could be an understatement.

The Anvil CEO didn’t seem to care. He’d continued to lend Thatcher’s fleet funds, to keep its larders well-provisioned, and its antimatter drives well-fueled. He still hadn’t found a buyer for the minerals that filled his freighters’ holds, mostly because there hadn’t been time for negotiations during the journey south, other than a deal that had fallen through the day before the final repairs had been finished in Modal Pique.

Either way, the Frontier-Anvil fleet sailed on, fueled by Anvil money and hope. Thatcher tried not to think about it too much. He was a starship captain, after all, not a corporate lawyer or accountant, and he had enough on his mind.

Though he did sometimes wonder why Garcia was going out on such a limb for him. The man often talked about how the New Jersey’s reputation helped keep Anvil stock prices high, but surely that wasn’t enough justification to take on such risk.

I know he met privately with Wilson before he died. Did Wilson have this effect on him?

He pushed away that thought as soon as he had it. Contemplating his friend’s death still felt too raw, even though it had been almost a month.

“Prepare for re-entry,” Lieutenant Hodge said from the cockpit.

Thatcher exchanged glances with Garcia, who belatedly pulled his restraints across his pudgy torso, fastening them.

The shuddering began as the scant oxygen molecules in Dichondra’s upper atmosphere bounced off the shuttle’s front and collided with more incoming air, forming a “bow wave.” Though he hadn’t opened a visual feed to an external sensor, Thatcher knew that outside the shuttle, the eternal night of the void would be slowly brightening.

Minutes later, the craft was shaking violently, rattling its passengers’ teeth. Out of the corner of his eye, Thatcher saw that Garcia held his armrests in a white-knuckled grip.

At last, it was over. Hodge set Attack Shuttle One down carefully on one of the large circle of landing pads atop the Heaven’s Bounty main headquarters.

Garcia exhaled in a whoosh. “And that’s why I stay in space,” he muttered.

Thatcher chuckled. “First time re-entering in a while?”

“It’s been years. The worst part of space travel is entering space and leaving it. I try to skip those parts, and I’ve managed to get away with it for a while by hanging out on Lacuna Region moons.”

“You’re lucky you don’t have to suffer combat re-entries, then.”

Garcia gave him a dirty look, and Thatcher laughed some more. Secretly, though, his opinion of the man had increased. Thatcher hated leaving space, too.

They stepped out of the shuttle onto the landing pad, where a Heaven’s Bounty employee awaited them at the end of an iron catwalk.

“Welcome to Heaven’s Bounty HQ,” she said, beaming at them as she extended a hand. “I’m Casey.”

“Casey, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Garcia said, stepping forward and kissing the offered hand.

Thatcher winced, remembering the wet kisses Garcia had planted on his cheeks the first time they’d met.

“The pleasure’s mine, Mr. Garcia,” Casey said, seeming unfazed. “Welcome to you as well, Captain Thatcher. Please, follow me.”

They trailed her across the catwalk, which formed part of the metal structure that supported all eight shuttle landing pads, keeping them well clear of the headquarters’ roof. Thatcher could see why: the roof was made entirely of glass, crisscrossed by nanofiber girders.

“Wow,” Garcia said, coming to a stop to stare over the catwalk’s side and through the glass below. “This place is something else.”

Thatcher followed his gaze. The top floor of Heaven’s Bounty HQ was divided into four equal sections, each devoted to a different theme. One quadrant held equipment and fields for sports of every kind, from table tennis to football. There also appeared to be a water park, an arcade, and….

“Is that a casino?” Garcia asked in disbelief.

Casey had returned to stand nearby. “It is.”

The Anvil CEO narrowed his eyes. “With the same odds as typical casinos? Where the house always wins, in the long run?”

“Yes.”

Garcia grunted. “Well then. That doesn’t seem like the kind of pro-worker approach Heaven’s Bounty is known for. In fact, it seems downright exploitive.”

“It would be…if one hundred percent of the profits weren’t funneled right back into employee programs.” Casey shrugged. “Besides, some of our employees have won big!” She gave a tinkling laugh.

As she led them over the rooftop, Thatcher found himself glancing again and again through the glass roof at the men and women far below…splashing each other in wave pools, leaping about in VR, drawn by flashing lights and the promise of big payouts….

I feel like I’ve entered a different world. Hopefully it was one where he could meaningfully operate.

They came to an elevator, which took them one story below the theme park Li Jun had made of his headquarters’ top floor.

This part looked more like the interior of a corporate building, though the walls were plastered with the same cheesy inspirational posters Thatcher remembered from his visit aboard the Nighthawk.

At last, they reached a nondescript corner of the floor, where Casey came to a stop before a single oaken door. “Here we are.”

Thatcher glanced at the plate on the door, which read “Li Jun, Heaven’s Bounty CEO.”

“This is it?” he asked, a note of disbelief in his voice.

She nodded. “The receptionist knows you’re coming, so you can head straight through the waiting room. Mr. Li is waiting for you in his office.” She opened the door for them.

 Li Jun’s office was richly decorated with tapestries of landscapes and statuettes arranged on the floor, shelves, and tables. Other than the rich furnishings, the office was much smaller than Thatcher had expected. Li Jun himself rose from his desk to bow to them as they entered. Both Thatcher and Garcia returned the gesture.

“Please,” Li said, indicating one of the couches facing each other in the center of the office. A square coffee table bearing a chess board sat between them. “Take a seat.”

Thatcher and Garcia sat side by side, and Li sat opposite them. He offered them refreshments, which they refused.

“Then what can I do for you, gentlemen?”

Thatcher studied the leader of Ascendant Horizon carefully. His demeanor was friendly and welcoming, but something undergirded that. Was it…impatience?

“Mr. Li, we’re here to make a proposal,” Thatcher said.

Li gave a tight smile. “Allow me to guess. You are offering to fold your fleet into Ascendant Horizon. Your crews will become our crews. Your employees our employees. And we will be able to deploy these warships as we see fit. In return, you would like Ascendant Horizon to transfer the funds to Frontier Security that they otherwise would have gotten by liquidating your fleet. Is that about right, Captain Thatcher?”

“You’re missing a couple of details,” Garcia cut in. “Such as, for example, Anvil ships retaining a much higher degree of autonomy than the Frontier ships, since ours aren’t slated for liquidation. But you have the general gist.”

Li nodded. “I thought I might.” He looked at Thatcher. “I experienced great sorrow upon hearing news of Veronica Rose’s passing, and I am honored that her most trusted captain would in turn trust me with the fate of the crews under his command. But I’m afraid I have to decline.”

Thatcher blinked. “Why?”

“Well, to begin, there’s the fact that you’ve brought these ships here in violation of UNC bankruptcy laws—”

“Are you kidding me?” Thatcher spat. “Frontier might still be intact if you hadn’t double-crossed Ms. Rose by siding against her and letting Moll have Xebec Region.” Plus she might still be alive.

The amiability drained from Li’s face, leaving an icy expression. “Please, Captain. Simon Moll had reached the end of his tolerance for Ms. Rose’s antagonism. I’m not saying what he did was right—I’m saying he would have done it no matter what I did. I cooperated with his annexation of Xebec Region because I had my alliance’s future to think about.”

“Oh, yes,” Thatcher said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You’re very careful, aren’t you? So careful you spat in Moll’s eye by unveiling your very own super-ship.”

“Perhaps we disagree about what the optimal geopolitical play would have been. But the fact remains, Captain, that I look after my own, and everything I do is informed by that. Just as your actions are.”

“Then why won’t you help my crews?”

“Because by doing so, I risk having the UNC breathing down my neck as well. The addition of a few dozen warships is not worth that. As I’m sure you know, I am going to have my hands quite full enough with CoG.”

Thatcher stared at Li, mouth open. He slowly closed it. He doesn’t think he needs us. He thinks he can defeat Moll on his own.

“CoG is coming for you, Mr. Li,” Thatcher said. “They mean to destroy you. To shatter your alliance, and take your territory for itself. One dreadnought will not be enough to turn them back.”

“Then it’s a good thing I have the largest super-alliance in Cluster history, with over a thousand warship crews eager to prove their mettle.” Li rose to his feet. “I have to ask you to leave, Captain Thatcher. And not just my office. I must require that your fleet leave Ascendant Horizon space altogether.”

Chapter Three

 

Heaven’s Bounty Headquarters on Planet Dichondra

Starling System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Li wasn’t in the mood to be hectored, and he toyed with the idea of avoiding Tsu for the rest of the day. But that would only make the eruption even bigger when it came. So he sat at his desk, used the fold-up holoscreen to take care of the correspondence that had piled up during the morning, and awaited the inevitable.

The inevitable didn’t take long to arrive.

His office door flew open, and Tsu Wei charged in. Li’s assistant had long ago capitulated to Tsu, and no longer tried to hold him to any sort of appointment system. Certainly, Tsu was president of the company, but that did not mean Li had the time to see him at any moment of the day. His childhood friend didn’t seem to have much respect for that fact.

“Why didn’t you include me in the meeting with Thatcher?” Tsu demanded.

“Close the door.”

Tsu slammed it behind him, then stalked over to the desk, where he planted both hands on the desktop and leaned forward. “Tell me.”

“Your presence would have complicated things, Wei.”

His old friend drew back, eyebrows lowered. “I’m the president of this company!”

“Yes, and I’m the CEO. The one responsible for making sure Heaven’s Bounty is financially viable for the long-term. And I have similar obligations to the alliance as a whole.”

“You’re saying that I would have hurt our finances if I’d been at this meeting?”

“Quite possibly.” Li stood from the desk, and Tsu followed him with burning eyes as he made his way to a compact, two-cup kettle he kept in the corner of the office. The water inside had been recently boiled, and he touched the base to reheat it to piping hot. Then he turned, and gestured at the couch where Tsu customarily sat. “Sit, my old friend. Please.”

“I won’t. Explain yourself, Jun.”

Li sighed. Tsu’s omission of the “Ge” appellation —“elder brother”—was a sign he was well and truly upset. “You have a soft spot for the underdog. We both know that, and under normal circumstances, I would celebrate it. In this case, however, it would have resulted in your advocating for the captain’s cause, which I simply could not have. And so I exercised my right as CEO to make unilateral decisions on matters that concern the company’s financial future.”

Tsu made a slashing gesture with his hand. “You’ve never used our formal roles as a shield like this before. We consult each other in everything. Why would you start doing things differently now, all of a sudden?”

Turning, Li opened the metal canister and fished out two teabags, dropping one into each of the two waiting mugs. He poured steaming water into both, then carried them with care to the chess table, where he set them down atop coasters. “Join me,” he implored Tsu.

“I won’t.”

Li frowned, then lifted his mug to his lips, sipping and trying to look like he enjoyed it. But he doubted he was putting on a convincing show. In truth, he felt sick to his stomach. His friend’s anger had affected him far more than expected.

That has to reflect something deeper inside me. Something I’m concealing even from myself. Am I truly comfortable with the decision I made today?

Nevertheless, he had to justify himself to Tsu. “If I folded Thatcher’s fleet into Ascendant Horizon as he requested, the UNC would be coming for us next. All across the Cluster, executives are already whispering that the UNC favors CoG over all other organizations. I don’t want to risk giving them an excuse to clamp down on us like they did on Frontier. It destroyed Frontier. What do you think it will do to us, with Simon Moll liable to commence aggression against us any day, without warning?”

“The UNC didn’t destroy Frontier. Moll did.”

“You’re right. But the UNC’s interference meant Thatcher couldn’t bring their fleet back to Freedom System. That forced Frontier’s board to file for bankruptcy.”

“Tell me something, Jun. What makes you so confident in your military prowess that you would spurn the help of a tactical genius like Tad Thatcher? Are you so sure we’ll prevail against CoG?”

Li pursed his lips. “Thatcher’s star has fallen. Almost no one speaks of the Hammer on the networks anymore, except with disappointment, or even scorn. Verity Guild is filled with tacticians and strategists who are every bit his equal.”

“You’re delusional.”

“Even if I’m wrong, all together they must be his equal. With their combined brainpower—”

“I don’t think you understand how genius works.”

Li blinked. Why did that feel like a shot at my ego? He tamped down his rising temper. If I’m to avoid a month-long sulking fit from Tsu, I need to tread lightly. “I’m confident in our alliance’s ability. Our industrial might has attracted many people to our cause, including tens of thousands of skilled fighters. We do have the strategic insight to deploy them properly, Wei. And I haven’t even brought up the Lotan yet.”

“The super-ship is the reason Moll is coming for us much sooner than he would have if we hadn’t built it.”

“Well, he hasn’t yet. And I believe it’s just as likely that the Lotan’s unveiling has caused great discord in CoG’s upper echelons. Executives like Electra Balaska and Akio Hata will balk if asked to confront such a weapon. They won’t want to risk their companies’ bottom lines like that.”

“You truly think Moll has left them with enough latitude to object?”

Li shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what agreements he’s made them sign. Even ship captains will drag their heels if they feel like they’re being sent into a meat grinder. They’ll have dissension at every level. Moll can use intimidation tactics all he wants—he won’t be able to quell a revolt involving thousands of his own military personnel. Alliances need a clear vision before they act in concert, from the highest executives to the lowest deck mates. They need something to believe in.”

“Which is why you need Tad Thatcher more than you think. Much more.”

“I’m afraid we disagree.”

“And I’m afraid you’ll be proven wrong. Believe me, Jun, when I say that if we suffer defeats because of your decision today, if our people die needlessly…I will never stop throwing it in your face.”

Li gave a terse chuckle. That’s one statement I have no trouble believing at all.

His comm beeped from where’d he left it on the desk. He stood and crossed the small room, scooping it up and activating it. “Li here.”

It was assistant, Ito Sara. “Sir, Martim Silva is here to see you. He says it’s urgent.”

Li glanced at Tsu, hesitating. “Send him in,” he said at last.

The door opened, and Silva strode in. The man had a weak chin and piercing blue eyes, made all the more affecting by the fact he said so little.

Silva spoke little, but heard much. He was the CIO of Heaven’s Bounty. Her spymaster.

“Mr. Li, I come bearing grim news. My contacts in Lament Region have confirmed to me that the Coalition of Giants is preparing for a major offensive.”

“They’re preparing…in Lament? You’re sure?”

“It is confirmed.” A flash of what might have been annoyance shone in Silva’s eyes.

Lament Region. If Moll was gathering his forces there, only one target made sense: Ascendant Horizon. Other than Xebec and The Brush, which CoG already owned, Lament connected to only one other region: Fulmin, which was connected to Breyton and Haysel.

Breyton made no sense—not even Moll would dare bring an invasion force through UNC territory. That left Haysel, Ascendant Horizon’s westernmost region.

Li’s eyes found Tsu, who stood in silent fury. He had enough restraint not to call Li out in front of Silva, but Li could hear his words as if he’d screamed them:

That’s once you’ve been proven wrong today, Jun. CoG is not cowed by your new super-ship, and they will attack us far sooner than you expected.

What else are you wrong about? When will we learn about it?

And what will it cost?

Chapter Four

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Trumpeter System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Thatcher entered the wardroom to find Guerrero sitting at the table, staring at the bulkhead. It took her a few seconds to notice he’d entered, and she gave him a forced-looking smile as he crossed to the coffee maker, where a three-quarter-full pot awaited him.

“Any word from Ron?” he asked.

“Yes, finally. He sent the message two months ago, but it must have had bad luck getting to us.” She sighed. “Not surprising, given the backwater routes we’ve been taking. Anyway, as of two months ago, he and the kids were fine. The UNC still had their super-ship in Oasis orbit. I hope they keep it there.”

Thatcher nodded. With Frontier dissolving as a company, the civilians on Oasis were left without a protector…which wasn’t good when Degenerate Empire lurked to their north, while a volatile power struggle roiled in the west. He hoped the UNC maintained a presence in Freedom System too—though somehow, he doubted they would. Having made an example of Frontier, he expected they would return to patrolling only their own space, in the Cluster’s cold regions.

“Is moving to a cold region an option?” Thatcher asked.

“I hope so. I encouraged him to do it in the reply I sent. But you know how it is. Most of the jobs are already taken in the Cluster’s center. It’s outer regions where the real opportunity is.” She shook her head. “Hopefully my message reaches him a lot sooner than his reached me.”

Like any civilian who wasn’t a billionaire, Ron Guerrero had no access to an instant comm unit. So he had to rely on the old method of communicating across interstellar distances, which relied on a decentralized blockchain system. “How are you holding up, Lucy?”

“You don’t have to worry about me, Captain,” she said, almost too quickly, as she stiffened in her chair.

He exhaled, considering the back of her head. “It’s okay, Lucy. Anyone would feel stressed right now. You’re dozens of light years away from your kids, with war ready to break out at any moment.”

Guerrero deflated a little, then turned to face him. When she did, her eyes shimmered. “I—I am stressed. I can hardly sleep, because whenever I close my eyes, I have these nightmares of pirate ships bombarding New Houston from orbit. I think about my family every spare moment I have. Which is why I don’t give myself many spare moments. My work is all that’s keep me going, Tad. Which is why you don’t have to worry about my performance. Because I’m pouring all of my anxiety, all of my worry, into making sure I’m the best Ops officer I can be. The best officer in this Cluster, if I can help it.”

He smiled sadly. “I’m not concerned about your performance, Lucy. I’m concerned about you.”

With that, she broke down, covering her face with her hands and weeping into them. He stepped forward and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. Violent sobs tore through her body, shaking her frame under his palm.

After a couple of minutes, she inhaled deeply, then plucked a napkin from the tabletop to wipe her eyes. “Thank you, Tad,” she said. “I needed that.”

“Anytime.” He sat at the end of the table, two seats away. “How are the crew handling the news that Li refused our offer?”

She blinked. “Honestly, I have no idea. I’ve been so immersed in my work, I haven’t left myself with enough bandwidth to notice much of anything else.”

“Fair enough. Keeping track of the crews’ concerns isn’t your job, anyway.” It was the XO’s job—and he still hadn’t replaced Candle since having the marines arrest him as they raced desperately through Lacuna Region, fleeing the pirates forces that sought to corner and destroy them. “Tell me something. If it were up to you, would you reinstate Candle as XO?”

Guerrero seemed to consider the question for several long moments. “I can’t say,” she said at last. “It’s something you have to decide, ultimately. But I can tell you that no one believes in you like Billy Candle does. I know that with every fiber of my being.”

“Thank you, Lucy.” He smiled at her again, then stood and left the wardroom.

It was time to have a talk with his old XO.

Candle was confined to his quarters, but there was no lock on his hatch, and no marine guard posted. So far, that hadn’t been a problem—the man had only left when given permission, and had done nothing to attempt an escape.

Not that there was anywhere meaningful to escape to, aboard a starship. Still, Thatcher chalked up his cooperation as a point in his favor.

It took Candle several minutes to answer his knock, and when the hatch finally opened, it revealed a disheveled man, his hair hastily combed to the side. He wore a rumpled t-shirt and dress pants that had long ago lost their crease.

When he saw Thatcher, his eyes widened, and some of the color drained from his face. “Captain! I—uh—I wasn’t expecting—”

“Don’t worry about it. Can I come in?”

Candle hesitated. Then he jerked back, pulling the hatch wide. “Of course, sir. Of course.”

As Thatcher entered, the man scrambled across the room, moving some rumpled clothes from the only chair. “I’m sorry for the mess. You can sit there, if you like, sir.”

With the seat cleared, Candle made hastily for the rack, where he sat down amidst the rumpled sheets.

Thatcher’s mouth twisted as he lowered himself gingerly to the chair and took in the messy cabin.

“I’m sorry for the mess,” Candle said again.

“You may have stopped being XO,” Thatcher said, “but you didn’t stop being aboard a military vessel.” And not just any vessel. My vessel.

“I know that, sir. I apologize.”

Thatcher closed his eyes, taking a moment to compose himself. He’d prepared questions for Candle as he made his way here through the Jersey, but they’d all apparently vanished upon seeing the state the man had allowed himself to descend into.

“You’ve been keeping abreast of our situation, at least?” he asked instead.

“Yes, sir. I heard from a friend aboard the Bard that Li Jun declined to have our ships merge with the Ascendant Horizon fleet.”

“And you’ve been following the chatter over the networks? About how the ‘Hammer’ has failed? How our thrashing in Lacuna has rendered me impotent, and my days numbered?”

“Yes, sir,” Candle said quietly.

“Then what do you make of our prospects now? In Lacuna, you claimed to believe what Admiral Ward told me. That I’ll be instrumental to defeating the Xanthic. How can that be possible, given our current situation?”

“Because you’re you, sir. I’ve served with you for nearly two years, now, and I’ve learned that you never stop fighting for the things that are dear to you.” Candle slowly shook his head. “The network chatter is just that—chatter. A vocal minority. Yes, their message happens to look good right now, after what we’ve been through…and that’s why the ones who still favor you have been mostly silent. Because your critics shout them down whenever they try to speak. But once you figure this out, and prove the naysayers wrong, then your supporters will rally again. Either way, your name still means something, sir. In fact, it means a great deal.”

“Well, I didn’t come here to have my ego stroked.”

“That’s not what I’m doing. I’m telling you how it is. This is the lay of the land, as I see it.”

Thatcher watched Candle’s face intently. “Look me in the eyes and tell me you’re not compromised.”

Holding Thatcher’s gaze, Candle spoke softly. “I’m not, sir. No one has any claim on me. Not anymore.” He sighed. “I know how badly you want to make Moll pay. Believe me when I say I want that just as badly as you do.”

A long silence passed between them, their eyes locked onto each other. And despite Candle’s earlier nervousness, he did not drop his gaze.

“I’m losing touch with the crew,” Thatcher said at last. “I can’t focus on navigating this mess and on keeping up morale at the same time.”

Candle nodded, saying nothing.

“I want their thoughts on the current situation. And their ideas on how to get out of it. You know what changes I’ve made around the ship in the past months. I want to continue those changes, but I can’t do that without the crew connection an XO provides.”

“Sir, if you’re thinking about trusting me, I promise you I won’t let you down again.”

“You made that promise once before.”

“I know.”

“If I do reinstate you, the decision will be questioned widely. And if you fail me again, it will be a debacle.”

“I know it, sir.”

Thatcher stood. “Well, I believe in second chances. So I’m giving you one. Don’t make me regret it.”

Candle bounded to his feet, executing a crisp salute. “I won’t, sir.”

Thatcher returned the salute. With that, he turned toward the hatch—but paused before leaving. “I trust these….” He gestured at the unmade rack. “…unfortunate…changes will be rectified within the hour?”

“Sooner, sir.”

Thatcher turned, smiling in spite of himself. He’d just remembered a time when Candle had visited him in his cabin, after the defeat in Nankeen, when his quarters had been in a similar state to Candle’s. “Very good, Commander. Welcome back.”

Chapter Five

 

Unknown Location

Unknown Time

 

As the Xanthic warship approached the small, free-orbiting capsule, Pascal tapped furiously at his side of the console, fingers dancing across the interface.

Her heart in her throat, Rose walked around to see what he was working on. “Are they likely to know we’re in here?” she asked, trying to keep the strain from her voice.

The corporal shook his head. “I’m not sure, ma’am. I’m guessing they’d expect this chamber to carry an atmosphere, meaning its thermal signature should be about what they expect. As for—oh. I have something.”

Avery glanced over at Pascal from where he stood against the bulkhead, weapon trained on the sealed aperture where they’d accessed the chamber in the moments before the station blew up. Then he returned his attention to the hatch. It was the only available entrance for the Xanthic to use—unless they cut themselves a new one, which didn’t seem likely. So the major had positioned his marines with weapons trained on the hatch, in anticipation of the aliens boarding.

Rose peered at the display with narrowed eyes, unable to make sense of the angular figures shown there. Pascal was using an augmented reality app he’d downloaded onto his eyepiece from Avery’s comm, which translated the alien script into the best English approximation they had.

Rose had taken off her own eyepiece, so all she saw was nonsense etchings. “What is it, Corporal?”

He closed one eye, the other squinting through his eyepiece. “I don’t think I’m fully grasping the implications, here. But apparently this chamber was built as a failsafe, to alert the Xanthic if anything happened to the station it was a part of. The capsule is nuclear-hardened, obviously, but it’s the second part I don’t understand. According to this, upon the station’s destruction, this chamber is programmed to ‘immediately travel to the caretakers and notify them to commence the reconstruction process.’”

“Travel?” she repeated. “But this thing has no propulsion.”

“It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me either, ma’am. But we’ve obviously gone somewhere different, haven’t we? That warship wasn’t anywhere in Nankeen System when we entered the station, and it didn’t have time to enter by one of the jump gates and get this close while we were inside. Then there’s the stars being so screwed up. There aren’t enough of them. We aren’t where we started.”

Rose nodded slowly. “So the chamber is doing what it’s supposed to. They have no reason to believe there’s anyone in here.”

“I don’t think they do. And I’ve made sure the comms array hasn’t been transmitting anything we don’t want it to.”

Rose locked eyes with Avery, who had turned from the hatch once more. She smiled. “Sounds like we’re going to get the drop on them, Major.”

“Good. That’s exactly how I like it.”

A silence fell over the cramped chamber as the two dozen remaining marines made their final preparations, arranging themselves so that most of them had a line of fire on the hatch. That done, they checked over their weapons, each trying to catch a malfunction before it happened. No one wanted to be the one to stop shooting because of a weapon jamming.

For her part, Rose had her power suit’s computer run a full diagnostic scan—checking the suit’s integrity, her comms, her connected Crossbow 790, the heating system, the respirator, and the iatric early warning system. Who knew what would happen after that hatch opened? Best to make sure she was prepared for anything the suit was capable of protecting her from.

Should I suggest to Avery to have his marines do the same?

No, she decided. He was probably already on it, and she felt like she’d stepped on his toes enough.

My insistence on joining the mission to the Xanthic station may well have led us here. He’s the one with the combat experience. He has far more than I have. I need to trust him.

She turned her mind to the strange things they’d found stored on the consoles: the pirate records that claimed nothing they did to modify the station was permanent—that it returned after each disappearance as a blank state. And Pascal’s discovery of the cryptic message about “reconstruction.”

Rose had discovered something else unusual while using the terminal, which she hadn’t yet mentioned to the marines, since it didn’t seem relevant to their current situation: in-depth descriptions and implementation notes for a suite of technologies and methodologies that seemed like, together, they would enable space-based living, without reliance on planetary ecosystems. Why were they there, and how had the Xanthic acquired them? Had they developed the technologies themselves, or had they stolen them from the UNC, who she knew had hoarded similar technologies to itself for decades?

There were far more questions than answers, and no time to even begin puzzling over them. But one thing she could do was transfer the console’s contents over to a data card—a process she’d initiates several minutes ago.

“That ship will reach us inside of two minutes,” Pascal said from the console.

Rose swallowed, her eyes on the display in front of the corporal, where the Xanthic ship grew slowly larger. It wasn’t much bigger than a Sunder micro-corvette…but right now, it might as well have been a UNC dreadnought.

Avery inclined his head, then spoke over the platoon channel. “Stay frosty, marines. That ship is smaller than any other Xanthic warship we’ve come across. Her crew will be small, and we can overpower them. We just need to keep cool and do our jobs, just like we drilled.”

Rose drew a deep breath. Boarding enemy ships wasn’t something that happened often during space combat. Typically, a target either surrendered or was destroyed—that, or they destroyed you. Very rarely did vessels get close enough to make deploying boarders a good idea.

These were different circumstances, however. Are my marines ready?

Surely, taking over the approaching ship wouldn’t be all that different from clearing a building. And they’d drilled doing that plenty, she knew.

The capsule shook as the Xanthic ship docked, her airlock no doubt mating with the closed hatch. A few of the marines shifted their stances, but most of them didn’t react at all.

She exhaled slowly. You’re with the best warriors in the Cluster, she told herself. You’re going to be fine.

But what if they weren’t in the Cluster anymore?

The hatch opened, and a figure covered in gleaming black carapace lurched out, not even carrying a weapon.

The marines opened fire without hesitation, the force of the combined rounds causing the alien to stagger backward. The tendrils it had in place of hands writhed madly.

Most of the rounds ricocheted off its hardened shell, doing minimal damage, but enough of them found the crevices between the shell-like plates that by the time the thing hit the ground, it lay still, apparently very dead.

Avery rushed forward, standing over the alien with his assault rifle angled downward. He put another burst into the opening at its neck. Then he gestured to the other marines in a sweeping motion.

“Move, marines!”

Rose remained inside the chamber with Corporal Loughty and Pascal while Avery and the other marines took over the Xanthic vessel. The wait felt like an eternity, but according to her HUD, fewer than twenty minutes had passed when Avery returned and gave her the nod.

“Their ship is ours, ma’am. The crew has been neutralized. We took no casualties.”

“Not a moment too soon, either,” Pascal spoke up from the console. “We’d better figure out how to fly that thing, fast. Three more warships just appeared from behind a gas giant. They’re headed our way, and they’re a lot bigger than the one we just took.”

Chapter Six

 

Boshan City, Dichondra Colony

Starling System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2291

 

“I have to admit,” Li Jun said as he spooned up another morsel of syrup-smothered douhua prior to depositing it into his mouth. “When I heard you’d come to Starling System, I was sure you were here to offer your famed system defense services.”

Selene Williams raised her eyebrows as she swallowed a mouthful of the dessert Li had ordered for them both: douhua, also known as tofu pudding, with a generous helping of ginger syrup. “Against Coalition of Giants? I can think of a couple reasons why that wouldn’t work out very well.”

“Oh?” Li leaned back in his chair, amused. He decided to take a break from eating to let what he’d already swallowed settle. “I would be most curious to hear what they are.”

“Well, for one, I think we both realize that for you to accept any help from forces outside Ascendant Horizon would come off as weakness—not only to your adversaries, but to your constituent corps. Right now, you need them to believe in your alliance’s cause one hundred percent. You can’t risk making any decision that would make you look weak. Which is the real reason you turned Tad Thatcher away, is it not?”

The smile fell away from Li’s lips, and his amusement gave way to mild shock. He resisted the urge to check over his shoulder to make sure no fellow diners had heard Williams’ frank statement. That was unnecessary, since there were no fellow diners—just him, Selene Williams, and several bodyguards. Li had booked the entire restaurant for this meeting, and the waiting staff had been given firm instructions to give Li and Williams plenty of privacy when they weren’t bringing food and drink.

The CEO of Celeste Security Solutions either didn’t register Li’s dismay, or didn’t care. At least, she showed no sign of caring. “The second reason would be the fact that my company’s main funder also just made a substantial investment in Coalition of Giants. I doubt he’d be very pleased if I signed a contract with their main rival.”

Of course. He’d known August Ducas had backed Moll, but he’d forgotten that it had also been Ducas’ money that gave Celeste its start. “Right,” Li mumbled, returning to his pudding. “That makes sense.” He shoveled a heaping dollop of the douhua between his lips.

Williams had shoulder-length blond hair and impossibly large blue eyes. Normally Li didn’t go in for non-brunettes…but he’d felt willing to make an exception within minutes of laying eyes on the statuesque Williams. Until, that was, those blue eyes became piercing, radiating keenness and seeming to penetrate his soul, which she proceeded to dissect with a razor intellect.

If Li was being honest, Williams intimidated him. He preferred his women far more demure, he decided then and there.

“Do you often book entire restaurants for yourself?” Williams asked. She wore an oddly slanted smile, and Li wondered whether she might be mocking him.

“On occasion,” he said, his words coming out icier than he’d intended.

“It feels a little lonely. Hearing the clatter of cutlery, the snatches of conversation…that’s always been an important part of eating out, for me.” Her gaze drifted out the floor-to-ceiling window to her left. “Besides, it seems a sin to hog this view to ourselves.”

Below, Boshan stretched to the horizon, all tall buildings and neon lights brightening the night. The crown jewel of the archipelago where most Dichondra settlements were clustered, Li had taken to this city the moment he’d set foot here. Technically, it wasn’t even in Ascendant Horizon territory anymore—he’d given Starling System, along with the entire Recto Region, to Verity Guild in order to solve the identity crisis the alliance had been suffering from. But he trusted Verity as strongly as he trusted Ascendant Horizon. Indeed, most people simply used the term “Ascendant Horizon” to refer to the twin alliances, since they acted in concert in all things.

Just as Tsu and I act together. At least, we did. His old friend was still upset with him after he’d neglected to invite him to the meeting with Thatcher. Why has he latched onto that, of all things? Li felt Tsu was blowing the matter out of all proportion.

He sighed, and Williams’ large eyes returned to his face, eyebrows climbing. Li shook his head. “You mentioned a need to discuss sensitive issues with me, and certain sacrifices need to be made when discussing sensitive issues. Wouldn’t you say?”

She chuckled, the sound like softly ringing bells. “I wouldn’t quite say it like that. The word ‘sacrifice’ doesn’t quite seem to apply to reserving an entire restaurant for yourself. Besides, we could have just as easily talked about this in your office. Booking an entire restaurant seems excessive.”

“Nevertheless,” Li said in a rush, becoming somewhat annoyed, now. He especially didn’t like how Williams’ posh British accent made her seem even more intelligent. “We’ve agreed you aren’t able to provide Ascendant Horizon with your system defense services. So why did you bother to cross the Dawn Cluster in order to meet with me? What is it that couldn’t simply be discussed via instant comm?”

“The UNC hasn’t seen fit to provide Celeste with instant comms. And we haven’t yet been able to obtain a reverse-engineered unit.”

“Ah. I’m sorry to hear that.” He wasn’t sorry, though. In fact, it made him feel like he had something over Williams, which satisfied him. “Still—there’s always blockchain messaging?”

“There is. But using it probably would have taken the better part of a year to have our discussion. By then, you and Moll almost certainly would be at war. Unless the war had already ended.”

“So you did come to discuss conflict with CoG.”

“I came to discuss preventing a conflict with CoG.”

That gave him pause. “You believe such a thing could be possible?”

“I believe it’s in everyone’s best interests. The question now is whether all parties can be made to realize that. Look, let’s not mince words. Whether you want to admit it or not, the idea of engaging in war with CoG anytime soon makes you nervous. You hoped that unveiling your super-ship would make them back off and give you some breathing room. But they’re doing the opposite, aren’t they? Now they’re gearing up for immediate conflict.”

Li waited, focusing on keeping his face perfectly still and giving away nothing. Forget Moll—this woman was making him nervous.

“The good news is that a war won’t serve Moll, either. We just need to make him realize it, and I think our best way of doing that is to point out what you’ve already accomplished by working together instead of fighting. What you did in Xebec, that was a good thing. It’s never a positive development when a small power gets their hands on a weapon that will magnify their force projection capabilities tenfold. If a super-alliance like Ascendant Horizon or CoG builds a dreadnought or a drone carrier, well, that’s one thing. It increases the power you wield, but not dramatically—not when compared to the power you already held. Besides, both your alliance and Moll’s are well known, with proven track records. Xebec was a wild card. Who knows what they might have done with their new power-player status? It couldn’t be allowed. So you and CoG worked together to stop it, and in doing so you did everyone in the Cluster a tremendous favor. You maintained stability. And I’m convinced that’s only the start of what you might accomplish together.”

“What future accomplishments did you have in mind for us?”

The corners of Williams’ lips jerked upward. “Ha! That’s a funny way of phrasing it. I’ll tell you. Xebec wasn’t the only threat to Cluster stability. Far from it. For one, there’s the power struggle in the north, between corps that once belonged to Daybreak Combine. Then there’s Degenerate Empire—a menace that’s liable to boil over any day now, if Tad Thatcher’s recent experiences in Lacuna are any indication. And let’s not forget about Red Sky, who just pulled off a miracle at the Battle of Unknown Regard. But maybe worst of all is the Xanthic threat. I happen to think Veronica Rose was right when she said we weren’t paying nearly enough attention to what the aliens might be doing.”

“She beat that drum a lot less, after she went to war with Daybreak.”

“True. Doesn’t mean she was any less right when she was saying it. Either way, my point is that the Dawn Cluster needs its two largest alliances to cooperate—to work together to advance humanity’s interests. And I’m sure you realize I’m not talking about some selfless humanitarian effort, here, either. There’s big money to be made in addressing the challenges I’ve outlined. Whereas this war that’s brewing between your alliance and Moll’s would amount to an unstoppable force colliding with an immovable object. The chaos would be immeasurable. And the butcher’s bill would be steeper than we’ve ever known.”

Li studied Williams’ face for several long moments. “Don’t think I’ve missed how well your proposal serves Celeste Security Solutions,” he said at last. “I’m aware you’ve taken on a number of Tempore clients worried about the pirates’ expansion.With CoG and Ascendant Horizon at each other’s throats, your company could very well be crushed between Degenerate Empire and whoever emerges victorious from the northern power vacuum. But with us working together to stamp out the threats you’ve identified…well, you’d profit handsomely too, with a new stability and two giants backing you up.” You see, I can peer just as deeply as you.

“We all seek our self-interest, Mr. Li. But isn’t it a beautiful thing when our interests align?” She shrugged. “Besides, I think you’ll find Celeste is more resilient than you think, no matter the outcome. I do have contingency plans.”

He nodded, remembering himself. “Well, it’s worth a shot. Though I’m not certain Moll will take my calls anymore. Would you be able to set up an instant comm conference through your friend Mr. Ducas?”

Selene Williams grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Chapter Seven

 

Aboard the Tenpenny

Unknown Regard System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Mittelman stared at the freighter’s port-side exterior airlock as the tiny chamber depressurized. Any moment, the hatch would open to reveal the inky blackness of space, and he would step out into it.

He went over the events that had led up to this. After meeting with Thatcher on Rupert’s Colony, he’d headed for the south of Aorta. There, he’d secured passage through the Devil’s Arm regions aboard a Penta Syndicate frigate, after notifying the captain he wished to speak with the commander of the assault fleet about offering his services.

The frigate captain had never heard of Harold Mills or Hans Mittelman, of course, and so it had taken some persuasion to convince the man that he was worth transporting to the fleet commander at all.

But Mittelman had learned long ago that names were worthless in his line of work—if you were any good at your job, that was. Secrecy was the name of the game, not name recognition.

What did matter was influence, and Mittelman had a number of methods for exercising it in a way that usually proved persuasive to whoever it was that needed convincing.

Access to an instant comm unit would have made things a lot easier, but the frigate lacked one, unsurprisingly.

So he settled for the next best thing. He’d chosen this frigate because one of her crew had been in his employ for some time, a second-watch fire controlman named Greer. Revealing that fact to the frigate captain—and having Greer confirm that Mittelman had indeed been Frontier’s CIO, with access to a vast network of contacts—that had been enough to earn him a trip to see Penta Syndicate’s fleet commander, deep down Devil’s Arm.

Nearly two months later, he’d found himself in Bent Arrow System, meeting Admiral Octavius Burroughs for the first time aboard his flagship, the Keats. Burroughs was a little more “in the know” than the frigate captain had been. He’d been aware from Penta intelligence that Frontier had had a secret spymaster, and that, in Burroughs’ words, “Whoever it was, he or she had a hugely positive effect on the company’s bottom line. So that was you, eh?”

Mittelman had needed to fight the urge to smile. His reputation had preceded him, even if his name would still have been useless.

Earning enough of Burroughs’ trust had taken another month—not to mention that of the Penta Syndicate board of directors, with whom Mittelman and the admiral held several meetings via instant comm over the ensuing weeks.

Eventually, they all seemed satisfied with the vast troves of intel he’d handed them, enough that they became willing to hire him.

Mittelman knew the major reason they took so long to cough up a job offer was because they were busy gorging themselves on the information he’d provided, plus putting in the necessary legwork to verify a significant amount of it, to establish he truly was trustworthy.

By the time the process was finally over, he had them eating out of his palm. How could it be otherwise? The sheer value of the fire hose of intel he’d allowed them to drink from—intel on their current enemy Red Sky, and also on Ascendant Horizon, Coalition of Giants, and every other organization of consequence in the Dawn Cluster—was undeniable, and he would have been crazy to hand over so much unless he was prepared to devote himself wholly to a long career with Penta Syndicate.

At least, that would be what their board members assumed, and perhaps they were partially right. I probably am at least a little crazy. I’ d have to be, to attempt what I’m planning. To make his commitment all the more believable, he’d negotiated himself an exorbitant salary, complete with full benefits and a mouthwatering retirement package. He’d signed everything they’d put in front of him to sign.

