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Chapter One

 

Aboard the Shtriga

Dashed Hope System, Quisle Region

Earth Year 2291

 

They’d started calling him Death.

The name had turned up a few times, now—in rumor, in intercepted transmissions, and on some public system net forums.

Captain Mikhail Volkov, the Red Death. It sounded like the sort of nickname a pirate might have earned himself, which for Volkov only increased its appeal, since pirates had given it to him.

He’d hunted the vermin through Quisle Region for weeks, now. At first, the pirates had surrendered upon defeat, in an attempt to save their own wretched lives.

Volkov had gladly accepted their hulls, adding them to his fleet. But he had no use for the crews. He ordered his boarding parties to slaughter every living soul they found aboard.

The pirates no longer tried to surrender. These days, they simply fled.

Volkov paced his CIC, weaving between the stations arrayed throughout it, as he always did in the hours before battle. He walked with one hand in his pocket and the other clutching his comm near his mouth. The comm sent his voice to every crewmember aboard the entire destroyer.

“Remember your families, who Simon Moll forced you to abandon when he drove us out of The Brush. Who will wage war in their name, if not us? Who will fight to return to them, to protect them from tyranny, if not us? If battle makes your heart quail, then think of your wives and daughters, and your aged mothers, suffering beneath Sunder boot heels. First, we take Quisle for our own. Then we use its untapped riches to become mighty again. We will have our revenge on those who drove us from our homes.”

He tapped the screen to terminate the broadcast, then let his hand fall to his side, where the comm would dangle until another thought occurred to him worthy of sharing with his crew. His pacing took him past his Ops officer’s station.

“Any news from our friends near the gas giant’s moon, Alexei?”

Senior Lieutenant Alexei Ivanov shook his head. “They’re still ferrying goods to the moon’s surface using those rickety tenders, sir. They must have spotted us by now. They haven’t fled, so they must intend to engage.”

“Of course they do. They outnumber us six to one, and we don’t even have shields. They will know this, by now.”

Ivanov shifted in his seat. “Sir, are you certain you don’t want to—”

“I am certain I don’t want to withdraw and wait for our other vessels to back us up, Alexei. Yes. But thank you for asking yet again.”

Volkov’s pacing carried him away from the Ops officer, past his XO, and then past the empty command seat.

Perhaps Alexei would stop asking if I explained my thinking. That was likely so. But an effective captain should not have to explain his thinking, ever. His crew should trust him to get the results they needed. Why can’t Alexei and the others simply follow my orders and enjoy the fruits of their execution?

Part of Volkov felt like he’d earned that, after the unbroken string of victories he’d enjoyed against pirates these past weeks.

Then again, he was also CEO of Red Sky, and it was on his watch that Simon Moll had ousted them from their home, sending them scampering throughout the Dawn Cluster, grasping at straws.

The thought made his mouth twist in disgust. He remembered running across Captain Tad Thatcher of Frontier Security, and demanding to know why his ally had acted as he had. He remembered going to the UNC to request their help in getting justice against Moll.

All to no avail. The UNC stalled and equivocated, until Volkov realized they meant to put him off indefinitely. They clearly had no intention of acting against Sunder—not now, maybe not ever. So he’d left Sunrise System in a cold rage.

I’m done playing the victim. Done begging those with power to protect me.

He would rebuild his own power, till he loomed larger than ever before. And then he would take back what was his by force.

The state-of-the-art holoscreen at the CIC’s fore showed the Shtriga steadily closing the gap with her pirate prey. No doubt they were secreting the haul from a recent raid in an underground facility on that moon. And the fact they held firm while Death himself approached suggested it was a large haul indeed.

Their courage likely stemmed from the fact that, for the first time since Volkov had launched his campaign against the Quisle pirates, his destroyer was unaccompanied. Before, the Red Sky forces had prowled the region in battle groups, against which the disparate pirate factions were all but powerless.

The enemy had fled before those battle groups more often than not, which was the problem. Volkov’s conquest wasn’t happening nearly as fast as he would have liked, and now that his crews had refreshed their warfighting skills, it was time to move to the next phase of his plan.

This phase involved splitting his forces into much smaller groups—sometimes, as in Shtriga’s case, a single ship to prowl through system after system, seeking targets. The pirates would be much likelier to engage a lone ship. Which would give Volkov the opportunities he wanted to destroy them.

He almost let a chuckle escape his lips. Alexei wants me to pull back and wait for reinforcements. But that would only give the pirates a window to withdraw and regroup with reinforcements of their own.

Or to extract their bounty and flee. Even if the pirates remained as Volkov went seeking backup, they would flee once he returned with a larger force.

No, he would do it his way. He would destroy the pirates here and now, and then he would have their treasure.

The moon where they were stashing said treasure didn’t even have a name. Unnamed bodies were common in Quisle Region. A few corps maintained a presence here, mining the region’s all but untapped asteroids and moons; harvesting its gas giants’ vapors. But those operations were heavily guarded, and constantly harried by pirates all the same.

For the most part, Quisle Region was a pirate haven.