This, though…standing alongside Greer—the fire controlman from the Penta frigate who he’d insisted on dragging along with him as an assistant—and waiting for an airlock to open so they could both walk out into space…

…this had never been part of his plan.

“Don’t push off,” the captain of the civilian freighter Tenpenny advised over comms. “Just step out and let them come to you. Safer that way.”

“Got it,” Mittelman said. He glanced at Greer to make sure he’d heard the message too. Greer nodded.

Mittelman sighed. The idea behind hiring a civilian vessel to bring them in had been to avoid making Volkov’s people feel threatened. If he’d come in a Penta Syndicate warship, he might have expected this sort of welcome. But Red Sky was treating this tub of a freighter like it was packed full of explosives set to go off the moment they allowed it to mate with one of their ships—or with the Helio base they’d taken over as their main base of operations.

Seems overly cautious. Paranoid, even. Penta wasn’t known for scuttling ships in the hopes it would inflict damage on an enemy.

Then again, the Syndicate was getting fairly desperate to root Volkov out of Quisle, so that they could finally lay claim to the entirety of Devil’s Arm. Red Sky’s success in holding out this long, and doing so much damage to Penta assets in the process, had clearly rattled the Penta board. Mittelman had sensed that from their first meeting.

Maybe this is justified after all.

The airlock yawned slowly open, revealing the pitch-black portal they were expected to stride through. There was nothing for it but to do it. Mittelman stepped out, his feet leaving the Tenpenny’s deck as weightlessness took hold of him. Greer stepped out with a little more force than necessary, then proceeded to float slowly away, the gap between them growing inch by inch.

Nothing to be done about that. The freighter couldn’t spare any handheld propulsion units to give them, so for the time being Greer would just have to drift.

“Good luck,” the Tenpenny’s captain told them. With that, he fired his freighter’s thrusters, and the vessel began to move away, back toward the jump gate into Bent Arrow.

Mittelman considered waiting for the freighter to exit real-time comms range and then fill Greer in on what his plan actually was. That would reduce the risk that the man would inadvertently get things off on the wrong foot with Mikhail Volkov…but there was also the chance he’d think Mittelman had gone nuts, panic, and call for the Tenpenny to come back for him. That would ruin everything. And so Mittelman waited.

The Russians made them wait for a long time, so long that running out of oxygen before someone picked them up started to seem like a real possibility.

At last, with fifteen percent of the suit’s oxygen reserves left, a shuttle came into view, creeping toward them with what seemed like interminable slowness. As it drew near, it fired lateral thrusters to rotate its starboard side toward them, where its airlock already stood open.

An articulated metal arm reached out for Mittelman as the craft neared, cradling him in its embrace and guiding him through the open aperture.

The gravity took hold, and he fell from the arm’s grip onto the deck, regaining his feet in time for the shuttle to maneuver in line with Greer, who the arm also scooped up.

They stood almost shoulder to shoulder as the airlock pressurized, each of them staring at the amber indicator above the inner hatch, which would turn green once the repressurization process was complete.

The light turned green, and the hatch slid open. A tall, well-muscled Russian stepped into the airlock holding a pistol trained on Mittelman. A woman followed behind, just as dark-haired and Russian-looking as her companion. She pointed an assault rifle at Greer.

Just a formality, I’m—

Mittelman’s train of though was interrupted by the Russian man, who stepped forward and used his free hand to turn him around and slam him into the bulkhead, face-first. His helmet bounced off the metal almost comically, but the jolt of pain it sent up his neck wasn’t so funny.

The man was fumbling at his helmet’s clasps. Within seconds, he had them undone, and was tugging Mittelman’s helmet free.

“What are you—”

Mittelman’s sentence broke off with a gasp as something sharp plunged into the base of his neck. Seconds later, everything began to fade, and without warning his legs gave way beneath him. He remained conscious long enough to crumple to the deck. Then, everything went black.

Chapter Eight

 

Heaven’s Bounty Headquarters on Planet Dichondra

Starling System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Arranging the meeting with Moll had been simple enough. The reply from one of the man’s aides came back promptly, signaling his willingness to speak to Li and Williams.

Then the delays had begun. The first scheduled meeting was canceled a few hours beforehand, and the second fell through with just a half hour’s notice.

Li and Williams were actually sitting together in his office for the third scheduled time—he in his usual place, on the couch facing the door; she where Tsu normally sat. This time, they received no notice. Moll simply didn’t show up.

“This doesn’t bode well,” he observed, arms crossed.

She shook her head. “Well…he is a busy man.”

“Yes. Busy preparing to invade Ascendant Horizon space.”

“We have to keep trying.”

“I will. Once more. Then, I have to give this up for a lost cause, and return to preparing myself. I’m sorry—I know you came all this way to make this happen. But this is beginning to feel like a waste of time.”

Williams pursed her lips. “I get it. It’s unfortunate, but…I get it.”

Moll made the fourth meeting time—as though he’d sensed it would be their last attempt, and had perfectly calculated his delays for maximum aggravation while still keeping the meeting.

The man’s deep voice boomed from the office’s wall speakers. “Mr. Li. Ms. Williams. To what do I owe the pleasure?” He sounded far more relaxed than he had any right to, for a man seeking to double the territory under his sway.

Far more relaxed than Li felt, at any rate. He waved at one of the wall sensors to turn down the call volume a couple notches. Refusing to speak first, he raised his eyebrows in Williams’ direction.

“Call me Selene, Simon. Surely we’ve known each other long enough for that.”

“Of course. Forgive my stiff formality, please. It might take a few minutes into the call for me to sound fully human again. I’m surrounded by bureaucrats and military officials, these days.”

I’ll just bet you are.

“How are you, Mr. Li?” Moll asked.

“I’m simply splendid,” Li managed to say without too much venom. “Thank you for asking.”

“I’m glad to hear it. I must apologize for putting you off for so long, by the way. You wouldn’t believe how busy I’ve been, lately.”

Li smoldered in silence.

Studying Li’s face with an expression of some trepidation, Williams leaned forward. “Simon, obviously we’re beating around the bush here, so I’m just going to come right out and address the elephant in the room. We’re calling about the invasion you’re clearly gearing up for—an attack on regions held by Ascendant Horizon.”

The bastard waited a full beat before answering. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Okay….” Williams gave Li a nonplussed work. Her shoulders rose sharply as she inhaled. “Well, hypothetically speaking, if you were preparing for an attack, we have some arguments as to why that might not be in everyone’s best—”

“Oh, do you mean the training exercises Coalition of Giants is conducting in Lament Region? Pay no mind to that. I assure you, the fact that Lament offers the quickest route to strike at Ascendant Horizon territory is completely coincidental.”

Li rose to his feet, intent on striding to his desk to end the call then and there. But Williams held up a hand, shaking her head. Teeth gritted, Li sat back down.

“Simon,” she said, “we all have so much more to lose than we have to gain from a war between the Cluster’s two largest super-alliances. The fallout would be considerable, and no matter who came out on top, instability throughout the star cluster would increase in the aftermath, not decrease.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m not planning to start a war.”

Williams closed her eyes, visibly took another breath, then continued as though Moll hadn’t spoken. “The Coalition of Giants has already accomplished something great by working together with Ascendant Horizon. And I believe you have many more feats ahead of you—but only through cooperation. The defeat of Degenerate Empire, and even the Xanthic, stand out as just two examples.”

“And there’s also the fact you’re currently using the pact we signed with each other as toilet paper,” Li spat.

Williams winced. For Moll’s part, he chuckled dryly. “I’ll tell you what, Jun.” The man’s tone had lost its fake friendliness from before, and now sounded openly mocking. “There is a way you can persuade me to agree not to invade your space and take everything you own from you. But only one.”

Li twisted in his seat, bearing his teeth in the instant comm unit’s direction.

“What is it?” Williams asked.

“If Ascendant Horizon wants peace, they can have it. But first they must divest themselves of the super-ship they just built, and bring their fleet sizes back in line with the limitations the UNC placed on corporate militaries long ago—limitations which they’re no longer able to effectively enforce on the Cluster’s periphery. I also require that every one of Ascendant Horizon’s constituent corps sign the standard contract that every member of the Greater Coalition of Giants Community must sign. Do that, and you will be left alone to conduct your operations in peace.

“Go back to doing what you do best, Li Jun. Mine your asteroids and tinker with logistics. Ascendant Horizon is an industry-focused alliance. Stop pretending you could possibly go toe-to-toe with the greatest military force humanity has ever known.”

Li surged to his feet, fists clenched. “You’ll eat your words once my fleets have infiltrated every corner of Candor Region, Moll. I’ll find you and feed them to you myself.”

“It will be supremely amusing to watch you try. For now, however, I’m afraid I must take my leave of you, Mr. Li. Ms. Williams. As I said, I’m very, very, busy.” With that, the call ended.

Li stood in the middle of his office, jaws clenched, breathing heavily through his teeth. Eyes wide, he met Williams’ gaze, who shook her head.

“I can’t think of how that could have gone any worse,” she said.

 

***

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Ventail System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Thatcher drummed his fingers on the command chair’s armrest, careful to avoid the comm panel, lest he activate it inadvertently and broadcast idle chitchat for the entire Frontier-Anvil fleet to hear.

He and the first-watch CIC crew were overseeing yet another transfer of supplies they’d bought from an Ascendant Horizon mining outfit based out of a system located in Haysel’s southwest. They’d been all over this part of the region during the last week, obtaining needed provisions from any corp willing to sell them—mostly on Emilio Garcia’s dime.

A lot more corps seemed willing to do business with Thatcher’s fleet than he’d expected. He’d assumed Li’s decision that Frontier ships were no longer welcome anywhere in Ascendant Horizon space would result in at least some resistance from AH corps to Thatcher’s presence. And yet, so far none had withheld their goods from him, or objected in any way to him being here.

He’d brought his fleet here not only to resupply, but also to bide his time. When no good options have presented themselves to you, sometimes the only option is to wait for one to appear. His grandfather’s words echoing through his mind, as they so often did.

Thatcher couldn’t go north without risking his entire fleet being ‘appropriated’ by the UNC, and he wasn’t ready to reconsider Mittelman’s offer to join him in Devil’s Arm—not when that would take him far from what would soon become the front lines in a war against Simon Moll.

Let alone the fact that Penta Syndicate’s determined to squash Red Sky like a beetle, and seems likely to succeed. Yes, Volkov had enjoyed impressive success in repelling the Syndicate’s first attack waves, notably at the Battle of Unknown Regard, but how long could that last? Maybe Mittelman could perform some miracle there, but Thatcher couldn’t see how.

Li Jun had instructed him to leave Ascendant Horizon space, but for the time being, ignoring that instruction seemed like Thatcher’s best bet. And so here he was. Meanwhile, the Haysel corps under Li’s leadership offered no complaint, and seemed happy enough to take Garcia’s money.

“Sir?”

Thatcher looked up from his console, tugged out of his reverie. “Yes, Lucy?”

“Li Jun is addressing the Cluster. You’ll want to hear this.”

He nodded. “Forward me the feed.”

She did, and he opened it on his holoscreen. Li Jun appeared there in three dimensions. “—some unfortunate news to share with you today, I’m afraid,” he said, projecting the same calm, enthusiastic demeanor he always did in such broadcasts. But underneath it, Thatcher thought he detected something else. A glint of steel. A flickering fire.

“The Coalition of Giants, with whom Ascendant Horizon has signed a ten-year non-aggression pact, is showing clear signs of an intention to violate that solemn agreement. They have already amassed hundreds of warships in Lament Region—a move that makes no sense whatsoever, unless their intention was to attack the fellow super-alliance they vowed to leave unmolested. Freighters have also been crisscrossing CoG space, loaded with what I can only assume are the necessary supplies to conduct a large-scale, long-lasting war with our noble organization.

“Ascendant Horizon members pride ourselves on our honor. But Simon Moll’s actions, and those of his associates, clearly demonstrate that their word is worthless. Attacking us without provocation or legitimate reason would be bad enough. But attacking us when they have vowed not to…this is the behavior of men and women of very low character.

“Verity Guild has been closely tracking CoG movements for weeks, and they have come to a grim conclusion. They will hit us no later than nine days from now.

“But my friends, I tell you, I am not afraid. I have seen what our alliance is capable of. I have watched you make history, time and time again. This will be no different. We will resist evil, and future generations will savor the taste of our names on their tongues. They will give thanks for what we are about to achieve. Because Ascendant Horizon is an organization without peer.”

Li paused, his enthusiasm vanishing for a moment, his lips curling down at the corners. He cleared his throat. “Any corporations that leave Ascendant Horizon before or during the coming conflict will be immediately blacklisted, now and forever. Thank you. That is all.”

With that, Li vanished from the holoscreen, and a scaled-down representation of Ventail System replaced him.

Chapter Nine

 

On Helio Base Meatgrinder

Unknown Regard System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2291

 

When consciousness returned, it felt bulbous and unwieldy—too much to handle. It crowded Mittelman’s cranium and made him squint in disbelief at the world taking hazy shape before him.

His head was hard against a metal surface, and he ached all over. Nothing about his current situation felt pleasant.

The sights before him gradually gained a higher resolution. Bars rose from a deck and extended to the overhead above. Beyond them stood a man who studied him with piercing eyes that lived under bushy brown eyebrows. Wavy hair of the same color cascaded down both sides of his face.

With great effort, Mittelman pushed himself up to a sitting in position, though his head still slumped. It felt too heavy to keep up. “Where am I?” He managed to croak.

“Jail,” the man answered in a thick Russian accent. “Space jail.”

“I don’t….” Mittelman swallowed. “I don’t remember space having any jails.”

“You’re on a Helio base. Civilians live on Helio bases. Where did you think they put the naughty ones who misbehave?”

“Right. That makes sense.” He forced himself to lift his head, to study the man through eyes whose vision had now mostly cleared. “You’re Mikhail Volkov.”

“Of course I am. And you’re Hans Mittelman. Tell me, Hans. If you’re such a brilliant spy man, why do I know your name?”

Mittelman’s gaze fell to the deck once more. “That’s a good question, actually. On a couple of levels.”

“I know.”

“Why did you feel it necessary to knock me out without giving me a chance to give my reasons for coming to you? And to stick me in this cell?”

“We only reserve our warm receptions for visitors who haven’t come to infiltrate and compromise us.”

Oh, shit. Puzzle pieces were beginning to click into place, and the picture they revealed didn’t show good things for Mittelman. “What makes you think I came to do that?” he asked, without much conviction.

“You aren’t the only spy in the Dawn Cluster, it turns out. We have people who are close to that devil, Burroughs—people who got the message to us about what you’d plotted together on the very freighter you came in on.” Volkov shook his head. “I know exactly how people like you operate. You call us dogs behind our backs, and crack jokes about us selling Russian brides to fuel our ships. You make tired wisecracks about vodka. Most importantly, you think we’re stupid. Well, I’m glad for that, if you want the truth. It leads you to underestimate us. Which results in situations like this one.”

“It’s not how it looks.”

Volkov chuckled. “I admire your tenacity. But I’d admire it even more if you were able to recognize when you’re defeated. We kept your friend Greer conscious, and while you had your little nap he sang like a bird. We barely had to touch him. He confirmed everything that our mole told us. He let us know just how much intel on us you gave to Burroughs. And then he gave us enough on you to figure out exactly who you are. Hans.”

That useless bastard. Mittelman had required that Burroughs let him take Greer with him because he’d known Greer would have been screwed if he didn’t. Mittelman looked after his people. And this was how they repaid him.

He’d been hoping to conceal from Volkov indefinitely how much dirt he’d had to give Burroughs on Red Sky. No chance of that now.

Something occurred to him, and he checked the cuff of his left pants leg. The seam was torn out, and the data card was gone.

“Looking for this?” Volkov held up the thin, long rectangle between thumb and forefinger. “We uncovered that, too. Which brings us to the next part of our conversation. You’re going to decrypt its contents for us. If you refuse, we’re going to do some very unpleasant things to you, after which you will find that you’ll decrypt it for us anyway. Now, wouldn’t you rather skip the unpleasant part?”

“I’ll decrypt it for you.”

Volkov raised his eyebrows. “You’re much smarter than you look.”

“I’m not doing it to avoid the torture.” Though I’m not exactly eager to be tortured. “I’m doing it because that was the plan all along. Why do you think the card was sewn into my pants? Octavius Burroughs has no idea it exists.”

“Ah. This is the part where you play stupid spy games in a desperate attempt to extricate yourself from the mess you’re in.”

“It’s not a stupid spy game. My real aim was always to come to you—to help you.”

Volkov roared laughter at that, bending over double, though keeping a firm grip on the data card. The laughter sounded a little contrived to Mittelman. When he finally finished, Volkov gave him a knowing grin as he shook his head and wiped pretend tears from his eyes. “That was a good one. If your price for decrypting the data is listening to your inane bullshit, well, that’s not a price I feel like paying. My interrogator will be along shortly.” The Russian turned to head for the cell block’s exit.

“Wait!” Mittelman cried. The desperation he heard in his own voice made him recoil inwardly.

But it was real, and Volkov seemed to hear it. He stopped, and half-turned back toward the cell. “Yes?”

“You have to acknowledge that there’s at least some chance what I’m saying is true. And if there’s a chance, then you owe it to your people to hear me out. Listen to me, Mikhail. What I’ve brought you will change everything in the fight against Penta Syndicate.”

Slowly, Volkov turned, then walked the few steps back to the front of the cell. “Make it good.”

“You recognize that no one enters or leaves Devil’s Arm right now without Penta’s blessing, right? Surely we can agree on that.”

Volkov gave a shallow nod.

“And so for someone who’s friendly to your cause to reach you, they’d need to convince Penta that allowing them to pass was in their best interest.”

“I suppose.”

“Well, to accomplish that, the only things I had to leverage were my reputation and my knowledge. If I hadn’t given them the intel I did, and gone through the motions of accepting their job offer, then they never would have bought into the bogus plan I concocted for them. Yes, I told them I would come to you and pretend to offer you the same services, and once you accepted, I promised I’d feed them whatever information on you I could. But I lied to them, Mikhail. I said what I had to in order to get them to bring me here.”

“There are at least a couple of holes in your story. But let’s put aside how insane it would be for you to take on such risk, all to align yourself with an extreme underdog like us. Let’s focus instead on the fact that no matter what your true intentions were, you still gave them reams of intel on Red Sky. You did untold harm to our cause. And now I’m supposed to believe you did it all with our best interests at heart?”

“Yes.” Mittelman jabbed a finger toward the data card. “Because what I’ve brought you will make the intel I divulged completely irrelevant.”

Volkov turned the card over in his hand. “And that would be?”

Mittelman held up the finger he’d just pointed with. “Nanofab tech.” He held up another finger. “Stealth tech.” His ring finger went up. “Instant comm schematics.” He extended his pinky. “Stealth mines. That last is courtesy of Tad Thatcher—he gave me the tech when he heard I intended to come to you. Mikhail, if you can stabilize enough to make proper use of these technologies, it’s not just Devil’s Arm that can be yours. The entire Cluster can be yours. I’ll be completely honest with you. I came here because I have a plan, and I’ve identified your company as the best vessel for that plan. Together, we can write Dawn Cluster history to suit us. But you need me. Not just to decrypt that data card, but to help you run the organization that will take down Simon Moll. Believe me when I say that your best option right now is to release me from this cell and embrace me as a friend.”

 “You do have a way with words.” Volkov’s smile had returned, but it looked more genuine this time. “I’ll tell you what. Give me the password to decrypt the card. If I’m satisfied with what I find, then we’ll talk again.”

Chapter Ten

 

Unknown Location

Unknown Time

 

When Rose left the capsule that had once been part of the alien station and stepped onto a warship she knew to be built by the same species, it felt like entering another world.

The capsule, like the station it had once belonged to, had an organic feel to it. With its unpredictable angles and uneven edges that jutted out into corridors in inconvenient locations, the station had looked almost as though it had been grown rather than built.

But this ship…this ship was so neat and orderly, it might have been constructed by humans.

Its layout didn’t feel alien at all. On the contrary, it seemed perfectly logical, and she had no trouble making her way to what she chose to think of as its CIC. There was no reason not to think of it that way. It was exactly where a human CIC would have been, and it appeared to contain the master controls governing all the ship’s various systems—just as a CIC should.

A little dazed, she skirted a hulking Xanthic corpse where it lay motionless near the hatch, then walked over to where Pascal sat, at a station located exactly where the Nav console would have been on a human ship. He’d shed his power suit, and its pieces lay strewn across the deck behind him.

“Any trouble getting her to respond?” she asked. It felt odd, towering over him in the bulky suit. Beside it, he looked positively puny as he huddled over the console, scrutinizing it through squinted eyes.

He looked up at her, looking just as bewildered as she felt about this ship. “No, ma’am. The opposite. Other than everything being written in their language, the operating systems are exactly like ours. Everything is just where I’d expect to find it. It’s a little spooky, actually.”

“Agreed.” She cleared her throat. “But let’s not worry about that, for the moment. Can you sail her?”

“Definitely.”

“Good. Have we received any messages from the three oncoming ships?”

“Not yet. That’s one difference I have noticed, actually. Judging by the logs I’ve reviewed, their ships don’t communicate with each other nearly as much as ours do. And when they do communicate, it’s all text. No visual or audio.” He chuckled. “I guess the ugly bastards want to avoid looking at each other as much as possible.”

Pascal glanced at her expectantly, maybe hoping for a laugh. But his words had triggered a different train of thought for Rose.

Her gaze settled on the corporal once more. “Get as confident as you can on sailing this ship—and bring up to speed whoever else you think you’ll need to help you. Do it as fast as you can. Once you’re done, I want you to make a careful study of what comm logs there are between this ship and other Xanthic ships. Is that understood?”

“Ah, yes, ma’am. Though I don’t understand why—”

“Thank you, Corporal.” With that, she turned on her heel and marched out of the CIC, in search of Major Avery.

She found the major still wearing his power armor, sweeping a cargo hold with three of his marines, to make sure the Xanthic hadn’t left behind any nasty surprises for them. When he noticed her presence, his expression didn’t look exactly pleased through his suit’s faceplate.

That made her want to sigh…and maybe to find somewhere to lie down and get some sleep. He doesn’t think I should be here until he’s more than certain this section is secure. When will he realize there’s nowhere I can go on this ship where I will be safe?

Whether not she should have come on this mission in the first place, she was here now. Avery would have to contend with that, one way or another. “Major, I want you to assign as many marines as it takes to scour that capsule of any sign we were there.”

He blinked at her through his faceplate. “Ma’am, can I ask what the point of that would be? With all due respect.”

“I’ve come to believe those oncoming ships have no reason to think that anything out of the ordinary has happened.”

“Wait—so we’re not going to run from them?”

“No, Major. We’re not.”

“Surely you don’t mean to fight them.”

“Don’t be absurd. We’d be grossly outnumbered and outgunned.”

“What, then?”

“I mean to pass as one of them.”

That brought a pause, as Avery took several seconds to study her face. When he spoke, she could tell he was at least a little worried she’d gone crazy. “You don’t look like much of a Xanthic, ma’am.”

She laughed. “I’m glad to hear that. Neither do you, Major. But I don’t think that matters. Pascal tells me the Xanthic don’t use visual or audio when they communicate—it’s all text. Meaning we can use our comms to translate their incoming messages, and then to compose our replies.”

He nodded slowly, though he still looked confused. Within seconds, his nodding turned into shaking his head. “I give up. Sorry, ma’am. I’m a marine. You tell me where to point and shoot, and I do it. I don’t think I have your head for this kind of high-level decision-making, because I still can’t make heads or tails of what good pretending to be a Xanthic is going to do for us.”

“Fair enough. But the way I see it, it’s our only option. We both agree that fighting them isn’t going to be a thing, but I don’t think fleeing is going to work out very well either. We’ve already established that we have no idea where we are, or how we got here. So where would we run to, exactly?”

“Hmm. That’s a good question.”

“Wherever we are, the Xanthic clearly know a lot more about this place than we do. So unless you have a reasonable objection, I think observing them until we learn more makes the most sense of our admittedly limited, terrible options.”

“No objections there, ma’am. Like I said, you point me in a direction, and I’ll shoot. Or in this case, clean. I’m not sure how easily Xanthic’s guts are going to come out of the deck and bulkheads where we splashed them, but I promise you we’ll do our best to scour the capsule before the other ships get here.”

“Excellent. If you need me, I’ll be in the CIC.”

Pascal sent one of the other more “tech-y” marines to scour the consoles he and Rose had operated inside the capsule: just as Avery and the others worked to get rid of any sign they’d killed a Xanthic in there, Private First Class Black, a marine from Sergeant Ermey’s squad, went to clean the computers of any sign they’d been accessed by anyone other than the pirates. 

Their work finished, they sealed off the capsule while Private Black jogged back to the CIC to take his seat at the Ops station.

Rose sat in the captain’s chair, and when Avery arrived, she directed him to where the XO normally sat.

Not everything aboard the Xanthic vessel mirrored human ships. The seats weren’t exactly comfortable, for example. Lacking backs, they were more like hardened, misshapen humpties, though they did have straps attached to the sides in case any of them wanted to take a shot at figuring out how they might interact with a human body.

“The other ships are closing with us now, ma’am,” Black said. “Looks like we finished up just in time.”

The CIC lacked a main display, and certainly had no holotanks or screens. But with Pascal’s help, she was able to use a flat touchscreen embedded on top of her console to call up a tactical representation of the free-orbiting capsule and the space around it.

The Xanthic vessels showed every sign of completely ignoring the smaller one she and the marines had boarded and taken. One of them mated its airlock with the capsule, and Rose and the marines all but held their breath during the long minutes that followed.

At last, the alien vessel decoupled from the station and began to thrust gently away, rotating as it did.

Its stern came within a few dozen meters of the capsule…and with that, hooks shot out from the vessel’s hull, with such force that they embedded firmly in the capsule’s exterior. The hooks were attached to long, flexible rods, which in turn were fixed in a circle to the Xanthic warship’s stern.

Without ceremony, the vessel began to pull the capsule along behind it, with the other two ships keeping pace, in no particular formation.

“Follow them,” Rose urged Pascal, and he tapped at his console. For a long moment, his claim that he’d be able to operate the ship appeared less than true, as they sat inert in the bigger ships’ wake. But finally, with a lurch, they started after them.

They spent most of the ensuing hours in silence. For her part, Rose was awestruck at what was happening—and what they’d managed to pull off. She knew she should feel afraid, but instead, she felt excited.

This seemed momentous. Historic, even. She was getting an opportunity that few humans ever got, to observe how the Xanthic behaved outside of battle. In fact, it seemed probable that she and the marines were the first humans ever to experience this.

They sailed together until they reached the edge of the solar system, then out past the asteroid belt, which paled in comparison to the one that had been in Nankeen. It had far fewer asteroids, much more widely dispersed, though the asteroids did seem a lot larger on average.

And then, her excitement was fully justified.

“Look!” Pascal shouted. “Come here, everyone! I have a visual display up.”

Rose leapt to her feet and sprinted across the CIC, joined there by Black and Avery.

In front of the lead Xanthic ship, the space was warping, bending in on itself as the vessel seemed to sink energy into the fabric of space-time itself using a beam of pure white light.

Then a tear opened, which soon widened into a rough oval.

“That’s a wormhole,” Pascal said, his voice wondering.

They watched as the vessel that had created the anomaly pulled the capsule through it. The second vessel followed tight on her stern, and then the third.

“Follow them in,” she ordered the corporal.

He did.

Chapter Eleven

 

Aboard the Lotan

Pauldron System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Until now, Li Jun had felt confident that his alliance would ultimately prevail against Coalition of Giants.

Yes, CoG crews were much more experienced and skilled than their Ascendant Horizon counterparts. But that didn’t matter. Between Verity Guild and Ascendant Horizon, Li controlled an armada large enough that he could lose four times more ships than CoG in every battle and still prevail.

He’d built this alliance into the largest in the Cluster, on the back of its sheer industrial might…

…but that wouldn’t count for much if he couldn’t get his warship captains to actually show up for battle.

Over the last few days, hardly a hundred ships had trickled into Pauldron System to defend the regional jump zone out of Fulmin. Nearly a thousand warships had shown up for the christening of Ascendant Horizon’s dreadnought—for their images to be broadcast via instant comm across the Dawn Cluster. So where were they today?

Li’s eyes still felt grainy from the couple hours’ sleep he’d snatched after spending all of yesterday reaching out to CEOs, urging and cajoling them to stop dragging their heels and get their fleets to Pauldron System. He’d tried his best not to beg, but he might well have done some of that, too.

And yet here he was, with a fleet that felt woefully inadequate, waiting on Simon Moll to finally launch his assault. Li had expected today would be the day the bastard attacked, and he didn’t think Moll had much reason to try to deceive him where the timing was concerned. Clearly, the sooner he struck the better, considering how long the Ascendant Horizon war fleets were taking to assemble.

We have the Lotan, he reassured himself. She counts for dozens of warships, minimum.

He sat with that thought for a minute, doing his best to extract what reassurance he could from it.

“Any activity from the jump zone?” he asked at last, unable to hold the question in any longer.

“None yet, Mr. Li,” Gan Dang answered from the Ops station, his voice carrying a note of surprise at the query.

The man Li had chosen as the super-ship’s captain, Ren Kun, turned in his seat. “Dang will notify us the moment there something to report, Mr. Li. Rest assured.”

Ren’s chair was located centrally, on a raised dais that overlooked the rest of the CIC. Li sat just behind him to his right, in a chair that had been specially installed for him, since he’d effectively chosen the Lotan as his flagship. He wasn’t an admiral—indeed, Heaven’s Bounty avoided using military ranks at all. But he’d believed that riding into battle aboard the Lotan would prove inspiring to Ascendant Horizon’s many PMCs. So far, it didn’t quite seem to have achieved the desired effect.

“Yes, of course,” he said, feeling a little sheepish. “Thank you, Mr. Ren.”

Was I wrong? Maybe Moll would keep them waiting for a week or more. That would be a welcome development, provided it meant more Ascendant Horizon warships finally dragged themselves to Pauldron System.

He found himself remembering the conversation he’d had with Tsu, after the man had learned that Li intended to accompany the Lotan to the Haysel-Fulmin regional jump zone.

“You’re not being consistent, Jun,” Li’s old friend had said. “You’ve kept me out of important company decisions, but now you want me to make all the decisions, while you risk everything we’ve built by putting yourself in harm’s way?”

“We will be connected by instant comm,” Li had answered calmly, “and I will make myself available to you whenever you need me, night and day. As I always have. The moment you have doubts, about anything, you can contact me and we can work through it together.”

Unsurprisingly, that had not been enough to satisfy Tsu. “You won’t accomplish anything with this show of bravado. Going with the Lotan won’t convince anyone you’re some brave warrior, and I don’t know what you hope to achieve by masquerading as one.”

“It will show our people that I’m willing to put everything on the line to win this fight.”

Now, with just one hundred and six Ascendant Horizon warships shown on the tactical display, Li had to wonder whether Tsu was right. The idea repulsed him. He much preferred to think of his friend as an eternal pessimist that needed regular cheering up—not a wise adviser who was right to question Li’s judgment.

We have achieved much together. Though these days, I wonder if Tsu is capable of operating at such heights of power and wealth.

Back when Heaven’s Bounty had been a scrappy mining outfit beset by pirates, Tsu had been indispensable. But now that they’d become the foremost corp of a historic super-alliance…well, the man’s brain simply didn’t seem to function well at this level. He remained convinced that all their accomplishments were nothing but a house of cards, liable to topple at the first errant breeze.

“Mr. Ren!” Gan Dang exclaimed. “The first CoG warship has appeared!”

The Lotan’s captain glanced at Li. “Is there a certain way you’d like me to respond?”

“Er…use your discretion, Mr. Ren.” Li noticed he was gripping both his chair’s armrests. “That is to say, destroy it, for God’s sake!”

Ren nodded. “Give the order to the other ships, Dang.”

Gan Dang tapped at the Ops console deliberately, as though he were tapping in a thoughtful message to his aged mother.

“With haste, if you please, Mr. Gan!” Li urged.

“Yes, Mr. Li,” Gan said, though if he increased his speed Li wasn’t able to detect it.

At last, the order was sent, and the Ascendant Horizon fleet closed like a net around the CoG micro-corvette. Except, by then, four more fast attack ships had appeared—three of them outside the fleet’s arc of attack.

“How are they entering the system so quickly?” Li asked.

The captain shook his head. “They must be ignoring UNC guidelines for safe transitions. The CoG fast attack ships are entering almost stem to stern.”

In what felt like an eye blink, ten more micro-corvettes appeared in the jump zone, and then ten more. Three fell to Ascendant Horizon weapons fire, but the rest coalesced in packs, converging on out-of-position units and using their combined laserfire to take down their shields.

Li gave a start as he watched a cruiser’s shield fall, followed by a barrage of railgun fire from the squadron of micro-corvettes targeting her.

The smaller ships were like gnats—difficult to swat, but able to inflict considerable pain in numbers. Another ship went down, a frigate, followed by a corvette.

The battle was unfolding far too quickly for Li’s liking. His already disappointing numbers were being cut down even further.

“Mr. Ren, why don’t you hit them with a scattershot blast from our main gun?”

“Er, Mr. Li, I don’t think that would be wise. Currently, there are no targets we can fire on without risking hitting our own ships. You did ask that we position the Lotan at the rear of our fleet….”

When the first Sunder destroyer arrived, lending its railguns to help a group of micro-corvettes take down an Ascendant Horizon destroyer, sheer panic seized Li by the throat.

“We’re losing ships far too quickly,” he said, his voice coming out strangled. “We need to pull back and regroup. Wait for reinforcements. Then we’ll return to drive CoG out of Pauldron.”

Ren Kun looked at Li wearing an expression of shock. “Mr. Li, are you certain you want to do that?”

“Pull back to Bevor System.” He turned toward the Ops officer. “Mr. Gan, see it done!”

Chapter Twelve

 

On Helio Base Meatgrinder

Unknown Regard System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Volkov sent men to collect him from his cell the morning after their conversation, and Mittelman wondered what had taken him so long.

One of two burly Russians guided him against the cell’s bulkhead face-first, not roughly but none too gently, either. “Hands behind your back,” he said in thickly accented English.

Mittelman complied. Restraints snapped down onto his wrists, tightening to the brink of discomfort. With that, the two men escorted him along the empty cell block, each with a hand on one of his biceps. The man on his right had hands so big that his fingers nearly met around Mittelman’s muscle—not that he was particularly gifted in that department to begin with.

So began a silent march toward what Mittelman guessed was the station’s center, based on what he knew of typical Helio base layouts.

The jail would already have been fairly close to the core. Next came the residential section, where the flora that had been planted to balance out the station’s artificiality was now somewhat wilted after months of neglect. After that, they passed into the Helio base’s administration section, and finally through a door that bore a plaque: “COUNCIL CHAMBER.”

Every Helio base was essentially a corp—at least, it was owned by a corp. But civilians also lived and worked on Helio bases, and they generally maintained their own municipal governments to manage civic affairs.

This is where the town council for this base had once met, before it was abandoned. A modest room, as were most chambers aboard space stations, it was now occupied by a group of haggard-looking Red Sky captains, who sat around the four tables arranged in a square formation.

Those not already facing him turned at his entrance, studying him with expressions that ranged from distrust to disdain, with some confusion and intrigue thrown in for good measure. Not an ideal reception by any means, but one he could hopefully work with.

“Put him in the center, where we can all get a look at him,” Volkov’s voice rang out from the opposite side of the room.

The men escorting him shoved him toward an empty seat—but to not sit in it.

“Up and over,” one grunted.

Concerned they would hurl him over if he didn’t comply promptly, Mittelman stepped on the chair and then onto the table. From there, he hopped down onto the carpet. Undignified, but better than being thrown.

“Plead your case,” Volkov said, studying him. His expression was neutral, but Mittelman saw the smile that danced in his eyes.

“Not with these on.” Mittelman turned a little, indicating his restraints.

The Russian commander and CEO narrowed his eyes. “They do not impair your ability to speak.”

“No, but if I’m going to speak, then I want to know I have at least half a chance of being taken seriously. Who would truly listen to a man with his hands behind his back?”

Volkov’s upper lip twitched. Finally, he nodded at one of the guards, who met Mittelman at the place where he’d hopped the table. The man drew a belt knife, which he used to cut the restraints in one swift motion. They fell to the carpet, and Mittelman rubbed his wrists to restore some circulation.

Taking a deep breath, he returned to the chamber’s middle, conscious of all the eyes on him. He slowly turned to take them all in, not yet speaking. These people are like cornered animals. Enemies on all sides, with no certainty about who they can trust.

“Based on the fact I’m here,” he began,” I take it you’ve reviewed the contents of my data card.” He already knew that to be true, but he wanted to give Volkov the chance to confirm it for him—to bolster the man’s sense that he had control of this meeting, and knew where it would likely go.

“That’s correct,” Volkov said.

Mittelman nodded. “My compliments for recognizing that what you found on that card at least warrants hearing me out. The technologies you now have access to…stealth, nanofabbers, instant comms…these can become weapons that will win you Devil’s Arm, in time.”

“But how much time will be needed for them to bear fruit?” a reedy man asked from near the exit. “And where will we find the resources to implement your technologies? We have no shipbuilding facilities, and no way to refine the necessary materials for shipbuilding even if we did.”

“You have ship repairing facilities, right here.” Mittelman flicked his hand toward one of the bulkheads, to indicate the station they were in.

“There’s a bit of a difference.”

“I’m aware of that. But with some modifications, you’d be able use this base’s facilities to construct nanofabbers. That would only leave one barrier between yourselves and constructing new ships.”

“And yet it is a real barrier,” Volkov put in from behind him.

“It is,” Mittelman agreed. “Which is why you’re about to feel very glad I came here, and that you chose to hear me out.”

Volkov raised his eyebrows, waiting.

“Can anyone tell me where the nearest metals refinery is?” Mittelman spun slowly on his heel, meeting each captain’s eyes in turn. “Anyone?”

Silence was the only reply, and Mittelman permitted himself a grin. “You already control it. It’s due south, in Comfort’s End System.”

A stunned silence followed his words. Comfort’s End was only connected to one other system: Unknown Regard, the system Red Sky had so far managed to carve out as its own. By controlling Unknown Regard, they also controlled the system to its south. Mittelman glanced at the man near the door who’d spoken earlier, to find skepticism warring with doubt across his facial features.

“You’ve been focused on making war,” Mittelman continued, “and you’ve done well. You sent the Devil’s Arm pirates fleeing north—a feat no other corp has managed to accomplish, for the better part of a century. And you’ve held out against Penta Syndicate longer than anyone expected. Your resolve is being remarked on by astonished onlookers. The Cluster is abuzz with conversation about what you pulled off during what they’re calling the Battle of Unknown Regard. But with your singular focus, you’ve missed what’s right under your nose.” Mittelman winced, as though genuinely distressed. “That sort of embarrassing mistake can easily spell a corp’s downfall.”

“Tell us about this refinery,” Volkov said. “And how it is that we’ve missed it.”

“The refinery was abandoned by Moonshot Mining, almost thirty years ago. The pirates in these parts have never been organized enough to make use of such a facility, and so after stripping it of anything valuable, they too left it alone. So when you came along, there was no pirate presence in Comfort’s End for any of your ships to root out. You had no reason to go there, and didn’t know to look there for a refinery, even though I can assure you that this very Helio base holds historical databases that will back up my words.

“For centuries, humanity has suffered from a glut of information, such that we became desensitized to it long ago. For most of us, the amount of knowledge available to us is overwhelming. We shy away from it, pay selective attention to it, and listen only to sources that flatter our preexisting biases and opinions.

“That’s why someone like me has become so valuable to any corp trying to get ahead in this insane Cluster. I revel in the ever-churning datastreams. I ride them to new heights, and I’ve helped several others do the same. A man like me can not only help you determine which of the data you already possess is most vital—he can draw new data to him. Data that can make the difference between victory and getting routed.”

“You mentioned you had a plan for Red Sky,” Volkov said. “A plan to prevail against Penta Syndicate, along with every other enemy. I would hear it.”

Mittelman nodded. “Your fierceness in battle is undeniable, and your tenacity in the face of overwhelming odds is frankly unheard of. It’s why I identified your organization as the perfect champion for my plan. It’s why I came here in the first place. Know that I might have gone to CoG, or Ascendant Horizon, or even Penta Syndicate, and easily found work. Indeed, Penta offered me a very cushy position, as you know. But I’ve chosen to throw in my lot with Red Sky. If the invaluable tech I’ve already given doesn’t prove that, then hopefully the vision I’m about to show you will.