At least, it used to be. “Nav, set a course that uses the moon’s gravity to send us speeding past the outermost ship. Once you have it, send it to Helm.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

 The Shtriga’s transverse velocity relative to the enemy ship would make it difficult for that vessel’s turrets to track her—while Volkov’s new artillery turrets would have an easier time, since his gunners would be firing at a fixed point.

Even so, the artillery turrets had less accuracy than the laser turrets Volkov had swapped out for them during his stop at the Helio base on the outskirts of Steppe Mortalis, on his way out of the cold regions. That was why he’d also traded a drone bay module for a superior tracking computer.

“Tactical, instruct our port-side gunners to prepare to fire on the designated target on my mark.”

“Aye, sir. Gunner crews on standby.”

Volkov waited long minutes for the optimal moment to arrive. Then: “Fire!”

Bright threads connected the destroyer’s port-side turrets with the pirate ship, causing the deck to rumble underneath Volkov’s feet. He should have strapped himself into his command chair, but the thrill of battle coursed through him, keeping him on his feet and pacing with more energy than before.

As expected, no shield rose to stop his barrage, and the high-explosive munitions tore through the target’s hull.

“Cease fire!” Volkov barked as they exited optimal firing range.

His Tactical officer passed on the order, and the artillery turrets fell silent. As for the target, it did not come apart, but neither did it pursue the Shtriga. For now, at least, they’d crippled her.

Her five fellows did give chase, however. They sped after the Red Sky destroyer in no particular formation, which was typical of pirates.

“Helm, give me eighty percent power. We will continue along our present course.”

The enemy loosed a smattering of laserfire and solid-core rounds. Some of the latter connected with the Shtriga, and Volkov stumbled, gripping the back of his Tactical officer’s chair. Feeling somewhat sheepish, he made his way back to his own seat, wary of further impacts.

The great vessel had mostly shrugged off the attack, thanks in large part to another modification Volkov had ordered at the Helio base: extra armor plating, for which he’d sacrificed significant cargo space.

It was worth it. His newly fortified hull had soaked up the impactors without complaint.

“Now,” he said, turning his head toward his Helm officer as he strapped himself in. “Give me enough delta-v to escape the giant’s orbit.”

The Shtriga lurched, tossing Volkov to the left before the inertial compensators could kick in. They broke with the great planet’s upper orbits…and so did their pursuers, who struggled mightily against the gravity.

As the five pirate ships still in the action pursued the destroyer into space, they inevitably formed a straight line. To do otherwise would have been to follow a less-than-optimal course, and their engines weren’t powerful enough to follow less-than-optimal courses. Not while retaining a hope of actually catching Shtriga.

Of course, a straight line pointed at a target represented the worst possible formation for space combat. It meant only the front ship could fire on that target, and if that target fired back, she was unlikely to miss.

“Bring us about, Kuznetsov. And Belevich…let’s give them a taste of our starboard guns, this time.”

His Helm officer gave a curt nod, and both officers replied with a sharp “Aye, sir.”

The great destroyer rotated in place while still following its original trajectory. Before the enemy could react—likely before they realized what was happening—Volkov’s starboard gunner crews opened up on them, sending explosive rounds screaming through the void to perforate the leading ship’s hull.

This time, the target erupted in a red corona tinged with blue. 

“Cease fire. Helm, commence deceleration now.”

Kuznetsov’s acknowledgment was paired with a forward lurch that threw Volkov against his restraints. He forced his next words out against the strain, not waiting for the inertial compensators to do their work. “Nav, execute an artificial orbit that maintains our current distance with the next-closest target while bringing us back toward the moon. Belevich, have our gunners give the next ship hell.”

The destroyer’s inertial compensators worked overtime as they changed course yet again, looping back toward the moon. This maneuver exposed them to weapons fire from the four remaining enemy ships, but transverse velocity was again on their side, making them difficult to track and hit.

Unfortunately, this time the artillery turrets did less work, the munitions hurtling past their target for the most part—likely to be swallowed by the gaseous atmosphere that formed the enemy’s celestial backstop.

“Cease firing.”

“Sir? We still have a chance to—”

“I said stop firing.”

“Aye, sir.” Belevich relayed the order to the appropriate gunner teams.

It’s time to play my final card. The last modification Volkov had ordered would make the difference between victory and defeat.

“Kuznetsov. Bring thrusters up to full power, and engage afterburners as well. Do it now.”

“Aye, sir!”

The increased thrust, supplemented by Volkov’s new afterburners, was palpable. The ship punched forward, shoving him back against his unpadded seat for several long seconds.

The momentary discomfort proved well worth it. They completed their artificial orbit far sooner than they would have without the extra momentum, coming around behind the pirate formation.

“Hit them with starboard guns again now, Tactical. Nav and Helm, coordinate to use the giant’s orbit to bring us back to the moon at full speed.”

The starboard gunners again failed to destroy their target, but this time, several rounds punched through the pirate ship near her belly, knocking her back toward her fellows.

It hardly mattered. The pirate ships chased the Shtriga back toward the moon, each of them sailing under full power, no doubt fearful Volkov intended to destroy their stash and then escape.

But escaping was the farthest thing from Volkov’s mind, just then. The pirates surely didn’t realize it, but their desperate chase was already sealing their fate. Each ship of their ragtag force had a different maximum acceleration profile, resulting in them stringing themselves out.