“Red Sky isn’t just fierce and tenacious—you’re also adaptive. You don’t cling to old forms for the sake of it, because you know you can’t afford to.

“Your adversaries, though…they do cling to old ways. They have certain sacred cows they refuse to sacrifice, because they’re blind to the incredible benefits that would befall them if they did.

“I’m thinking of one cow in particular. One that my old employer, Veronica Rose, was especially beholden too. Like she was, the PMCs you face are obsessed with the military pedigree of their new hires. If a prospective employee wasn’t trained on a public military’s dime—if he or she doesn’t have a long history of combat experience—they don’t want to look at them.”

Mittelman’s gaze had been shifting from captain to Russian captain, but now he focused on Volkov. “The first PMC to realize that this obsession with prior training leaves untapped a vast power base will rise above all others. They will become a powerhouse of military might.”

“That makes no sense,” said the same bone-thin captain as before. “Of course PMCs value military training. We cannot hire janitors and secretaries to run our ships.”

“Ah, but you can.” Mittelman allowed a satisfied smile to sprout across his lips. “All across the Cluster, millions upon millions of civilians have been disenfranchised from an economy that’s increasingly leaving them behind. They live at the whim of whatever PMC happens to control their system, while jobs dry up all around them, and instability tears the social fabric apart. How many would jump eagerly at the chance to join the ranks of PMC employees, who are the only ones with reliable jobs under this new Cluster-wide paradigm? How many would dedicate themselves with blind zeal to the cause of defeating those currently exploiting them? Red Sky would be awash with new recruits. And with newly constructed nanofabbers, you would have the ships for them to crew.”

“There is still the issue of their training,” Volkov said.

“Yes. And that isn’t even our first obstacle. Before a tsunami of applicants can crash across the Cluster, straight into the ranks of Red Sky, we must first make them believe. To achieve that, David must defeat Goliath. Red Sky must defeat Penta Syndicate. And you must do so convincingly. Utterly. Embarrassingly. You’ve accomplished much already, and right now Penta is cowed—shocked at how you were able to throw them out of Unknown Regard while taking minimal losses. But they will return, with all their might. And that is the battle that will decide the fate of the Dawn Cluster. That’s the first obstacle we must prepare to surmount. I can help you.”

Volkov was nodding slowly. “I like the plan,” he said, gesturing at Mittelman with an open palm while looking around at his captains. “We will do that.”

Chapter Thirteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Cuirass System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Places were rare aboard a starship where one could reasonably expect solitude. In spite of that, no matter where Thatcher went throughout his cruiser, he felt more alone than he ever had in his life.

Currently he walked the Jersey’s aft section, on a deck without much activity during this part of the watch. He still passed the occasional spacer, who invariably brightened on seeing him, snapping off crisp salutes, which he returned with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. Which didn’t feel like a lot of enthusiasm, but he hoped that wasn’t too obvious.

This marked the first time in his career that he answered to no higher authority than himself. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Back in Space Fleet, there had always been someone with a higher rank than his, and always would be—unless he’d managed to somehow rise to the lofty station of fleet admiral, and even then he would have had to answer to the president.

He’d taken the position as a Frontier Security captain with the tacit understanding that he would take direction from the company’s CEO, Veronica Rose. Now she was dead, and the fleet he commanded cut adrift. The only authority that remained with a right to give him orders was the company’s board of directors, and he’d already defied their demand that he return to Freedom System with the company fleet for liquidation

So Thatcher was his own master, partly from circumstance, and partly from his own choices. That fact hadn’t struck home until Li Jun had spurned his offer to fold the fleet into Ascendant Horizon. Now the Frontier-Anvil force sheltered in space where they weren’t welcome, and every spacer in the fleet looked to Thatcher for reassurance and leadership. They were wholly dependent on him, which meant he had no peers. And they still looked at him with hope in their eyes.

His comm buzzed with a message that Emilio Garcia had arrived on a surprise visit, and wanted to see him. Thatcher sighed, and replied with orders to have the man shown to his office. Then he headed there himself.

He found Garcia sitting in front of his desk, already furnished with a steaming mug of black tea, as was his preference. Chief Scott had left Thatcher a cup of coffee, at exactly the right temperature as always, with just the right amount of milk. He’d also left lids nearby, in case they wanted to take their beverages outside the office. Thatcher smiled at the chief’s diligence.

“Shall we walk?” Thatcher said, gesturing at the hatch, which he’d left open.

Garcia shrugged. “Sure. I’m not here to discuss anything confidential.”

“I assumed as much.” He fitted the lid to his cup and left the office, waiting for Garcia to exit so he could close the hatch.

The Anvil CEO squinted at him as he entered the passageway. “What do you mean, you assumed as much?”

“Nothing.”

“I know what you meant. You think I can’t possibly have anything of importance to talk to you about. I’m just the witless purse string holder, here to waste the time of an important man with far better things to do.”

Thatcher secured the hatch behind them. “You do have a way with words, don’t you?”

“You asshole.”

That brought a chuckle. Somehow, it felt refreshing to be cursed at, when the rest of the fleet seemed to twist themselves into knots observing perfect decorum whenever they were around him. “I’m sure you’ll be relieved to know that this is actually one of the rare moments when I don’t have anything better to do. I was just taking a walk through the aft, on Deck Two. Let’s go there now—barely anyone’s there at this time of day.”

“Day, you say? You’re almost talking like a dirtsider. Maybe I’ve had a positive effect on you after all. Next thing, I’ll catch you getting out your hat and mittens. Autumn’s just around the corner, you know.”

Garcia was referring to the seasons on Earth, as he often did. The reminder of humanity’s birth planet sent Thatcher into a silent reverie as they walked toward the Jersey’s aft. He thought of Lin more than ever, these days, and those memories were still tinged by his guilt over kissing Veronica Rose. Could he ever absolve himself of that?

They stepped out of an elevator onto Deck Two, where a spacer waited to get on. Before stepping on, she executed an immaculate salute, her eyes shining with pride and reverence as she looked at Thatcher.

Thatcher returned the salute. “At ease, Seaman.”

“I hope your day is going well, sir.” With that pleasantry, she stepped onto the elevator, which closed, blocking her from view.

Garcia seemed to be studying his face closely. “They love you because you’re good. You know that, right?”

“Explain.”

“They think you’re unbeatable.”

“Then they clearly weren’t paying much attention in Nankeen System.” Thatcher led the way along the passage, and Garcia kept pace.

“That’s an anomaly, to them. A direct result of trusting Simon Moll, which was largely Veronica Rose’s mistake—a mistake you’ll never repeat. They see your brilliance, they know your track record, and they exalt in it. They feel safe, knowing you’re in command. But the moment you stop being this good, they will cast you on the trash heap of history.”

“What an encouraging thought. Is this pep talk your reason for visiting today?”

“Yes, actually.”

“Tell me, am I hearing the words of a jealous man, Emilio? I hadn’t taken you for the type.”

“My pep talk isn’t finished. Captain Duncombe and Commander Pearson have been building a movement against you. They’re being very careful about it, approaching only those they’re sure will side with them, and even then they’re very indirect about it. Fortunately for us, they made the mistake of approaching a captain under my employ, about whom they’d heard rumors of resentful feelings toward you.”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows. “Where did those rumors start?”

“Me. I had a feeling those two might try something, so I spread the rumors myself. And they went straight for the honeypot. Duncombe and Pearson feel you’re a danger to the fleet—that you’ve led us to the brink of ruin.”

“What are they going to do? Split the fleet in two, with one half attacking the other?”

“They won’t get anywhere near half. But there are plenty of ways they might betray you, Tad. You should think creatively here, as creatively as if you were in battle. Because you are.”

“Do you have proof?”

“I have the recordings of their conversations with my captain. Sadly, they didn’t commit to any actual course of action against you. They mostly were feeling my man out. But it’s enough to confirm they don’t have your best interests at heart. I’ll forward you the recordings.”

Thatcher nodded. “Thank you. And thanks for bringing this to me.” I thought those two had been unusually quiet, lately.

His comm buzzed for the second time in the span of an hour. He checked it to find a message from Lieutenant Brown, the second-watch Ops officer, informing him that Simon Moll was addressing the Dawn Cluster and offering to patch the feed through to his comm.

He and Garcia watched the broadcast together on the comm’s screen, standing in the middle of the passageway.

“—taken the regional jump zone, and we have driven its defenders from Pauldron System, including Li Jun’s mighty super-ship. How quickly will the rest of this region fall—and following that, how soon might we add all of Ascendant Horizon territory to the Greater Coalition of Giants Community?”

A tightness seized the base of Thatcher’s throat. He hadn’t even known Moll’s assault had begun…and the man had taken Pauldron already?

“People of Pauldron System, know that I find no fault with you. It is the brashness and foolishness of your leaders that has put you in this situation. Your Helio bases have ceased operations, and your mining ships have withdrawn from the belt. All commercial traffic through the system has ceased. But it doesn’t have to be this way. We offer you a way out: a non-hostile way, before we destroy those who still defy us. Lay down your arms, and drop your claims to this system. Sign the contract we send you. Do that, and you will be allowed to resume operations as normal. This offer expires in one week.”

The screen went blank, but Thatcher continued to stare at it in disbelief, his fingers whitening around the comm’s edges. “How was he able to take Pauldron so easily?”

Garcia shook his head. “Li must not have been able to rally the ships he needed. There are more Ascendant Horizon warships than there are CoG ships—far more. But Simon Moll frightens them. The CoG crews frighten them. They’re trained killers, while most of Ascendant Horizon’s victories have been won through diplomacy.”

Thatcher’s lips firmed. “We have to go help drive the CoG forces out again.”

The large man quirked an eyebrow. “Is this a noble gesture from the old Tad Thatcher, or a cunning ploy to force Li’s hand from the new Thatcher?”

“Both.”

Chapter Fourteen

 

Aboard the Lifeboat

Nankeen System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Rose pored over the data she’d collected for what felt like the thousandth time, while ignoring the brittle silence that filled the CIC.

After months cooped up aboard this cramped alien ship, eating only the tasteless paste the Xanthic apparently called food, the marines were getting restless. Earlier, Avery had broken up a fistfight between two privates who were now being kept in separate compartments while they cooled their heels. And their tempers. If something didn’t give soon, Rose knew there would be further incidents.

It wasn’t just being stuck on a tiny craft for so long. Most of the marines were longtime spacers, and used to such conditions. The worst part of it all was the uncertainty. The fear that the aliens might smell them out at any time. And the waiting. They’d been maintaining a distant heliocentric orbit for nearly two months, not moving at all…all while that thing grew at the center of the four-vessel formation.

They’d taken to calling the Xanthic ship the “lifeboat” in the days after boarding her from the capsule. The name fit. It had, after all, delivered them from disaster, and it had also given them the means to avoid tipping off the other alien warships to their presence.

But more and more, the name also started to feel like a sick joke. Food was running low, and she’d heard a couple of the marines muttering that soon they might be forced to eat the rotting Xanthic carcasses they’d gathered together in a cargo hold before sealing off that compartment, turning it into an alien crypt.

She would have had the bodies sent through the airlock, except that would have surely tipped off the other aliens that something had gone seriously wrong aboard the Lifeboat.

Are we really approaching a situation where we’ll need to seriously consider those bodies as a food source? The thought sent a shiver along her spine. It was far from the first thought to do that, these past months.

Her mind returned to the strange structure the Xanthic seemed to be growing, and she used her console to call it up on a visual sensor, so she could stare at it.

“Growing” was the only word that seemed to fit the changes it had undergone since they’d arrived back in Nankeen. Out here on the outer edge of the system’s dense asteroid belt, the four ships shepherded the structure through space as it grew in the way crystals did over time. Except, this growth happened at a radically faster pace.

The capsule they’d taken refuge in had served as the thing’s “seed”—the rest had grown from that. The structure reminded her of the effect Xanthic weapons had when they struck inorganic surfaces, with geometric shapes sprouting up as if from nowhere. Could this be a similar technology at work?

There was just so much to unpack. Rose’s head throbbed, and she fought to ignore the fatigue clouding her brain, compelling her to go to her cabin and lie on the cold, metal deck where she found what rest she could after each watch.

We went back in time. That much was undeniable, and the implications seemed endless. She’d barely begun to work through them.

They’d emerged from the wormhole into Nankeen the day before the joint Frontier-Sunder attack on the system. Through gaps in the screen of hurtling asteroids, they watched as the battle raged near the jump zone out of Quad System. They couldn’t see the stealth ship Prowler crossing the system, but they picked her up again on sensors when she docked with the still-intact Xanthic station, and nearby pirate ships went after her.

I was on that ship, she’d reflected when the Prowler revealed itself. And now I’m on that station. If we dared to try leaving this formation, and we somehow managed to escape the other Xanthic warships, I could go meet myself.

But they couldn’t, even if she’d wanted to. The Xanthic seemed very concerned with concealing their presence, along with whatever it was they were growing—that seemed clear from their position out here on the system’s periphery, where only a meticulous inspection and analysis of sensor data might turn up the fact there were artificial objects out here. Such an analysis didn’t seem likely with every Ops officer in the system busy helping their captains kill each other.

Most jarring of all was Simon Moll’s betrayal. When it became clear what he was doing, Rose’s heart clawed its way into her throat, and she found herself short of breath. For several long moments, her vision swam, until finally she was able to reassert control of herself.

Tad was right all along. I never should have trusted Moll, in any capacity. I knew he was a viper, yet I tried to tame him enough to use him to my own ends. And this is the price I pay for that.

The tension in the CIC was palpable as she and the marines watched the Frontier force break out from the Degenerate Empire fleet surrounding them, taking heavy losses in the process. Her heart nearly broke when she saw where they were heading—for the Xanthic station.

He’s headed to try and save me.

But then the station blew apart in a violent eruption, leaving only the massive alien ship in its wake, and the Frontier vessels changed course for the jump gate into Farrago, with the majority of the pirate force hard on their heels.

Thatcher and the crews under his command jumped out of the system, then so did the pirates. And with that, all was quiet once more in Nankeen System.

Almost two months had passed since then. Weeks ago, they’d witnessed the return of the Frontier fleet, their numbers bolstered by ships whose profiles weren’t known to Rose or any of the marines. If they’d been aboard a Frontier warship, they could have identified them with ease, but without access to a company database they had no way of doing so.

Yet another surprise came when the fleet muscled its way to the Xanthic ship, which they fired on until its shields fell. They sent shuttles aboard her, all while enemies closed in on them from both ends of the system. The pirates arrived, and struck, and for a time it seemed they would overwhelm Thatcher’s forces. But then—wonder of wonders—those aboard the Xanthic ship somehow managed to activate her weapon systems, turning the tide of battle in Frontier’s favor.

The greatest miracle of all came afterward, when the Frontier fleet left the system to the north, now accompanied by the Xanthic super-ship.

Throughout it all, Rose and the marines could only watch and wonder. Even a transmission to the New Jersey would likely have alerted the Xanthic to their presence.

So they did nothing. They continued to wait, while their supplies dipped lower and lower. And Rose spent every waking hour attempting to piece together a puzzle whose shape she could not see. She worked like her life depended on it, which it probably did.

What caused us to travel back in time? she asked herself for what must have been the millionth time. Our passage through the wormhole?

That had been her theory for at least a couple weeks—until Pascal had pointed out that they’d only returned to around a day before the Xanthic station had exploded. One day was around how long they’d spent in that strange other-place. Rose had used her comm’s clock to confirm it, in fact. They’d been in that place for twenty-three hours, seven minutes, and thirty-seven seconds, which was exactly how much her comm’s time was off by when they’d returned to Nankeen.

That made a strong case for the idea that simply being in that place had caused them to go back in time.

Which raised the question…what was that other-place, exactly?

She reviewed the facts she had. The capsule had somehow taken them there, and they’d left that place through the wormhole. Both the capsule’s and the warship’s sensors had shown a region of space with far fewer stars than could be seen from the Dawn Cluster’s north.

A memory dropped into her thoughts, unbidden: of accompanying her marines through the caverns under New Houston, deep into the hidden Xanthic colony they’d found there—to a cavern that contained a map of the Dawn Cluster represented by bio-luminescent moss.

On a whim, she called up the view of the strange stars they’d seen, and superimposed it over their current view, of the Dawn Cluster she’d known for years.

A jolt of excitement surged through her. They match. The other-place had far fewer stars, but what stars it did have lined up perfectly with stars that could be seen from Nankeen System.

That place is like an analog of some kind. Could it be…a parallel universe? A universe where time runs in reverse?

Suddenly, she felt wide awake. I need to calm down. Things were clicking into place. She could feel the pieces coming together in her mind. But if she allowed herself to get too excited, then she might risk cutting herself off from some revelation they desperately needed.

She thought of how the ship and station had phased in an out of reality at predictable intervals. Maybe because they were traveling back and forth between the universes?

Another piece clicked into place. That would explain why the pirates found the station untouched every time it reappeared. Because it wasn’t the same station they’d worked on—that station had progressed into the past, via the other universe. Each time the station reappeared, it was from the future.

A final thought slammed into place, and she sat ramrod straight at her console.

Pascal looked at her warily from his own station nearby. “Ms. Rose? What is it?”

“I know what they’re doing. I know what it is they’re growing.”

The marine shook his head, looking bemused. “What, then?”

“They’re regrowing the station! If they don’t do that, then it will be erased from the past, which will radically alter the present. It won’t be there for the Prowler to discover. The pirates will never have found it. They want to preserve this timeline.”

“Ms. Rose, I hope you won’t hold it against me if I say you sound a little bit like a crazy person.”

She grinned. Of course. She needed to walk Pascal through her entire train of thought. She couldn’t just dump a galaxy-shaking conclusion in his lap like that and expect him to understand it without showing him how she’d arrived at it.

She opened her mouth to do just that, when Private Black spoke up from the Ops station. “Ma’am, the Xanthic have opened up another wormhole. They’re taking that thing through.”

“What?” She rapped her fingertips on her console, calling up a visual. Sure enough, the lead vessel had again attached itself to the crystalline structure, and was pulling it toward yet another wormhole, which Rose felt sure was bigger than the last.

“Should we follow?” Pascal asked.

Rose racked her brain, trying desperately to apply the realizations she’d made to this new development.

“No,” she said at last. “Let them go through the wormhole, and don’t follow them. The moment they’re gone, take us in-system—toward the Nankeen-Quad jump gate.” She met the eyes of the corporal and then the private in turn. “I have a strong feeling that if we follow those ships, we’ll find ourselves waiting twice as long as we just did. And we don’t have supplies to last four more months.”
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The stars became streaks of white light that elongated until blending together into a uniform soup that surrounded the New Jersey. Mere seconds passed before the phenomenon reversed: each star became a discrete entity once more, blazing trails painted across the sky, which shrank until resuming their usual form—that of bright specks spattered like paint across the black canvas of space.

Oh, no.

Thatcher’s heart sank as his holoscreen populated with Bevor’s sun and planets…as well as the sum total of the warships Ascendant Horizon had managed to muster here.

That total did not seem nearly high enough. Over the last week, Li Jun had waged an aggressive messaging campaign aimed at getting his alliance’s various corporate militaries to show up to fight for their home.

And here was the result. The Jersey’s computer had tallied one hundred and thirty-four Ascendant Horizon warships in-system, scant more than had turned up for the first clash with Moll’s forces. The one that had quickly ended with Li tucking his tail between his legs and fleeing.

“Set a course for the Bevor-Pauldron jump gate, Nav,” Thatcher said, his tone more dour than he would have liked.

“Aye, aye, sir. Setting a course for the jump gate into Pauldron.”

Thatcher returned to his contemplation of Li Jun’s situation. The man’s word’s rang in his ears from their last meeting: It’s a good thing I have the largest super-alliance in Cluster history, with over a thousand warship crews eager to prove their mettle.

So far, those crews had not lived up to Li’s expectations. To Thatcher’s ear, the man’s broadcasts had carried a growing tinge of desperation as he implored and cajoled his fighters again and again to sail west.

When Thatcher had detected that undertone, he knew they might be in trouble. The moment they smell your desperation, you’re finished. His grandfather’s words.

Aside from the super-ship Li was too anxious to properly use, Ascendant Horizon’s numbers constituted the only possible advantage the alliance could have over Coalition of Giants. They were an industry-first organization, and their military existed largely to safeguard their financial interests.

Simon Moll, however, was an aggressor, and clearly he intimidated AH’s military crews. Aside from that, it certainly hadn’t helped matters when Li Jun panicked and fled after losing just a few ships.

We need to turn this around. Now.

The Frontier-Anvil force had emerged from Bevor’s southernmost jump gate, fresh from purchasing the supplies they needed from various corps based in Haysel Region’s southern reaches. It took just under two hours for the fleet to draw within real-time comms range of the gathered Ascendant Horizon forces.

When they did, the Jersey immediately received a transmission from the Lotan, Li’s new dreadnought.

“Put it in the holotank,” Thatcher ordered Guerrero.

“Aye, sir.”

Li Jun appeared—a completely different Li Jun from the man Thatcher had watched in his many instant-comm broadcasts.

The Li in the broadcasts was caring, paternal, and impassioned. This Li wore a storm cloud for a face.

“I thought I told you to take your ships and leave Ascendant Horizon space,” he said, his words icy.

Thatcher blinked. He’d expected the man’s displeasure at his failure to leave, but this level of venom took him aback.

“Mr. Li, I’d like to take this conversation in my office, so we can speak in private.”

“I am in the Lotan’s CIC, and her officers hear what I have to say. It makes no difference whether yours do or not.”

Thatcher kept his voice quiet and even. “I’ll say this one more time, Mr. Li. This will go much better for us both if we speak in private.”

The Ascendant Horizon leader’s glare intensified, and for a moment Thatcher felt sure he would refuse. But at last, he gave a reluctant nod. “Very well. I shall call you from my office.”

“Thank you, Mr. Li. I look forward to speaking together momentarily.” Thatcher nodded at Guerrero, who cut the transmission, her eyebrows raised in what looked like sympathy.

He gave her a tight smile, then stood from his chair. “You have the conn, Ortega.”

“Aye, sir. I have the conn.”

It took him ten minutes to reach his office, settle in, and set up his holoscreen to receive Li’s call. It took another fifteen for the man to actually call.

When he appeared, he looked about as happy as he had in the CIC. “I’m not sure what you expect to change by taking my call in your office, Captain Thatcher. The outcome will be the same. I must insist that you leave Ascendant Horizon space, else I will be forced to—”

“Shut up.”

Li recoiled as though slapped. “What did you just say to me?”

“Sorry. It’s just that your voice was grating on my brain, and I could hardly hear myself think. This is much better.”

“What makes you think you can get away with speaking to me like that?”

“Listen, Li Jun. I can make you look good, or I can make you look quite bad. That conversation in the CIC was very nearly a disaster for you, and it’s fortunate you chose to speak to me away from where your subordinates could hear.”

Li returned his gaze, slack-jawed. In truth, Thatcher felt about as surprised to hear his own words as Li looked. Who’s speaking through me right now? Veronica Rose? Simon Moll? Mittelman? Who am I imitating?

The answer came in Edward Thatcher’s voice. You’re imitating yourself, Tad. A shrewder, more forceful version of yourself. The version the Cluster needs more of, if you’re going to help it get through what’s to come.

“My fleet is going through that jump gate” he continued, “and we’re participating in the fight to push Simon Moll out of Pauldron. That much is non-negotiable. We both know you aren’t going to try to stop us. Yes, your fleet is much bigger than mine. But stopping us would involve fighting us, and even if we wouldn’t rip through your forces like a wolf’s teeth through a sheep’s flank—we would—you couldn’t afford the losses either way.

“The fact is, you need my help. If you fail here today, then you will have lost this war before it fairly began. If you think your corps’ attendance is low now, wait and see how low it drops after you run from Moll like a frightened school girl for the second time.

“You don’t need to listen to my tactical advice, though it would be much better if you did. You don’t even need to acknowledge my help. You just need to stay out of my way. Because this is my fight, just as much as it is yours.”

Li’s expression had settled into an equal mix of anger and consternation. “Are you finished?” he asked at last.

“I’m finished.”

“Good.” With that, Li vanished from the holoscreen.

Thatcher leaned back in his desk chair and exhaled in a whoosh.

“Well, I guess that’s all I really needed from him,” he told the empty office.
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“Let the Ascendant Horizon fleet transition before us,” Thatcher said over a fleetwide channel. “We’ll begin our own fleet’s transition five minutes after their last ship has departed Bevor System—with combat transition time intervals. Once in Pauldron, all ships will form up outside the jump zone in Chevron Formation and stand by for further orders.”

He watched the command applet as ship names lit up green with receipt and understanding of his orders. But the applet held only part of his attention. Most of his mind was occupied by the coming engagement with Simon Moll’s forces. He turned over possibilities in his mind, devising what his response might be to each.

Like a master chess player, the victorious fleet commander in any engagement was he who saw farthest ahead, and planned accordingly. If you could anticipate more moves than your opponent—if you could play a longer game than he was playing—then victory would likely become yours.

You had to anticipate the patterns your opponent would use, through familiarity with his behavior, or you had to ascertain them quickly after the battle began. If you managed that, then you had the power to respond with patterns that countered your enemy’s.

Except, the very use of established patterns can be exploited. Can’t it? Especially if your opponent sees farther than you do. Like Moll has repeatedly shown signs of doing.

It stung to admit that, even if just to himself. But as the late Captain Boris Redding had once told him, Simon Moll knew things he shouldn’t. He seemed to anticipate developments before encountering any evidence for them, like some sort of space-age soothsayer. Thatcher couldn’t shake the feeling that Moll knew him inside and out.

Boris Redding’s voice echoed through the recesses of his mind. Sooner or later, Moll removes threats.

The bastard had certainly tried to do that in Nankeen System, hadn’t he? And he’d essentially warned Thatcher that he would do it, shortly after they first met.

Moll’s voice replaced Redding’s, and Thatcher lost himself in the memory of that conversation.

“I’ve met captains like you before.” Moll didn’t turn to make the remark, instead keeping his eyes on the corridor ahead. “I’ve watched their careers catch fire for a time, only to sputter out in the cold void of the Cluster.”

“What sort of captain do you mean?”

“The sort who thinks tactics will keep him safe. Usually, this kind of captain was patted on the head by his instructors all through his training and told what a smart boy he is. Clever tactics may fly in Earth Local Space, where the mommy state is never too far, ready with its super-ships to swoop in and save the day. But things are different here on the Cluster’s outskirts, and tactics will only get you so far. If they’re all you’re playing with, then sooner or later you’ll face an implacable foe who has you right where he wants you. And he will end you.”

Yes, it stung to concede that Moll had read Thatcher like a book—had anticipated his psychology, such that he had eventually gotten him right where he wanted him.

At the time, Thatcher hadn’t been able to muster the humility required to acknowledge the truth of Moll’s words, and to change his behavior to adapt to it. In fact, he’d come back with a cocky retort about proving Moll wrong.

If he couldn’t muster the necessary humility now that he’d been given a second chance, then he deserved to lose.

Moll did see farther. Which was why it was just as well to allow the Ascendant Horizon fleet to enter Pauldron first. Not only were Li Jun’s forces not under Thatcher’s command, but Li refused to entertain any tactical input from him at all. That meant that, together, the two fleets couldn’t possibly form a discernible pattern, since they were barely cooperating.

He tried to think of an example from history where allied commanders had entered battle together without any coordination whatsoever between them, and failed.

That brought a smile to his face. The idea that Li’s impetuousness might have created a historically unique tactical advantage was amusing.

The Jersey was the fifth ship to pass through the jump gate. After the jolt of transition, Thatcher called up a tactical display, which populated with the enemy fleet’s posture.

As he’d expected, Moll hadn’t bothered stationing ships around the jump zone out of Bevor. Aside from the regional jump zone, that zone was one of three that CoG forces would have needed to lock down if they wanted to prevent anyone from entering Pauldron. Attempting that would have been unwise, since it would have split their forces into smaller groups, easily overcome.

Instead, Moll had contented himself with controlling the Pauldron-side regional jump gate and jump zone. Unless he managed to take the rest of Haysel Region, then the connection between Haysel and Fulmin was by far the most strategically important point for him to control. The rest of his ships moved in four separate patrols, which maintained various inner-system orbits.

Terrorizing the locals, no doubt.

Guerrero turned toward him, wearing a slight frown. “Sir, the computer tallies three hundred and seventy-three Coalition of Giants warships.”

“Acknowledged, Lucy.” He suppressed the urge to sigh. That number was nearly double the combined forces of Ascendant Horizon, Frontier, and Anvil. Even so, it was no greater number than Thatcher had expected to encounter. Actually, it was substantially lower.

He’s keeping ships in reserve. Why?

Thatcher knew CoG forces were also fighting Heimdall Interstellar Services in Endysis Region—far enough away that it would take a month to sail from there to here. But most serious analysts believed that effort was intended merely to keep the north from consolidating into a force that might threaten CoG…at least until Moll saw fit to exploit the instability, swooping in to take Endysis Region, which would lead to Quadriga and Paraveil falling into his lap as well.

Even with the forces they’d need to keep Heimdall in check, there should be more left over than what I’m seeing here.

Then, it struck him.

Those forces are in Fulmin, aren’t they? I’ll bet they’re waiting on the other side of that regional jump gate.

Simon Moll was afraid. At the very least, he saw reason to be cautious. If he’d brought all his available forces here, and still suffered a defeat, then withdrawing his entire fleet through the regional jump gate would have been a mess, even if he ordered his ships to transition with a hair’s width between the stern of one and the bow of the next. As they attempted that withdrawal, their enemies’ weapons fire would hammer them all the while. The carnage would be staggering.

He knows how loose his grasp is on this system. We can use that.

Thatcher’s eyes wandered across the holotank tactical display, until he found the Victorious, Moll’s flagship. So you’re here, you bastard. Is today the day I kill you?

His gaze wandered to where the Ascendant Horizon force was represented as a teeming yellow mass, already making its way toward the system’s center. After studying it for a few moments, the urge to sigh rose up in him again. Or to cry.

Li Jun was still keeping his Leviathan-class dreadnought toward the rear of his formation, rendering her almost completely ineffectual.

The super-ship’s main strength was the ability to send a scattershot blast of thousands of solid-core rounds ripping through a region of space. But she couldn’t very well do that with over a hundred allied ships between her and the enemy.

We’re looking at a repeat of Li’s last battle with Moll. One we cannot afford.

Nevertheless, Guerrero sounded hopeful when she spoke up again from the Ops console. “Skipper, the four CoG patrols near the system’s center are departing the ecliptic plane. I think they’re afraid of the Lotan.”

It was true—the four sizable squadrons, consisting mostly of Moll’s smaller fast-attack ships, were indeed leaving the ecliptic, with two progressing along the positive Z-axis and two sailing along the negative.

But something about the measured maneuver rang alarm bells in Thatcher’s head.

They’re not fleeing the Lotan. They’re preparing to attack her.

“Lucy, send the Lotan a message to the effect that they must not continue through the system’s center. Tell Li that he should maintain a more distant heliocentric orbit until we’re able to join him.

Guerrero didn’t question the order. “Aye, sir.” Her fingers danced across her console.

Thatcher tapped his armrest comms panel, putting himself on the fleetwide. “We can no longer afford to wait for the rest of our fleet to transition in, but need to follow the Ascendant Horizon with what we currently have in-system, at maximum fleet acceleration. The rest of our forces will have to catch up as they are able.”

No Anvil ships had entered the system yet. The Frontier ships that had entered now surged forward on jets of charged pions—and so began one of the interminable bouts of anxious waiting that plagued any spacer’s career. The length of time it took any force to cross a system under the power of antimatter drives meant Thatcher’s message to Li had ample time to reach the man with enough space for him to avert his course. Which was how Thatcher knew, when he failed to do so, that he was simply ignoring the recommendation it had contained.

And as the Ascendant Horizon fleet followed a close orbit around the sun, with the apparent intention to fling itself at the CoG force guarding the regional jump gate, the four enemy squadrons collapsed at full speed, their micro-corvettes ranging ahead to converge on the rear of Li Jun’s formation.

The rear, where the Lotan was stationed.

Dozens of lasers flickered out, landing on the super-ship’s shields, which began to shimmer in short order—and then to shudder.

Thatcher closed his eyes, forcing himself to breathe deep and long.

When he opened them, the Lotan’s shields were bucking wildly.
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“We’re still twenty minutes outside firing range, sir.” Guerrero sounded like she might have been commenting on a mildly disappointing meal at her favorite restaurant, but Thatcher knew she was trying hard to conceal her distress from the other officers.

“Acknowledged, Lucy,” he answered, putting equal effort into masking his emotions.

The situation unfolding across the tactical display was definitely distressing. The four combined CoG squadrons contained over a hundred micro-corvettes, and only twenty of them were currently focused on finishing off the Lotan’s shields. The other ninety-one were split into twelve battle groups, launching coordinated attack runs on the Ascendant Horizon warships struggling to reach the super-ship and provide support. Each micro-corvette battle group made full use of transverse velocity, maintaining artificial orbits around their targets to throw off weapons fire while hammering them in turn with lasers and railgun rounds.

In the meantime, the twenty-three ships in the enemy squadrons that weren’t micro-corvettes simply hung back, out of reach of Ascendant Horizon weapons. They’d likely been there only to mask the squadrons’ true purpose—to lure the AH super-ship into a trap.

Indeed, as Thatcher looked on, those larger ships now began to sail toward the regional jump gate, no doubt to eventually join the larger CoG force there.

The inexperience of Li Jun’s crews was on full display. Whenever Moll’s micro-corvettes targeted one of their ships, that ship would go fully on the defensive, many of them going so far as to reverse thrust to shy away from their tormentors.

That might have been fine, if they weren’t in danger of losing the most critical unit they had.

The pawns flee while the queen fights for her life. The Ascendant Horizon ships needed to band together…to coordinate with each other in order to efficiently allocate weapons fire and systematically remove the smaller craft plaguing them. But Thatcher had made the worrying discovery mere days ago that Li Jun hadn’t yet implemented the integrated comms system that had originated with Frontier and was now spreading across the Cluster. I guess it’s not spreading fast enough.

The CoG ships did have the integrated comms, however, and it showed. That, combined with the dramatic difference in the opposing forces’ experience levels, was currently resulting in an engagement that would have been hilarious if it wasn’t so depressing.

The AH ships were behaving in ways that made no tactical or strategic sense, but what could Thatcher do? He’d already tried sending his advice, and had been ignored. And so the only course of action remaining was to wait until his fleet reached Li’s, and then try to save the man from himself.

Provided the Lotan isn’t turned into space dust before then, that is.

The super-ship’s crew was making fairly effective use of her autoturrets to keep the micro-corvette swarm at bay, disrupting what would have otherwise been devastating attack runs. That gave Thatcher some hope that the crew might be competent—if only they could free themselves from Li’s influence, they might actually use the powerful weapon they’d been given command of to make a difference in this war.

But despite their defensive efforts, the fast attack ships were taking a toll. The Lotan’s shield spasmed one final time, then dissipated completely, exposing her hull to the CoG ships’ weapons. Laserfire rained down on the super-ship, followed by railgun fire. Meanwhile, none of the other ships of her fleet had managed to break through.

“Ten minutes till we enter maximum firing range,” Guerrero said.

Thatcher closed his eyes for the second time since this travesty started, offering a small prayer that the Lotan would last until his ships arrived. To his memory, this was the first time he’d ever asked God for a favorable outcome in battle. Yes, he’d prayed for health before, and for that of his family. He’d prayed many times since arriving in the Dawn Cluster that the Lord keep his wife and son safe from the Xanthic. But he’d never prayed for God’s favor in battle.

The super-ship took extensive damage to its hull, losing several turret batteries. The micro-corvettes also succeeded in blowing open a port-side compartment, sending cargo and crew spewing into the void. Thankfully, those crew had apparently dawned pressure suits as a precaution, and would hopefully be picked up before their oxygen ran out.

The dreadnought managed to take out two of the Sunder fast attack ships. Then, the Frontier ships arrived.

Thatcher rapped the comm panel with two fingers. “All ships, spread out perpendicular to the ecliptic. Render their transverse velocity null.”

During the journey from the jump zone out of Bevor System, Thatcher had ordered his ships to move in tight formation across the system, like billiard balls stacked in an elongated box.

Normally, this would have been a terrible configuration for space battle, since it rendered them vulnerable to both railgun fire and missiles. And if one of their ships was lost, the resulting shrapnel might threaten nearby friendlies.

But the micro-corvettes lacked missiles altogether, and Thatcher didn’t intend to lose any ships to their railguns. Unlike Ascendant Horizon, his ships did have an integrated comm system. Hell, he’d invented the damn thing. And so his ships were able to select targets with extreme efficiency.

Still, the micro-corvettes were slippery things, and they responded to the Frontier ships’ arrival by introducing random movements into their orbits, as they continued trying to take down the Lotan.

But that was just it—they couldn’t afford to neglect their leviathan target. Moll had no doubt given them strict orders to destroy the super-ship, and indeed, if they failed then this gambit was sure to prove costly to CoG.

Focused as they were on the dreadnought, Thatcher could afford to use a formation that was generally ill-advised in order to tightly focus-fire micro-corvette after micro-corvette.

“Send a Hellborn after each target,” he told his captains, “then lead them with railgun fire. Let them choose the sword they wish to fall on.”

His mouth quirked after saying that. Has my time around Garcia given me a flair for the poetic?

Either way, his tactic worked well. Several fast attack ships soon found themselves dogged by missiles smart enough to track their every movement. And while they struggled to shoot down their lethal pursuers, simultaneous railgun fire from multiple Frontier ships cut through the space they sailed toward.

Three micro-corvettes were torn apart in quick succession. Then Thatcher selected the next three targets, and relayed them to his ships.

Eleven enemy ships fell in short order, and still they showed no sign of withdrawing.

This is the flip-side of all that fear you instill, Moll. Take that and combine it with your fighters’ thirst for blood, and you have a force that will stay engaged well past the point where they should have retreated.

Thatcher made short work of the ships harrying the Lotan, then ordered his fleet to accelerate past her, to flank the force that had been keeping the other Ascendant Horizon ships at bay.

What had been a successful containing maneuver now flipped on its head, and became a rout of the CoG force. Their maneuverability became much less effective with separate fleets bearing down on them from two sides.

It took another fifteen ships lost before their commander finally seemed to realize he’d been defeated. The micro-corvettes began to disengage, then—but it was too late. Another twenty-two ships fell before they finally managed to untangle themselves from the fight, to flee toward their large force at the regional jump gate.

In the minutes after the battle, dozens of Ascendant Horizon captains sent their thanks to the New Jersey. Until, suddenly, the messages of gratitude were cut off—as though someone had ordered them to stop.

No transmission came from the Lotan. No words of thanks. No acknowledgment of their aid. Nothing.

Unbelievable.

After reviewing damage reports from the ships that had participated in the battle—which denoted minimal damage—and waiting for more of his fleet to catch up, Thatcher forced himself to try contacting Li.

“Yes?” Li asked when he appeared in the holotank, his voice clipped.

“We need to press the advantage, and move together to take the fight to CoG at the regional jump gate.”

“The Lotan is in no state to continue fighting. We must repair her.”

“Fine. Send the rest of your force.”

Li pursed his lips, his goatee twitching. “You do not command Ascendant Horizon ships, Captain Thatcher. They do not go where you tell them to.”

“Trust me. I know.” Thatcher resisted the urge to shake his head in exasperation. “I’m asking you to order them to accompany my fleet to the regional jump gate. You want Moll out of your territory, don’t you? This is our chance to repel him completely. If we don’t do it now, CoG will only grow bolder.”

“I must confer with Captain Ren, as well as my advisers. I’ll get back to you with our answer.”

Thatcher’s eyes began to itch, he wanted so badly to roll them back into his head. “We should move now, Mr. Li. We’ll pay for every second we give Moll to prepare for our attack.”

“I haven’t said that we will attack. I told you we will see.” With that, Li cut off the transmission, and he vanished from the holotank.

A sigh escaped Thatcher’s lips, then—long and loud. He couldn’t help it. This war is not going at all like I imagined it would. Several of his officers were shaking their heads.

An hour passed without any transmission from Li. And then another. And then two more.

His officers were now on duty well past the end of their watch, and he was about to tell them to go get some rest when Guerrero spoke up. “Sir, I have an update from the regional jump gate. CoG appears to be withdrawing their fleet into Fulmin.”

Of course they are. Thatcher wanted to curse.

After the rout suffered by his micro-corvette fleet, Moll had likely feared that Thatcher and Li would do exactly what Thatcher had wanted them to: press on to the regional jump gate, and beat them there. Having to retreat through a jump gate with a victorious fleet hammering his ships would have turned today’s defeat into an embarrassing disaster for CoG.

But because Li had dithered, now they wouldn’t have that opportunity. They’d given Moll hours to take his fleet out of Pauldron System, and even if they started toward the jump gate now, by the time they got there the enemy would probably already be gone.

Yes, they’d won a victory, today. But they’d passed up the chance to strike a devastating blow to their aggressor.

Damn you, Li Jun. Damn you.
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The data displayed on the Xanthic console swam in Rose’s vision, and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying desperately to stave off fatigue.

Her back felt like one giant knot of pain. Months of working at what she’d decided was the captain’s console, which lacked back support of any kind, was starting to take its toll. Her range of motion had become so limited that twisting in her seat in any direction sent stabbing jolts along her spine.

It felt like she might fall apart at any moment.

Strangely, her deteriorating back didn’t bother her as much as her generally filthy condition. In order to stretch out the ship’s limited water supply, they’d needed to stop even the sponge baths they’d been taking, and now her long hair was plastered to her skull, caked with grime. The rank smell of stale sweat permeated what she thought of as the CIC, and her console’s interface had become slick with the oils her body naturally produced. There were no cleaning products aboard the vessel, else she would have cleaned her station long ago. As things stood, she and the marines were forced to live in their own dirt.

What would Tad say, if he saw me like this?

The thought caused her to recoil inwardly, and she even felt her cheeks redden at the proposition.

God, how I miss him. She’d learned to take his steady presence for granted. But now that she no longer had him to advise her—to back her up in whatever she chose to do, no matter how misguided her actions—his absence felt like a jagged, gaping hole in her psyche.

With a sigh, she returned to studying what the console showed her: the timeline of Thatcher’s battle with the pirates, on the day Simon Moll had betrayed him.

She’d had Private Black forward her all the sensor data, which the Xanthic ship had collected from its distant position deep within Nankeen’s asteroid belt. Once she had them, she arranged the most significant events into a timeline, complete with precise timestamps.

It felt odd to consider that day from the detached perspective she’d experienced the second time around…especially considering the first time she’d lived through that day, when she’d participated in its events directly. But her present detachment did allow her to consider things more clearly, she found:

The Frontier-Sunder fleet’s arrival in Nankeen.

Prowler’s departure from the fleet, undetected by the pirates—and the stealth ship’s subsequent journey toward the Xanthic station.

The Degenerate Empire forces, drawing together like a fist, from all over the star system. The initial clash, which had ended in Thatcher’s favor.

After that, the pressure on Thatcher’s ships had steadily mounted, which wasn’t helped by Sunder’s gradual withdrawal, leaving the Frontier force more and more exposed.

But it hadn’t been until the Prowler’s destruction that Moll had made his final exit from the battle, masterfully disengaging so that the pirate warships were drawn along with his retreating vessels, ending with the Degenerate Empire fleet totally surrounding Thatcher’s force.

Unlike the pirates, who hadn’t known about the stealth ship’s presence until she docked with the Xanthic station, Moll had been kept updated on Prowler’s position in real time. Was the fact he’d withdrawn right after she went down a coincidence? Or had he been waiting for that moment?

Rose considered what the stealth ship’s destruction must have signified to Moll. He would have known that she and the marines had already disembarked from the Prowler onto the alien station…so he also knew that, when she fell, it meant the marines weren’t returning. That they would either destroy the Xanthic structure and go down with it, or be captured by the pirates.

And he probably would have known that we wouldn’t leave the job undone.

She sat back with another sigh, this one loud enough to draw a glance from Private Black. That hardly registered, though, since her back had sent another spasm of pain through her torso at the sudden movement.

“Damn it,” she muttered.

Black’s face was the picture of neutrality. Clearly, he was pretending not to have heard his boss’ curse.

What am I missing? she asked herself. She felt certain there was something. Some revelation just beyond her sphere of awareness, tugging at her thoughts with a sense of urgency that did nothing to reveal its true shape to her.

For some reason, her thoughts kept returning to the strange schematics and instructions she’d scraped from the capsule’s computer, which described a suite of technologies similar to those she knew the UNC held—all meant to enable human survival independent of planetary ecosystems. Why did her thoughts keep circling that discovery? How was she meant to fit it into the strange puzzle that confronted her…the mystery that featured Thatcher, Moll, and the Xanthic in bizarre ways she couldn’t decipher?

Her confusion about those technologies’ relevance was rivaled only by her total certainty that they were, in fact, deeply relevant.

“Ma’am?”

Jerked out of her reverie, Rose turned to Private Black, to find the young man had gone pale.

“Yes, Reggie?” she asked, her throat tightening in anticipation of his next words.

“Four Degenerate Empire vessels have entered the jump zone out of Red River. They’re heading straight for us.”

She forced herself to breathe. “Can we outrun them?”

Black’s forehead tightened as he seemed to consider the question. “I’m not sure. I haven’t had enough sailing time to figure out what this ship is truly capable of.”

A silence fell as Rose contemplated what the private had told her. Which is the least bad option…being captured by pirates, or starving to death in the deepest reaches of Lacuna Region? She very much doubted attempting to eat the thoroughly rotten alien corpses they’d sealed off in a cargo hold would turn out well for any of them.

“Bring us about, and make for the jump gate back into Quad System, at full speed.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Black pecked hesitantly at the console with his fingers, clearly still unfamiliar with the navigation controls. Figuring out how to sail the ship in the first place had taken hours, and had ended up involving a special forcefield that allowed the Xanthic ship to maneuver in a universe with different physical laws than the one it came from.

The minutes ticked by, and with each one, the idea of fleeing seemed crazier and crazier. Where can we possibly hope to resupply? The Lifeboat did have one small transport which seemed capable of atmospheric reentry, if it came to that. But it was only big enough to carry five marines in their power suits. Five fully armored marines could inflict a lot of damage, but she wouldn’t feel good about sending them to raid pirate outposts without any knowledge of the kind of numbers or firepower they’d be going up against.

But soon, the decision was made for her.

“Ma’am, seven pirate vessels have appeared in the jump zone out of Quad System. It looks like they’re moving to block the jump gate. They appear to be the same ships that escaped Captain Thatcher’s fleet after he secured the Xanthic super-ship.”

She gripped the edge of her console. “Is there any chance we can make it to the jump gate into Red River? Maneuver around the four ships and sail past them?”

Black frowned. “They already appear to be making for the jump gate, ma’am. I don’t think we can overtake them before they make it there.” The private swallowed audibly. “It looks like they’re trying to trap us in this system.”

A tension headache had begun to form above her right ear, and she resisted the urge to finger that part of her skull. Think, Veronica. Think. What would Thatcher do in this situation? What tactic would he pull from his sleeve, to turn the tables on his enemy?

“Ma’am, we have a recorded transmission from one of the ships out of Quad. For it to have arrived already, they must have sent it seconds after they arrived in-system.”

“Play it.”

Black did, and a male voice rang out in the CIC that crackled with energy. His enthusiasm was counterbalanced by how snide everything he said sounded. “Hi there. Ben Baumann here. I had the good fortune of detecting your ship just after entering Nankeen System—and shortly before you exited it, meaning I saw you but you didn’t see me, since the light from my ships had no time to reach you. I don’t know who you are—alien or human, who can say. But whatever the case, I hope you can understand me. Because unless you follow my instructions very carefully, you will die.”

Baumann gave his words a few seconds to sink in before continuing. “I think we both know your vessel is no match for the eleven we currently have in this system, or even for the four guarding the Red River jump gate. What you might not know is that more of our warships will arrive shortly. You are under my power, now, and that means whether you live or die depends on me. Luckily for you, I want your ship, and so you have an opportunity to barter it for your lives. Here’s how this will go. I’ll send a ship to dock with yours, and you’ll be watched on camera as you enter that ship’s airlock. If you have any weapons with you, or any other instruments of combat, you will be ejected into space. Once you’ve all left your ship, a drone will be sent into it to ensure you didn’t leave anyone behind, to lie in ambush. Anyone so found will be killed.

“If you fail to follow my instructions perfectly, your ship will simply be destroyed, with you in it. As I said, I do want that vessel, but not enough to tolerate nuisances.” Baumann cleared his throat. “I will now send a ship to collect your crew. As I said, you have one chance.”

With that, the transmission ended.

Rose locked eyes with Major Avery. He’d entered during the transmission, and now leaned against the bulkhead near the hatch.

“What’s our play?” he asked.

“I think….” Rose swallowed, trying not to focus on her roiling stomach. “I think Baumann has us right where he wants us. We have to surrender.”

Avery nodded, his reaction no stronger that if she’d told him his planetside leave had been postponed.

Rose desperately wished to feel that calm.

Chapter Nineteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Bevor System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2292

 

For Thatcher, the months since the Battle of Pauldron System were plagued with frustration and boredom.

In the wake of the clash with CoG, hundreds of Ascendant Horizon corps had deployed warships westward, greatly strengthening the super-alliance’s presence near the Haysel-Fulmin regional jump gate.

“It’s because of you,” Guerrero had told him early one morning in the wardroom, shortly before Christmas. “Your name comes up in the instant comm networks constantly—the fact you’re in this war on AH’s side has all but solved Li Jun’s morale problem.” She shook her head. “And he still won’t work with us.”

Thatcher had been eying the coffee maker after catching a delicious whiff of the brewing dark roast, and now he returned his gaze to the lieutenant. “I don’t know if I can take credit for every ship that came here after the Pauldron engagement. I mean, we did win the engagement, after all. That had to have helped some.”

But Guerrero’s comment had made him grin, and she noticed, smiling back at him.

The gratitude shown by Ascendant Horizon executives was one thing, and it focused mostly on Thatcher’s tactical prowess. But he’d heard from multiple sources that the talk among the alliance’s lower-level employees went much further than that. The name “Hammer” was bandied about, and so were rumors of his alleged destiny to go toe-to-toe with the Xanthic. Those who bought into such tales still met with plenty of healthy skepticism from others, but according to Candle, people were taking them more and more seriously.

Weeks later, thinking back on the conversation with Guerrero as he sat with his forearms planted on his desk, Thatcher no longer felt like grinning. His head felt like it was caught in a vise—one that someone kept twisting tighter and tighter.

At least Li stopped demanding we leave his territory altogether. That was progress, of a sort. But the leader of Ascendant Horizon still flatly refused to officially incorporate the Frontier and Anvil ships into his war effort in any way, leaving them on awkward legal footing. Thatcher had now begun receiving notices from UNC departments to return to Freedom System for the liquidation of his fleet, to go with the ones he’d already been receiving from Frontier’s directors.

Maybe this is Li’s way of getting revenge for calling him a frightened school girl. Thatcher probably could have chosen different words to get his point across about Li’s obvious fear of Simon Moll…but they had gotten the point across. That was what mattered.

At least, that was what seemed to matter at the time. But after months of dealing with Li’s stonewalling, he’d begun to wonder whether he might have handled things just a little more diplomatically.

The same Ascendant Horizon corps who’d been willing to sell his fleet supplies before the Battle of Pauldron remained just as willing now—if not more so. Moreover, new companies reached out every week with offers to help in any way they could. But at some point during each conversation, the executive Thatcher was speaking to mentioned a strong preference that their aid not be relayed back to Li Jun.

In the meantime, the regional jump gate remained eerily quiet. Every so often, a Coalition of Giants recon drone appeared in the jump zone, to be shot down by the Ascendant Horizon fleet guarding it. In turn, an AH ship would periodically send a drone through the gate, with a preprogrammed course designed to take it through Cognoscente System on the other side and back through the jump gate into Pauldron. None of those drones returned, either.

Only two things were clear: that the jump zones on both sides of the regional divide were well-guarded, and that the side that attempted to muscle through into the other’s territory would be disadvantaged.

Li continued to insist on playing admiral aboard the Lotan, much to the detriment of his fleet’s effectiveness. It wasn’t that Thatcher expected the man to cede control of his ships over to him, like so many had before him, including even Simon Moll at one time. He knew Li’s resentment wouldn’t allow that. But at least he should have passed the reins to someone with military experience—someone from Verity Guild, maybe. Instead, he remained aboard the dreadnought, effectively painting a giant target on her hull, which seemed ironic given how he’d restrained her captain from ever fully engaging in combat.

What else should I have expected from a man who allows swimming pools aboard his military vessels?

His comm buzzed, sending vibrations through the desk and into his fingertips. Plucking the device up from the mahogany surface, he checked the display, which informed him Lieutenant Guerrero was contacting him from her comm.

“Go ahead, Lucy.”

“Sir, I have an unusual request from a civilian transport ship. Her captain says there’s someone aboard who wants to speak with you directly, in private. He advises that it’s very much in your interest to take the call—those are his words, verbatim.”

Thatcher blinked at the top of his holoscreen, currently in its stowed position. Didn’t he have enough to do and to think about without fielding calls from passing transports?

Why would someone want to convince me they’re worth talking to before actually saying who they are? There were two possibilities, he decided: one, they weren’t actually worth his time, and would only want something from him, with little to offer in return. Or two, they actually were worth speaking to, and needed to keep their identity a secret, even from Thatcher’s Ops officer.

“Very well. Patch the call through to my desk, please, Lucy.”

“Aye, sir.”

Thatcher folded up the holoscreen, which showed the Frontier logo for a moment before displaying a blank image.

“Hmm.” Am I to be kept waiting?

But the display flickered, then showed a goateed and mustachioed man wearing an expensive-looking checkered blue blazer over a vest with the same pattern. Electric blue eyes peered through rounded spectacles, and the goatee twitched as the man offered a half-smile that would be recognizable virtually anywhere in the Dawn Cluster—not to mention throughout Earth Local Space. Provided there still was an Earth Local Space.

This man was none other than trillionaire August Ducas.

“Captain Thatcher. I offer you a belated Merry Christmas. This must be a difficult time of year for you now, separated as you are from your family. Regretfully, this is also my second Christmas apart from my dear wife, Belinda. Would that we be reunited soon.”

“It is…difficult,” Thatcher managed to choke out. Responding to the man’s small talk proved challenging, thrown off as he was by the multitude of questions suddenly attempting to muscle through to the forefront of his thoughts. He selected one of them, and went with it. “What are you doing here?”

“That is a large question, and one best answered in person, I believe. I’d like to invite you aboard my ship, which—no offense, Captain—I expect you’ll find more comfortable than your military vessel.” Ducas gestured with splayed fingers at his surroundings. He sat on a plush couch of rich blue, and Thatcher glimpsed what looked like a bar built into the bulkhead behind him.

“You’re funding Simon Moll, and you expect me to join you on your vessel for cocktails?”

“Non-alcoholic cocktails. I’m told that is your preference.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“I’m not. But if I can be frank, you would be, to deny me a meeting. I mean, considering your situation.” Ducas leaned toward the camera, forearms on his knees, still wearing his half-smile. “Think about the risk I took in coming here, incognito, aboard a ship built to look like a run-of-the-mill civilian transport. If it’s your personal safety you’re worried about, then by all means, bring whatever security detail you deem necessary. But the idea that I might be here on some secret mission to do you harm is a little absurd, don’t you think? Do I strike you as the sort of man who would run Simon Moll’s errands for him?” He chuckled. “I think we both know my reputation warrants at least a meeting, Captain Thatcher.”

Thatcher shook his head in disbelief at the bizarre situation. “Very well. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“I expect you’ll want your partner there as well. Emilio Garcia.”

“Yes.” Thatcher suppressed a sigh. “I expect I might.”

Chapter Twenty

 

Aboard Attack Shuttle One

Bevor System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Tracking down Garcia took the better part of an hour. His captains didn’t seem to know where in the fleet he was, and it wasn’t until Thatcher managed to make contact with the man’s personal assistant that he discovered Garcia was playing pool with some of the Engineering crew aboard the Argosy.

How Garcia had managed to convince the captain of the Argosy to install a billiards table somewhere within the bowels of his ship, Thatcher didn’t know, and he decided he didn’t want to know.

He drew his comm from its holster, using it to establish a connection with the shuttle’s cockpit. “Hotdog, take us to the Argosy and mate with her port-side shuttle dock. Alert her spacecraft handling officer that we intend to wait there until Mr. Garcia is able to join us.”

“Yes, sir.” 

During the journey to the Argosy and the subsequent wait, Thatcher chatted with his new marine commander, Lieutenant Stuckley, and the marines of First Squad, who Stuckley had chosen to accompany Thatcher onto Ducas’ ship.

After what seemed like an eternity, Emilio Garcia plodded through the open airlock, making a beeline for the empty seat on Thatcher’s right without making eye contact with anyone. He dropped himself into the seat like a sack of turnips, not bothering to fasten his restraints. “Well?” he said, half-turning toward Thatcher. “What are we waiting for?”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows, but didn’t answer. Instead, he lifted his comm to his mouth. “We’re ready for departure, Hotdog.”

The shuttle shuddered as she decoupled from the Argosy, then rocked sideways as twin hydraulic arms extended from the ship’s side, nudging Attack Shuttle One on its way. Hotdog used her lateral thrusters to point her at Ducas’ transport, then engaged the main rocket to propel her toward it.

“Are we eating, on Ducas’ ship?” Garcia asked.

“He didn’t mention a meal.”

“Well, I hope he feeds us one. If I’m invited aboard a trillionaire’s pleasure barge, I expect a seven-course extravaganza, minimum.”

“We’re not eating.”

“I’ll drink, then. I’m getting something out of this, damn it.”

I suspect you’ve already been drinking. Thatcher did his best not to cover his face with his palms. This trip already promised to be trying enough without Garcia’s antics cranked up to eleven.

“Have you thought about what the patron saint of unpopular causes might want from us?” Garcia said.

Oh, we’re discussing that, are we? “Something self-interested, I’m willing to bet.”

Garcia turned fully in his seat, his prodigious belly squishing against the armrests between them. “You see his presence here as a bad thing, don’t you? Of course you do. You’re not able to think past your nose, let alone ten steps ahead, like a man like Ducas can. What’s more, you’re a ninety-year-old man stuck inside a thirty-year-old’s body. You do know that, don’t you?”

A thirty-five-year-old’s, actually. On Garcia’s far side, Thatcher noticed Privates Rugger and Ayad exchanging shocked glances, no doubt scandalized at hearing their captain spoken to that way.

A younger Tad Thatcher might have risen to Garcia’s bait, eager to save face in front of his men, but today he merely smiled and faced forward once more. The marines were smart enough to figure out that nothing Garcia said could ever alter their captain’s effectiveness.

They arrived at Ducas’ ship, and once Hotdog had safely mated the shuttle’s airlock with hers, Lieutenant Stuckley led the way out, followed by half of First Squad.

Thatcher emerged from the shuttle to find his marines glaring down a narrow corridor at Ducas’ security personnel, who returned those glares, fingering assault weapons of their own.

“You see somethin’ scary, merc?” Rugger asked the closest security guard.

The guard barked laughter. “You’re just as much a merc as I am, asshole.”

“Rugger,” Thatcher said sternly. “Cut the BS.”

The private turned red, then cast his gaze downward.

“That’s right,” the guard said. “Time to stop yapping, doggie. Good doggie.”

To his credit, Rugger didn’t answer.

“That goes for you too, Samuelson,” said a lightly accented voice. Ducas appeared around a corner, wearing the same checkered blazer from their call. Below it he wore tightly fitted dress pants, also checkered. “Forgive my men. They’re rabid pit bulls next to your trained Dobermans. I just hope they can get along while we talk. I wouldn’t want to have to dock anyone’s pay.” He shot a pointed look at Samuelson.

“We’ll be fine, sir,” the guard said, his words clipped.

“Very good. Captain, Mr. Garcia—if you’ll follow me. Samuelson, you will allow two of the captain’s marines to guard the door to the lounge.” Ducas gestured toward the corner he’d emerged from, then turned to stride toward it.

Thatcher and Garcia followed him to a well-appointed chamber that must have taken up nearly a third of the ship, filled with sumptuous furniture and adorned with expensive-looking tapestries and candelabra, all in gold and blue.

A sunken area served as the chamber’s focal point, filled with a circle of couches. On one of them sat a woman Thatcher recognized as soon as their eyes met. “Ms. Williams. I didn’t know you were in the south.”

She smiled, sweeping blond hair away from large sapphire eyes. “Please, call me Selene.”

Garcia pushed past Thatcher, falling to his knees before Williams and seizing her hand, slobbering all over it. Thatcher felt his mouth twist in disgust at the man’s blatant lechery. Good God.

“Selene, goddess of the moon!” Garcia proclaimed to the overhead, after he’d finished coating the poor woman’s hand with his saliva. “Daughter of Hyperion and Theia! Sister to Helios and Eos! Am I right?”

Thankfully, Williams seemed more amused than repulsed. “You know your Ancient Greek mythology, I see,” she said, surreptitiously wiping her hand on the couch’s overstuffed armrest.

Garcia rose to his feet, bowing before her. “The name suits you well, milady. I haven’t beheld a beauty like yours for quite some time.”

“She can tell,” Thatcher said, shooting Garcia a stern look as he took a seat on the couch adjacent to Williams. “Why don’t you sit down, Emilio.” He pointed at the armchair to his right, well away from Williams. “Now.”

Garcia blinked, then plodded to the armchair, depositing himself in it with about as much grace as Thatcher would have expected.

August Ducas stood at the top of the stairs overlooking the sunken area, seeming even more amused than Williams had. “I rescued Selene from obscene luxury on Planet Dichondra, where she was living deep inside the Heaven’s Bounty headquarters.”

“I was a very well-treated prisoner,” Williams said, her eyes twinkling as she smiled at Thacher.

The trillionaire chuckled. “Oh, you could have left at any time.” He met Thacher’s eyes. “Mr. Li took quite a liking to Selene, you see, and was doing everything in his power to entice her to remain on Dichondra until his return.”

“You might have been waiting a while,” Thatcher said. “Li’s also taken quite a liking to his super-ship.”

Ducas spread his hands wide. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Triple whiskey,” Garcia said, locking eyes with Ducas as though ready to engage in a contest of wills. “Neat.”

“Sure,” Ducas said. “Captain?”

“Just water.”

“Ah. You’re even less fun than I expected you to be.”

“Tell me about it!” Garcia roared.

Thatcher rolled his eyes.

“I’ll have another glass of Merlot.” Williams held up an empty wine glass, then turned to Thatcher and Garcia again. “August is the only trillionaire I know who makes drinks for his guests.”

“I’m also the only trillionaire you know, darling,” Ducas said from the bar built into the bulkhead directly behind Williams.

Moments later, he returned with a tray holding their drinks, whisking them one-handed down the stairs, seemingly without a care that he might drop them. Williams plucked her wine from the tray by the stem, and Ducas crossed the sunken area to Garcia, who lifted his whiskey directly from the tray to his lips. They all watched as he drained all the alcohol the glass contained, then stood, orbited Ducas, and made his way up the stairs and to the bar, where he set about fixing himself another.

Thatcher realized he was staring at Garcia’s back with his mouth hanging open. He closed it, then said, “How did you ever come to run a multi-billion dollar company?”

Garcia didn’t answer, intently focused on his task.

“Maybe this is new behavior for him,” Ducas murmured, taking a seat across from Thatcher with what looked like a scotch on the rocks. “You’ve both been under a lot of stress lately, haven’t you?”

Thatcher’s lips firmed. “To be perfectly frank, I didn’t come here to make small talk with you.”

“Of course. Straight to business, then. Just like an American.” Ducas smiled wryly at Williams, who was British.

“Straight to business,” Thatcher affirmed. “What do you want, Ducas?”

“I want to help you. In short, I would like to provide the funds you need to purchase the ships you command from Frontier Security, so that its directors can settle their bankruptcy. Then you would be your own man, and could form your own company, without the UNC or the financiers breathing down your neck.”

“A company you would be a partner in.”

“Yes.”

“You realize, obviously, that I’m in the middle of helping to wage war on Simon Moll. In whose super-alliance you just made an astronomical investment.”

“It wasn’t an astronomical amount to me.”

“Even so. How am I to trust a man willing to blatantly play both sides?”

Garcia trudged between them, holding a drink in both hands and seemingly ignoring their conversation. When he sat, liquid slopped out of both glasses and onto his stomach. He didn’t seem to notice.

Ducas glanced at him, then returned his gaze to Thatcher. “I want to play on your side, Captain Thatcher. Simon Moll made the grave mistake of threatening my life, and the investment I made in Coalition of Giants was my way of blinding him to my intention of working against him. His threat helped me realize just what a danger to Cluster stability he truly is.”

Thatcher set his water down on a side table, meeting Ducas’ gaze without looking away. “You’ve researched me well. You know I speak the language of stability, and of unification—just like you knew I drink non-alcoholic beer. But entrepreneurs don’t like stability. They like chaos, because with chaos come the most business opportunities. This isn’t a principled stand for you, Ducas. And I doubt you’re even making this play out of revenge. No, you’re hedging your bets, here. And if we’re to work together, I’d like you to know I have your number. So don’t try to screw with me.”

Ducas raised an eyebrow. “So you are interested in working with me, then.”

“I’ll accept your money, because I have to, and I’ll take you on as partner in my company. But I will be CEO, and you’ll be a silent partner, with absolutely no say in how the company is run.” Thatcher sniffed. “And please don’t interpret what I’m saying as an offer that you can negotiate me down from. If this is an offer, then consider it my final one. Take it or leave it.”

Ducas smiled, though Thatcher saw the note of tension that smile concealed. “I do take it, Captain. I can have the appropriate paperwork drawn up within the hour.”

You mean you can have the contract you’ve already drawn up modified by then. But Thatcher didn’t say that. Instead, he said, “I can have it reviewed within the next twenty-four. I’ll tell you then whether it’s to my liking or not.”

“Very well.” Ducas glanced at Garcia again. “Do you have anything to add on the matter, Mr. Garcia? This does concern you, after all.”

Garcia lifted both glasses toward the overhead, slopping even more of their contents down his wrists. “Hear, hear!”

As the Anvil CEO lowered his drinks, Thatcher’s comm blared with a priority transmission, and he snatched it from its holster. He felt his shoulders tense as he read Guerrero’s message:

“VERITY GUILD UNDER FULL-SCALE ATTACK IN RECTO REGION BY COALITION FORCES. YOUR PRESENCE REQUESTED IN THE CIC.”

Chapter Twenty-One

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Bevor System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Thatcher returned to his CIC to find it tightly coiled, like a spring ready to explode with kinetic energy.

His officers barely glanced up at his entrance, so intent they were on their respective tasks. That was how he liked it. At the Nav station, Sullivan would be working with his counterparts aboard the other vessels to lay in possible courses Thatcher might want the fleet to follow, so that they would be ready to depart at a moment’s notice. The fleet’s Helm officers would also be in that loop, providing input about how much engine power would be needed to engage each course, as well as the associated time frames. Indeed, Lieutenant Kitt’s fingers also flew across his console, inputting command after command.

Guerrero looked busier than anyone, her brow bunched as she focused on what must have been dozens of data streams flowing across her station all at once. At Thatcher’s request, she would have an update for him on the situation in Recto—a concise update, densely packed with information he could use.

As for Ortega and Candle, they had their heads together at the Tactical station, no doubt already discussing how the Frontier-Anvil fleet might participate in the conflict that had flared up anew, and in a way none of them had anticipated.

Before involving himself in the maelstrom of activity, Thatcher allowed himself a brief moment to smile. Despite his misgivings about August Ducas, the idea of forming a new company with these men and women filled him with a level of excitement he hadn’t felt in a long time. Probably not since before the wormhole’s collapse. He breathed into it, his limbs tingling with exhilaration.

We’ll have to finalize the agreement via instant comm. Ducas had an instant comm unit aboard his vessel, of course—he was August Ducas, after all. Thatcher hadn’t yet decided whether he would order the fleet to Recto Region to lend aid to Verity Guild, but he had a feeling that whether he did or not, they wouldn’t remain in Bevor System for much longer.

Before rushing back to the Jersey, Thatcher had spent a few moments trying to pump Ducas for intel on CoG, but the man claimed he had little to give. He’d taken the long way around from Candor System to reach Bevor, heading east through UNC-controlled regions—Sunlit Mesa and Breyton—before swinging south through Vernal Ethos and then taking a detour through Recto to pick up Selene Williams. As such, he’d spent over a month away from Moll, and he insisted that Moll was keeping him in the dark about CoG’s internal doings, despite Ducas’ status as a major investor.

He obviously doesn’t trust Ducas. That didn’t come as a big surprise; Thatcher doubted the man fully trusted anyone. But Ducas’ sudden departure from CoG space might have raised Moll’s suspicions even higher than their natural baseline. Something to keep in mind.

“Lucy, tell me about the composition of the fleet attacking Recto Region.”

Guerrero gave a sharp nod, the tight bun of black hair bobbing a little above the nape of her neck. “As best as we can tell, CoG’s assault force consists of nearly three hundred warships, all of them owned by Dynasty and Peyton Conglomerate. As for their fleet’s composition, it’s a traditional mix of destroyers, cruisers, corvettes, frigates, logistics ships, and eWar ships—no micro-corvettes.”

Thatcher tapped his fingers against his seat’s padded armrest as he considered the information. His eyes met Candle’s, who flinched a little. He’s still not completely comfortable around me, is he? Thatcher decided to ignore the tick, which might have been unconscious on the XO’s part. “Sunder and Kibishii are MIA, then. Where are they? That’s the question.”

Candle offered a small shrug. “My guess would be guarding the Haysel-Fulmin regional jump zone, sir.”

“No, I don’t think so. For so many Dynasty and Peyton ships to be this far south means they’ve all but abandoned their efforts in the north, to take Endysis from Heimdall and Starworks. That means Moll is making a big play, here. It doesn’t take that many ships to keep the Ascendant Horizon forces at the regional jump gate at bay, especially with Li’s understandable hesitation to be the one to try attacking across the divide.” Thatcher unfocused his gaze, staring into empty space as he ordered his thoughts. “Verity Guild has enough firepower to repel the attack on Recto. Moll knows that. Which means this attack is a distraction.”

“A distraction from what, sir?”

Thatcher tapped his console’s interface, slaving the holotank to his station so that it showed what he wanted it to. He brought up a map of the Dawn Cluster’s southern half.

“Why didn’t we see this attack coming?” he asked, making a reverse pinching gesture over UNC space to enlarge it, then tracing a route from Candor Region, to Sunlit Mesa, to Breyton, to Vernal Ethos. He pinched the display to enlarge it, allowing him to include Recto Region. “Because no one expected the UNC to allow CoG war fleets complete freedom of movement through their space. But since they apparently are allowing that, what other opportunities does that open to Moll?”

Thatcher traced another route—this time from Candor, to Sunlit Mesa, to Pupate, to Jow Region. Jow, Ascendant Horizon’s northernmost region. He glanced meaningfully at Candle.

“You think Moll is going to try taking Jow?” Candle said, his voice filled with disbelief.

“I’m sure of it. Attacking Verity Guild in Recto is meant to occupy Ascendant Horizon’s main military backbone. With most of the alliance’s other forces in Haysel, that leaves Jow ripe for the plucking.”

His XO still looked incredulous, and Thatcher suppressed a sigh. If Candle was this skeptical, then what were his chances of convincing Li Jun?

But he had to try. “Lucy, put me through to the Lotan. Get me Li Jun.”

 

***

 

Aboard the Tiamat

Descant System, Jow Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Moll ran his hands along the command seat’s armrests, delighting in its sleek contours. It was so much better than the backless, misshapen stool that had been here before he’d had the CIC completely redone. The idea that the Xanthic had expected him to command this Goliath of a ship from that unformed lump was preposterous. It showed just how out of touch with human realities they truly were.

The alien super-ship had been waiting for him in a backwater Paraveil system, as had always been the plan. Accepting the incredible gift in any other way would have been too suspicious, and so he’d ‘discovered’ it under the guise of sending a scouting mission into the dead-end region, with the advertised purpose of reconnoitering how far the northern alliances’ influence extended.

Part of him had worried the Xanthic would withhold the incredible weapon from him, given their insistence that he begin the time cycle anew. But it had been there, waiting for him, as had been promised long ago.

Crazy aliens. Why they wanted him to go through another cycle, involving decades of waiting and repeating the same actions, was beyond him. They think that just because humans are creatures of order, we can tolerate optimizing every second of our existence, for the best possible outcome.

But he couldn’t tolerate it. Not anymore. Not after countless lifetimes spent iterating and iterating, until he finally reached this point.

My victory is obvious, now. I can all but taste it. With the UNC in my pocket, Li Jun exactly where I want him, and the Tiamat under my command…I am unstoppable. I don’t need to go back. And I won’t.

“Sir,” Ensign Romano said from the Ops station, “we’re within firing range of the ships guarding the first Helio base.”

“Then let’s not delay. Open fire, Tactical. Ops, instruct the Kibishii captains to stand by to deploy marines on my signal.”

“Aye, sir.”

Moll turned his attention to the holotank, which showed his hundred-strong fleet arrayed behind the Tiamat, which sailed at its very front.

I will not hide behind my underlings, like Li Jun does. I will use the incredible power at my disposal.

The super-ship’s secondary laser batteries commenced firing, sending minute vibrations up through Moll’s seat. Each secondary laser was as powerful as a human destroyer’s primary.

The eighteen ships guarding the target Helio base barely stood a chance. The Xanthic ship’s shields shrugged off their return fire with minimal effort, while her secondary lasers melted the enemies’ shields, the beams extending past to sear through hulls.

“That one,” Moll said, tapping his console to highlight his target on the main holotank—a destroyer, and the highest-value AH unit in the battlespace. “Hit that one with our primary.”

A mighty beam shot out from the Tiamat’s forward projector, and a residual current of electricity made its way through Moll’s fingertips and into his body.

It felt like life itself.

The laser tore through the destroyer’s shield like it was tissue paper, then melted an ugly furrow all down its port-side hull. Within seconds, it ruptured, shooting flame and debris in every direction.

Moll felt a smile creep across his face. “Romano, order the Kibishii marines to deploy. This battle is over.”

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

On Halcyon Station

Ibis System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2292

 

A storm brewed on Halcyon Station. Rose could feel its electricity building all around her, causing her hairs to stand at attention, at the nape of her neck and all along her forearms.

There was discord among the pirates, with two opposing factions, by her count. She hadn’t figured out yet what each side wanted—other than power—but the divide seemed between those still loyal to Tobias Vega, and those more interested in a new path for Degenerate Empire.

Unfortunately, she’d become a point of contention in that conflict. A fraying rope both sides were using to play tug of war. And she feared what would happen once one side won.

She had no idea what had become of Major Avery and his marines. The pirates refused to tell her, and she’d given up asking. The idea they’d kept the marines prisoner seemed just as likely as the possibility they’d jettisoned them into space at the earliest opportunity. At night, a voice whispered to her from the shadows of her cell that the latter possibility was the likeliest. Otherwise, the pirates probably would be using the marines against her, threatening to harm them if she didn’t unlock the secrets of the Xanthic ship’s computer for them.

Before their capture in Oakum System, Rose had ordered Private Black to encrypt all the data stored in the shipboard computer—and to allow her to set the passphrase that would decrypt it. That included the sensor data, which showed where they’d been. To another universe and back.

The Xanthic computer contained a treasure trove of technology and intel, one she refused to let fall into pirate hands. So she’d made sure she was the only one who knew the passphrase, and had promised herself she would keep it from her captors, no matter what they did to her.

In the months since her capture and transport to this hellhole of a station, the pirates had tried repeatedly to get the passphrase out of her. But those efforts hadn’t gone quite as she would have expected.

“Vega has authorized me to use any means necessary to persuade you to decrypt the computer,” Ben Baumann told her on her first day aboard the station. “Any means necessary.”

“The fact you’d even threaten me with that shows what a mouse of a man you are,” Rose spat.

“Who said I’m threatening?” Baumann swept a hand through his shaggy brown hair, gave her a menacing smile, then left.

She spent the next three days waiting for Baumann or one of his lackeys to show up, carrying who knew what implements of torture with them. But no one came.

Instead, food was kicked into her cell through a slot at the bottom of the locked hatch, and for seventy-two hours, no one came to see her. No one spoke to her.

Those three days felt like forever. Her cell consisted of a cot with no blankets, a rusted metal toilet in the corner, and a squat sink beside it, also rusted. Dried soup spattered the bulkhead and deck near the hatch—nothing was covered on the trays kicked into her cell thrice daily, and whenever there was soup, its violent insertion caused half of it to spray out of its paper bowl. The caked-on patches of brownish liquid were beginning to look and smell like bile.

A knot of anxiety formed at the base of her throat, making it difficult to draw full breaths. It never seemed to go away. She lived in anticipation of what might be coming, when next a pirate visited her. Were they softening her up for their first attack on her body and psyche? What heinous methods were they willing to use? She could imagine no method so evil that the pirates would hesitate to use it. They were capable of anything. She felt sure of that.

When the hatch finally did open, she jolted in her cot, embarrassing herself by emitting a high-pitched yelp. She quickly sat upright as Baumann strode in, his cheeks covered in stubble.

“Ready to decrypt that computer for me?” he asked.

“No,” she whispered.

“Very well.” With that, he turned and left for another three days.

“You know, we have a lot in common with each other,” he said during his next visit. “I come from a prestigious family, too. Did you know that?”

She said nothing—just studied him warily, watching for sudden movement. But he only sat on a stool he’d brought in with him, and talked.

“My parents were investment bankers. Obscenely wealthy, and well-respected, in the circles they moved in. They cared about legacy, just like your father did. They wanted their son to go to Harvard, to become the new standard-bearer for the Baumann name.” He chuckled. “The difference between you and me is, I didn’t accept the golden pacifier. I refused to step into the cookie-cutter life my parents had so carefully laid out for me. Nope.” He leaned back, lifting his right foot onto his left knee, and grinning at her. “Instead, I did the one thing sure to piss them off the most. I joined the military.”

“You should have stuck with it.”

“Ehh.” Baumann shrugged. “Space Fleet was almost as boring as Harvard would have been. I needed more action. So I came here, to the Dawn Cluster, and got a job with a PMC. Except, it was a cowardly bitch of a PMC, and well…one thing led to another….” He gestured at the grimy bulkhead, his grin widening.

“Your parents would be ashamed.”

“Yes. That was the whole point, Ronnie. I can call you Ronnie?” He laughed again, then continued without waiting for her answer. “At least I didn’t become their little puppet. At least I didn’t accept the life they wanted for me, instead of the one I wanted.” He shook his head. “What a hold the old admiral must have had on you, for you to continue obeying him, even after he died.”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Clearly.” He stood and opened the hatch with his comm, leaving her without another word.

This continued for weeks on end, until at last she lost count of the days. The stretches of solitude became longer, or seemed to, anyway. She still hadn’t been allowed to bathe, and had begun to feel like she was made of grime. Everything, grime. Her hair, her skin, her face, her organs, her bones. Unclean. So unclean.

Sounds became louder than she remembered them ever being. The softest creak made her jump—the station settling around her in its eternal orbit. Once, the pop of some pipe within the bulkhead made her scream, loud and shrill. But no one came.

The smells became even worse than the noises. No one ever came to clean the toilet, and its rancid odor invaded her nostrils constantly. She would have thought she’d become accustomed to it, but the opposite happened. It grew more and more disgusting, smelled more and more wrong. She needed to get away from here, to be anywhere but here. The thought of embracing death occurred more than once—but how? There was nothing in here with which to perform the deed. She could smash her head against the bulkhead, but that would only leave her senseless. Too senseless to see it through to completion, probably.

 She’d also begun to hallucinate. Her own voice whispered to her from the shadows, sometimes from under her bed, other times from the dark patches behind the sink and toilet. It told her she would be alone for eternity, with no company but her tormentors. It told her she’d descended into hell. She’d never been to another universe. Instead, she’d died on the Xanthic station when it blew, and this was her punishment for letting everyone down. Frontier, Tad—everyone.

Once, she thought she heard Baumann arguing with someone in the passageway outside her cell. She pressed her ear to the hatch, but metal muffled their words so that she couldn’t make them out. The conversation ended as suddenly as it began, and afterward she decided it was just another hallucination.