The Shtriga returned to the moon well before the first pirate ship, giving them enough time to slingshot around the large, barren rock and meet their first target head-on.

Or rather, port-side on. Volkov had his Helm officer bring them about once more, greeting their adversary with a broadside of artillery fire.

The first two ships threw themselves into the assault, clearly desperate to protect their stash on the moon’s surface below. Volkov’s gunner crews made short work of both.

With that, the remaining two pirate captains finally seemed to grasp how this day would end for them. But it was far too late. Like a great steel predator, the Shtriga pounced, chewing up her prey with yet more artillery fire.

Six ruined hulks floated through space as Volkov ordered his CIC crew to return the destroyer to lunar orbit. “Maintain a geostationary orbit above that trove’s location.”

He unstrapped himself from his command seat and resumed pacing, feeling a little like a predator himself. A caged one.

He slipped his comm from its holster and brought it to his lips, again sending his voice throughout the entire ship.

“Today is a good day,” he told his crew. “You have done well. Now let us discover the spoils that await us below.”

Chapter Two

 

Aboard Attack Shuttle One

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2291

 

The twin hydraulic arms lifted Attack Shuttle One from its cradle and deposited it into space, giving it a gentle nudge to send it on its way.

The shuttle’s retrothrusters took over, taking the craft to a lower orbit in preparation for planetary re-entry. Thatcher used his comm to patch one of the craft’s exterior visual sensors through to his eyepiece—not a sensor that faced Planet Oasis, but one that overlooked the star-speckled expanse above.

A long sigh escaped his lips, drawing a sidelong glance from his XO, who was seated to his right. Thatcher ignored him.

Even if we had the ability to search the entire galaxy, star by star, it would be futile. We would never find the Xanthic. Not in time to save ourselves.

Instead, they had to wait for the aliens’ next attack. They would have to react, and hope they learned enough to meaningfully fight back.

Before it was too late.

“Are you okay, Tad?” Candle whispered.

Thatcher suppressed a grimace. His XO had taken to using his first name altogether too quickly, for his taste.

Come off it, Tad. That had been his anxiety talking, and he knew it. “Yes, Bill. Thank you.”

“Today’s your big day.”

Thatcher grunted.

The shuttle began to shudder as it encountered Oasis’ upper atmosphere, where even the wispy air found so high up was enough to form a “bow wave” of oxygen molecules that bounced off the shuttle’s blunt-nosed bow and collided with the incoming air.

Through Thatcher’s sensor, the void began to lighten, until suddenly it took on the blue hue of New Houston’s skies.

Of course, they weren’t over New Houston yet. The turbulence increased, drag and lift forces conspiring to jerk the shuttle this way and that, in a seemingly random fashion.

Even as a veteran spacer, Thatcher still got a little nervous during re-entry. Humanity had long ago mastered the art of entering and leaving planetary atmospheres. It had become incredibly commonplace, and accidents were rare.

All the same, there was no denying the titanic forces bearing down on the relatively tiny shuttle. Thatcher could feel the raw power in the way his teeth rattled, and though the shuttle’s passenger compartment remained comfortably cool, he knew all too well that the slightest malfunction would put them at the mercy of immense orbital energies, reducing the craft and its occupants to ash.

This was one of the reasons he preferred to simply stay in space, and limit his returns to terrestrial life to as few as possible. Most trips, he could ignore being at the mercy of physics, but on days like today, when his mind had already been racing, it proved more difficult.

At such times, it helped to remind himself of the technologies keeping him safe—just as he felt both safe and even powerful when he was cloaked in the New Jersey’s shielded and armored hull.

The pilot, Lieutenant Brin Hodge, was extremely competent, and had done this a thousand times, sometimes depositing marines in the middle of a combat zone at much steeper re-entry angles. The re-entry corridor Hodge followed today was shallow, designed for low heating rates over a longer time.

Yes, that meant the craft had longer to soak up the heat, but a mosaic of highly refined silicate tiles covered with black reaction-cured glass would protect the hull from damage, and prevent it from reaching its maximum temperature until well after its occupants had disembarked.

In the meantime, Hodge would roll the shuttle to take advantage of lift and keep their maximum deceleration well under two g’s.

You have nothing to worry about, Thatcher told himself.

That may have been true, where Attack Shuttle One’s re-entry was concerned. As for what awaited him on the planet’s surface….

Well, that’s up to me, isn’t it? This can go as smoothly as I want it to. All I have to do is take the easy way out.

The coward’s way out.

At last, the shuttle settled gently onto one of three landing pads outside Frontier Security Headquarters. On his way toward the exit, Thatcher stuck his head into the cockpit. “A deft re-entry as always, Lieutenant.”

Hodge blinked, looking a little surprised at the praise. “Yes, sir.”

With that, Thatcher made his way out through the airlock, at the head of his CIC officers from both watches. They seemed to pick up on his morose mood, keeping their remarks to a minimum as they all made their way into the hulking, well-fortified HQ building, with its labyrinthine corridors.

“They’re holding the ceremony in a third-floor conference room,” Thatcher said, with a glance at Lucy Guerrero, who walked to his right.

“Very good, sir.”

He gave a tight grin, then lapsed back into silence.