Another pirate began accompanying Baumann to her cell. A short man named Maugre, who had ashen skin and a handlebar mustache that was speckled with white.

He was rougher than Baumann. He slammed the bulkhead above her head, screaming, his sour breath hot on her face as he demanded the passphrase.

But whenever he seemed about to strike her, he would turn to glare at Baumann, who met his eyes and didn’t look away. And the blows never came.

“Your boyfriend is dead,” Maugre growled at her one morning—or maybe it was afternoon, or the dead of night. She’d long ago lost track.

Rose knew he meant Thatcher, though she wasn’t sure whether Maugre knew they’d kissed. Most likely, he was merely taunting her.

“You’re lying,” she croaked.

“I’m not. The New Jersey is space dust. I command the ship that took her down.” He jabbed a finger into his own chest. “Me.”

Baumann snorted from his stool, which was how Rose knew for sure it was a lie. That Thatcher was still alive.

Maugre shot Baumann his darkest look yet. Rose swore she saw murder in those mud-colored eyes.

“Vega will be back soon, Benny boy,” Maugre hissed at him. “And he won’t like how you’ve handled this.”

Baumann raised his eyebrows. “Really, Jonas? In front of her?”

Maugre slammed a palm into the bulkhead over Rose’s head, making her flinch. “We were supposed to have the data by now. And we’ll get it, after Vega gets back.” The man’s voice dropped to a whisper, his eyes locked onto Rose’s, making her feel even filthier than she already did. “When Vega gets here, someone’s going to find herself in a much different position.”

“That’s enough,” Baumann said, rising to his feet.

Maugre shot him one last glare, then left, with Baumann close behind.

The next time the hatch opened, hours later, it revealed Maugre and only Maugre. He used his comm to close the hatch behind him, then stepped toward her, a crooked grin spreading across his face like an oil slick.

Rose pushed herself back into the bulkhead, trying to get as far away from him as she could. She wanted to meld with the metal—to become one with the station. To escape. To die.

“Baumann’s too soft for this. Vega wanted you picked clean, by now. And he gave us the go-ahead to do whatever it took.” Maugre shook his head. “Baumann isn’t man enough. But I know how to make you squeal.”

His left hand dropped to his pants, while his right shot forward to seize her by the arm.

She lowered her head, her mouth finding one of his dirt-covered fingers. She bit into the knuckle.

“Ah! Bitch!”

Maugre’s hand left his fly to backhand her across the face, tossing her against the bulkhead and causing stars to burst across her vision.

The next thing she knew, she was pressed against the bulkhead, her pants being yanked roughly from around her hips. Then the cold muzzle of a pistol pressed against the nape of her neck. “Don’t move a muscle, bitch.”

The sound of a zipper whispered to her of oblivion. She prepared herself to go somewhere else, inside her mind. Outside of her mind. Anywhere but here.

The sound of the hatch opening was followed by Maugre being yanked off her. His pistol clattered to the floor, and she turned in time to see Baumann seize him by the neck, then walk him backward across the cell until he was bent over the toilet, his back arched over it.

Horrible rasping sounds came from Maugre’s throat as he struggled for air. His fists crashed into Baumann’s side, but from his compromised position, bent backward over the toilet, he didn’t have the leverage to deliver much force.

After a few seconds, it was over. Baumann heaved Maugre to the right, dropping his limp corpse onto the deck.

He turned toward Rose, and her fear leapt into her throat once more.

But Baumann’s eyes were filled with something she hadn’t seen in them before. Could that be…compassion?

“Get yourself decent. And try not to look at that.” He nodded at Maugre’s still form. “I have people aboard this station who can make him disappear out an airlock without anyone noticing. Believe me when I say it would be in your best interest not to mention what happened here to anyone.”

His shoulders rose as he breathed in, still studying her. Then, he shook his head and left the cell, closing the hatch behind him.

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Aboard the Keats

Unknown Regard System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Admiral Octavius Burroughs caught himself biting his lip as he studied the tactical display, and made himself stop.

I thought I eradicated that habit years ago. The nervous tick had returned, it seemed. He supposed its timing made sense. The display showed him a mighty fleet under his command, one that had the Red Sky position completely surrounded. Victory should be inevitable. But it had also seemed that way every other time he’d tried to cleanse Quisle Region of the Russians for Penta Syndicate. And everyone knew how that had turned out.

“Sir?” said the Keats’ commander, Captain Adams.

“Give it another few minutes,” Burroughs snapped. Then, moderating his tone, he said, “I want them to squirm.”

 In truth, he was the one who felt like squirming. Failure simply wasn’t an option for him, here. If Red Sky won, his career would be over. Not only would Penta likely fire him, but who else would hire a fleet commander who’d lost so badly, to a force he outnumbered fourteen to one?

We’ve whittled them down to twenty-five warships, for God’s sake. And only nineteen of them are in this system. Just give the order to commence the attack.

But still he waited, watching the Red Sky defenders as they held formation around the Helio base they’d dubbed “the Meatgrinder,” a name the Russians loved repeating endlessly in the propaganda they broadcast to the rest of the Cluster.

The intel Mittelman had managed to transmit to him had proven valuable, though Burroughs still wasn’t convinced the man was worth the exorbitant salary he’d demanded. The spymaster had tipped him off that Red Sky was covertly developing Comfort’s End System, the dead-end system due south from here, and that they were using warships to transport supplies and materials back and forth to the system. He’d helped Burroughs time his attack while six of those warships were away from their precious “Meatgrinder.” After the Helio base was destroyed, Burroughs planned to take his fleet south to clean up what remained of Red Sky.

I need to strike now, so that those ships have no chance of returning before the battle is over.

He nodded to himself, took a deep breath, and said, “Give the order.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” said Lieutenant Mabry, Adams’ Ops officer. He set about composing the message to broadcast to the rest of the fleet.

The nearly three-hundred-strong fleet. Everything Penta could afford to send down Devil’s Arm.

Mittelman had recommended a few optimal attack paths through the asteroid field, but Burroughs had disregarded them, opting instead to spread his fleet in a rough sphere around the Helio base. Now, he watched as that sphere closed like a fist, its dozens of squadrons weaving deftly through the enormous, jagged rocks hurtling through space.

“Five minutes to maximum firing range,” Mabry said.

“Acknowledged,” Burroughs said with a relieved sigh. That drew an amused look from Captain Adams, which he answered with a glare.

Adams’ gaze flitted away, and Burroughs adjusted the collar of his service uniform, feeling satisfied.

If Volkov had any more tricks up his sleeve, we’d know about them by now. This will be a straightforward slaughter.

“Thirty seconds to maximum firing range,” Mabry said minutes later.

“Prepare to engage the primary laser, Tactical,” Captain Adams said.

“Aye, sir.”

An explosion blossomed inside the visual shown by the holotank at the CIC’s fore, and Burroughs frowned at it, his brain momentarily unable to extract any meaning from the event.

“Wait,” he choked out. “That was….that hit one of ours?”

“Yes, sir,” the Ops officer replied. “It—”

Another explosion blossomed, briefly consuming the prow of another of the ships close to the Red Sky defenders. Two more explosions followed. Then five.

“What is going on?” Burroughs demanded. So far, his ships’ shields were absorbing the damage, but three of those shields were down already. And as he watched, a frigate fell to one of the mysterious explosions. “Ops, what is the source of the attack?” As best as he could tell, the Russian ships were still just sitting there, doing nothing.

“I don’t know, sir.”

Adams spoke up. “Admiral, is it possible they have stealth mines?”

Burroughs looked at the captain like he’d sprouted an extra head. “Stealth mines aren’t technologically feasible,” he said, reciting a truism he’d first learned at the Naval Academy.

Nevertheless, explosions continued to rock the front ranks of his fleet, and he lost two more ships, then three more.

“Reverse thrust,” he said, hating the desperation he heard in his own voice. “We need to draw back and reevaluate.”

Mabry sent out the order, but it took time to disseminate to the rest of the fleet, and even when they acknowledged and executed the order, it took more time to arrest their forward momentum. In the excruciating seconds that followed, Burroughs lost thirteen warships.

Seconds after the fleet finally managed to reverse course, Mabry spoke again. “Sir, we have dozens of new contacts. No—hundreds.”

Burroughs could see that for himself. The holotank had exploded with new icons, all in blood-red. “Where did they come from?”

“I think they were clinging to the asteroids, sir.”

“Why didn’t our sensors pick them up?”

The Ops officer shook his head. “I don’t know, sir.” He was clearly unwilling to contradict Burroughs’ earlier comment about stealth tech. “But sir—these ships are smaller than any warship I’ve ever seen, and Red Sky can’t possibly have enough pilots to man them all. They’re even smaller than Sunder’s new micro-corvettes. The closest thing I can compare them to are the fighter drones deployed by UNC drone carriers.”

Whatever they were, they swarmed Burroughs’ ships, biting into their shields with lasers, which seemed to be their only weapon. Each Penta ship’s point defense system kicked into high gear, solid-core rounds ripping into the cloud of gnat-like drones. But there were too many of them, and they were too fast. Their flight paths too erratic.

Shields began to fall, one after another. And with that, the Red Sky warships near the Helio base finally made their move, in perfect sync with each other. They sailed straight for Burroughs’ flagship.

His heart leapt into his throat. “Full maximum power, Helm,” he said, usurping Adams’ right to give direct orders to his officers. “Get us to the front of the fleet, now.” By “front,” he meant what had been the rear mere moments ago. Before they’d gone into full-scale retreat.

The Keats surged forward, the momentum pressing Burroughs back into his seat for a split-second before the state-of-the-art inertial compensators kicked in.

Then, the mysterious explosions began anew—this time, throughout space they’d already traveled through. The explosions roughly formed a second sphere around his fleet’s formation. Dozens more ships fell, their shields already ravaged by the drone swarm.

A destroyer off Keats’ port side went down, followed by a logistics ship, a light armored cruiser, and a corvette on her starboard side.

Then, he saw them: six warships emerging from behind asteroids—from where they couldn’t have possibly been, without being detected by his ships’ sensors.

They were the six ships that were supposed to be in Comfort’s End, according to Mittelman’s intel. But they weren’t in Comfort’s End. They were here, dead ahead of the Keats, and closing in to flank her in coordination with the Red Sky ships hard on her stern.

Burroughs exchanged a look with Adams, and saw his own terror mirrored in the captain’s sudden paleness.

What can we do? How can we possibly respond?

Red Sky lasers shot out, connecting with the destroyer’s shield. It bucked and shuddered wildly, then fell mere seconds later.

The bright blue beams extended to sear her hull, followed by a volley of Hellborns, twenty-five strong.

The Keats shook as though hit by an earthquake. Next, the CIC ruptured into flame, and Burroughs’ last thought was of the earnest expression Hans Mittelman wore as he fed him lie after lie.

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Cadence System, Jow Region

Earth Year 2292

 

“Morning, Tad,” Guerrero said as he pushed into the wardroom, intent on securing his first coffee of the day.

“Morning.” His sleep had been patchy, and he focused on not dragging his feet as he crossed the chamber to the coffee pot, which smelled like it held a fresh brew.

He never felt very social before his first mug, and Guerrero knew that. Normally, she respected it, waiting until he’d had a few good sips before attempting to engage him in conversation. But this morning, she spoke as he was filling his coffee cup.

“Red Sky beat Penta Syndicate.”

He blinked at her, his eyes still grainy from sleep. Her words, having entered through his ear, now marched slowly across his mind, seeking a place where they might connect to some meaning.

He finished pouring the coffee and took a sip, slurping it to mitigate how hot it was. Later in the day, he liked his coffee with a dash of milk, but his first mug was always black.

Guerrero’s words sunk in at last.

“How?” he asked.

“Stealth mines were a big part of it, apparently.” She gave a smile, slender black eyebrows raised. “Would you have had anything to do with that, sir?”

He gave a staccato chuckle and took another sip. “What else?”

“Stealth tech. And nanofabbed fighter drones. Apparently they waited until the Penta fleet had sailed past the first minefield, then activated that field remotely as they were fleeing the drones—not to mention the damage they’d taken from the second minefield.”

Thatcher slowly shook his head, muttering “Mittelman, you devious bastard.” He chuckled again. “That much detail is available on the instant comm network?”

She nodded. “The story leaked from one of the surviving Penta crews. Footage of the engagement, too.” She nodded at her comm, sitting in front of her on the table. “I just finished watching it. The Russians put on quite a show. And they’ve been bragging about it nonstop since they pulled it off, of course.”

“Of course. What else are they saying?” He lowered himself into a seat at the bolted-down table, across from Guerrero.

“They’re inviting anyone in the Cluster to join them, so long as they’re interested in standing up to Simon Moll, Penta Syndicate, or any of the other tyrants making people’s lives miserable. And they really mean anyone. Military training or not. They’re offering salaries, food, lodging, training—and a job.”

Thatcher tilted his head in consideration. “Something a lot of regular people are having a hard time coming by.”

“Exactly. And they say they want to be completely self-reliant. They’ve already spent the last few months restoring planetary farms left behind by corps who abandoned those regions to pirates.”

“What’s Penta doing to respond?”

Guerrero gave a small shrug. “According to every report I’ve been able to find, they’re pulling out of Devil’s Arm altogether.”

Thatcher took another pull from his coffee, savoring the idea of an organization actually willing to work with others to defeat tyrants just as much as he savored the taste.

The journey north through Jow had been a stressful one, and they expected to encounter Sunder forces any day now. By all reports, the enemy had already taken over most of the northern half of the region, and were pushing farther south every day.

Only Thatcher’s fleet sailed north to oppose Moll. As expected, he’d been unable to convince Li to send any ships to back him up. At first, he hadn’t believed Thatcher’s warning, and when he did receive news of Moll’s attack, the man seemed to resign himself to losing the region—an entire quarter of his territory.

That Xanthic super-ship has him scared witless. With Verity Guild still occupied with defending against Peyton and Dynasty in Recto, Li isn’t willing to go up against Moll’s new toy alone.

Thatcher still felt eager to see what his newly formed company, which he’d yet to name, could do. But its existence in Ascendant Horizon space seemed less and less certain. Corps needed to turn profits. Garcia couldn’t continue funding the fleet forever, and neither could even Ducas. Not without seeing a return on that investment at some point.

Li wasn’t about to offer them any contracts, and neither were the corps or civilian governments over which the man held sway. Even salvaging enemy ships after defeating them would likely prove complicated. Ascendant Horizon could easily claim exclusive salvage rights, since it was their territory, and technically their war.

His comm buzzed with a message from Ensign Brown, the second-watch Ops officer, informing him they were about to transition into the next system, Rhapsody. Guerrero looked up from her comm, no doubt having read the same message.

“Looks like we’re up,” Thatcher said.

Minutes later, sitting in the CIC command seat, Thatcher braced himself for the jump gate transition. Guerrero confirmed what Brown had already determined—that the gate’s checks were all coming back green—so Thatcher gave the go-ahead for transition.

The Jersey’s prow slipped through the gate’s first gigantic ring, and then through the second.

He never saw her pass through the third. Instead, the stars became streaks, and the forward thrust shoved him back into his seat as though with a giant’s hand.

Then, just like that, they were in Rhapsody System, where the holoscreen immediately populated with the positions of nearly two hundred Sunder and Kibishii warships.

His heart sank.

It made sense that CoG would have a heavy presence here, considering Rhapsody was an important system geographically—one of the few bridges connecting the region’s north and south. But he hadn’t expected to be quite so badly outnumbered. Moll had him four-to-one…and one of the warships in-system was the Tiamat, the man’s new Xanthic super-ship.

Thatcher took a deep breath, then tapped the inset comm panel, putting himself on the fleetwide. “All ships, form up in battle spread formation outside the jump gate, at coordinates Lieutenant Guerrero will forward.”

As the tactical display showed the captains under his command carrying out the order, Thatcher considered his options. He’d have more than an hour until the light from his arrival alerted the enemy to his presence. But he’d want to spend most of that time underway, executing some sort of plan.

What plan? he asked himself. CoG’s fleet was spread out through the system, mostly concentrated around Rhapsody’s sixteen Helio bases. It would probably be best to make for a force he could defeat handily, while preserving his own fleet as well as he could to fight the next engagement. And the next. And the next.

But facing so many ships, what plan could possibly end with him leaving this system alive? What plan would leave his fleet anything but an orbital scrapyard?

No matter what portion of Moll’s forces he struck first, the rest would consolidate, and likely hit him together. And he’d have Moll’s new behemoth of a warship to contend with on top of CoG’s overwhelming numbers.

Red Sky faced worse odds than this, he reminded himself. But then, they’d never faced a Xanthic super-ship, had they? And they’d also had the benefit of using an asteroid field against their enemy—not to mention the new addition of stealth tech, stealth mines, and nanofabbed fighter drones in their most recent engagement.

More importantly, they’d had a compelling reason to fight. The most compelling reason possible. They’d fought for their very survival.

What am I fighting for? But he already knew the answer. I’m fighting for the most ungrateful man in the Dawn Cluster. A man who refuses to work with me, refuses to acknowledge my contributions to his alliance. A man who won’t thank me, even if I win here today, and a man who will shed no tears if we all die. Just as he shed none when Veronica died.

Slowly, he rose to his feet. “We shouldn’t be here.”

“Sir?” Guerrero’s cheeks were bunched as she studied him from the Ops station.

“I said we shouldn’t be here. We can’t win this. Not with zero support from the people we came here to protect.” He shook his head. “Tell the fleet to make for the jump gate back into Cadence. We’re going back. And once you’ve done that, send Li Jun a message via instant comm. Tell him that the newly formed Phoenix Corporation will be leaving Ascendant Horizon territory as soon as possible. Billy, you have the conn.”

“Aye, sir. I have the conn.”

Thatcher began to leave the CIC.

“Phoenix Corporation, sir?” Guerrero asked before he reached the hatch. “You’ve decided on a name?”

He turned to find her smiling. He smiled back. “Yes. I do believe I have.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Aboard the Lotan

Pauldron System, Haysel Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Li Jun gave a long sigh as Mee Noi massaged serum into his cheeks, the man’s strong thumbs deftly working the liquid in.

“That sounded like stress leaving the body,” Mee Noi said with a rueful laugh, his deep voice resonant in the small chamber.

“Work has been…trying, lately.” Li couldn’t see the masseuse’s face through the cucumbers covering his eyes, but he imagined he wore a sympathetic expression. Mee Noi was always perfectly in touch with his clients—and for almost a year and a half, his client base had consisted exclusively of Li Jun.

That had changed recently, of course. Mee Noi had followed Li from the Heaven’s Bounty Headquarters straight onto the Lotan, at Li’s insistence. He couldn’t live without the man’s skill for rejuvenating his skin, or working out the knots of tension that made their home in his mid- to upper-back.

Aboard the Lotan, he’d given Mee Noi the opportunity to open his very own spa on Deck Nine, to serve the dreadnought’s stressed-out crew. It was a hit with everyone, but Li had been careful to reserve the first choice of time slots for himself. With the weight of leadership placed squarely on his shoulders, he needed to make sure he had the opportunity to de-stress at a moment’s notice.

“I can’t imagine what you must go through on a daily basis, honey.”

Li grunted agreement as Mee Noi used a brush to apply a blended cucumber mask, meant to lock in the serum and tighten his pores, preventing breakouts. That done, he layered on a toner, and then a moisturizer.

Inhaling deeply, Li relished the clean smell of each new lotion, imagining the good work they were doing to cleanse his skin and keep it youthful.

“I’ll just let that settle for a few minutes, honey, and I’ll call in Klaus for your massage.”

The words were spoken very casually, but Li Jun frowned, the cucumbers shifting atop his eyes. “Klaus? Who is Klaus?”

“He’s new. My protege, you might say. I’m excited for you to experience what I’ve taught him.”

Li plucked the cucumbers from his eyes and met Mee Noi’s gaze. The man looked a little nervous, to Li’s eye. “I assumed you would be giving the massage.”

“I would, normally, but today Ren Kun has come requesting a massage from me specifically. It is his first time visiting my spa, and…well, I’m sure you understand how important it is to treat our captain well, Mr. Li!”

“Of course,” Li said, though the words came out clipped. It’s just my luck, isn’t it? How many times had he insisted to Ren Kun that he simply had to come and experience Mee Noi’s magic for himself, to help ease the burden of command? But of course he would show up during my time. That’s just typical.

He made a conscious effort to soften his tone. “Well, if Klaus is your student, then I’m sure he must show great promise.”

“He does, he does,” Mee Noi said quickly. “He has nearly attained mastery of the art, I think. I’ll send him in shortly. And I’ll see you again next time, honey.”

“Mm.”

The thick black curtain swung closed behind Mee Noi as he left.

Moments later, a young man in what must have been his early twenties appeared from behind the curtain, looking even more nervous than Mee Noi had. “Mr. Li,” Klaus said with a light German accent. “I’m here to give you your massage.”

“So I hear.” Li rolled onto his stomach without another word.

It didn’t take long for Li to come to the understanding he was in the hands of a rank amateur, no matter how highly Mee Noi had praised him. Klaus passed over an obvious knot below the shoulder blade, opting instead to focus predominantly on the shoulders themselves, which barely needed any work at all.

Mee Noi never needed any instruction to guide his massage, after ten minutes of this torture, Li snapped, “You need to communicate with me, Klaus. Ask me where I need the most attention.”

“Um…where would you like me to focus, Mr. Li?” The boy’s voice wavered like a leaf caught in the wind.

Even under Li’s guidance, the massage barely improved. Klaus’ hands were simply too weak to access his back’s deep tissue. Li gritted his teeth, trying to resist the urge to unleash a frustrated scream into the towel under his face.

I need to relax. This is meant to help me de-stress. But few things seemed to help, lately. He’d caught himself snapping at his subordinates a lot, who recoiled like kicked dogs. During good times, he found it so easy to maintain excellent relations with his employees. But now that they were failing him….

The curtain opened again, and relief filled Li Jun. Surely Mee Noi has sensed my discomfort and has come to rescue this massage from oblivion. He turned on his side to face the entrance, but the person he saw standing there was not Mee Noi. Instead, it was the last person he would have expected to see aboard the Lotan.

It was Tsu Wei.

“Wei!” Li sprang from the massage table, wrapping the towel around his midsection and tucking it in so it wouldn’t fall. With that, he stepped forward to embrace his old friend.

But something in Tsu’s face caused him to fall still, his arms awkwardly outstretched. Slowly, they fell to his sides.

“Our alliance is falling apart,” Tsu said, his voice like silk draped over steel, “and you’re here having a spa day.”

Li looked at Klaus, who stood stricken at the head of the table, his face completely pale as his gaze flitted from Li to Tsu and back again.

Li turned back to Tsu Wei. “You cannot speak this way in front of the workers.”

“Why not? So that you can save face?” Tsu shook his head. “It’s much too late for that, Jun Ge.”

Hearing Tsu call him by that name—for the first time in a long time—brought a pang to his chest. But he inhaled deeply, steeling himself. This verbal assault simply could not be borne. Not in front of an employee.

His eyes locked with Tsu’s. “Your pessimism is a cancer. One that has been allowed to spread unchecked for too long, Wei. I will not allow it to infect the crew of the Lotan. Get control of yourself.”

Before he could react, Tsu stepped forward and slapped him full across the face.

Li staggered, nearly losing his balance, his ears ringing. He looked at Tsu, anger boiling up from his stomach. “You hit me!”

“Someone needed to,” Tsu said, his voice as steady as ever. “Someone needs to wake you up. You’ve lost Jow Region, Jun. A quarter of our territory, gone. Conquered by Simon Moll, to bolster his empire even further.”

“We will take it back.”

“Not with the way you’ve been running things. You say I’m pessimistic. I would say I’m a realist. Either way, I do agree that I often take a darker view of things, even when most others would be in good cheer. But remember what they called us when we were children, Jun. Yin and yang. A balance of forces, giving rise to one another even as they interrelate. If yang gains too much power, things may boom for a time. But yin must be permitted to undergird that growth with a stable foundation. If yang ignores yin for long enough, all that has been achieved will fall into nothing.”

Li’s cheeks burned, and he found that he could not meet Tsu’s gaze. Tears sprang to his eyes, and one escaped to roll down his cheek.

“You have delighted in your achievements for too long, Jun Ge,” Tsu said, his voice a little more tender, now. “It has blinded you to certain realities, and has contributed to your overweening pride. You believe you can win this war through force of will alone, and you play admiral here aboard this super-ship. But you cannot win alone. You are not a military commander. You must accept the help of those who are, before it’s too late.”

“You’re talking about Thatcher,” Li said, his words emerging softer than he would have liked.

“I am told he is currently sailing east through Haysel with his entire fleet, with the intention of leaving Ascendant Horizon territory altogether.”

“He is a coward.” Li met Tsu’s eyes at last, feeling himself rally a little. “He fled from Moll.”

But Tsu shook his head, his eyes hard. “No, Jun. He has done much to help you, time and time again, and you have spurned him. No one should blame him for refusing to sacrifice his people for an ally who in no way acts like one.”

With that, the fight fled from Li’s body, and his shoulders slumped. “What would you have me do?”

“Get your clothes on. We will go to your office together, and reach out to him, at once. We will offer him whatever it takes to get him to remain. And we will heed his advice.”

Li nodded, raised his eyes to meet Tsu’s once more, then lowered them again. “Very well. We will do as you say.”

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

On Halcyon Station

Ibis System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2292

 

The weeks that had followed Maugre’s death were fraught with nightmares. Mostly just the one nightmare, actually—of the pirate’s corpse reanimating where it lay, and lifting itself off of Rose’s cell floor, its eyes filled with the dark light of lust.

In reality, Maugre’s body was long gone, of course. Baumann had been true to his word about cleaning up his mess, and presumably about shoving it out an airlock, too. But the memory still haunted Rose. Of what Maugre had almost taken from her.

Baumann himself had also vanished from her life, along with any other visitors, aside from whoever brought her three meals a day. It seemed the food was inserted through the slot with less violence, now, though maybe that was wishful thinking.

No, the soup definitely spills less. She’d dipped the provided napkins in the cup of water, managing to use them to scrub the area around the slot clean. It no longer smelled quite so bad in here.

Still, the isolation continued to fragment her psyche. Her senses cranked up to eleven, she often sat in silence, straining to hear the slightest sounds of life elsewhere in the station. Sometimes, the stretches between meals became endless, and she imagined they’d abandoned her—left her completely alone on the station. Locked inside this box to die.

But then breakfast would arrive.

In an attempt to preserve her sanity, she forced herself to retreat into reveries of the past…and sometimes imaginings of the future. Memories of her father brought her back to her childhood on Oasis, walking hand-in-hand with Gregory Rose through Moen Park. That eventually led her, by way of a long chain of such memories, to her life as CEO of Frontier, having taken her father’s place at the helm.

Those days seemed so full of promise. But look where they led me.

She remembered Tad, too, and tried to picture where he might be. Somewhere in the south. Maybe gone to join Li Jun. Or, could he bring himself to do that?

She wondered whether he thought about her. Missed her. Mourned her. Obviously, he would believe she was dead.

And maybe I might as well be.

One morning, she woke to the muted, staccato bark of distant automatic weapons fire. She sat perfectly still, wondering if she’d dreamed the sound—or hallucinated it. Then it came again, closer this time.

She brought her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. They’re fighting for control of the station.

The hours that followed stretched into eternity, and by the rumbling of her stomach, she concluded that she’d missed a meal or two. Her fears of being abandoned surged anew, warring with anxiety that the wrong side would win. If indeed there was a right side.

Each time the fighting flared up again, her heart hammered even harder against her chest. Then, at last, the station fell silent once more, and stayed that way for what felt like hours.

When the cell door finally opened, it caused such a spike in anxiety that an involuntary cry escaped her lips. The light from the passageway was blinding, and she squinted into it, hands held before her face, trying to make out the two figures standing there through the gaps in her fingers.

“Ms. Rose,” one of them said. His voice sounded shocked, distressed.

Then, its owner clicked into place for her. Major Avery.

“Will,” she breathed. “You’re alive.”

The silhouette that was Avery nodded. “We were treated fairly well.” A hard note entered his voice as he looked at the other man. “Better than you were, it seems.”

“She wasn’t harmed.” It was Baumann. He reached for something in the passageway, blocked from Rose’s view by the bulkhead.

It was his stool, from before. He carried it in and placed it in its usual corner. Avery took up position in the opposite corner, and Rose saw that his hands were bound in front of him.

In the light from the passageway, Rose noticed that Baumann’s right eye was surrounded by a patch of purple, one that would soon turn black.

“We have a lot to talk about,” he said, “and not much time to talk. First thing is that I’ve taken control of the station from the Vega loyalists.”

“Which would have been a lot easier if you’d armed my marines,” Avery growled.

Baumann shook his head. “We’re fighting a propaganda war just as much as a physical one. You understand that—right Ronnie?”

She said nothing.

The pirate didn’t seem to mind. “Even if I trusted you enough to give you weapons, Major, it wouldn’t have looked very good to the people we’re trying to sway if we’d needed to shanghai a bunch of Frontier employees to help us win. No, we needed to pull it off on our own. Besides, I don’t trust you. Not until I hear her order you not to kill me.”

Avery glanced at her, eyebrows raised. But Rose wasn’t about to give that order. She already felt her old self coming back to her—her old instincts. She wasn’t going to give up any leverage she didn’t need to. “You said we have a lot to discuss. Which means you need something from me.”

“Correct,” Baumann said. “You have a chance to regain your freedom. But only if you agree to help me.”

“Help you do what?”

“First things first. You stink, and you’re not nearly as pretty as I remember you being in those propaganda pieces you used to put out for Frontier.”

“Watch it,” Avery said.

“Cool it, Major.” Baumann turned back to Rose. “What I’m trying to say is, you could use a shower. Actually, as I recall, you could have used one long before we ever took you off that alien ship. I’ll also have someone fetch you a fresh change of clothes. Then we can have our talk.”

True to his word, Baumann gave her the facilities to clean herself, along with total privacy. She had the ability to lock the hatch from the inside, and she did, before even thinking about removing any of her clothes.

Standing in the shower with water as hot as she could make it raining down onto her bare skin, she held her face in her hands and wept, her tears streaming down her face along with the droplets.

Once she was finally washed and dressed in clean, warm clothes, she unlocked the door. Two armed pirates waited for her in the passage outside, and they nodded to her, then escorted her wordlessly through a network of passageways and chambers.

At last, after passing through what had once been a civilian food court, and then a shopping area, they brought her to an office where Baumann and Avery sat across from each other at a table that reminded her of a smaller version of the one they’d had in the Frontier board room.

With surprising chivalry, one of her pirate escorts pulled out the seat next to Avery for her. She sat, folded her hands on the tabletop, and peered at Baumann, waiting. Avery’s hands were still bound where they lay in his lap.

The pirate used three fingers to scratch at his beard, which had grown thicker and more wiry in the weeks since he’d killed Maugre. “Based on my scouts’ reports, Vega’s taking a detour on his way here, to pull together all the forces he can muster before he comes and tries to put down our little insurrection. Luckily, we have a hundred ships here already, and I’m sure of the loyalty of almost two-thirds of those. We also have the station’s defenses—what we’ve managed to repair, anyway, after your friend Thatcher blew them up—and I’m pretty sure I can convince a fair number of the captains with Vega to turn on him. His authority’s been pretty shaky, ever since Thatcher slipped from his grasp.”

“I thought you were Baumann’s favorite,” Avery said. “According to the intel I’ve seen, you were even friends.”

“He thought we were, and he promoted me again and again. But he should have known that friends are the last people you want to elevate. They became more ungrateful with every new title you lavish on them, and eventually, they begin to eye your throne.”

“At least you’re an honest sociopath,” Rose said.

Baumann chuckled. “I am. But it isn’t only my sociopathy that drives me, dear, but also self-preservation. Vega clings to a vision of Degenerate Empire that has already brought it to near-ruination. If he’s allowed to continue his reign, he’ll only finalize our destruction. But if I’m going to convince his own people to turn against him, I need to offer them something better. A powerful vision of the future. And that’s where you come in.”

Rose frowned. “I fail to see the connection.”

“You’d better learn to. And you’d better quickly learn to see yourself in a different light.” A grin spread across Baumann’s face. “How would you like to be a pirate queen?”

Avery shifted in his seat, his features stormy.

“It’s not something I ever considered as a career path, if I’m being honest,” Rose said.

“Well, consider it. Until now, the Empire has been flailing, trying to play the outlaw on the Cluster’s outskirts. We don’t have the forces to hold the territory we have. Figuring out how to control the Xanthic super-ship was our great hope for fixing that, but we didn’t do that—Thatcher did. We’ve been thrown back time and time again, from every offensive war we’ve tried to wage. And now we’re collapsing.”

“And how am I supposed to fix that for you?”

“You’re legit, Ronnie. A respected player of the game. We need that. If we had your brand publicly working for us, we might forge some meaningful partnerships. Maybe even an alliance. But we can’t do that as the degenerate mess we are now.”

“I can’t say I’m very excited by the prospect.”

“Get excited. Because this is how you stay out of the cell I just took you from.” Baumann sat back, folding his hands behind his head. “What if I told you we’ve been hauling more information up out of the Xanthic colony on Recept—information that paints a very grim picture of the Dawn Cluster’s future?”

“What did you find?”

“I’ll let you review everything we found, so that you take it seriously. But according to the reports we extracted from one of their terminals—a new one we discovered, behind a cave-in we only recently cleared—the Xanthic are planning a Cluster-wide attack, and soon. It’s going to look very much like the attack on Earth, where they came from underground. Like on Oasis, too. Except this time, they’ll be hitting dozens of planets at once. Possibly hundreds of them.”

Rose became aware her jaw was tight. Can it be true? Baumann had promised to show her the information. Might they have forged it? Are the pirates imaginative enough for that?

“This attack looks like it’s meant to be the death blow for us,” Baumann said. “And there’s something else. We also found several mentions of a traitor to humanity, highly placed in one of our most prominent super-alliances. None of the sources mentioned specifics. I’m not sure the Xanthic even understand the concept of human names. But if there really is someone who’s been working against humanity to bring about a Xanthic victory…well, I think can both make a pretty good guess as to who that might be.”

“Moll.”

“Exactly. Of course, no one’s going to take a bunch of pirates seriously, if we try to sound the alarm about something like this. But if you review what we found, and you decide it’s all true…well, your words carry a lot more weight. Don’t they?”

Rose closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply. If the Xanthic are going after our planets…. “You have the data card you took from me upon my capture?” she asked.

“I do.” He reached into his pocket and held it up, between his thumb and pointer finger.

“Is there an instant comm unit aboard this station?”

Baumann narrowed his eyes at her. “There is, actually. The only one Degenerate Empire has managed to secure for itself. Why?”

“If you let me use it to transmit the contents of that card to Tad Thatcher, as well as the data you extracted from this new Xanthic terminal, then I’ll work with you.”

“Why?” Baumann said again.

“No questions. Just let me transmit the data. Then I’m yours.”

That brought the smile back to Baumann’s face. “Well, I do like the sound of that.”

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Goldfinch System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Surveying the assembled fleet in the holotank didn’t do it justice. Thatcher had an urge to have a pressure suit prepared for him, so that he might stand on the Jersey’s hull and look with his own eyes upon the force he now commanded, in all its splendor and might.

Is it seemly for a commander to thrill at the thought of how much firepower he has at his disposal?

He decided he didn’t care. If his boyhood self could have known that this would be his future, he would have rocketed to the moon on excitement alone.

Hell, if I could tell this to myself from two weeks ago, I’d be surprised.

Li Jun had performed a complete one-eighty. As the Frontier-Anvil fleet—no, the Phoenix-Anvil fleet—had sailed east through Haysel, with the intention of leaving Ascendant Horizon space to join Red Sky in Devil’s Arm, both the CEO and the president of Heaven’s Bounty had reached out to request a meeting by instant comm. Thatcher had taken the call in the conference room adjoining the CIC, with Emilio Garcia present.

Under the watchful eye of Tsu Wei, Li had apologized profusely to Thatcher for his treatment by him since arriving in the south. After that, he’d all but begged him to stay.

“That’s going to cost you,” Garcia had cut in. Thankfully, he’d showed up sober for this meeting, and sharp as a Xanthic’s blade. “Not just for our services going forward. We’ll also want to be paid for the services we’ve already rendered.”

In the end, they received not just lavish compensation for their contributions, but also mining rights for a dozen systems scattered across Haysel, Recto, and Nacarat; a sizable plot of land on which to build a company headquarters near Heaven’s Bounty in Boshan City; and most importantly, command over one-fifth of Ascendant Horizon forces.

Such a lopsided agreement had been necessary. Not just to compensate Thatcher’s fleet for the ill treatment, but also because he still felt uneasy dealing with Li, even after securing such a favorable deal. The man had sat like a scolded child through much of the meeting, his eyes downcast. On a couple of occasions, he seemed about to object to something either Thatcher or Garcia had raised, only to be glared into silence by Tsu.

So much still depends on Li Jun. That all of Ascendant Horizon looked up to him was undeniable…and so was the fact that he’d steered the super-alliance through waters treacherous enough to sink most men. But his behavior of late could only be described as petulant. That worries me.

Nevertheless, Thatcher now had what he’d come to the south to find: a mandate to put the screws to Simon Moll. Soon after the bastard had taken Jow Region, both Dynasty and Peyton Conglomerate had withdrawn from Recto, confirming Thatcher’s suspicion that the attack had been a distraction to take Ascendant Horizon’s attention off of Jow—the true target.

Presumably, Dynasty and Peyton would head back north to continue CoG’s campaign there. According to the spies Li had seeded through Vernal Ethos after the attack, CoG forces had left that region as well, through the regional jump gate into Breyton.

That cleared the path for the campaign Thatcher had proposed, to which Li had readily agreed. He would take the forces he’d been given—which, together with his Phoenix and Anvil ships, approached three hundred in number—and sail through UNC space, just as CoG had done. The UNC could hardly complain about that, having just allowed Moll to use their regions as an attack route. Not without confirming the rumors that they secretly supported CoG in this conflict, which would undoubtedly cause an epic backlash throughout the Cluster.

And so Thatcher would take his fleet through Vernal Ethos, and then Breyton, and then Sunlit Mesa—straight into Candor, to strike at the heart of Moll’s empire.

Such a blow was needed to rebalance things. Thatcher didn’t expect to win the war with this mission alone, as CoG had grown too strong for that. But it would force Moll to withdraw warships from Jow to defend his home region, potentially allowing Li to sweep the region from the south, reclaiming it.

Out of the corner of his eye, Guerrero went stiff in her seat.

“Lucy?” he asked. “What is it?”

“It’s…sir, I’ve just received a very odd message, by instant comm.”

“What’s the source?”

“Halcyon Station, sir.”

Thatcher furrowed his brow, his eyes narrowed. “Halcyon Station?” The pirates were trying to contact him?

“Yes, sir.”

“Who is it, then?”

“Sir…the sender of this message claims to be Veronica Rose. And they say they want to speak with you.”

Now it was Thatcher’s turn to stiffen. That the pirates had the nerve to try contacting him was bad enough. But to pretend to be Rose, who’d died during a battle he’d waged against them…that was beyond the pale.

“Accept the call, and patch it through to my console.” Thatcher eyed the holoscreen, his jaw set. He expected this conversation to be very short—just long enough to tell whoever it was to go to hell.

Guerrero routed the call, and Veronica Rose appeared on the screen.

“Hi, Tad.”

Every head in the CIC turned toward Thatcher. He stared at the screen, dumbfounded, as Rose’s emerald eyes stared back at him. A tingling numbness spread throughout his entire body.

“Veronica?” he managed.

She nodded. “We…have a lot of catching up to do. It’s probably best if you take this call in your office.”

Thatcher looked up and took in the various expressions turned toward him—shocked, hopeful, joyous. He looked back at Rose. “Okay,” he said.

Minutes later, he sat at his desk, with Rose on the fold-up holoscreen there. “How are you alive?” he asked her. “And why are you on Halcyon Station? Are you a prisoner there?”

“I…sort of. But not for long.” She shook her head. “That’s not important right now. What I’m contacting to tell you is way bigger than me. Way bigger than either of us.”

“Tell me how you survived.”

“I came across a chamber before the Xanthic station blew—what turned out to be a nuclear-hardened capsule. I told Major Avery about it, and—”

“Avery? Is he alive too?”

“He is, Tad. So are most of the marines that went on that mission.”