Ten minutes later, they arrived at the conference room to find six rows of chairs, most of them filled with company executives. A center aisle bisected each row, and Thatcher’s CIC officers followed him down it, to take seats in the front two rows. 

He could feel eyes tracking him as he reached the front of the room. Veronica Rose beamed at him from a sumptuous chair to his left, near a podium. His return smile felt awkward and unnatural on his lips, and he doubted he looked nearly as content or proud as he should have.

An empty chair awaited him to his right, next to Captain Frederick Wilson, who rose to shake his hand with a warm grin. “I hope you know you’ve earned this, Tad,” Wilson murmured. “Several times over.”

“Thank you,” Thatcher said, and took the seat beside Wilson.

Once everyone was settled, Rose stood and took the podium. “Good morning, everyone. Welcome to today’s promotion ceremony, in recognition of Commander Tad Thatcher.”

The ceremony proceeded in much the same way as any ceremony Thatcher had sat through back in Space Fleet. Rose specifically welcomed Captain Wilson and the officers from the New Jersey, along with a few company executives, including Hans Mittelman—though she used his alias, Harold Wills. She then gave a brief overview of Thatcher’s career to date, before giving the podium to a Petty Officer 1st Class from the Jersey, who sang “The Star-Spangled Banner.”

Thatcher knew he should feel elated at finally ascending to the rank of captain, after years of work. But he didn’t.

It wasn’t that the rank was being bestowed by a corporation rather than Space Fleet—he considered becoming a Frontier captain just as notable. He’d often pictured this day, the day he became a true starship captain, not just in function but in name…and he’d always envisioned that his wife, Lin, would be here for the ceremony. If not for the wormhole’s collapse, he had no doubt she would have made it out here, all the way from Earth. But that was impossible. Indeed, there was no guarantee she was even alive.

When the time came for Veronica Rose to change his shoulder lapels to reflect his new rank, a wave of guilt washed over him. She looked nearly as happy for him as his wife would have looked, but all he could think about was how he’d betrayed her on Bimaria, by telling the UNC about Frontier’s possession of nanofab tech.

He’d passed on the information, along with everything else they’d learned from the Xanthic terminal they’d extracted from underground on Planet Recept, because he’d believed it would help the UNC get closer to reopening the wormhole. And if he was being honest with himself, if he had that day on Bimaria to do over again, he wouldn’t do anything differently. Even so, knowing he’d gone against Veronica Rose, behind her back, ate at him every day—especially the days leading up to this promotion.

He’d betrayed her, and here she was lifting him up. Recognizing him. Promoting him.

After the ceremony, someone wheeled out a sheet cake, with the words “Congratulations Captain Thatcher” written on it, along with the circular Frontier Security logo flanked by his new rank insignia. As he ate his piece in small nibbles—his XO had cut him a piece that was far too large, and he was trying to make it last, lest the man try to force another piece on him—he found himself surrounded by well-wishers looking to shake his hand and congratulate him.

Eventually, the crowd broke apart into smaller pockets of conversation, with Thatcher standing in a circle that included Wilson, Rose, Mittelman, Candle, and Guerrero.

Wilson gestured toward Rose. “So, Ms. Rose, I hear we have other reasons to celebrate our new captain, aside from today’s promotion.”

“Oh?” Guerrero’s eyebrows rose, and she smiled, glancing from the CEO to Wilson.

Rose’s eyes met Thatcher’s across the circle, a smile crinkling her eyes at the corners. “Our comms are just a week away from being fully integrated, fleet-wide. All according to the captain’s vision.”

Wilson held up a mug of coffee. “To Captain Tad Thatcher, whose innovations never seem to cease.”

Mugs and glasses clinked against each other as Thatcher smiled wanly. He wouldn’t have liked being the focus of this much attention even if he wasn’t feeling particularly undeserving, today.

“That’s not the only victory we have to celebrate,” Mittelman put in. “Our first stealth-capable vessel will be christened in just under a week. And we’ve managed to keep the tech out of Sunder hands.”

“Good,” Thatcher said, and the tone of his voice dimmed a few of their smiles. “We’re going to need every advantage we can get. We may have managed to safeguard stealth from Sunder, but they’ve been integrating their comms too, just like we have. Their fleets will be just as versatile and responsive as ours are.”

“That’s a good thing.” Rose’s voice bore an edge, like steel under silk. “Considering they’re our ally.”

“For now, they’re our ally. They’re also not the only ones who’ve figured out the importance of fully integrated comms for fleet combat. Corps all over the Cluster are following suit—even ones in the north, which still hasn’t stabilized after we defeated Daybreak Combine. Look—I’m not saying we shouldn’t count our blessings, and feel grateful for every advantage we have. But if we allow them to make us feel safe, then we’re done.”

No one seemed to know what to say, after that. Guerrero’s eyes were on the floor, and Candle studied Thatcher’s face with a look of quiet concern. Rose was all but glaring at him, which wasn’t a surprise after he’d spoken so openly about the Cluster’s geopolitics in a public setting. Mittelman just studied him over his glass of water as he sipped from it, his expression blank.

“Excuse me,” Thatcher said. “I believe I’ve had enough celebrating.”

With that, he departed the conference room.

Chapter Three

 

New Karlstad, Solna Colony

Trebuchet System, Candor Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Simon Moll drummed his fingers on the long, curved table, waiting for his turn to speak.

At the last meeting of Sunder shareholders, his stylist had put him in a midnight suit with wider lapels than was customary for company employees. He wore the same suit today—but unlike at the last meeting, this time several of his fellow executives sported the wide lapels as well.

Next, shareholders would adopt the trend, as well as middle management. Before long, virtually every Sunder office employee would come to work wearing a suit that featured wide lapels. All because Simon Moll wore them at shareholder meetings, which counted among the few times he deigned to even wear a suit.

He’d seen this pattern play out several times before, and would again, no doubt. Next, his stylist might outfit him with a boutonniere, or a suit with a boxier cut. The rest of the company would wordlessly follow suit.

Drones. Automatons who lurch after power, adopting its trappings but never tasting it for themselves.

He glanced toward the podium, where Oliver Nilsson, the chairman of the board, droned on about “uniquely assertive client acquisition strategies”—the final topic on the itemized list that preceded the “update from company,” which Moll himself would deliver.

Bored, his gaze wandered over the crowd gathered on the top floor of Sunder Tower, which was devoted in its entirety to an airy meeting space boasting majestic floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on New Karlstad below. The main stage was flanked by two massive holoscreens, and hundreds of seats marched back from it in orderly rows.

Fewer than half those seats were occupied. The poor attendance wasn’t only because this closed-door emergency shareholders meeting had been called at the last minute: when the wormhole connecting Earth Local Space to the Dawn Cluster had collapsed, it had severed tens of thousands of shareholders from the Cluster corps they held stakes in.

As with countless other corps, Sunder shareholders based in Earth Local Space had lost access to meetings like this one—and to having a say in the company at all. They still legally owned part of Sunder Incorporated, which would become meaningful again if the wormhole ever reopened.

In theory, anyway.

As a result of those shareholders getting cut off, the Sunder C-suite now enjoyed disproportionate power over the company’s affairs. Moll retained only a thirty percent share in Sunder—well short of a controlling interest. He’d given that up years ago in the name of raising capital and letting shareholders believe they had more control than they did.

Moll always got his way, of course. And with most of the company’s shareholders gone, it had become easier than ever to build alliances with key individuals among those who remained—alliances that functioned to ensure Sunder always moved in the right direction.

Oliver Nilsson had turned to face him. “And now I invite our Chief Executive Officer, Captain Simon Moll, to take the podium and deliver the update from the company.”

Moll rose to his feet amidst healthy applause, gave Nilsson a tight smile, then took his place in the center of the stage.

He gripped the edges of the podium and surveyed his audience for a long period of silence, long enough that several among them shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Only then did he speak.

“I won’t mince words, and I won’t waste time. You all know why this emergency meeting was called, and if you didn’t know before, then Mr. Nilsson’s exhaustive updates should have filled you in.”

Moll shot Nilsson a knowing smile as the crowd tittered. Nilsson gave a wide grin in return, doing his best to give the impression that he was in on the joke.

Moll’s smile broadened. “Unless, of course, you fell asleep during Nilsson’s ramblings, which I would find perfectly understandable.”

Earnest laughter burst forth from the audience at that, and when Moll looked at Nilsson again, he noted how the man’s grin had wilted. He returned his gaze to the crowd. “All levity aside, we at Sunder Incorporated now stand at a crossroads. Public opinion, ever fickle, has soured further after the unfortunate death of Captain Boris Redding in Bakelite System. Many have tried to martyr Redding, and the facts of his death have been twisted beyond all recognition. The fact is, Redding was killed while resisting arrest by Sunder security officers, because he wanted to evade the consequences of his illegal smuggling. The timing of his death was no doubt unfortunate, but Sunder employees did nothing wrong in the face of the violent resistance Redding showed them.”

Moll took a moment to study the crowd, waiting to see if any would dare challenge him on this—to reiterate the media’s demands that Moll release footage of Redding’s arrest.

After a few seconds of silence, he smirked. Of course no would challenge him.

“It gets worse, I’m afraid. Xebec Alliance has been doing its best to generate an uproar over what it calls ‘Sunder encroachment’ on its territory. For now, we’ve withdrawn from the systems they’ve asked us to, while we prepare to service newly acquired contracts in Lament Region. But I propose that as part of our newly expanded intelligence gathering program, we look into Xebec Alliance further. What makes them so eager to repel us from Xebec Region? Why do they think they have the right to do so?”

“You know why they want to repel us.” The voice came from a silver-haired man seated in the middle of the crowd. He rose to his feet with only slight wavering, despite being well into his ninth decade of life.

Moll sniffed. “It isn’t yet time for shareholder questions, Adam.”

Adam Keller glared back at him. The man had been a thorn in Moll’s side for decades, and had been especially troublesome before the wormhole’s collapse. “You’ve brought Sunder to a dark place, Simon. Your predecessor never would have condoned this.”

Laughter threatened to bubble up at the idea that Patrick Moen would have opposed anything Moll did, but he managed to limit himself to a smirk. “What place would that be, Adam?”