Relief washed through Thatcher’s chest as a calming wave, and something loosened in his lower back—a knot of tension he hadn’t known was there. “Oh, thank God.” Tears welled up in his eyes, and his chin wobbled.

Rose smiled. “We were lucky. Incredibly lucky. That capsule…we think it was meant to alert the Xanthic in the event of the station’s destruction.”

“Wait. Nothing was left intact after the station blew. I had Guerrero scan the debris four times.”

“I know. That’s because the capsule didn’t stay in this universe.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“We didn’t stay in this universe, Tad. It took us to their universe.”

“Their….” Thatcher thought back to his conversation with Wilson and Doctor Rapino, aboard the Xanthic super-ship. Rapino had theorized the existence of a separate Xanthic universe then, with different physical laws.

“In the Xanthic universe, time travels in reverse. We managed to take over one of their ships there, without them knowing, and we followed them through a wormhole back into this universe. But when we arrived, we were in our past. I watched the station blow up all over again, but this time from the outside—from the outskirts of Nankeen. I watched you lead the fleet south, out of Nankeen…then north through the system again, weeks later, on the day you took the Xanthic super-ship. I couldn’t contact you without alerting the Xanthic to our presence. And when they finally entered another wormhole, we stayed behind. Tad, they were using that capsule as a seed to regrow the station. I think they probably repeated the process several times, until the station was restored.”

“Why? Why is the station so important that they’d go to such effort?”

“I don’t know for sure. But I’ll tell you my theory. I don’t think it’s the station that’s important, but preserving the timeline.” She swept a strand of raven hair from her face. “The pirates couldn’t figure out how to make either the ship or the station work for them, partly because they kept disappearing and reappearing. Each time they reboarded, they’d find their work erased—as though they’d never accessed the onboard computers at all. That’s because whenever the ship reappeared, it was actually that ship from the future—or from the Xanthic’s past. It would appear in our universe for a time, then transition back to theirs, for a much longer time. Then it would reappear again—in our past. Both the station and the ship looped through time like that, slowly traveling through our past, and through the Xanthic’s future. So, it’s fine for the station to be gone from our timeline going forward…but if it’s missing from our past, then that would change things.”

Thatcher rubbed his forehead, where a headache was building that, by now, felt familiar to him. It came whenever he had a conversation along these lines. “I’m not sure I’m following.”

She shrugged. “It is a lot to take in.”

“Wait…I think something just clicked for me. I have a question. Wouldn’t the Xanthic also have to rebuild the super-ship and insert it back into the timeline, after we stole it?”

Rose nodded slowly. “I guess so. Maybe they’re doing that, too. If I had to guess, I’d say they probably are doing that.”

“If they want so badly to preserve this timeline, then there must be something about it they like. That probably doesn’t bode well for us.”

“It gets worse. The pirates here recently hauled up a new Xanthic terminal from their underground colony on Recept. According to what they found on it, the Xanthic are planning a large-scale attack on the entire Dawn Cluster. We don’t know when…except after reviewing the data, I agree with Baumann that it’s probably going to be soon.”

“What will that attack look like? Where will they strike?”

“Everywhere. And in the same way they hit Earth, and Oasis.”

A chill swept through him, and he shivered. “From under the ground.”

“Exactly. And there’s something else you need to know. Several reports on the terminal speak of a traitor to humankind, who’s been working with the Xanthic to bring about their victory. They don’t give a name, but they do say it’s someone at the head of one of our super-alliances.”

“You think it’s Moll.”

“Yes. Does it seem that unlikely?”

He exhaled, long and slow. “It wouldn’t surprise me in the least, actually. And Candle’s been making that claim for a while.”

“Has he?”

Thatcher shrugged. “It’s a long story.”

“I’ve been giving the idea a lot of thought, and I now believe Moll wanted that station destroyed. I think that’s a big part of the reason he came with us to Lacuna. That, and betraying us.”

“Why would he care about the station?”

“Because of what it held. That’s my main reason for contacting you, Tad. The capsule we took refuge in held another terminal, one with a treasure trove of information. Most importantly, it held the keys to technology the UNC has been hoarding for a long time—technology that would free us from planetary ecosystems, and allow fleets to become totally self-sufficient.”

Now, Thatcher’s head pounded in earnest. Not just with the effort of trying to grapple with understanding timelines, but also with the magnitude of what Rose seemed to be trying to tell him.

When he spoke again, his voice came out much quieter than before. “And you believe we’re going to need that technology. Soon.”

She nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Pebblebrooke, Demeter Agricultural Colony

Comfort’s End System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2292

 

“I don’t understand you, Mittens.”

Mittelman carefully avoided showing any reaction to Volkov’s use of his new nickname. He wasn’t exactly sure where it had come from, except that it was an emasculated version of his surname. He suspected it was the Russian’s way of reminding him that while Mittelman’s machinations might have won them the battle—possibly the war—against Penta Syndicate, Volkov would always be stronger than him. More manly.

“What’s there to understand?” he asked.

The Russian CEO and captain roared laughter, as though Mittelman had just made history’s funniest joke. Mittelman inhaled, breathing in Demeter’s sweet-smelling summer air. Sunlight glistened off an irrigation canal nearby, and beyond it a technician looked up from the autonomous farming machine he was working on, seemed to note the source of the laughter, then returned to his work on the guts of the metal beast.

When Volkov finally settled down, he answered, his words still punctuated by the odd snort. “I’m being serious, Mittens, so stop making me laugh. We both know you should have kept the cushy job Penta handed you. With the tech you carried, along with your sneaky ways, you could have helped them crush us with ease. Why take the side of a bunch of Russians who seemed doomed to fail? Why tolerate that much risk? We still can’t pay you anything close to what they were going to.”

They continued walking along the canal. The high-pitched whine of a rice harvester reached them on the wind as it mowed through row after row of wheat then sucked its bounty deep inside itself.

“I saw Red Sky as the better longer-term bet.”

“Then you must be a crazy person. Or a prophet. I can’t think of a single other person in the Cluster who would have taken those odds.” Volkov was studying him closely, and now he did look serious. It was Mittelman’s natural instinct to dissemble and deflect, but he saw that he needed to tread carefully, here. What the Russian probably needed right now was the truth.

“I want Simon Moll dead.”

“Do you.”

“Yes. I admit I’m a snake—but he’s much worse. He may be the only thing worse than the kind of animal I am, in fact. But I think it also takes an animal like me to take him down.”

Volkov nodded. “You are a snake. Perhaps a twenty-five-foot anaconda. But even a snake so large can be crushed underfoot. If you ever consider betraying me, then consider that.”

“I will.”

“Good.” Volkov turned to gesture at the crops on their right—another wheat field. “You say we must expand our agricultural output. And that we should take these operations into space.”

“If the information Thatcher sent is to be believed.”

“Information he got from Veronica Rose, who got it from pirates—with whom she is apparently on friendly terms with, now?”

Mittelman shrugged. “I’m still stuck on her being alive, to be honest.”

“So the great spymaster does not know everything. I ask you, who will heed this information? How many will actually implement the technology Thatcher has disseminated for free?”

“Some will. Others will ignore the warning. But it will benefit us to implement it either way, as quickly as possible. We’re going to have a lot of mouths to feed.”

“So you say. And I hope you’re right. Retaking Devil’s Arm in the wake of Penta’s retreat will mean moving out from the safety of the Meatgrinder. We’ll no longer have the luxury of waging every engagement from inside an asteroid belt, where we can use guerrilla tactics and turn the terrain to our advantage, so to speak. What’s more, after your stunt with the stealth drones, every corp is sure to build sensor nets as quickly as they can. They will become a standard for battle. That tech, I am confident, they will pursue, as soon as they humanly can.”

“So we’ll need the numbers to crew out new ships.”

“Yes. And we’ll need them soon. We’ve just finished our first nanofabber big enough to produce full-scale warship modules.”

Mittelman nodded. “An exciting development.”

“Yes…but not without the flood of new recruits you say are coming.”

“They’ll come.”

Volkov lifted his eyebrows, then let them fall. “I wish I had your confidence. As for space-based agriculture…how many planets can the Xanthic possibly hit? Can they truly have the numbers to force us entirely into space? If they do, why have they concealed them until now?”

“They’d only need to hit a handful of key breadbasket planets to cause widespread chaos.”

“I suppose. Well, if this will happen, here’s hoping the Cluster truly is preparing.”

“Agreed.” And here’s hoping the UNC isn’t too pissed off that Thatcher gave the entire Dawn Cluster the tech they’ve been hoarding to themselves for decades.

Thatcher had contacted him directly an hour before he broadcast the data, and he’d told Mittelman about his plan to use UNC space as an attack route, just as Moll had.

That’s risky…especially now. But it still might just be Ascendant Horizon’s best bet, despite those risks.

Of course, Mittelman doubted it was Thatcher’s best bet. If Mittelman were him, he would have followed through with his plan to abandon Li Jun and come to Devil’s Arm, to get in on the ground floor of the fledgling empire Mittelman was building.

Just don’t get yourself killed in the meantime. I suspect I’ll need you yet.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Aboard the Fang

Ibis System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2292

 

Baumann opened his eyes to find himself lying in his rack next to Dottie, and groaned. She snored softly, her face inches from his, and his back hurt from lying on her arm for too long.

Normally he kicked her out of his cabin after they were finished fooling around, to find her way back to hers. But last night he must have fallen asleep before he could do that, and she’d obviously taken the opportunity to cling to him like a barnacle until morning.

He pushed her away, then kicked off the sheets and climbed out onto the deck. She immediately began stirring.

The mirror fixed to the bulkhead showed dark bags under his eyes, and a beard that was becoming overgrown. Wiry brown hairs stuck out from the tangle on both sides. He ran a hand over them, trying to smooth them down, but they sprang up again. Were they like that when I was with Ronnie, on Halcyon? Sighing, he pulled out the drawer next to the sink and fished out a pair of scissors.

“Big day today, Benny,” Dottie croaked from the rack, her voice thick with sleep.

“Yeah.” The scissors snickered in his hand as he made quick work of the errant hairs. A glob of dried-on toothpaste blocked part of his view, and he shifted aside for a better one, frowning.

“Are you worried?”

He narrowed his eyes at her reflection. “Worried? Why would I be worried? I’m Ben Baumann.”

She pushed herself to a sitting position. “I know, but Vega….”

“He won’t survive the day. Forget about him. He’s already dead.”

“Benny….”

He whirled around. “Quit calling me that. You don’t call me Benny anymore, got it?”

She blinked at him. “Okay, Benny.”

“What did I just say?”

She looked down at the sheets, which were tangled around her slender legs.

“I’m sorry I yelled,” he said roughly, turning back to the mirror. His hand dropped to his waist, and he sighed. “Dot, we can’t do this anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“This.” He flicked his free hand toward the mess of sheets and pillows. “Maybe in the old Degenerate Empire it was fine for a ship captain to be screwing his Ops officer. But we both know the rest of the crew thinks I play favorites with you. It’s not good for morale.”

Her chin wobbled. “You mean…you’re breaking up with me?”

“That seems like kind of a strong word, for what we were doing,” he said gently.

Her entire body suddenly stiff, Dottie pulled herself out of the rack and began collecting her clothes, pulling them on article by article as she found them.

It took her the better part of a minute to find her second sock, and Baumann pointed toward the corner. “It’s over there.”

Fully dressed, she opened the hatch and left without another word. Once she was gone, he rolled his shoulders forward, releasing a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

If he was being honest with himself, the next step would probably be to fire Dottie, or at least demote her. She was probably the worst Ops officer he’d ever met. But he wouldn’t do that today. Getting dumped and fired would be a lot to process in one day.

These are good changes, he told himself as he strode toward the CIC, ten minutes later. And they won’t stop there.

He needed to turn the Empire into an organization that a woman like Veronica Rose could feel comfortable working with long-term. She would help with the transformation—but the transformation would also help with holding on to her. She needs me, and I need her. That’s a good foundation for a partnership.

And maybe something else.

When he reached the CIC, he found Dottie’s second-watch counterpart at the Ops station—Gord Pinsent. That was just as well, and he didn’t ask Pinsent why he was there. Dottie probably wouldn’t be in the right frame of mind to carry out her duties, and he needed his CIC crew in top form, today.

Pinsent spoke as Baumann took the command chair. “Vega’s forces just entered the system, Ben. Out of Wheal. Computer shows one hundred seventy-two warships with him.”

“Thanks. And, Gord—you call me sir, now. That goes for all of you.”

Pinsent blinked at him, as though still processing the words. Others shot him looks of surprise and consternation from their various stations. At Nav, Willy cowered down in his chair, like he sensed he’d done something wrong.

“The new Degenerate Empire will do things right,” he told them. “We’ll be respectable, efficient, deadly. The kind of organization any corp in the Cluster would want to ally themselves with. We can’t continue this Lord-of-the-Flies-in space thing Vega’s had us doing out here in regions too big for us to realistically control. Not if we want to survive what’s coming.”

“Yes, sir,” Pinsent muttered. One by one, they returned to their duties, and silence prevailed in the CIC.

Baumann took advantage of the peace and quiet to lean back in his chair and collect his thoughts. After a few minutes, he motioned to Pinsent. “Get me set up to broadcast, so that every ship in the system will hear me.”

“On it. Sir.”

Once Pinsent flashed an OK sign, signaling he was ready, Baumann stared into the camera. “Vega, I know you’re listening to this, but I want you to know I’m not speaking to you. You think you’re here to put down a rebellion, but you’re a dead man. You’re here to die, and give way to the new Degenerate Empire—an alliance that will do far better than it ever did under your incompetent leadership.

“I’m speaking to the crews sailing the ships that are with you. Men and women of the Empire—fellow degenerates—hear this. Today, there’s going to be a winner and a loser, and the person you back in the coming battle will decide how your future will look. If you back the winner, you’ll be rewarded afterward. But if you back the loser, then I do not envy you. In fact, I actually pity you. Because though it may not look like it based on the information you have on your displays, I am going to be the one to prevail today. And I will show no mercy to those who fail to contribute to my victory.”

He grinned into the camera, showing his teeth. “All of us know that life under Tobias Vega will end in failure, because we’ve tasted that failure time and time again. For most of you listening, turning against him probably doesn’t even seem like a big deal—because you’ve already done it once before. When Tad Thatcher unleashed his barrage of missiles at you, while you guarded his only escape out of Lacuna Region, Vega told you to hold fast, so that your ships could be shredded, leaving the survivors in place to confront the New Jersey and the ships with her. But you didn’t heed your leader’s demand that you sacrifice yourselves. Instead, you got out of there. Which was the smart play.

“Today, you’re faced with the exact same decision. Vega is again asking you to sacrifice yourself, by settling for his piss-poor leadership, and trusting him to steer this alliance toward a better future. But I think we all know what the future really looks like under him. Which is why I already know which choice you’re going to take.” Baumann’s grin widened. “I’ll see you on the other side.” He nodded at Pinsent, who ended the transmission.

The oncoming fleet showed no sign of altering its trajectory or posture, and no answering broadcast came from Vega. Perhaps the man had responded by addressing his ships over encrypted channels, but clearly he didn’t want to give Baumann more ammunition to belittle him further. Yet another display of weakness.

Still, it was clear that Vega truly did believe he would put down Baumann’s uprising with ease. The tactical display told why: only thirty ships surrounded Halcyon Station to confront Vega’s fleet of over five times that size. Moreover, a massive, dispersed cloud of debris surrounded Halcyon, slowly expanding outward—as though a bloody battle had been fought between Baumann’s ships and those still loyal to Vega, leaving only this small force to tell the tale.

In reality, that debris came from hundreds of shipping containers Baumann had had dragged into Ibis and then blown up near the station. As for the missing seventy-odd ships, which Vega no doubt thought were destroyed—they were hiding behind Ibis-9, blocked from the approaching fleet’s sensors by the small, rocky planet the station orbited.

I told him he was going to lose. He should have listened. But Vega no doubt assumed Baumann’s words had been desperate bluster from a doomed man. A lot of the crews under Vega’s command probably thought that, too. But they wouldn’t for long.

The attacking fleet drew within range, and battle commenced. The station’s weapon mounts that had been repaired flared to life, supplementing the return fire from Baumann’s small fleet.

Then, not a moment too soon, his larger force began to emerge from over Ibis-9’s horizon, accelerating toward Vega’s fleet to set up a brutal flank.

The moment the first ships of the second fleet drew within firing range, dozens of ships scattered throughout Vega’s fleet turned on their fellows, redirecting their fire against ships still firing on Baumann’s.

He acted swiftly. “Gord, instruct every loyal ship in the opposing force to log that loyalty with the Fang. When they do, add them to the tactical board as green, then broadcast that data to all ships.”

He watched as the tactical display rapidly lit up with ships desperate to signify their allegiance to him, to avoid being destroyed.

He knew many of those wouldn’t truly be loyal, but merely pretending, in order to preserve their hides. But for today, that was all he needed from them.

The engagement ended as quickly as it began. And when it did, Vega’s destroyer, the Occult, was nothing more than yet another slowly-expanding debris field.

“Set me up to broadcast again, Gord.”

The Ops officer did so, looking a lot more enthusiastic than he had before. All his officers did.

“You made the smart play,” Baumann told the ships newly under his command. “And I’m not surprised you did. Welcome to a new day—a new Degenerate Empire.

“But a new day calls for a new name. If we’re being honest, there never was room in the Dawn Cluster for Degenerate Empire. It was too off-putting—too offensive to other corps’ sensibilities to be an alliance that could sustain itself over years.

“From this day forward, we will no longer call ourselves Degenerate Empire. Instead, we will call ourselves Degeneracy Incorporated.” Baumann flashed his toothy grin once more. “That’s all for now.”

He signaled for Pinsent to end the transmission. Once the broadcast ended, Baumann could no longer contain himself. He burst into peals of laughter.

Chapter Thirty

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Grasmere System, Breyton Region

Earth Year 2292

 

“Transition complete.” Guerrero blinked at her console even as she said the words, as though surprised by something she saw there. “Sir…it appears we have a welcoming party. They’re waiting for us across the system, at the regional jump gate into Sunlit Mesa.”

Thatcher frowned as he called up the sensor data on his own console. “Not CoG forces, surely?” This entire campaign depended on Moll not being able to react fast enough to the strike through UNC space.

“No, sir. Five UNC super-ships.”

“Ah.” He had the tactical display open on his holoscreen, now, and he saw the warships—three dreadnoughts and two drone carriers, arranged in a chevron formation in front of the regional jump gate. Anyone wanting to transition through the gate would have to contend with them, since they’d be well within firing range of all five massive warships. “Do not alter our course, Nav. And Ops, do no contact them until they reach out to us.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” both officers replied.

He stood from the command chair. “Billy, would you join me in the wardroom? Ortega, you have the conn.”

His XO leapt to his feet and followed, as eager to please as ever. That much hadn’t changed, not after his status as a spy aboard the New Jersey had been revealed—not even after Thatcher had decided to trust him again, reinstating him to his former position.

He supposed a genuine eagerness to please, to prove himself, was better than the alternative. And eventually, Thatcher had hit on the idea of using his recent experience as a spy to his advantage.

“Close the hatch,” he said as Candle entered the wardroom after him. “And lock it. Coffee?”

“No, thank you,” the XO said.

Thatcher finished pouring one for himself and took a seat at the wardroom table, near the head. Candle sat across from him.

“We’re obviously about to hit a patch of geopolitical turbulence,” Thatcher said. “And I’m not completely certain how it will go. My concern is that this might be the sort of crisis Duncombe and Pearson have been waiting for. What have you been hearing from them, lately?”

By now, everyone in the fleet knew Candle had betrayed Thatcher by leaking intel to Simon Moll. Yes, Thatcher had reinstated him, but people like Captain Jeffrey Pearson were perfectly willing to believe that had been a stupid move, born of Thatcher’s inexperience in the realm of power. They were also receptive to the idea that Candle would betray him again…a notion Thatcher had ordered him to cultivate at every opportunity.

Duncombe was a lot less willing to engage in backroom maneuvering, Thatcher knew…but she also genuinely doubted his leadership, and was clearly ready to put her ethics aside, so long as Pearson did most of the dirty work.

“They’ve been putting out feelers amongst the Ascendant Horizon crews,” Candle said. “But even Pearson’s bluster can’t mask the fact that they aren’t having much luck. Li’s people are delighted he’s finally honored you with a fleet to command, and they’re looking forward to seeing what kind of damage you can do to CoG. As far as I can tell, none of them are even remotely interested in working against you. They see that as shooting themselves in the foot.”

Thatcher nodded, wondering whether that had anything to do with the fact he’d declined Li Jun’s offer to send Heaven’s Bounty ships with him on this mission, instead insisting on only Verity Guild vessels. Mostly, that had been because he hadn’t wanted to depend on any warships run like startups. But the decision could easily prove valuable where Pearson’s efforts were concerned, too. “What’s your read, then, on how likely Pearson and Duncombe are to make their move here in Grasmere?”

“I’d call that extremely unlikely. As far as I can tell, they’ve only truly swayed one other captain—Moreno, of the Barb. Though they’re still in consistent contact with Snowbird and Constellation.” Candle stared briefly into space, eyes narrowed, as though working through something in his head. “I think the real danger will come after we’ve entered Coalition of Giants space. Pearson is waiting for your star to fall again—for another situation like Lacuna, but one where the fleet will be less dependent on you. That’s when he’ll look to expand his movement against you, and possibly when he’ll act, too.”

“That makes sense.” Thatcher rose to his feet. “Keep your ear to the ground, and let me know of any more developments.”

“I will, sir.”

Back in the CIC, settled into the command chair, Thatcher contemplated the waiting UNC super-ships, which had neither budged from their positions nor attempted to contact his fleet.

This is the sort of behavior that feeds conspiracy theories. The Cluster was already abuzz with speculation that the UNC favored CoG, and worked to facilitate their operations however they could—though never openly.

Except, this is pretty open, isn’t it? Thatcher doubted Moll had ever encountered five super-ships looking to oppose his progress through the cold regions. It reeks of desperation.

Perhaps the UNC knew what Thatcher did: that a successful strike into the heart of CoG territory would turn the tide of this war. It would force Moll to withdraw from Jow, leaving it to be reclaimed by Li Jun, while also giving Ascendant Horizon time to implement the tech necessary for space-based agriculture.

What was more, Thatcher intended to target the new nanofab shipyards Moll had decided to have constructed in Trebuchet System, in orbit over Solna Colony—the location of Sunder’s headquarters. If he could manage that, it could prove decisive in the long run.

All of that would have been fine, if the UNC was truly a neutral governing entity. But today’s show of might by them seemed to suggest otherwise.

Li had embraced the idea of implementing space-based agriculture readily enough. Thatcher had only needed to suggest that failing to implement the new technology could put Ascendant Horizon at a disadvantage, and quickly. Once he’d done that, Li quickly set about refocusing his alliance’s industrial might on constructing orbital hydroponics facilities—as well as ships devoted entirely to that purpose, which, if successful, promised to cut down on the need for supply lines. Thatcher had also suggested a design for a mobile munitions factory, which could eliminate the need for external resupply altogether. Li had promised to pursue that, too. 

The man had even warmed to the idea that Moll was working with the Xanthic, and had attempted to incorporate it into his messaging, telling the entire Cluster that “we have reason to believe Simon Moll has been conspiring with the Xanthic against humanity.”

Except, he hadn’t been able to provide any actual evidence, since they had none. And since no one could bring themselves to believe the UNC might be working with the aliens, the narrative that they favored CoG clashed with the claim that Moll was working with the Xanthic. It also didn’t help that Ascendant Horizon had recently worked with CoG, to bring Xebec Alliance in line after their attempt to build a super-ship.

One person did seem convinced, however: Selene Williams, who publicly committed Celeste Security Solutions to help defend Ascendant Horizon systems against CoG attacks. It would take weeks for her ships to arrive in the south, and weeks more to set up an effective defense. But that wasn’t what caused Thatcher to raise his eyebrows at the announcement.

Why announce it at all? Is this August Ducas’ way of thumbing his nose at Moll? Thatcher assumed the trillionaire had no plans of returning to CoG space anytime soon.

Which was a fine plan—so long as CoG space didn’t continue its unsettling trend of expanding like a cancer throughout the Cluster.

“Sir, one of the super-ships is hailing us. It’s the drone carrier, Ulysses.”

The same ship we caught snooping in Ramage System. God, that felt like an eternity ago. “Patch them through to the holotank.”

Captain Santos appeared, his hairless, golden head just as shiny as it had been the last time. “Frontier Security ship New Jersey. This is Captain Santos of the UNCS—”

“I know who you are,” Thatcher said, allowing some incredulity into his words. “We spoke in Dupliss. Also, mine is no longer a Frontier ship, but one that belongs to Phoenix Corporation.”

“I see. Be that as it may, I’m afraid that before allowing you access to the regional jump gate, I must require you to submit a detailed report on the reason for your presence in Breyton Region, as well as your intentions going forward. I will transmit a questionnaire for you to—”

“Did Simon Moll have to submit a similar report, when he used UNC space as an attack route to hit Jow and Recto?”

“I’m not the official who processed that, however I can tell you that it’s UNC policy to investigate the reason for any military force’s presence within UNC space.”

Thatcher shook his head, partly in recognition of Santos’ deft bureaucratic maneuver. It was a classic one, and he should have seen it coming: feign ignorance of any double standard while pretending to be merely enforcing established policy.

He turned his attention to the tactical display, where his fleet drew ever closer to the five implacable war machines at the jump gate. Bristling with weaponry, and capable of scrambling an armada of drones at a moment’s notice, the super-ships were indeed imposing. He also envied their in-built ability to operate free of supply lines, self-contained ecosystems as they were. The UNC had long ago mastered space-based agriculture—it simply didn’t deign to share it with anyone else.

Thatcher made his decision. With nearly three hundred warships at his back, even five super-ships couldn’t hope to prevail in combat. And even if they did try to engage, it would prove once and for all that they were in league with CoG. 

“There will be no report submitted,” Thatcher told Santos. “And my ships will continue their trajectory toward the regional jump gate, at which point they will use it to transition into Sunlit Mesa, where they will continue their journey on to Candor. If you’d like to be the man responsible for turning the entire Dawn Cluster against the UNC, Captain Santos, then I suppose that’s your prerogative. But know that if fired upon, my ships will return fire. Guerrero?”

His Ops officer nodded, then ended the transmission.

Thatcher sat back in his seat. “Ortega, I want you to work with your counterparts to calculate the necessary firing solutions for efficient focus-firing on those five ships.”

“Yes, sir,” the Tactical officer answered, a slight tremor in his voice. The idea of targeting UNC ships was a foreign one, and the implications were far-reaching. It was only appropriate that it made Ortega a little nervous—hell, it made Thatcher nervous, too. He didn’t expect to have to use the firing solutions. But he would if he had to.

Luckily, the super-ships merely sat there as his ships sailed past and used the jump gate to transition out of the system, one by one. Thatcher ordered the New Jersey to remain in Grasmere until almost all of his ships were out. With only a battle group’s worth remaining, he gave the order to sail through the regional jump gate.

I called their bluff, he reflected, as the gate flung his cruiser toward Sunlit Mesa.

Chapter Thirty-One

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2292

 

With each combat transition, Thatcher expected to find the next system teeming with Coalition of Giants forces, all waiting to ambush his ships as they entered the jump zone.

As he’d begun to do in Lacuna Region, he sent eWar ships through the gate first—Lively, Opportune, and two Ascendant Horizon vessels, each of them equipped with an instant comm unit.

The eWar ships entered the destination system ready to execute omnidirectional jamming bursts if needed. Either way, they relayed their sensor data from the new system back to the New Jersey via instant comm, and Thatcher used it to make decisions about which ships would transition next, in what order, and what tactics they’d use once they got there.

Except, so far, they hadn’t needed to employ any tactics. The fleet had sailed unimpeded, first through Sunlit Mesa and then into Candor—all the way to Trebuchet, Sunder’s home system, where the tactical display showed nothing but a token defense force in orbit around Solna Colony.

Has my surprise attack through UNC space really paid off so lavishly?

It seemed that it had, which came as something of a shock. Until now, Moll had seemed capable of predicting every move his opponents made. Now, Thatcher had caught him utterly exposed. He had him right where he wanted him.

After their attempted blockade in Grasmere, the UNC had kept their distance, allowing his fleet to continue through their space unmolested. That had been welcome, if expected. The UNC truly couldn’t afford the PR meltdown that would have stemmed from attacking his forces after they’d allowed Moll to pass through unimpeded.

But this…finding Trebuchet System virtually unprotected offered opportunities he hadn’t expected to enjoy.

We could go beyond merely destroying Moll’s nanofabbers. We could raid Sunder headquarters. I wonder what we might uncover there?

His gaze drifted to the system’s periphery, where giant cylinders were spaced at irregular intervals, with vast distances between them. He suspected they were among the most valuable targets in Trebuchet System—possibly even more valuable than the nanofab shipyards. Especially if Rose’s warning about a Xanthic attack on the Cluster’s planet’s came true.

Which was likely why they occupied such distant heliocentric orbits. It would take at least two weeks to reach and destroy them all, and Thatcher knew he didn’t have that kind of time.

When Guerrero had first pointed out the cylinders to him, as his fleet assembled outside the jump zone they’d used to enter Trebuchet, he’d sent their coordinates to Garcia with the message, “Thoughts on these?”

Garcia had answered with two words: “O’Neill Colonies.”

Facilities designed to enable space-based living, free of planetary ecosystems. That made far too much sense. And if Garcia was right, it all but confirmed that the Xanthic truly would attack soon.

But then, if Moll was working with the aliens, why would they attack planets throughout his territory?

A chilling thought occurred to him: maybe the true aim was to destroy humanity altogether. To cut them off from the life-giving planets they’d called home for so long—well before most humans were prepared to survive in space.

Of course that’s their aim. It was always the Xanthic’s goal.

What could they possibly have promised him in exchange for his help? Thatcher couldn’t begin to guess.

The fact it had been two years since the wormhole’s collapse terrified him. How had Earth Local Space fared? Had the Xanthic already succeeded there with what they were about to attempt here?

Were Lin and his son alive? Or had they starved to death in the lunar colony where they’d fled?

Thinking of Lin inevitably brought thoughts of Rose to mind, and his disbelief at finding she was still alive. That had been welcome news, extremely welcome, though it had prompted a lot of uncertainty in him. Would they ever see each other again, and how would it feel if they did? It seemed their paths had diverged, and he worried for her safety among the pirates. But he couldn’t very well abandon the war against Moll to go attempt a rescue…especially considering how his last rescue attempt in the north had gone.

But maybe we will meet again, someday. The Dawn Cluster had a way of consistently delivering the unexpected.

He forced himself to focus on the holotank. Two dozen ships orbited Solna in formation, all arranged to bolster the shipyards’ defenses. Their posture screamed competence, as well as defiance, even in the face of the overwhelming numbers bearing down on them.

Thatcher had to remember that he wouldn’t be fighting pirates, here. Those ships’ crews were among the Cluster’s military elite, and even though they were dramatically outnumbered, they would do everything in their power to inflict as much damage as possible—to make the price for taking out those nanofabbers as high as they could.

Thatcher tapped the armrest comm panel, opening a channel with captains from Echo and India Squadrons, which consisted entirely of eWar ships. “Echo and India, coordinate with each other in order to directionally jam as many targets as possible as soon as we’re within firing range. I want you to avoid any unnecessary overlap.”

The command applet on his holoscreen showed ship names lighting up green—but only Phoenix and Anvil ships. There hadn’t been enough time to incorporate the Ascendant Horizon ships into the existing integrated comms system, and so Thatcher had arranged the fleet into squadrons, with Phoenix and Anvil ships distributing orders to the others using traditional comms. That part concerned him a little, since he had a feeling CoG had completed its implementation of integrated comms. If so, they would have an edge over Thatcher’s fleet when it came to versatility—an unwelcome first, for him.

He tapped the panel again. “Mike, November, and Oscar squadrons, shift to the front of the formation.” Those squadrons were where he’d put the fleet’s destroyers. “Juliet and X-Ray, remain close behind the destroyers, maintaining readiness for maser transfer to any ship with a shield that falls below sixty percent.”

Inside the holotank, the fleet gradually took the shape he told it to, like clay in his hands. He would take no chances. He wanted this engagement to end in his favor, quickly, despite the enemy’s high level of competence, and despite their possible comms advantage.

Then, Guerrero spoke from the Ops console, and everything changed.

“Sir, we have enemy ships appearing in the jump zone out of Halberd System. They appear to belong to Dynasty and Peyton Conglomerate.”

Thatcher felt like his gaze was wrenched to the jump zone in question. There, an enemy force was indeed entering the system, and charging toward Solna Colony without bothering to form up first.

What was worse, the light from that jump zone was three hours old, and those ships were a lot closer than they looked.
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“We’re within firing range, Captain,” Guerrero said.

Thatcher nodded, his eyes on the approaching Dynasty and Peyton fleet. Let’s end this fast.

He rapped the comm panel with his index and middle fingers. “Mike, November, and Oscar, commence firing primary lasers, coordinating your fire to take out the defending ships as quickly as possible. Echo and India, jam their targeting. Juliet and X-Ray—I want you standing by to provide energy supplementation if needed. All other damage dealers, remain out of firing range of both the enemy vessels and the shipyards’ weapons until we’ve neutralized their ships.”

He sat back, buzzing with frustration. He’d made the decision not to use a Hellfire Barrage, since using up so many munitions seemed unnecessary given how favorable the odds looked. Now, with the second enemy fleet’s arrival, he wished he had. But it was too late.

He shrugged. We’ll be fine. He fully expected the enemy to attempt to target down his destroyers, just as he knew the huge ships’ shields would absorb the damage, especially with logistics squadrons nearby to provide maser transfers. And with so many eWar ships jamming the enemy vessels’ sensors, there was a good chance their weapons would be nullified until their destruction.

But in the end, only one of those assumptions came true.

Sapphire beams lanced out from at least two dozen projectors on the nearest shipyard, converging on the closest destroyer—a Verity Guild ship named the Crusader. But lasers also shot forth from every single enemy ship holding formation around the station.

Thatcher frowned, belatedly noticing something odd: the battle group defending the orbital shipyards lacked both logistics and eWar ships. They were all damage dealers.

“Sir, something’s not right,” Guerrero said. “Echo and India Squadrons’ jamming doesn’t seem to be having any effect.”

I can already see that. But Thatcher didn’t say it, since it was a personal rule never to discourage his CIC crew from bringing everything to his attention. Otherwise, he risked them remaining silent at a moment when he actually had missed something critical. “Acknowledged, Lucy.”

Candle was looking at him, consternation etched across his brow. “They must have some serious electronic countermeasures.”

Thatcher tongued the inside of his cheek as he contemplated the brightly colored icons over Solna Colony, each representing either an enemy or allied asset. He tapped his holoscreen, and his XO leaned in for a closer look.

“They must have integrated every shipyard’s sensors with each ship’s computer. It also wouldn’t surprise me if CoG’s been researching advanced sensor boosting. I remember Mittelman mentioning something along those lines.”

“Sir, the Crusader’s shield just fell below sixty percent. Logistics ships have begun capacitor supplementation.”

Thatcher nodded, then scrutinized the enemy ships’ position. We should be able to take some heat off her soon, which will allow her forcefield to stabilize.

But something else tugged at his attention, from just outside the boundaries of conscious thought.

He made a reverse pinching motion on his holoscreen, zooming in on the light armored cruiser his destroyers were currently attempting to destroy.

His frown deepened. The cruiser, which his holoscreen identified as a Sunder warship, didn’t yet seem in very much danger. Her shield barely wobbled, even under the combined laserfire of forty destroyers.

“Crusader’s shield just hit thirty-five percent, sir.”

Thatcher’s pulse intensified, throbbing where his jaw met his neck, and he caught himself gritting his teeth. What the hell is going on?

Under this much sustained laserfire, the Verity destroyer’s shield would fall, even with support from multiple logistics ships. She only had so many receiver arrays, after all, and attempting to feed two maser beams into one array would overload it, rendering it inoperative.

But Thatcher had expected to start taking out enemy ships well before that could happen. So why aren’t those ships falling?

An idea hit him. “Guerrero, set the spectrum analyzer to the frequency for maser beams.”

She did, and the holotank lit up with the answer to the riddle of the defenders’ apparently invincible ships: dozens of energy transfer beams connected the nearest shipyard to the cruiser his destroyers were attempting to take out.

All at once, it dawned on Thatcher that these two dozen ships weren’t merely a token defense left in the unlikely event an enemy force penetrated this deeply into Candor Region. Instead, they were part of a sophisticated, tightly integrated defense system, designed to hold out long enough for reinforcements to arrive—as, indeed, reinforcements soon would.

“Those ships must have capacitors specially designed to handle a way higher energy transfer than what’s standard,” Candle said, his voice full of wonder as he echoed Thatcher’s thoughts. “Hell, they probably have more receiver arrays than hard points.”

Thatcher called up the Crusader’s shield readout, which had just dipped below thirty percent.

Then, without warning, the destroyer’s forcefield collapsed entirely. The dozens of beams targeting her shot through empty space to slam into her hull, melting through the armor in multiple places.

He opened his mouth to give the order for Juliet Squadron to deploy repair drones, knowing it was too late. Before he could even get the words out, something ruptured inside Crusader, triggering a chain of explosions that ripped up her starboard side.

The final explosion took her apart entirely.

“What was that?” he snapped.

This time, Guerrero had the answer right away. “A directional EMP beam, sir.” She tapped her console, highlighting one of the enemy ships in yellow inside the holotank. “It happened as soon as this eWar vessel got close enough.”

The enemy were already targeting the next destroyer—an Anvil vessel named Brightsmith.

This time, they made much quicker work of their target, as their EMP-equipped vessel was already in position. Within seconds, Brightsmith’s shield fell from eighty-nine to seventeen percent before collapsing entirely. 

Once again, dozens of beams converged on exposed hull. And for the second time in the space of a couple minutes, Thatcher lost one of his most powerful ships.

He instructed his holoscreen to provide an expanded view of the battlespace. Without prompting, the computer gave him an estimated ETA for the second enemy force, given their current acceleration profile:

The Dynasty and Peyton ships would be here in little more than an hour.

He needed a new plan. Fast.
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Kong Hui jogged through his destroyer in his brown service uniform, clapping as he went. “Let’s go!” he yelled whenever he encountered a crewmember. “We’re going to do this!”

He ran through machinery spaces, past gunners at their turrets, past the main engine. His people’s faces lit up whenever they saw him (and heard him), and they lifted their fists into the air in reply, their faces split in half by broad smiles.

“This is our moment,” he told them, emphasizing every syllable. “The history books will list our names in memory of this day!”

A group of machinist’s mates working just inside the engineering plant burst into spontaneous applause as he rounded a corner. “Captain!” they cried as he jogged by. “Captain! We will do this for you!”

“Do it for you,” he yelled back, pointing back at them with both hands. “Cover yourselves in glory! Make it so your descendants honor your name forever!”

Crescendoing cheers, shouts, and clapping followed him throughout the ship as he hyped up his people for the coming engagement. His crew reflected his energy back at him, and he could feel that energy coursing through his veins, redoubled, tripled! The power flowed through his body, an open circuit, and then back into the deck through his feet. Spiritual electricity surged along the Ninth Dragon’s passageways. Together, they were channeling victory and feeding it directly into the ship.

His comm buzzed, and he unholstered it to discover Simon Moll wanted to reach him by instant comm. He replaced the device, spun on his heel, and continued clapping as he ran back toward the CIC, with his office as his destination.

He took the call standing, his body still crackling with the power he’d fed into his crew, and then received back from them tenfold.

“Simon!” he cried. “How are you, my friend?”

A slow smile spread across Moll’s face. “Not as good as you, I don’t think.”

Kong spread his arms wide. “Victory is at hand! Can you see it?” He curled his fingers into fists, as if to seize the very fabric of the universe in both hands.

“I think I can. Are the shipyards safe?”

“According to the latest sensor report I have seen, they are. And I have complete faith that they will remain safe. The defensive system you designed is functioning better than we could have hoped, and we will soon join Solna’s defenders.”

“I may have designed the system, but the idea was yours, Hui. I would have you take the credit you deserve.”

“Thank you, Simon.” He felt his triumphant grin stretch his lips even wider.