“The scheme you’ve concocted for our once-proud company amounts to little more than a protection racket. The Lord only knows how many arms you had to twist to convince so many corps throughout Lament and The Brush to become Sunder clients. Our marketing isn’t that good. Not so good that CEOs would drop existing relationships on the spot to sign a contract with us. This isn’t just about shareholder profit anymore, Simon. This is about conquest.”

“I fail to see the problem.”

Another round of titters rose from the crowd, leaving Adam Keller blinking in consternation. “You…don’t see the problem?”

“Times have changed since you first became a Sunder shareholder, Adam. Radically. And while I respect both your longevity and your pedigree, I won’t let you stand in the way of securing our company’s future.”

“Securing it how? By attacking Xebec Alliance? They’ve been an ally of Sunder’s since Patrick Moen ran this company!”

“I haven’t said anything about attacking them. Yet. But I do find their behavior suspect, and I want them investigated. As for conquest…call it what you will, but I see no other way to ensure security and order in a Cluster where the United Nations and Colonies has been rendered toothless. If we want to ensure safety for our clients, our families, and ourselves—against pirates, rogue corps, and the Xanthic—then we must control the Cluster. I see no other way.”

The shareholders burst into enthusiastic applause. Keller sank into his seat wearing a horrified expression.

“We face threats on all sides, my friends. The Cluster’s south emerged from its chaos only recently, with the super-alliance Ascendant Horizon as the apparent victor. But can Ascendant Horizon truly keep the peace? It is an industry-based organization, and its crews are nowhere near as competent in the art of war as ours are. Should it fail, the southern chaos will return. And sooner or later, that chaos will spill over into Sunder systems.”

Heads nodded throughout the room.

“The north is in little better shape. Yes, Daybreak Combine is no more, but its destruction has left a power vacuum in its wake. At the moment, our partnership with Frontier Security is proving vital to maintaining stability there. But Frontier’s Veronica Rose is a radical, as we all know, and she seems determined to oppose Sunder interests at every turn. It’s in our best interests to maintain good relations with Frontier for the time being, but how long can that last? How long before Frontier decides to bite the hand that feeds it?

“You called Xebec Alliance our ally, Adam. But why would an ally close its systems to us? Xebec Region is unusually resource-rich, yes, even for a Dawn Cluster region. But so is Candor, and Sunder has never sought to bar Xebec corps from mining Candor systems.

“Is Xebec Alliance’s isolationist behavior only about resources? Or is there something more sinister going on? I mean to get to the bottom of it, just as I mean for Sunder to become the prevailing force in the Dawn Cluster—to do the job the UNC has so woefully failed at. With your support, my fellow shareholders, I believe we can accomplish both—and so much more.”

Moll gave these last words a tone of finality, signaling the end of the speech. With that, the shareholders applauded, with even more fervor than before. As one, they surged to their feet.

Only Adam Keller was left sitting.

Chapter Four
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Tsu Wei’s gaze kept drifting from the chess board, apparently distracted by the rich tapestries and ornate statuettes adorning Li Jun’s office.

At last, he seemed to give up on deciding his next move for the moment, seizing a jade Buddha from atop an end table nearby and studying it intensely. “The detail is masterful….”

Li rose one eyebrow. “Why don’t you share what you’re truly thinking, my friend?”

Tsu glared up at him, the Buddha nestled between his crossed legs. Then he picked up the figure and gestured with it. “Do you think he would have approved of the way you’ve surrounded yourself with the trappings of material wealth?”

That brought a grin to Li’s lips. “It depends on which stage of his life you asked him in. Perhaps you’re thinking of his period of extreme asceticism, which he eventually abandoned as foolhardy.”

“Yes, but he didn’t then become a hedonist. He advocated the middle way.”

“He advocated development of the mind, to achieve calm and awareness.” Li’s grin broadened as he gestured toward a tapestry depicting Yunnan province’s Stone Forest. “Take this scene, showing one of China’s wonders. Am I to be blamed if it helps me achieve a state of serenity? Would the Buddha not applaud that?”

Tsu’s frown deepened. “Your ability to talk in circles does not make you right, Jun Ge.”

“I’m playing with you! Or at least, I’m attempting to.” Li glanced meaningfully at the chess board.

“I just find it hard to concentrate surrounded by such opulence.”

“You could make your office just as lavish as mine, if you wanted, Wei. You’re the president of this corporation we’ve taken to such heights, and you’ve shared in the rewards just as much as I have. So I hope this talk isn’t born of some strange sense of jealousy. If you want the truth, I don’t believe it’s wrong for a man to enjoy the fruits of his success. And keep in mind, please, that material wealth isn’t all that success brings. It also brings security. Stability.”

“Hmm.” Tsu seized a knight and planted it closer to Li. “There.”

Immediately, Li plucked a bishop from the board and placed it in line with his friend’s king. “Check.”

Tsu frowned.

“Don’t you think it’s time you admit I’ve been an effective CEO?” Li asked. “That I was right about a couple things?”

“Like what?”

“Ha!” Li didn’t know whether he should roll his eyes or burst into gales of laughter at his friend’s refusal to give him even an inch.

It had always been this way with them, even since they’d grown up together in the same village. Their families had called them Yin and Yang, and not much had changed with their relationship. Li was Yang, the eternal optimist, always envisioning a future full of boundless opportunity. But Tsu was Yin—obsessed with the downsides of everything, and forecasting calamity as a direct result of what he called his friend’s overreaching. 