“I will also soon arrive in Trebuchet, to ensure our victory. The entire fleet I brought to Jow is on its way back, but they can’t keep up with Tiamat. My crew and I have used the super-ship to range ahead. So long as you can protect the shipyards until my arrival, this will be a good day indeed.”

Kong raised a fist into the air. “Excellence in battle.”

Moll’s grin took on a wry note, but he played along. “Bottomless fortitude.”

Kong raised his left fist to join his right over his head. “Our will, imposed using any means necessary!”

“We’ll have to see about making your mottos official at the next alliance-level meeting. In the meantime, go make them a reality.”

“I will see it done!”

“Goodbye for now, my friend.”

The call ended, and Kong closed the holoscreen with more force than necessary, unable as he was to completely contain his enthusiasm.

The entire fleet must conduct this energy. He sprinted to the CIC, slapping the hatch control, and bursting in the instant it had lifted far enough to admit him. He brought his hands together again and again, sending sharp, rhythmic cracks through the chamber.

His officers joined in, and they clapped in unison as he jogged to the great holotank to stand in front of it. Eventually, he stopped clapping, and held his palms toward his crew for quiet.

“Lieutenant Sun, put me on the fleetwide so that all might hear my words.”

“Aye, sir,” Sun Yong said, his voice trembling with excitement.

Kong whirled toward the camera that would transmit his likeness to every Dynasty and Peyton ship under his command. “Men and women of the Coalition of Giants,” he began, spreading his hands, beaming at them. “Did you know a rumor has spread throughout the Cluster that Tad Thatcher will save us from the scourge of the Xanthic?” He put an ironic twist on the last words, prompting mirth from his CIC officers—his very own built-in laugh track. He shook his head. “The same ones who say this also slander our leader’s name, claiming that Simon Moll is, in fact, working for the Xanthic. They say he made a deal with those devils, which makes me wonder—how does one shake hands with a creature that has blades for appendages?”

More laughter. Kong put a finger to his chin, as though deep in thought—leaving his audience in tension as they contemplated the proposition he’d let hanging in the air unresolved. That their own leader might be working with the Xanthic.

“Why are they moved to say such things?” he continued at last. “Well, I’ll tell you. You see, it is human nature to detest excellence. Why? Because excellence is a mirror, and when we behold it, it reflects our own deficiencies back at us. We cannot help but contemplate those deficiencies when we hold ourselves up next to excellence. Such an awareness twists the beholder, engendering resentment and bitterness. 

“When people all over the Dawn Cluster look to our alliance, they see a paragon of military prowess. It is as though Plato himself rose from the dead so that he could manifest the very ideal of military might, and call it Coalition of Giants.

“And so, in order to reconcile the unbearable tension stemming from the contrast between our virtue and their own base state, they needed to concoct a myth. Only by casting Simon Moll as the devil himself could they avoid confronting their own inadequacy. But what myth would be complete without an underdog hero to stand up and confront that devil? This is where our good friend Tad Thatcher comes in.”

More tittering from his CIC crew. Kong lifted his chin, regarding the camera proudly—meeting his entire fleet’s gaze with steely eyes. “There was a time when I would have been proud to meet Tad Thatcher on the field of battle. To test my mettle against his. But that day is long past, I am sad to say. Coalition of Giants has already defeated the man once, in Lacuna. After that, he floundered about, all over that region. His once-proud corporation lay in ruin as pirates nipped at his heels.

“Now, he has come south, to lick the boots of Li Jun and to eat the crumbs that fall from the man’s table. Yes, Ascendant Horizon may have put some stock in Tad Thatcher, but I am here to tell you he is a shade of his former self. Even so, he is a shade that we must now vanquish for good.

“For once one has achieved true excellence, as we have, all options boil down to only two: prevail or perish. True excellence such as ours attracts all manner of enemies. Enemies who will use every underhanded trick in the book to tear us down…if they can. We must not let them. We must impose our new order on the Cluster. We must impose our will. By any means necessary.”

 Raucous, spontaneous cheering arose in his CIC—so vigorous that his officers made themselves sound like four times their number.

“We have done well,” Kong Hui told the warriors he commanded. “We have claimed victory for ourselves several times, and we will do so again today. But we must not waver. Extending the promise of Coalition of Giants to the entire Cluster begins today, with Tad Thatcher’s destruction. Let us achieve it together.”

Without having to be told, Sun Yong ended the broadcast. Kong had taught him long ago to listen for the finality with which he imbued the final words of every speech he gave, and to end the transmission there. Otherwise, he would have had to give some sort of signal or order for the man to do so, which would have been criminally anti-climactic.

As Kong settled into the command chair, Sun spoke, almost breathless. “My captain, we will be within firing range of the enemy fleet in five minutes.”

What exquisite timing, Kong reflected, inordinately pleased with himself. “Very well. To begin, have the fleet focus their fire on the two enemy destroyers I will designate.”

Since CoG had recently finished integrating their comms, just as Frontier Security had before them, Kong might have given the order himself—as indeed he would give direct orders throughout the coming battle. But for now, it seemed too soon after his triumphant call to arms to address the fleet again.

Instead, he crossed his arms and contemplated the enemy fleet spread throughout the space before him, in the same way a leopard might contemplate its prey.
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Thatcher had never experienced strain like this before, neither in nor out of battle. It felt like a cold iron band wrapped tightly around his psyche, and that band was constricting.

After he lost his fourth destroyer, the Wind Runner, without inflicting any losses on the enemy, it felt like his mind might crumple under the pressure.

But that simply wasn’t an option. Tens of thousands of people were counting on him—far more than had counted on him in Lacuna Region to bring them safely home. And somehow, this felt even more dire than Lacuna had.

He rapped the comm panel. “Bravo and Victor Squadrons, move to lend your fire to the destroyer squadrons. We need to take out that EMP-capable ship.” Taking a breath, he squeezed his eyes shut, struggling to force his thoughts into some kind of order. Dynasty and Peyton will be here within minutes. And they’re out for blood. “All other damage dealers, prepare to meet the oncoming fleet’s attack in a concave Crescent Formation. India and X-Ray, you’re to move into the same position, to provide support.” It felt wrong, taking logistics ships away from his beleaguered destroyers, but he knew it was the right move. Since the destroyers had limited receiver arrays, having extra logistics nearby added no protection.

Those orders given, he turned to his own Nav officer. “Bryce, set a course for the forward ranks of the crescent.”

Sullivan raised his eyebrows. “Sir?”

“We’re going to act as bait. I also want you to prepare a reverse course, and transmit both courses to Helm so that they can be engaged on my command.”

Sullivan’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Aye, sir.”

“Ortega, prepare a few firing solutions for our primary laser. So that we can make sure get their attention.”

The Tactical officer acknowledged the order, and Thatcher returned to his close scrutiny of the battlespace. Thatcher felt sure Kong Hui was in command of the second force. Though he’d never met the man, he’d gleaned as much information as he could. Kong was a hard charger, and thirsty for glory. He drove his people hard, but his abundant charisma made up for his lofty expectations. That sort of energy could act as a force multiplier…but Thatcher planned to use it against him.

Guerrero spoke up from the Ops station. “Sir, I…I have some more news.”

“News?”

“I’m receiving word that the UNC is closing its space to any and all military fleets, effective one week from now. According to this notice, any crews caught violating the order will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.”

Guerrero’s words felt like a punch to his solar plexus. They’re blocking our way back. One week was enough for anyone currently in UNC space to leave it, but not enough for his fleet to cross it on their way back home.

He forced himself to focus on the battle. One thing at a time.

 A fifth destroyer’s shield was under heavy fire—a ship named the Foundry. She would soon join her fellows in oblivion. Thatcher saw no way he could prevent that.

Flames of panic licked at his heart, born from the inferno that raged in the pit of his stomach. Can I prevent the next loss? Or the next?

So far, he saw no way of doing that.

He swallowed, hard. Situations like these have a way of quickly turning into routs. And yet, he also knew retreat wasn’t an option. Simon Moll would surely be racing west through Candor by now with the entire force he’d hit Jow Region with. That ruled out Trebuchet’s eastern jump gate as an option for escape…and even if they could somehow maneuver around Kong Hui’s flank to flee into Halberd System—the only system connected to Trebuchet, aside from the one they’d entered from—that would only take them deeper into CoG territory.

Kong’s force clashed with the ships Thatcher had sent forth to confront him, trading laserfire all along their fronts. Here, Thatcher did have a significant advantage. In their rush to protect the nanofab shipyards orbiting Solna Colony, the enemy fleet hadn’t taken the time to form up after transitioning into Trebuchet. Instead, they’d charged across the system in a ragged line—the worst formation for space combat, in Thatcher’s experience.

Not that Kong necessarily had a choice. The entire Cluster knew Moll favored him among CoG CEOs, but that would change if he failed to protect the nanofabbers. Kong couldn’t afford to let Thatcher attack the shipyards unopposed, and that had meant parading across Trebuchet System and showing up to battle in an already compromised position.

Thatcher’s Crescent Formation was calculated to take maximum advantage of the disparity in fleet postures. His ships’ concentrated beams shredded Dynasty and Peyton shields like tissue paper, and missiles followed, penetrating hulls and disintegrating them from the inside out.

Even better, his hunch that Kong’s captains would take imprudent risks in an effort to take down the New Jersey paid off. They charged into weapons fire to take shots at her, and Sullivan and Kitt worked together to dance her back to safety amidst the allied ranks. Exposed, the brazen enemy ships soon fell to focused weapons fire.

There was another factor contributing to his lopsided results against Kong’s fleet, one Kong likely hadn’t anticipated. Ascendant Horizon’s more war-focused half, Verity Guild, had recently developed two new weapons upgrades: advanced gyrostabilizers, for improving railgun turret performance, and improved ballistic control systems for Hellborn missiles, granting them better automated navigation and making them harder to evade.

Thatcher had taken full advantage of both upgrades, fitting every Phoenix and Anvil ship with them before leaving AH space. And now, Kong’s ships had the privilege of being the first targets he’d tested them on.

In stark contrast to his success against Peyton and Dynasty, things continued to deteriorate at the battlefront near the shipyards. The Foundry’s shield collapsed under another directional EMP, and the dozens of lasers targeting her reached farther to claim her hull. She lasted only seconds before succumbing to the beams.

The fifth destroyer I’ve lost. His head swam with the magnitude of the losses he’d sustained since reaching Solna’s orbit—the thousands of lives, not to mention the billions of dollars in military hardware. No fleet could sustain losses like that and remain an effective fighting force for long.

He’d expected this battle to be a cakewalk. Instead, it was a nightmare that got worse by the second.

And for what felt like the hundredth time since he’d arrived in the Dawn Cluster, Thatcher couldn’t escape the sense of Simon Moll’s burgeoning power proclaiming itself with every ship that fell.

He knows things he shouldn’t. The late Captain Boris Redding’s words, echoing through his mind once again. And the way he looks at you…like he knows more about you than you know about yourself. Like he’s always ten steps ahead.

Redding had been on to Moll—or at least, he’d been in the process of catching on. And so Moll had had him killed.

He tried to have me killed in Nankeen System, with pirates doing his dirty work as opposed to his own employees. It still felt like a miracle that Thatcher had survived that ordeal. Had he survived only to succumb to Moll’s machinations here today?

Another voice spoke into his mind—his grandfather’s. It uttered only a single word:

Look.

Thatcher shook his head, his gaze finding his holoscreen’s tactical display almost of its own accord. Look at what? he asked.

Look, and see, Edward Thatcher answered. He would say no more.

Thatcher looked, and he saw the truth. If this engagement continued as it was, then he would lose. The rest of Kong’s force would soon arrive, and would no longer be strung out for easy pickings. Thatcher’s own fleet would begin to crumble from both ends. The CoG forces would crush him.

Gritting his teeth, he looked at the nanofab shipyards—his entire reason for coming to Solna, and also the reason this battle had soured so quickly. Moll’s innovation in equipping them with energy transfer capabilities seemed so simple and obvious, now that Thatcher was actually confronting it, yet elegant even so. And Thatcher himself had never considered the idea.

In a flash, he glimpsed the solution to the puzzle threatening his fleet, and now that he had, it also seemed simple and obvious.

I have this entire thing backward. He’d been focused on defeating the defending ships so that he could destroy the shipyards they protected. The shipyards were his true target, after all.

But it’s the shipyards I need to destroy before anything else.

He hammered the comm panel so hard it hurt his fingers. “Squadrons Mike, November, Oscar, Bravo, and Victor. Redirect all of your fire to the shipyard providing energy supplementation to the Sunder ships. Don’t bother with lasers—fire Hellborns until that thing is space dust.”

The command applet lit up green, and Thatcher felt a thrill shoot through his body. The thrill of the hunt…and of an impending kill.

Two dozen missiles sailed past the defending ships. Some of them redirected their fire in an attempt to take them out, but the move seemed to come as enough of a surprise that most of the Sunder warships continued to fire dumbly on the destroyer they’d been targeting.

Hellborns rained down on the shipyard, which lacked shields to protect it. Explosions ruptured all along its length as flammable gases caught fire, erupting into flames which were quickly quenched by the breathless void.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” Thatcher said over the all-comm, his voice ringing with triumph. For a moment, he reminded himself of Garcia, but even the idea that the man might be rubbing off on him wasn’t enough to dilute his elation.

Then, he noticed the pained expression on Guerrero’s face. Slowly, he tapped the comm panel, taking himself off of the fleetwide. “What?” he asked.

“Sir, the Tiamat has entered the system. Moll is here.”
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They had a time limit, now. They’d seen the sort of destruction a Xanthic super-ship could wreak—Wilson had racked up pirate hulls at a breathtaking pace, during his kamikaze run with the Talos.

“We can’t afford to let Moll join up with Kong,” Thatcher muttered, barely aware he was speaking out loud.

“We’re ready to do as you direct, sir,” Candle said from the XO chair.

Thatcher squinted at him, struggling briefly to process Candle’s point, which seemed like an obvious one.

Then, he became fully aware he’d spoken out loud, and that several of his officers wore their concern openly, in clenched jaws and furrowed brows.

He nodded. I can’t let this break our momentum. Back to work. He tapped the comm panel again. “Destroyer squadrons, accelerate after the EMP-equipped enemy ship, and focus your laserfire on her. Bravo and Victor, do likewise.”

The twenty-four defending Sunder ships had already begun to flee toward the relative safety of the next shipyard. Yes, Thatcher could repeat his destruction of the first shipyard, but if those ships managed to enter the second structure’s maser-beam range, they could make him pay for it, to the tune of at least another destroyer or two.

Luckily, without a massive energy transfer to stabilize it, the EMP ship’s shield spasmed under the combined fire from so many damage dealers. Then it collapsed, and the ravening beams crashed into her hull, making short work of the comparatively small ship.

Thatcher’s damage dealing squadrons pressed the attack, managing to claim three more defenders before the rest reached the second shipyard. He tapped the armrest panel three times to bring up his preset channel that included only Mike, November, Oscar, Bravo, and Victor Squadrons. “Let’s have an encore, spacers. Take out that next shipyard.”

“Sir!” Guerrero choked out, drawing Thatcher’s gaze to the holotank like iron filings to an electromagnet.

A battle group of twelve Dynasty ships in what looked like Javelin Formation were charging through his fleet, apparently heedless of the laserfire that battered their shields from all sides. The Javelin’s tip aimed squarely at the New Jersey…and they’d just entered firing range.

Lasers flashed, causing the cruiser’s shield to shimmer, then tremble. Thatcher scanned the surrounding battlespace, and realized no logistics ship was within range to provide his shield with maser support. He’d wanted to offer the incoming Dynasty and Peyton ships a tempting target—which meant one they had a decent chance of taking out. But the Jersey’s current position had it deep within his fleet’s formation, and he hadn’t expected the enemy to devote themselves so wholly to her destruction.

“Shields down to eighty-two percent, sir,” Guerrero said, as more of the enemy battle group drew within range, adding their laserfire to their fellows.

“Randy, accelerate away from those ships at an angle that gives us decent transverse velocity relative to them. Bryce, you’ll help refine our course as we go. Do it now, Helm.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Randall Kitt said, and Sullivan’s acknowledgments came on the heels of the Helm officer’s.

“Tactical, tell our port-side gunners to give them a taste of our secondary lasers.”

“Aye, sir,” Ortega said, and the Jersey sprang into action as he spoke, lateral thrusters firing to bring her nose about before her main rocket kicked in. The sudden burst of speed was like a slap across the face, but one soon mitigated by the cruiser’s inertial dampeners. On the tactical display, her course followed a gentle arc as Kitt employed a time-control algorithm to govern thruster firing, establishing an artificial orbit relative to the Jersey’s aggressors.

Truncated laser pulses flew from her port side laser turrets as she sailed, peppering the enemy in multiple steady streams, like Morse code stretched across the void. The secondary laserfire wasn’t enough to destabilize an enemy shield on its own with any sort of speed, but it did give them something to think about, and think hard.

 Now that he’d responded, Thatcher found a moment to ask himself what had prompted this crazed sortie, and an answer quickly presented itself: despite that the New Jersey was far from the allied fleet’s most powerful ship, because she had Thatcher aboard, she was the highest value target. He’d selected fleet commanders to take over in the event of the Jersey’s destruction, but there was still no doubt his defeat would represent a terrible blow to morale as well as fleet cohesion.

He knew Kong Hui’s spacers cared about the prestige that achievements in battle could bring, just as their leader did…. But this isn’t just about bragging rights, is it?

When Thatcher had bypassed the defensive Sunder ships with his weapons fire, targeting the shipyard they protected instead, he’d cut through the Gordian knot that was the defense Moll had set up over Solna Colony.

The responsibility for that defeat should have rested with Moll, but Thatcher knew it wouldn’t. It happened under Kong Hui’s watch, so he’ll get the blame. There’ll be no chance for him to massage the narrative of what happened here, either, because Moll was present in the system when it happened. The light showing what happened will soon reach Tiamat’s sensors, and Moll will see the truth for himself.

The only way Kong Hui can compensate for the failure is to achieve something great enough to blot it out.

Eliminating Thatcher would fit that bill. But the Ninth Dragon, Kong’s ship, was absent from the battle group charging after the Jersey.

To Thatcher, that represented a gross miscalculation. You should have sent more ships, Hui. And you should have come for me yourself.

That Kong had kept his destroyer back meant he thought a possible future existed where he refrained from risking his own life, failed to kill Thatcher, and still escaped Moll’s wrath. To Thatcher, that didn’t seem very likely.

As it was, the Jersey’s evasive course was enough to keep her shield above forty percent during the entire effort to destroy her, all while laserfire from Anvil, Phoenix, and Verity Guild damage dealers rained destruction on the enemy shields, which fell one by one, exposing the hulls they were meant to protect.

Once that started happening, the enemy battle group disintegrated quickly. Thatcher had the captains under his command refrain from using railgun fire to take out the ships pursuing his, since that would have carried some risk of friendly fire. Instead, they fired upgraded Hellborns at them, whose improved control systems meant they dogged the Dynasty ships with more agility than their captains likely expected.

The effort to take down the Jersey was thwarted.

Then, several things happened in quick succession. The second shipyard blew apart under another missile barrage from Thatcher’s damage dealers, which then succeeded in taking out five more Sunder warships as they fled toward the third shipyard—one of only two that remained. Almost at the same time, Kong Hui’s fleet seemed to lose its nerve, its forward ships recoiling to bunch up with the ships that had yet to arrive.

Thatcher considered the tactical display. If Moll joins up with Kong, the entire calculus changes. “Lucy, work with Bryce to give me an ETA for the Tiamat, based on the most recent sensor readings of her acceleration profile.”

In less than a minute, Guerrero had the answer: “Ninety-three minutes, sir.”

“Thank you.” Thatcher used the command applet to build a new comms channel consisting of the half of his fleet engaged in battle with Dynasty and Peyton. “All ships, prepare to press the attack.”
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Brilliant spiderweb-threads of light flickered across the holotank, dividing the battlespace into hundreds of slivers and fragments of inky blackness.

The entire dynamic of the engagement had changed, and Thatcher could feel its energy rising up from the deck to surge up his calves before shooting through his torso. He wanted to stand and stomp across his CIC, as Kong Hui was said to do, shouting encouragement at his crew—egging them on to even greater feats of combat prowess.

But when he pictured himself doing that, in his mind’s eye he looked like a madman. It wasn’t his MO to let his emotions grip him like that. So he kept a tight rein on them instead, and watched the battle unfold in stiff stillness from the command chair.

The Dynasty-Peyton fleet was recoiling like a wounded animal, pulling back in a desperate attempt to adopt a formation that would serve as some sort of answer to Thatcher’s Crescent.

But each time they tried, Thatcher had Guerrero work with his fleet’s other Ops officers to identify the ship the enemy was forming up on, and to destroy it. On the third attempt, Kong had his fleet form up on a squadron instead, but the Phoenix, Anvil, and Verity forces simply destroyed that, too. The enemy remained in complete disarray.

Still, something nagged him from the corner of his mind, tugging on the loose threads of his consciousness, so that his focus began to unravel.

The third of four shipyards blew apart, and it brought a frown to his face, his eyes narrowing. “Squadrons Mike, November, Oscar, Bravo, and Victor…neutralize what Sunder ships you can before they can make it to the fourth shipyard, but do not pursue them to it, and do not target it.”

To the credit of the captains whose squadrons he’d named, no one questioned his orders. But they had to seem strange to them. Their entire purpose for coming here was to destroy the nanofab shipyards…they were this campaign’s primary objective. Why would he order them to stay their hand on the cusp of destroying the final one?

Thatcher’s eyes settled on the Xanthic super-ship charging across the system toward Solna Colony, and he drew a somewhat shaky breath.

As long as one of those nanofabbers remained intact, Thatcher knew Moll would continue raging along his present course. Even saving one of them would make a significant difference to CoG shipbuilding efforts—and it would likely make it a lot easier to rebuild the three they’d lost, since the remaining nanofabbers could print station parts just as well as they could starship modules.

But if the fourth shipyard fell, then Moll would have no reason to risk the Tiamat. And Thatcher would have squandered his chance to end this, once and for all.

He tapped the comm panel to put himself on the fleetwide. “Charlie, Delta, Zulu, Sierra, Kilo, and Lima Squadrons—you will continue pressuring the Dynasty-Peyton fleet, forcing them back toward the jump gate into Halberd System. All other squadrons currently engaging the enemy fleet will disengage and form up on the New Jersey on the new course she will engage now.

“Squadrons Mike, November, Oscar, Bravo, and Victor, you will leave Solna orbit and engage a course straight for the jump gate into Falchion System. Juliet and Echo, you will follow to provide support.” He turned toward the Nav console. “Bryce, do you have an intercept course for me? For the Tiamat?”

“Yes, sir.”

A grin spread across Thatcher’s face. As far as he was concerned, Bryce Sullivan was the best astrogator in the entire Dawn Cluster. He would feel safe betting a large sum of money on that…because Thatcher had trained him to be that.

Only someone as competent as Sullivan would have considered the possibility that Thatcher might want to pull away from ravaging the enemy fleet in order to intercept the much more powerful Tiamat. But not only had the man considered it, he’d put together a course to do it, in the event Thatcher would want to engage it.

“Excellent work, Bryce. Send the course to my console. I’ll review it and forward it on to Helm.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The calculations appeared on the screen, as well as their projected trajectory, writ large across Planet Solna’s sphere of influence.

Thatcher nodded. It would do well for the Jersey. But….

“Lucy, advise our other squadrons to spread out in Fan Formation as we move to intercept the target. Moll may very well try to retreat, depending on how confident he is in his new toy’s capabilities. And we saw how fast those things can move in Lacuna Region. I want to be able to maintain a firing arc on her should she try to flee. Sullivan, provide guidance to your counterparts aboard the other ships as needed.”

Both officers acknowledged his orders, and Thatcher soon witnessed the result on his holoscreen as his officers continued to work.

Then, Guerrero’s hands paused over her console, drawing Thatcher’s gaze.

“Lucy? What is it?”

“Sir, the super-ship is decelerating. I believe Moll intends to reverse course.”

Thatcher’s right eyebrow twitched, and he could feel his heart hammering away at his ribcage. He shifted in his seat, and his palm slid against the armrest. Turning it over, he saw it was slick with sweat.

I want this, he realized. But do I want it too badly?

At this point, it was a useless question. He’d committed to a course of action, and he needed to see it through.

He rapped the comm panel. “All ships, shift your course twenty degrees toward the jump gate into Falchion. Weapons free—fire as soon as you enter range.”

The net of ships tightened around the Tiamat, and Thatcher knew Moll’s options were limited. He could delay an engagement by shying away from the encroaching fleet…but that would put him farther from the jump gate into Falchion, while giving Thatcher more space to outmaneuver him.

Instead, the super-ship changed course to hurtle straight toward the line of encircling ships.

Thatcher nodded curtly to himself. That was probably what he would have done, too. Now was when the allied ships were the most spread out, and also when the Tiamat could do the most damage while receiving minimal weapons fire in return.

The super-ship was targeting the corvette squadron Foxtrot, and Thatcher dragged that group of ships across his holoscreen, creating a comm channel that included only them.

“Foxtrot corvettes, engage artificial orbits around the enemy super-ship. Return fire as you’re able.”

The ships complied, but not before the Tiamat’s laser shot across the void, claiming one of their number in the space of seconds. Its shield all but melted before the energy being dumped into it, and the laser sliced through the hull like an iron rod through tissue paper.

The other corvettes flitted around the super-ship’s nearspace as fast as their antimatter engines would allow, all while raining laserfire down on the super-ship’s forcefield. But their own speed noticeably threw off their gunner crews’ accuracy, while the Xanthic ship’s targeting computer barely seemed to stutter, even in the face of its targets’ transverse velocity relative to it.

The mighty vessel’s secondary lasers lanced from their projectors, connecting with corvette shields with frightening accuracy. When a target drew out of range from one projector, the next simply picked up where it left off.

Even as the rest of the fleet tightened the noose, corvette shields began to pop, exposing their hulls to the mighty secondary laser beams, each as powerful as a regular warship’s primary. Three corvettes blew apart in the space of five seconds, their hull fragments continuing their high-velocity courses into the surrounding space. A Charlie Squadron light armored cruiser was forced to alter its trajectory sharply, breaking with the ecliptic plane in order to dodge a debris field that otherwise would have done significant damage to her shield, at that speed.

Four more corvettes fell as the rest of the attack force accelerated fearlessly toward the Tiamat. Two more followed. And by the time the other ships closed in on the Xanthic super-ship, she’d completely vanquished Foxtrot Squadron.

Thatcher swallowed hard, his teeth pressed together as he bit back tears. The rapid loss of fourteen crews hit like a sucker punch to the gut.

And it made him all the thirstier for Moll’s blood.

He hammered the comm panel. “All ships, target the Tiamat’s shield with your primary lasers.”

A single laser shot through space, connecting a Verity Guild frigate with the super-ship’s forcefield, which showed no sign it was being hit.

Four more primary lasers were fired, from two cruisers, another frigate, and a Hotel Squadron corvette. Still no visible effect.

Then, dozens of beams fired as the allied fleet encircled the target, turning the battlespace into a great, glowing wheel with the Tiamat at its center. The shield shimmered, then shook, then shuddered as more and more ships joined the fray.

A frigate fell, then a cruiser, then two more corvettes. Every projector on the Tiamat’s hull was alive with light. And nearly every time its primary fired, it claimed another victim in the space of a few heartbeats.

But under the combined laserfire from Thatcher’s fleet, the shield gave one last spasm, then fell. Countless lasers extended farther, scoring the leviathan’s hull, digging deep grooves in it, and destroying multiple hard points.

Papa and Alpha Squadrons, consisting of frigates and cruisers respectively, worked together to target the Tiamat’s primary laser projector. After a minute of concentrated firing, they succeeded in melting it, rendering it useless.

Then, something happened that Thatcher hadn’t foreseen.

Guerrero turned toward him. “Sir, Simon Moll is hailing us. He wants to speak with you directly. The transmission is audio-only.”

Thatcher blinked, then gave a jerky nod. “Patch it through to my console.”

She did, and Moll’s voice came from speakers on the sides of his holoscreen. “Captain Thatcher. I would like to surrender.”
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Thatcher hesitated. Laserfire continued to scour the super-ship’s exposed hull, digging deep trenches through the strange geometric metal surface.

He thought of Rose, who Moll’s betrayal had almost killed—for a long time, Thatcher had thought her dead. He thought of Frontier Security, that force for good—the beacon in the darkness, which Moll really had extinguished.

“Captain?” Moll repeated, and this time Thatcher thought he heard real fear in the man’s voice.

Hearing that fear, Thatcher felt not pity, but satisfaction.

The shock of that realization hit him like a hand across his face, and he tapped the all-comm. “Cease fire,” he choked out. “All ships, cease fire.”

Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. The words came in his grandfather’s voice, but Thatcher knew he’d been quoting a philosopher from centuries back.

Am I on the brink of becoming the sort of monster Moll is?

He’d always accepted an enemy’s surrender, no matter who was offering it, and no matter how badly he’d wanted to refuse. It wasn’t just the ethical thing to do, but the strategic thing as well, since an enemy who knew his surrender would be refused would only fight to the bitter end.

But Thatcher had just been about to kill a man who’d offered his surrender, along with everyone else on board the Xanthic ship. A shudder passed through him.

“Thank you, Captain Thatcher,” Moll said.

“Shut up. Within ten minutes I want live access to your ship’s security system. By the end of ten minutes, if I don’t see your marines disarmed and your officers huddled in the CIC with their hands on their heads, I will destroy your ship.”

“Of course.”

“Stay on the line. I want direct communication with you at all times, Moll.”

“You’ll have it. You’ll have whatever you need.”

I need you dead. And so does the rest of the Dawn Cluster. But he’d just have to settle for locking Moll away in some backwater cell to rot.

Minutes later, Guerrero patched the live feed from nearly a hundred cameras throughout the alien vessel to Thatcher’s console.

“Does it seem realistic that this covers the entire ship?” he asked her.

She tilted her head to one side. “It’s plausible. But if I may say so, I think we know enough not to trust appearances, by now, sir.”

“You’re right.” He flicked through the different feeds, noting the large compartment near a port-side landing bay where Sunder marines were gathered, stripped of their power suits and apparently weaponless, to await Thatcher’s boarders. He unmuted himself on the channel he had open with Moll. “Are you telling me these are the only marines you have on board?” There were barely two platoons, that Thatcher could see. That seemed like a low number, for a ship of that size.

“Well, we didn’t expect to ever be boarded, if I’m being honest.”

Thatcher watched Moll as he spoke, with his face pressed into his command console and his hands placed over the back of his head, as Thatcher had instructed him to do. It was difficult to make out on the feed, but Thatcher thought he saw a grin curling the corner of Moll’s mouth.

He muted the channel again, then opened one with Lieutenant Stuckley. “Are your marines ready, Charlie?”

“Yes, sir. And I just received confirmation that the detachments from the other ships are good to go as well.”

“I want you to use extreme caution, over there. Send drones ahead of you. Check around every corner before turning it. We have time, and we’re going to use it to avoid springing any trap Moll might have laid for us. Is that clear?”

“Loud and clear, sir.”

“Excellent. Good luck, Lieutenant.”
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At this point in his career, Stuckley had taken part in his fair share of boarding actions.

None of them had felt like this one did.

A ball of anxiety had formed at the bottom of his throat the moment he’d stepped on the super-ship, making his esophagus feel tight.

But at the same time, his heart hammered with excitement born not from fear, but exhilaration. The idea that he commanded the boarding force that would bring Simon Moll to justice…it was almost too much for him to process.

So don’t process it, he told himself. Just focus on what you’re doing.

They’d already taken into custody the two platoons of marines that had been waiting for them, sending them back to Phoenix and Anvil ships on shuttles they’d brought with them for that purpose. Now, his boarding force was spread out almost from bow to stern, using drones to sweep the immense ship as slowly and methodically as they could.

But we can’t possibly check everywhere on the ship. Not before the reinforcements get here that we know Moll has coming.

Once he controlled the CIC and had Moll under his power, Stuckley would feel a lot better. For the time being, he reminded himself that Captain Thatcher already had eyes on most of the Xanthic ship’s compartments, if not all of them.

There are only so many places a marine in power armor can hide. Right?

“Wilson’s gonna be pissed off that he missed this,” Myoh said over Fourth Squad’s channel.

“Can the chatter,” Stuckley said. “I want to be able to hear myself think.”

“Yes, sir,” Myoh said, though Stuckley caught the undercurrent of resentment in the corpsman’s voice.

He doesn’t think we need to be as cautious as we are. Well, hopefully he’s right.

Stuckley was flicking through drone feeds when it happened: weapons fire flashed, and the feed from Recon Drone 3 went down.

That was the drone Fourth Squad had been using to watch their rear.

The other marines were already reacting, spinning around as quickly as they could in their power armor, pressing themselves into hatchways and against bulkheads in an effort to present as small a target as possible.

Stuckley dropped into prone position and brought his rifle up as the enemy hit their rear, pushing their position.

They caught us out in the open, was his last coherent thought before the panic of combat obliterated his conscious mind, sending him back to a realm of pure instinct and emotion.
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In the space of seconds, the situation aboard the Tiamat went from completely under control to spiraling headfirst into chaos.

Thatcher’s console blinked with an alert that they’d lost a recon drone before he realized anything was happening. Then, before he could find the marine team who’d lost the drone on the cameras, every feed from the Xanthic super-ship went dark.

His teeth creaked as he gnashed them together, his fists curled into tight balls. “Guerrero, warn every marine team that we’ve lost eyes on them and that the New Jersey’s Fourth Squad is under attack.”

The sudden spike of adrenaline and cortisol had addled his brain enough that he’d fallen back on his old habit of calling Guerrero by her last name. But she didn’t seem to notice. “Aye, sir.”

The order given, Thatcher turned back to his own console, flicking through the recordings from the various feeds aboard the Tiamat until he accessed the footage from the CIC. Replaying the last few seconds before the blackout showed Moll’s lips moving, as though he’d been whispering orders into his comm.

What’s your angle here, Moll? You can’t escape.

Guerrero spoke again, and her words shed some light on just what Moll’s angle might be. “Sir, sensors are picking up Sunder and Kibishii ships entering the system from Falchion. The Dynasty-Peyton fleet also appears to be coming about and making for our location. The squadrons you sent to harry them are giving chase, but Kong Hui is pressing toward us anyway.”

Thatcher nodded grimly. “Acknowledged, Lucy.” So he thinks he can count on his fleets to rescue him. He thought back on his decision to accept Moll’s surrender, despite his strong desire not to. Would he have reconsidered, if he’d known what the bastard was planning?

An icon blinked on his holoscreen, signaling that the comm channel with Moll was still active. Thatcher stared at it for a long moment before tapping it. “Moll?” he said, hating the wondering note he heard in his own voice.

“Captain Thatcher. You did say you wanted to stay in touch. How are you doing now?”

“Tell your men to stand down and return to the CIC immediately. I won’t accept your surrender again if you continue with this course of action. I’ll tell my marines to shoot you on sight.”

“You should never have accepted my surrender in the first place.” Moll sighed over the connection. “Yet again, I find myself in the awkward position of having to tutor you in the realities of the Dawn Cluster. I’m really quite embarrassed for you.”

“You have nothing to teach me.”

“Only because you refuse to learn. You took everything I said at face value, just like you did during our little trip together to Nankeen System. Remember that? One would think you’d have learned not to trust then, but one would clearly be mistaken. Your obsession with your principles lets your enemies lead you into trap after trap. Your principles make you predictable.”

Moll’s calm tone was belied by the fact his voice hitched regularly—it sounded like he was running. No doubt the man was in good shape, but his exertion was beginning to show even over the comm.

I need to keep him on the line. See if I can glean some clues about where in the ship he is. And getting him to expend extra energy talking to me won’t hurt, either. “Principles are the only thing that can hold the Dawn Cluster together.”

“Wrong, Captain. I will hold this star cluster together. I will do it, along with the empire I have forged. But I understand why your thinking is so flawed. You’ve actually begun to believe the stories they tell about you, haven’t you?”

“What stories?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Captain Thatcher. You’ve become not just the darling of the Dawn Cluster, but also its great hope. People in star system after star system whisper of the Hammer, the one destined to stand against the Xanthic as humanity’s champion.” Moll’s voice had lost its echo, as though he was sprinting along a cramped corridor or tunnel. “You started those rumors yourself, didn’t you? After your little chat with Admiral Ward, in a diner on Skotia Colony.”

Thatcher didn’t answer, momentarily taken aback at the revelation that Moll knew about his conversation with Ward.

“Oh, don’t be alarmed,” Moll continued. “The admiral is being well looked after. Although, he’s become incredibly talkative in the time he’s spent with my interrogators. They can be terribly persuasive…so I’d almost call the admiral downright chatty. But I digress. Ward told you your grandfather undertook the task of grooming you to fight the Xanthic after a visitor from the future warned him that you would be the difference between humanity surviving or going extinct. I can confirm that’s true. Not that you’ll defeat the Xanthic—but that Edward Thatcher received a visitor from the future who told him you would.”

“How can you confirm that?”

“Because I was that visitor from the future.”

Thatcher shook his head. “You’re insane.”

“There are those who’d agree with you. Regardless, I’m telling you the truth. I assume your XO already told you about what I’m capable of. And considering you reinstated him after catching him spying for me, you must put some stock in what he says.”

Candle had told him he thought Moll was working with the Xanthic—that he knew things he shouldn’t, and that he’d promised to bring Candle’s family back from the dead.

“What are you claiming, then?” Thatcher asked. “That you’re responsible for my becoming a starship captain?”

“That’s precisely what I’m claiming, because that’s precisely what happened. You’re familiar with my biographer’s theory about me, I trust? Luis Borges?”

“Borges was a crackpot.”

“No, he was a genius. I was the one to found Sunder Incorporated, eighty-four years ago. I was Patrick Moen. And it was Patrick Moen who convinced your grandfather to make you his life’s project. But your grandfather didn’t make you, Thatcher. I made you, Thatcher. You were the perfect tool for several problems I faced after the wormhole’s collapse. I needed Frontier Security to hire a captain with the skill to win battles, but the shortsightedness to miss where those battles were leading him. You’ve helped me make so much more progress than I’ve ever made before, in any other timeline. In fact, you’ve put me on the cusp of victory. And for that, I do thank you. But now I must dispose of you, as your usefulness is at its end.”

With that, Moll cut the connection, leaving Thatcher to stare at the dimmed icon.

Inside the holotank, the enemy fleets drew ever closer.
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“Pop smoke!” Stuckley heard Vickers call over the squad channel from somewhere behind him, and it sounded like the best idea he’d heard all day.

A couple meters ahead of his position, Corporal Myoh fumbled with a chest pouch for what seemed like an age. Stuckley slammed home a fresh magazine and let his Crossbow 790 rip, buying Myoh time to extract the smoke grenade.

At last, the oblong orb appeared in the corpsman’s hand, and he thumbed the timer, leaning out into a break in the firing to lob it down the corridor.

How the hell did we miss so many tangos during our sweep? But the answer came as abruptly as the question had: this ship was just too big.

The grenade went off, quickly filling the broad passageway with a smokescreen to cover their withdrawal.

The squad sergeant barked again over the comms. “Center peel!”

Myoh left his cover, yelling “Move!” to Stuckley as he hustled back through Fourth Squad’s formation to take up a position at the rear and add his suppressive fire.

It was Stuckley’s turn. Pointing his assault rifle at the ceiling, he jogged back through the protective corridor formed by the other marines, then came to a stop on the side of the passageway opposite Myoh, just behind the corpsman. His suit’s HUD showed the next marine to peel in flashing red, to make sure Stuckley didn’t hit him as he fired down the wide corridor at the enemy’s position.

In this way they safely broke contact, retreating to an intersection of corridors where they headed left and then through a hatch into a cavernous space filled with catwalks and what looked like stacked cargo containers.

“I need some time,” Stuckley told Vickers.

The sergeant nodded, then started directing his marines to defensive positions around the hatch while Myoh worked on getting it closed and locked.

“Where’d they hide so many damn power suits?” Myoh muttered over the comm as he tapped commands into the control panel next to the hatch.

“The ship’s too big,” Stuckley said, repeating his thoughts from earlier as he manipulated his HUD via an interface on the side of his helmet. “It’d be simple enough to leave some sections off the security feeds Moll provided the captain. He’d only need a few strategically positioned areas to hide his forces—the ship’s big enough that it’d be easy for a few sections lacking coverage to escape Ops’ notice.”

“So Moll was planning this?”

“He was planning for it, at least. I doubt he wanted it to happen. Now cut the chitchat.” Stuckley focused on what his HUD showed him: sixteen marine squads’ transponders, in various positions around the gigantic vessel, almost all of them engaged. One squad from the Minotaur was reduced to just three marines, desperately defending their position at the end of a passageway that led nowhere. That unit had suffered the worst losses, but nearly every squad had taken casualties of some kind. It looked like Fourth Squad had been extremely lucky to get away without any.

What a mess. Stuckley wanted to start cleaning it up…but first, he needed guidance.

He was about to establish contact with the New Jersey when his HUD flashed with an incoming call from the man himself—Captain Thatcher.

Stuckley opened the channel. “Stuckley.”

“Charlie. What’s your status?”

“Fourth Squad hasn’t taken any casualties. I wish I could say the same about the others.”

“I know.” The words came out rough, and Stuckley could hear the strain Thatcher was under. It lined up with how he felt.

“We can’t afford to let Moll slip our grasp,” Thatcher continued. “Do you understand?”

Despite himself, a sharp exhale escaped Stuckley’s lips—almost a sigh. “Yes, sir.”

“I believe he’s in a maintenance corridor. I have no idea which one, but I just spoke to him, and it sounded to me like he was jogging through a cramped space. Much more cramped than most of the spaces aboard that thing.”

“Sir, I have to be honest with you. The marines aboard this ship are going to have a tough time surviving, let alone rooting one man from out of its guts.”

“I know that, Lieutenant. But we can’t afford to let him escape. You just told me you understood that. Do you understand it or don’t you?”

“I understand, sir.”

“Then get it done. Thatcher out.”

Stuckley leaned back against a container to collect himself, its frame solid and unmoving even with the bulk of his power suit pressed against it.

After a couple heartbeats, he pulled up a map of the ship—or at least, of the parts his marines had traversed, their AIs collectively stitching together schematics as they went.

He studied it for a few seconds, then closed it out, discarding it as useless. Moll had started out in the CIC, and he couldn’t have gotten too far since the fighting had begun. Stuckley needed a representation of the ship’s innermost areas.

Luckily, his suit still had a complete map of the Talos—the Xanthic super-ship Captain Frederick Wilson had commanded briefly before sacrificing both it and himself so that the rest of the fleet could escape Lacuna Region.

Given how variable the Xanthic were as a species, Stuckley would have assumed having a map of one of their ships would have been useless aboard another. But that was before he’d stepped foot on one and realized how eerily similar they were to human starships.

Now, he felt fairly confident assuming the Tiamat’s maintenance corridors would be around where the Talos’ had been.

He opened a channel to address the entire marine force aboard the super-ship. “All units, continue falling back toward the CIC, joining up with other squads whenever possible. Simon Moll is on the run, and Captain Thatcher wants him taken into custody. He should be in one of the maintenance corridors somewhere in the area surrounding the CIC—though as time goes on, the size of the area where he might be will expand.

“Squad leaders, consult your map of the Talos for a rough idea of where to find the maintenance corridors. If you don’t have the map, get in touch and I’ll transmit it to you. Good luck, marines, and give ’em hell. Stuckley out.”

It didn’t feel like much of a pep talk, but Stuckley didn’t feel very peppy. Thankfully, his marines were among the best-trained in the Dawn Cluster, and they would do him proud no matter what he said to them.

Stuckley established a connection with Vickers’ HUD, sharing a zoomed-in view of the huge compartment they were hunkered down in.

“It looks like once we cut through here, we’ll be more or less at the limit of where Moll could have run in the time he’s had. There’s a maintenance access hatch in a passageway on the far side. We’ll start our manhunt there.”

“A good a place as any,” Vickers said, ever-stoic.

“Yeah. Let’s move.”

Fourth Squad moved through the hold in an approximation of bounding overwatch—as close as they could get, with containers blocking lines of sight in every direction. To move safely required a lot of short maneuvers, which they executed as swiftly as they could. Still, it held them up.

The crack of a high-velocity rifle round passing closeby came next, its tiny sonic boom assaulting his eardrums.

Without thought, Stuckley turned and fired his Crossbow upward, roughly in the direction he knew the rounds to be coming from. A power-suited marine ducked back behind cover.

“Contact!” he yelled over the squad channel as weapons fire erupted all around him, some of it pinging off the metal shipping containers, some of it whining as it ricocheted dangerously through the narrow passageway Fourth Squad occupied.

A glance behind him confirmed what his HUD had already told him: a private named Varela lay bleeding out on the ground, hit in his armor’s neck joint by the round that had almost hit Stuckley.

If Myoh could get to Varela in time, maybe he could be saved. But given how hairy things had just gotten, Stuckley had his doubts about how likely that was.
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Thatcher continued to stare at the display, his train of thought completely derailed.

Moll’s words had left him with a hollowness in the pit of his stomach.

Why am I feeling like this? Do I actually believe what he just told me?

But why wouldn’t he believe it? The words made sense, and they rang true in Thatcher’s heart of hearts. Everything Moll had proven himself capable of…the way he seemed to see at least ten steps ahead, always positioning himself for maximum advantage….

Obviously, there were forces at work that Thatcher didn’t understand. Forces he couldn’t understand, with powers well beyond him. Was victory possible? Did Moll have a weakness he could exploit?

Even now, when he seemed to have the man right where he wanted him, victory seemed to be slipping from his grasp. This felt too much like Nankeen.

Thatcher became aware his cheeks were burning, and it took him a few seconds to realize why. He felt embarrassed. Ashamed. Because even more upsetting than Moll’s power—more upsetting than the implication he’d been working with the Xanthic in some way—was the revelation that he’d made Thatcher into the Hammer.

He isn’t merely capable of besting me. If what he said is true, he created me. And now he sees fit to destroy his creation.

Thatcher shook his head. The concept would have been too much for him to process while relaxing in the wardroom, let alone sitting in the command seat, while his marines were slaughtered aboard an enemy ship, and CoG fleets closed in from all sides.

“Sir?” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “Are you all right?”

He looked up from his holoscreen, meeting her eyes. “Hmm?” he said, not capable of mustering anything else at the moment.

“You look pale, sir.”

His chest expanded as he forced himself to breathe deeply. Everyone in the CIC—Guerrero, Sullivan, Ortega, Candle, Kitt—they were all looking at him wearing expressions that ranged from concern to worry.

They didn’t hear what Moll said. We were on a private line.

Thatcher swallowed. Should he tell them?

No, a voice spoke into his head. His grandfather’s voice. That’s the last thing you should do. These people are counting on you, Tad. Once again, their survival comes down to your ability to lead. And right now, that means pulling yourself together and being the man they expect you to be. The Hammer.

He took another deep breath. Yes. He needed to be the Hammer, even if that man was a fiction concocted by Moll. Because Moll would never admit publicly what he’d said to Thatcher…and Thatcher would never release the recording of their call, either. 

Whether he liked it or not, he was a source of inspiration and strength for the people fighting this war. He was why so many Anvil ships had accompanied his fleet on this mission.

Hell, he was the reason they were on this mission in the first place.

I can’t let Moll’s words tear me down. True or not.

“I’m fine,” he told Guerrero.

He returned his gaze to the holoscreen, and suddenly, he saw what he needed to do. As though the ghost of his grandfather had visited to grace him with the necessary wisdom.

Right now, he was struggling desperately to recapture Moll, while his marines were assaulted on all sides by their Sunder counterparts, who knew that ship much better than Thatcher’s people did.

But it was like trying to catch a mote, one that floated away every time he closed his fist, the tiny disturbances in the air pushing it out of his grasp.

Moll is gone. Wherever he’s trying to go on that ship, he’ll get there. The marines are too hard pressed to even devote the attention necessary to finding him.

Which left only one option: he needed to do the last thing Moll would expect.

“Lucy, tell the Arbor to deploy her marine company to the Tiamat’s shuttle bay. They’re to support our marines as they return there, to leave aboard attack shuttles which will rendezvous with them there.”

Creases appeared all alone Guerrero’s forehead. “Leave, sir?”

“Yes,” Thatcher said emphatically. “Tell Lieutenant Stuckley to have all marines currently in combat to disengage as they are able and make their way to the shuttle bay. We’re pulling everyone off that ship. And then we’re going to destroy it.”
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Weapons fire seemed to be coming from all sides, and cover was scant.

The only way Stuckley could find any reprieve at all was to fire on the positions of those shooting at him. And with the Sunder marines dominating the high ground, that was a tall order. Actually hitting them was almost an impossibility, since they had ample cover to duck behind, and power suits to protect them besides that.

We’re not used to fighting an enemy with the same gear we have. The thought flitted through his mind as his Crossbow 790 shuddered in his hands, flinging round after round toward the Sunder marine currently intent on killing him. And it made him even angrier than he already was.

“Don’t let them out onto the catwalks!” he yelled over the squad-wide comms. If the bastards were allowed to set up shop on those, their lines of fire would be too good. Fourth Squad would be chewed up inside of a couple minutes.

There’s no way we’re getting across this cargo bay. Most of the pressure they faced came from the direction they’d been headed in…as if these marines had been sent specifically to stop Stuckley’s progress.

That could be a good sign they were close to Moll’s location, but they might as well have been light years away from the man. The resistance here was too stiff, and Stuckley couldn’t very well call for reinforcements, with every squad that would have been close enough to help currently engaged with the enemy also.

Myoh cried out, and Stuckley risked a glance over his shoulder to check on the corpsman. His left arm hung limp at his side. A quick check on his vitals showed Stuckley that one of the Sunder marines had managed to shoot him in the crook of his elbow, where a joint in the armor presented a weak spot.

Even as Stuckley looked, the corporal shuffled back, then lifted his assault rifle into the crevice between two stacked shipping containers, which he used to steady his aim as he continued to return fire.

Stuckley cursed under his breath. We’re hurting here.

With that, his comm crackled to life, and his HUD told him it was the Jersey.

“Lieutenant Stuckley—New Jersey here.” He recognized the voice as Lucy Guerrero’s. “The captain wants you to pull every marine back to the Tiamat’s shuttle bay, as fast as you ca. He’s already deployed attack shuttles to pick you up, along with the Arbor’s full marine company to back you up while you evac.”

Stuckley couldn’t help letting a relieved sigh escape his lips. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day, Lieutenant Guerrero. I’ll get it done.”

“I know it. Guerrero out.”

Stuckley ejected a spent magazine and slammed home a fresh one, just in time to fire a burst at a Sunder marine who’d popped out to fire in what looked like Myoh’s direction. His target ducked back behind the crate he was using for cover, and Stuckley used the brief reprieve to address the entire marine presence on the Tiamat, using the all-comm.

“All marines, disengage the enemy as you are able and pull back to the shuttle bay. We’re aborting this mission. I repeat, disengage and execute a tactical retreat to the shuttle bay.” He’d used the phrase “tactical retreat” more as a measure for preserving morale than anything else. He just prayed their withdrawal actually did serve a purpose, and they hadn’t boarded the Tiamat and lost at least two dozen marines for nothing.

As soon as he finished his broadcast, Vickers and a private named Patel pulled back from their advanced positions while the others laid down covering fire.

But there was a problem. The Sunder marines had them surrounded, and they’d be backing straight into half their number.

We need to put down smoke ahead of us. Vickers’ and Patel’s withdrawal had left Myoh in the most advanced position. Under normal circumstances, Myoh had the best throwing arm in Fourth Squad, but now that he’d been effectively reduced to one arm he would need to put down his rifle in order to fish out another smoke grenade. And a marine never put down his rifle.

“Private Tuffin,” Stuckley said, addressing the PFC taking cover a couple meters behind Myoh. “Toss a smoke grenade directly in front of us and then peel off with Lance Corporal Myoh straight away.”

“Y-yes, sir,” Tuffin said, sounding a little nervous to be taking over Myoh’s usual role.

“You can do this, son.”

Tuffin fumbled momentarily with a pouch on his chest, then extracted a grenade with a hand that, thankfully, seemed steady enough. He activated the timer, then tossed it down the corridor of stacked shipping containers.

Too far. The smoke would obscure two or three of the Sunder shooters, but they could easily reposition around it, and the rest would have clean shots as Fourth Squad withdrew.

That’s the best we can do. Every member of Dill Vickers’ squad still standing had their hands full with returning fire. We need to move now, to take advantage of what protection that smoke does offer, while it still offers it.

“This is it. Turn around, marines, and make the bastards behind us keep their heads down.”

“What about Varela, sir?” Myoh said, his voice tight with pain.

It’s a wonder he’s still in the fight.

Stuckley had already checked Varela’s vitals. “He’s gone, Corporal. We have to leave him.” The words hurt like hell to say, but that made them no less true. “Let’s move.”

To their credit, the marines complied without hesitation, leaving whatever cover they’d been using to protect themselves from enemy fire to the rear and shooting in the direction of that weapons fire.

In between the staccato bark of the Crossbow rifles, something close to silence could be heard, for the first time since the fighting began. But the silence itself bore a staccato quality—sharply punctuated by the violent cough of weapons fire.

They advanced several meters toward the hatch where they’d entered the cargo bay. Then came the burst of enemy fire, some of its shots whining as they ricocheted off containers…but too many of them found PFC Tuffin, who’d allowed himself to be caught out in the open at exactly the wrong moment.

Marines who belonged to corps that could afford to outfit its fighters with power armors were privileged over those who wore none—there was no question about that. It protected them against several threats, and gave them a distinct advantage over opponents in regular combat armor.

But they didn’t make you invincible.

Several Sunder rounds caught Tuffin in his armor’s weak spots, and he went down, clawing at his neck.

Immediately, Myoh went to him, hooking his one good arm—which still held his rifle—around Tuffin’s armpit, and pulling the private backward, in the same direction the rest of Fourth Squad was pushing.

Stuckley shook his head. He had Tuffin’s vitals up, and they were already changing from pink, to red, to maroon. Soon, they’d almost certainly be black. But he didn’t have the heart to tell Myoh to leave him. And he wasn’t sure Myoh would have listened if he’d given the order.

They struggled back through the cargo bay, enemy fire pinging off the containers all around them like a deadly hail—and pinging off their power armor too, leaving dents and pockmark even in the ultra-durable metal alloy.

The armorers are going to have their hands full, after today.

Provided they all made it back alive.

At last, they reached the hatch. Fourth Squad arranged themselves around it, suppressing enemy fire as Patel dragged Tuffin into the passageway—he’d taken over from the injured Myoh, though he’d had to come close to insubordination to do it.

Tuffin still clung to life by a thread. But his power armor made him too cumbersome, and there was no way they were going to get him back to the shuttles while keeping everyone else in Fourth Squad alive.

“Get Tuffin out of his armor,” Stuckley barked after he’d emerged into the passage and confirmed it was all clear, at least for the moment. “He’s too heavy, in it. Patel, you’ll need to carry him back. We need to run.”

“Yes, sir.”

Patel set about removing Tuffin’s power armor, which involved undoing fastening and clips as well as sending authorization codes to multiple digital locks. Only a Frontier marine—

He stopped himself. Only a Phoenix marine could remove another Phoenix marine’s armor.

At last, Patel had Tuffin out, and draped across his arms. Tuffin looked small and fragile held by his fellow private, whose armor made him look much more bulky and imposing than an unarmored person.

The other marines withdrew, and Vickers closed the hatch using the control panel nearby.

“This is the part where we double time back to the shuttle bay, marines,” Stuckley said. “Keep your wits about you, and check in before you fire at anything or anyone, unless they’re clearly about to shoot at you. We’d much rather slip past a Sunder unit than engage it, just now. There’s also a risk of lighting up friendlies in the fog of war.” It had happened before, even with HUDs screaming at their users that they were firing at people on the same side they were. Stuckley wasn’t interested in a repeat of that today.

Maybe it was God looking out for them—maybe it was dumb luck. But Fourth Squad made it back to the shuttle bay without having to fight again, and even more miraculously, Tuffin was still alive.

Even better: judging by what saw on his HUD’s command applet, most of the other squads that had been spread throughout the Tiamat were enjoying similar success.

Yes, they’d lost five more marines in the process, and those losses would torment Stuckley’s sleep tonight, and for many nights to come. But for now, he chose to focus on the positives.

There’d been a period of about ten minutes today when he’d worried that the entire force he’d led onto the Tiamat would be decimated. He’d even begun to question Captain Thatcher’s orders, whose judgment he normally placed a high value on.

I’m just glad he told us to pull back. Today could have been a lot worse.

Of course, today could still get a lot worse, he reflected as he oversaw the evacuation of squad after squad into the waiting shuttles. But it seemed likely his part, at least, was done.
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Thatcher caught himself drumming his fingers on the command seat’s armrest, and stopped himself.

The marines’ withdrawal from Moll’s Xanthic ship seemed to be taking far too long. But he chalked up most of that anxiety to wondering whether he ever should have sent them aboard the Tiamat in the first place.

It seemed like the right choice, with the information I had. He couldn’t have known Moll was baiting him into a trap.

Could he?

Captain Boris Redding’s words echoed in his head, far from the first time.

He knows things he shouldn’t. Like when enemy forces might be waiting in the next system. Without scouting it first.

“Couldn’t that come from simply having intelligence on their movements?” Thatcher had asked Redding.

The captain, who would be dead hours later, shook his head. No one has this level of intel. Moll often knows not just their presence, but their fleet’s posture, and he’s almost always right. And the way he looks at you…like he knows more about you than you know about yourself. Like he’s always ten steps ahead of you.

Clearly, Thatcher hadn’t taken that warning seriously enough. Because of that, nearly thirty marines had died today, with dozens more wounded.

Commanders made mistakes, and sometimes they pay for those mistakes in blood. That was easy enough to think, but Thatcher knew it wouldn’t stop himself from torturing himself about this. Possibly for the rest of his life.

As he berated himself for his misstep, another question dogged him, rising in his thoughts again and again. Even if I’d smelled Moll’s trap, would I have been able to bring myself to kill him and the rest of his crew, given he’d offered his surrender?

Thatcher knew the answer, and so, of course, had Moll. He’d long ago committed to accepting the surrender of any enemy who offered it. And Moll had punished him for that harshly.

The only question remained, then, was whether Thatcher would act differently if this situation presented itself again. He wasn’t completely sure of the answer yet…but he was leaning toward “no.”

Certainly not Moll’s surrender. In the space of minutes, Moll had gone from Thatcher’s captive to someone who posed a lethal threat to his marines. For that, he would never have the privilege of offering Thatcher his surrender again.

“Sir, the first Sunder warships will enter firing range in thirty-nine minutes, with Kibishii troop ships hard on their heels.” Guerrero kept her voice under tight control, but Thatcher could sense the strain that underlaid it. “The Dynasty-Peyton fleet will be in position to flank six minutes after that.”

“Thank you, Lucy,” Thatcher said. The update didn’t come as news to him, exactly, since he’d already been glued to his holoscreen, where he monitored the enemy fleets’ progress. But it was good to have the exact time frame—and good for his other officers to have it, as well.

He’d already given the order for the ships under his command to spread out, establishing maximum weapons coverage across the alien super-ship’s broad hull. Now, those ships drifted in space along their slowly arcing heliocentric orbits, matched to that of the Tiamat. Waiting for the moment they could open fire.

At last, Lieutenant Stuckley contacted him over a private channel. “Sir, the last shuttle just decoupled from the Tiamat and is rocketing away at top acceleration. I’ll leave it to Lieutenant Guerrero to finesse the timing, but I’d say you’ll be safe to fire inside of five minutes.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Thatcher out.”

Again Thatcher’s eyes returned to his holoscreen, this time to watch the shuttles scurrying away from the Xanthic craft, fanning out to return to their respective ships. If Thatcher gave the order to fire now, he’d risk hitting his own shuttles with shrapnel from the destroyed craft. So he resumed waiting, as the enemy crept ever closer across a scaled-down version of the star system.

Thatcher had grown used to the strange ways that space combat compressed and expanded time. Minutes could feel like hours, and sometimes an hour seemed to pass in the blink of an eye.

Interminable waits were the hallmark of his profession. But the next five minutes felt among the longest he’d ever endured in his life.

At last, the final shuttle achieved a safe distance from the target, and Thatcher hammered the comm panel, which his fingers had been hovering over for the better part of a minute.

“All damage dealers, commence firing on the Tiamat.”

The Phoenix, Anvil, and Verity ships opened fire, starting with lasers—probably with the expectation that the target would raise its shield in response to the barrage.

It did not. If anyone remained inside the super-ship’s CIC, they did nothing to stave off their own demise.

And so the allied ships switched to Hellborns, which rocketed across the void to slam into the alien craft’s exposed hull. Explosions bloomed all along her length, ravaging the hull, with its strange geometric protrusions and hollows.

It took nearly a minute—which was quite impressive, with nearly a hundred damage dealers raining hell down on her. Then, without warning, the Xanthic ship ruptured, a blue shockwave ripping through her while a firestorm shot out into the void, only to be extinguished a second later.

Thatcher released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. All around him, his officers seemed to be doing the same.

Part of him was with the marines whose bodies would never be recovered, having been blown apart with Moll’s ship—not to mention the dozens if not hundreds of Sunder marines he’d just killed, along with the super-ship’s crew, as well as the families they’d left behind.

But most of him was reflecting on what he’d just pulled off.

I’ve actually done it. Moll is dead.

It hadn’t seemed possible—still didn’t, actually, even though Thatcher could see the evidence with his own two eyes.

In killing Moll, he’d beheaded the beast of war that was the Coalition of Giants. They would never be the same, without that monster to goad them to even viler acts of tyranny.

Yes, they would still be a formidable force, and probably a hostile one. But maybe one that could be reasoned with. Possibly a bargain could be struck…especially in the face of the Xanthic threat looming ever larger.

He tapped the comm panel, to put himself on the fleetwide once more. “All ships, come about and set a course for the Trebuchet-Halberd jump gate. We will coordinate with the ships pressuring the Kong Hui’s fleet to outflank him, at which point I expect he’ll scatter. When he does, we’ll continue on to the jump gate.”

He left unspoken the obvious implication of that order: that they would be pressing deeper into enemy territory. But with the Sunder armada barring the way back into Falchion, sailing back the way they came wasn’t an option.

It wasn’t the most comfortable position…but Thatcher already had a plan for contending with it. And he would relish the opportunity to wreak even greater havoc on CoG military infrastructure.

As he studied the posture of the two enemy fleets, a thought formed in his mind. Words for his enemies.

Welcome to the new Dawn Cluster.
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Captain Fujio Sho stared dumbly at the massive Coalition of Giants fleet gathering near Planet Solna.

Such power…and yet….

He shook his head. What would Akio Hata say when Sho made his report? He knew full well why Hata had first made the decision to join Kibishii’s fate with that of CoG: it was because of the iron grip Moll enjoyed over his then-fledging super-alliance.

But what would become of the Coalition war machine without the man? He had been unpleasant, crude, intimidating…but he’d also been the guardian of Kibishii’s future.

Who knew whether CoG would even remain a super-alliance without him?

Judging by the tense silence, Sho’s officers felt the same way. Each sat stiffly at his or her console, pecking at the interfaces, performing each task mechanically.

He could almost hear their thoughts. Who would lead CoG now that Moll was gone? Who could even attempt it?

Would Kong Hui take over? The thought sent a shudder down his spine. Kong seemed to hold a special disdain for Akio Hata, and by extension for Kibishii. So did the CEO of Peyton, for that matter—Electra Balaska. The Japanese company would not be well-treated with either of them in charge, he suspected.

Not that Moll had held Kibishii in any particular favor. But he’d seemed to consider the corp useful…why, Sho wasn’t sure, since he barely used their troop ships in any operations. Hata had continually assured the Kibishii captains that Moll had “big plans” for them. But even if that had been true, none of it could materialize, now.

“Captain,” his Ops officer spoke from his station, a note of surprise in his voice.

“Yes, Ito?” Sho said.

“Sir, I’m…I’m getting a signal from the wreckage of the Tiamat. I believe it to be a distress signal.”

“That’s impossible.”

Ito nodded. “I know. And yet, it’s happening.”

Sho stood from his station and crossed the CIC to stand over his officer’s console. “Show me the source.”

With reverse pinching motions, Ito zoomed in on a section of the expanding debris cloud. “There.”

He was pointing at a sliver-like fragment, whose shape resembled multiple other pieces of the destroyed ship. And yet, it was large enough….

Hope warred with the sensation that he was losing his mind. Hardly able to believe his own words, he said, “Send an encrypted message to that…thing. Use tight-beam laser to send it.”

“What should the message say?”

“Um…‘this is Captain Fujio Sho of the Kibishii troop ship Snowbird. Identify yourself.’”

“Y-yes, sir.”

Sho continued to stare at the holoscreen, praying that his precaution of using this highly focused method of message delivery would prevent any of the other CoG ships from realizing he was attempting to communicate with what could easily turn out to be a piece of shrapnel.

The minutes marched by, and with each one Sho’s disappointment grew. Before long, his shoulders were slumped.

Nothing. Back to the start, then.

Then, Ito sat up ramrod-straight in his chair. “Sir, we have a response!”

“Well? What is it?”

“It reads, ‘Captain Sho, this is Admiral Moll. Kindly send a shuttle to dock with this capsule. My officers and I are impatient to resume our work.”

Sho’s heart hammered against his chest. “Well?” He patted Ito rapidly on the shoulder, bringing a bewildered expression to the man’s shoulder. “Order the shuttle dispatched, at once! Send three of them! No—two.” He didn’t want to draw too much attention from the other COG ships.

We will be the ones to rescue Simon Moll, not Kong Hui. This will work wonders for Kibishii’s future.

Even if Kong did manage to pull off the recovery effort ahead of him, Sho would feel disappointed, but not overly upset. The most important thing was that Simon Moll had still lived.

And so Kibishii’s great gamble in joining CoG still held all the promise it once had.

Sho wiped a hand across his forehead, which he then used to cover his eyes. His body began to shake, and before long he couldn’t contain it: laughter escaped his lips. Laughter than sounded almost like sobbing, even to his own ears.

Ito, having already given the order to dispatch the shuttles, also started laughing. Soon, the entire CIC had joined in the mirth, their tension boiling over like soup left on the boil for too long.
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Glossary of Dawn Cluster Corporations

 

Anvil Incorporated

 

CEO: Emilio Garcia

 

In an era of narrowly specialized space-based corporations, Anvil Incorporated stands out as one of the most diversified economic organizations in the Dawn Cluster.

Anvil started life as a mining company with facilities in Unity and Dupliss, but when CEO Emilio Garcia exercised his controlling interest to make the unilateral decision to expand the company into Lacuna, Anvil’s security needs became truly unique. Instead of paying PMCs exorbitant rates to protect operations deep in pirate-ridden territory, Garcia decided Anvil would become a PMC in its own right. He invested a large percentage of the company’s cash reserves into the construction of a small but state-of-the-art military force—a battle group that has since grown into a modest armada.

The fact the company was able to secure its own operations in Lacuna led to enormous profit margins, born from mining the region’s bountiful rare metals and deuterium-rich gas giants, and bolstered by the fact so few competitors had the appetite for risk necessary to operate in such volatile territory. Garcia built on that success by constructing a number of orbital shipyards in northern Dupliss, where he used the resources gathered by Anvil mining ships and purified in Anvil refineries to construct military vessels for other PMCs.

Anvil Incorporated now numbers among the Dawn Cluster’s fifty richest corps, and in the words of its CEO, “We’ve only just begun.”

 

Celeste Security Solutions

 

CEO: Selene Williams

 

The emergence of Celeste Security Solutions represents a number of innovations, for space warfare generally and Dawn Cluster geopolitics specifically.

Celeste’s CEO, Selene Williams, formerly worked as an engineer for Neptune Gases, a startup seeking to disrupt the atmospheric mining industry through its proprietary tropospheric aerostats—buoyant stations designed to weather the harsh conditions of gas giant tropospheres in order to harvest the denser, more valuable gases found there.

Following the wormhole’s collapse, shareholder anxiety over mounting instability prompted Neptune Gases to relocate its operations from Dupliss Region’s Mislit System to Paciferous System in Unity, where they would enjoy the heightened security of operating in a cold region, under the protection of UNC super-ships.

In Williams’ own words, “Where the shareholders found reasons to be afraid, I saw opportunity.”

She quit her job with Neptune and immediately began seeking funding for a new type of corp: one that would specialize in providing consulting and military services to corps interested in bolstering system defense, primarily in order to secure their headquarters.

Most investors Williams approached turned her down, unwilling to tolerate the risk that the UNC would continue to enforce its prohibition of corp-on-corp warfare throughout the Cluster. Many investors also cited Williams’ lack of experience commanding military operations, unimpressed by her eight years with the British Royal Space Fleet, which included five years as a senior rate.

However, Williams soon attracted an enthusiastic funder in trillionaire August Ducas, a man with a reputation for investing in socially unpalatable businesses that go on to quickly generate enormous dividends.

At the time of writing, Celeste has found its first client. In a move that shocked analysts, Frontier Security, a corp that has staked its own reputation on upholding the public good, hired Celeste to defend Freedom System against the attacking Daybreak Combine. While the move was almost certainly borne of desperation, Frontier was perhaps the last company anyone would have expected to hire what was essentially a mercenary corp. The contract between Frontier and Celeste sent a signal to interstellar markets that a new trend was developing, and Celeste’s stock rose faster than that of any other space-faring corp in modern history.

Celeste’s successful defense of Freedom System drew heavily on Selene Williams’ knowledge of gas giant tropospheres, and the requirements for operating there. However, in an interview given since the engagement, Williams insisted that “Celeste is not a one-trick pony. We’re already developing new methodologies and technologies in order to give each new client the edge they will need to protect operations from aggressors.”

Whether Celeste’s emergence truly represents a developing trend in Dawn Cluster space warfare remains to be seen.

 

Dynasty

 

CEO: Kong Hui

 

The Brush is as famous for instability as it is for abundant resources, and the Chinese corp Dynasty was the first PMC ever to provide security services for corps operating there. Within the first decade of its formation, Dynasty managed to establish a virtual monopoly over security contracts in the region. On several occasions, competitors have attempted to carve out market share for themselves, but none of them have Dynasty’s resources or financial backing.

Dynasty’s marketing efforts also successfully casts its rivals as not truly committed to the contracts they take on, emphasizing the fact that their executives rarely accompany their ships on military operations, whereas every member of Dynasty’s C-suite is also a warship captain.

In addition, the company’s PR specialists frequently touts Dynasty’s record of never retreating from an engagement, contrasting it with its rivals’ records, which are generally littered with capitulations whenever company assets came under serious threat.

 

Frontier Security

 

CEO: Veronica Rose

 

CIO: Hans Mittelman

 

Frontier is a security firm that prides itself on upholding American values. Founded in Earth Year 2259 by Rear Admiral Gregory Rose, his daughter Veronica now runs the company. Her stated intention is to stay true to her father’s vision.

Currently, Frontier forms part of the Oasis Protectorate, a conglomerate formed for the purpose of servicing and protecting American colonies located throughout the Dawn Cluster’s Dupliss Region.

 

Heaven’s Bounty

 

CEO: Li Jun

 

President: Tsu Wei

 

Heaven’s Bounty is an asteroid mining corp founded by Li Jun and Tsu Wei, who together have maintained a controlling share in the company, each owning twenty-six percent of its stock. (Li and Tsu invariably vote in lockstep at shareholder meetings.)

Judging by the corp’s rapid expansion, this arrangement has worked out well. In the space of a year, the company went from a small mining outfit facing existential threats from pirates to the most prominent member of the new super-alliance Ascendant Horizon.

Ascendant Horizon’s rise has effectively given control of trillions of dollars’ worth of industrial assets to the Heaven’s Bounty executive, as they lead the super-alliance’s corps on joint projects that bring enormous profit to all involved.

 

Kibishii

 

CEO: Akio Hata

 

COO: Theodore Xu

 

Kibishii is a Japanese PMC (private military company), incorporated in Earth Year 2279. The company specializes in stealth troop mobilization as well as stealth detection technologies, and in EY 2288 it opened an asteroid mining division, the expansion of which is now one of Kibishii’s primary focuses.

 

Meridian

 

CEO: Oliver Breckinridge

 

CIO: Ezra Yates

 

Headquartered on Valkyrie Station, in the Herward System, Kreng Region, Meridian has positioned itself as the only Dawn Cluster corporation with such a narrow focus on stealth technology, which it both implements on its own warships and sells to client PMCs and governments. Its main competitor in the north is the Japanese company Kibishii.

Analysts suggest that Kibishii’s pursuit of stealth detection technology has recently spurred Meridian to innovate wildly, with expectations high for whatever its next product offering will be.

 

Paragon Industries

 

CEO: Herwin Dirk

 

Paragon Industries began in Earth Year 2262 as an asteroid mining company with a specialty in exploiting planetesimals. However, after repeated attacks disrupted their operations, they acquired a small fleet of warships for protection. The attacks that prompted this move were ostensibly perpetrated by pirates, though CEO Herwin Dirk has gone on the record with claims that the true culprit was a Russian PMC operating in the area at that time.

As it gained years of experience defending mining operations, Paragon Industries gradually transformed into a highly successful, multi-stellar PMC that now mainly offers security services to mining company clients.

 

Peyton Conglomerate

 

CEO: Electra Balaska

 

Some Dawn Cluster PMCs begin as strictly industrial concerns, only later evolving a military arm in response to sustained aggression, usually from pirates, though sometimes from other PMCs conducting covert operations against their competition.

Not so Peyton Conglomerate. CEO Electra Balaska—whose father is Basem Balaska, a well-connected admiral in the African-Middle Eastern Mutual Defense Fleet—positioned her company as a PMC from the outset. Called Balaska Security, the company’s success was modest at best, mostly due to the stiff competition it faced in Lament Region from the dozens of other PMCs also seeking to corner that market.

Only after the Lament PMCs agreed to form Peyton Conglomerate did their stars truly begin to rise. Balaska’s undeniable business savvy made her the natural choice for CEO, and under her leadership the Conglomerate not only monopolized security contracts in Lament Region, but also poached clients from Xebec Alliance, and has been the only corp in recent years to mount a meaningful challenge to Dynasty’s monopoly over security contracts in The Brush. As such, Balaska and Dynasty CEO Kong Hui have a history of mounting increasingly vitriolic PR campaigns against each other, but such efforts have mostly been set aside since the formation of their shared super-alliance, Coalition of Giants.

 

Phoenix Corporation

 

CEO: Tad Thatcher

 

Founded during a secretive meeting between trillionaire investor August Ducas and renowned starship captain Tad Thatcher, Phoenix Corporation rose from the ashes of Frontier Security, whose directors were in the process of liquidating all that company’s assets as part of bankruptcy proceedings.

Captain Thatcher, however, had already absconded with the bulk of the company’s fleet, worth an estimated eight hundred and sixty-five billion dollars. Ignoring public rebukes from both Frontier Security directors and UNC regulators, Thatcher sought an arrangement with Li Jun, the leader of the Ascendant Horizon super-alliance, which he hoped would allow him to retain control of the Frontier warships. But his efforts were of no avail.

Anvil CEO Emilio Garcia provided Thatcher with the funds needed for the fleet’s upkeep, but true salvation came in the form of August Ducas, who offered the necessary capital to formally purchase the warships from Frontier Security and also to found a new company, Phoenix Corporation, in which Ducas would act as silent partner.

This was widely considered an unusual move by Ducas, given he had recently committed hundreds of billions of dollars in funding to Phoenix’s known enemy, the Coalition of Giants super-alliance. In addition to this unusual state of affairs, Captain Thatcher’s reputation was also in jeopardy throughout the Cluster, given the questionable legality of how he came to obtain his fleet, and also his recent failure in battle against Degenerate Empire in Lacuna Region.

Nevertheless, Phoenix Corporation recently announced membership in Ascendant Horizon, and looks poised to work with that organization in a conflict of historic proportions versus Coalition of Giants.

 

Reardon Interstellar

 

CEO: Ramon Pegg

 

Founded in Earth Year 2210, Reardon was one of the first PMCs to offer its services in the Dawn Cluster, in response to a growing threat from pirates based in the Contested Regions. Reardon identifies as an American company, but has also accepted contracts from various US trading partners, along with countries that have less-certain relationships with the USA, including China and Russia. In response to media inquiries concerning these latter contracts, Reardon CEOs have typically pointed out that, with the rise of the United Nations and Colonies, war between nations has become virtually extinct. It is therefore foolish to turn down any contracts.

Reardon has consistently denied rumors alleging the company has engaged in hot-system skirmishes against other Dawn Cluster corporations. Reardon forms part of the Oasis Protectorate, however at the time of writing its position within the Protectorate has been called into question, with allegations being forwarded by multiple interested parties that the company has been consorting with pirates.

 

Red Sky

 

CEO: Mikhail Volkov

 

Red Sky is a Russian PMC headquartered in Gabbro System, in The Brush. However, at the time of writing Red Sky has vacated The Brush entirely following a dispute with Sunder Incorporated. The details surrounding this dispute are muddied by the fact that both corps give directly contradictory accounts of the events leading up to it.

Red Sky’s marketing specifically targets Russian clients, however CEO Mikhail Volkov has claimed on multiple occasions that Western corps simply won’t do business with Red Sky, for no reason other than that Red Sky is a Russian corp.

 

Sunder Incorporated

 

CEO: Simon Moll

 

Sunder holds the distinction of being the first PMC to accept a security contract within the Dawn Cluster. While headquartered in Candor, a Cluster Region, the company draws its employees mostly from European countries and colonies, primarily German and Swedish. Sunder was founded in 2208 by a former UNC dreadnought commander, Captain Patrick Moen, and the company has only had two CEOs since its inception—Moen and Simon Moll.

In the 2250s, Spanish biographer Luis Borges made the claim that Moen and Moll were the same person. As evidence, Borges highlighted Moll’s lack of a documented past before his involvement with the company, the fact there is nothing to indicate the Sunder CEOs have ever met, and a number of physical similarities between the two men. Borges claimed that Moll underwent extensive cosmetic surgery to change his identity, though he did not advance any theory of why Moll would go to these efforts.

In recent decades, Borges’ claims have been dismissed as fringe conspiracy theory, since in order for them to be true, Moll would have to be in excess of 160 years old—twenty-seven years older than the eldest human being ever documented.

A Note on Dawn Cluster Cartography

 

In the Dawn Cluster, cardinal directions are used for ease of reference, with the black hole at the galaxy’s center acting as a “north star.”

Terms such as north, south, east, and west are meaningful because of the Cluster’s layout. While star systems are distributed along the Z-axis, with a maximum spread of 13.781 light years, the Cluster’s X- and Y-axes are much longer, at 105.134 light years and 81.240 light years respectively.

Want free books?

 

Scott is giving away the Spacers prequel, Captain’s Making, for free, along with 2 other space opera ebooks.

 

You’ll also receive the official map of the Dawn Cluster - a must-have for keeping track of the battles unfolding throughout the world of Spacers. (Also free.)

 

Tap here for your free books 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 book
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To Sourjo Basu. I would be nowhere without my readers. Thank you, Sourjo, for your incredible support of my writing.
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Reading Order for Scott’s Books

 

At the time of writing, I have novels in 4 different universes, and a lot of readers have asked me for a chronological reading order.

 

I say: it’s about time. :)

 

This list is current as of May 4th, 2021.

 

 

The Ixan Universe

 

 

The Ixan Prophecies Series

 

Supercarrier - Ebook and Audio

 

Juggernaut - Ebook and Audio

 

Reckoning - Ebook and Audio

 

Capital Starship - Ebook and Audio

 

Pride of the Fleet - Ebook and Audio

 

Dogs of War - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Fleet Ops Series

 

Trapped - Ebook and Audio

 

Counterstrike - Ebook and Audio

 

Relentless - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Mech Wars Quadrilogy

 

Powered - Ebook and Audio

 

Dynamo - Ebook and Audio

 

Meltdown - Ebook and Audio

 

Infliction - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Spacers Universe

 

 

First Command - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 1 & 2)

 

Free Space - Ebook

 

Wartorn Cluster - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 3 & 4)

 

The Fall - Ebook

 

Empire Space - Ebook

 

Thatcher’s Gambit - Ebook

 

 

After the Galaxy Universe

 

 

The Unsung - Ebook and Audio

 

Unsung Armada - Ebook and Audio

 

The Crucible - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Mother Ship Universe

 

 

Mother Ship - Ebook and Audio
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