“Like, perhaps, starting Ascendant Horizon in the first place. Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten that morning after the Han’ei attack, when you told me such an alliance would be impossible in the wartorn south. But what do we have now? A super-alliance of mutually dependent members. We forced Han’ei to flee this region, because their business model of glorified piracy does not function any longer in the environment we’ve created.”

“Oh, you’ve built something all right, Jun Ge. But where you see a super-alliance, I see a giant target.”

“Stop it, will you?” For the first time in a long time, Li was beginning to lose his temper. Tsu didn’t react to that, of course. He took any negative outcome as a matter of course—just the natural way the universe worked, in his eyes. “Finding the pessimistic angle is your number one talent, Wei. When we paid Orion Alliance for the use of Nacarat Region, you said we would come afoul of their enemy, the Penta Syndicate. And when the Syndicate attacked Orion, and we brokered a deal not to try to stop them so long as they left us alone in Nacarat, you said Penta couldn’t be trusted to stick to that. Well, they’ve stuck to it, haven’t they? We’ve held Nacarat ever since, completely unmolested.”

“For now.” Tsu Wei sounded almost distracted as his eyes scanned the chess board.

Li didn’t buy it for a second. The coward is attempting to retreat back into the game before my wrath. I won’t let him! “And after we added Haysel and Jow Regions to our territory, you said our alliance had grown too large—that the private military companies and the industry-focused corps had interests that were too varied. That neither group felt they were properly represented by Ascendant Horizon leadership. Do you remember what happened then?”

Tsu reached for a rook, then withdrew his hand, stroking his stubbled chin in thought.

“Of course you remember,” Li pressed. “I split our alliance into two smaller alliances. You said we would have civil war—that Ascendant Horizon had lost its identity. But I split us into two identities, didn’t I? One filled with mining and shipping corps, and the new alliance made up almost entirely of PMCs. I gave Haysel Region in its entirety to the new alliance, Verity Guild. And this division brought us even closer together. Our two alliances now operate as one, don’t they, Wei? And there is no more identity crisis.”

His friend closed his eyes, giving up his study of the game board. Tsu drew a deep breath, his shoulders slowly rising and falling. He opened his eyes, then seemed to remember the Buddha statuette still resting in his lap. He replaced it on the end table. “As always, Jun Ge, you are too enamored of your own brilliance. How many myths did they teach us in school, where the hero’s own hubris brings his downfall?”

“I listen to advice, Wei. I play the odds. I know the dangers.”

“And yet, sometimes I think you forget that we aren’t fighting Han’ei anymore. As menacing as they seemed even a year ago, Han’ei Corporation would drown in the mere shadow of the threats we face now.”

Li snorted. “I suppose you’ll start harping on about Penta Syndicate again. They are cowed by us, Wei. We have grown too large.”

“We are large, but our power has not yet solidified. Penta is a threat, but they aren’t the only one. Sunder Incorporated grows in the west like a cancer. How long before Simon Moll turns his sights on the south?”

“The south, Wei? Moll hasn’t yet solidified the north, or even the west. We have plenty of runway left before worrying about any sort of confrontation with Sunder.”

“Maybe. But maybe not. You and I know that Moll will turn his gaze toward us much sooner, if he learns about what we’re constructing in the heart of our territory.”

Li pressed his lips together. “I’m taking precautions against that.”

“I know you are. But it is still a danger that lurks on the horizon. Ascendant as that horizon may be.”

A dry chuckle escaped Li at his friend’s quip. “You have a point, Wei. As dour and pessimistic as you are, you do have a point.”

“I always have a point. You know that.”

“Are you going to make your move or not?”

Tsu Wei reached for the same rook he’d reached for before, moving it down the board to block Li’s bishop.

Li immediately seized on the opening this provided, moving his queen diagonally across the board. “Checkmate.”

The president of Heaven’s Bounty stared at the chess board, dumbfounded. Then, his features darkened. “I don’t know why I play with you, Jun Ge, with your dirty tricks.”

“What dirty tricks?” Li met his friend’s gaze, doing his best to embody the essence of innocence.
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“So, what did you want to talk about?” Wilson asked before sipping from his scotch on the rocks.

Thatcher blinked, his pint of non-alcoholic beer halfway to his lips. Realizing he’d paused, he lifted the drink the rest of the way, taking a long sip. Part of him wished it was real beer. But a larger part knew he had to set a better example for his crew than that. If he was going to deny them alcohol, when they’d grown used to years of drinking aboard the Jersey while off-duty, then he should likewise deny himself. Even when he was on leave.

Maybe that was excessive, but it felt right to him all the same.

They sat in a booth with seat backs that stretched almost to the ceiling. The booth sat in the darkest corner of a rundown pub on the outskirts of New Houston.

“What do you mean, what do I want to talk about?” Thatcher asked, replacing his pint on the table. “Can’t I ask my childhood hero for a drink without an ulterior motive?”

Wilson raised his eyebrows, and gave a dry chuckle. “I guess so. But something’s up with you. Something’s wrong.”

“Wrong? Why do you say that?”

“If all you wanted was to get a drink, you could have invited me to the officers club back at HQ. Instead, you asked me here, to a place where you stick out like a sore thumb, no matter what you’re wearing.”

Thatcher glanced down at his brown cardigan, which he wore over a white-collared shirt. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

“Nothing, if you’re attending a philosophy lecture. That’s not the half of it, anyway. There was also your obvious irritation at your own promotion ceremony the other day. And the strange way you’ve been acting ever since. I’m not the only one to notice.”

Thatcher frowned.

“Besides. You don’t even drink.”

Mid-sip, Thatcher sputtered. “I don’t drink alcohol, no. That doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a tasty beverage in such a fine…ah….” He gestured helplessly at the dingy pub, then gave up. “All right. Fine. There is something on my mind.”

Wilson gave a triumphant grin. “Out with it.”

Thatcher sighed. “I’ve been having…doubts.”

“Concerning?”

The frown deepened. “Everything? Everything, pretty much.”

“Give me an example.”

“Okay. Take last week, when a spacer fell asleep on watch on the New Jersey. When that happens, it’s open-and-shut. Right? A starship relies on its crew staying alert when they’re on watch. Otherwise, disaster can strike. People can die. If you fall asleep on watch, you’re due for some sort of disciplinary action.”

Wilson didn’t answer, seeming to mull this over.

“Right?” Thatcher repeated.

“I’d need more details.”

Somehow, I was afraid you’d say that. “Yes, well, as it turns out there were more details. I passed his case on to Veronica Rose to determine the punishment, and she did something I didn’t. She asked why the spacer had fallen asleep.”

“What did he say?”

“He said he’d been up all night cleaning the missile bay. When she asked why he’d needed to stay up all night cleaning it, he said his chief told him it had to be done by 0900 hours.”

Wilson nodded. “I think I see where this is going.”

I’ll just bet you do. “She asked the chief why the spacer couldn’t have more time, and he said his department head had told him it needed to be done in time for captain’s inspection the next morning.”

Wilson gave a tight smile. “What do you make of all that, Tad?”

Another sigh escaped him. “That I’ve made keeping an impeccable ship into such a big deal that crewmembers are falling asleep on duty to get it done. I know the Jersey’s crew is stretched thin as it is. They already work twelve-hour watches. And this spacer was set to work thirty-six hours straight, all because no one had the nerve to tell me they didn’t have the resources to properly get the job done on time.”

“Is that their fault, then?”

Thatcher’s breath came slow and steady as he stared at his half-drained pint and considered the question. “No,” he said at last. “It’s mine. It’s my fault they don’t feel comfortable approaching me about problems on my own ship.”

The former admiral spread his hands. “See? I barely needed to talk at all. Is that all that was on your mind? Because if it is, I wouldn’t beat yourself up so much. I’d call that a learning experience, and if your career turns out anything like mine, it will be chock full of them.”

“I don’t know. This incident tells me there are big changes I have to make to the way I command the Jersey. And the way I interact with the crew.”

“You’ll get there.”

“Thanks.”

They drank in silence for a couple of minutes, Wilson’s gaze wandering over the dim pub as he whistled softly to himself.

“That wasn’t everything,” Thatcher said at last.

“Ah. Well, I’m afraid I have to start charging after solving one conundrum. First one’s free. After that, it costs you.”

“Very funny. I’m worried about the concessions Rose has been making to Sunder. I’m afraid Frontier is slowly losing what makes it special.”

Wilson’s expression grew somber, and he took a long pull from his scotch. Setting the tumbler down with an audible exhale, he locked eyes with Thatcher. “Rose is open to feedback, you know, Tad. If anyone’s proven that, it’s you, and in a big way. From what I heard, after Ucalegon it was a toss-up between taking your feedback and firing you.”

“That’s the impression I got, too,” Thatcher muttered.

“Well, then, you should express your concerns to her. Overall, though, I wouldn’t worry. Eventually, everyone dances to Rose’s tune.”

Thatcher squinted. “Even Simon Moll?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.”

“That almost sounds like you don’t think Rose is as idealistic as she lets on.”

Wilson shrugged. “Well, of course she plays that up in her messaging. But I moreso meant she has a knack for bending others to those ideals. By any means necessary.”

“Sometimes, using ‘any means necessary’ can warp us. And our ideals.”

“Yes. Stare into the void too long, and it stares back into you, and all that.” Wilson gestured dismissively. “Rose will do fine. She has my complete trust. If she didn’t, I never would have hauled my old bones out of retirement.”

Thatcher nodded and reached for his pint, but only held it on the table rather than drink from it. “Yes. She probably deserves my trust, though I can’t say she has it. Not completely. But maybe that’s because I know I don’t deserve her trust.”

Wilson’s eyes narrowed. “What does that mean?”

Thatcher found himself staring at the tabletop, and he forced himself to meet his fellow captain’s eyes.

“During my mission south to find Moll…something happened.”

“Something happened? Or you did something?”

“The second one,” he admitted.

“What is it?”

“I….” Just say it, Tad. “I went to Bimaria and told the UNC everything about our encounter with the Xanthic in Ucalegon.”

Wilson’s eyes widened, and he drank again from his scotch before answering, draining the tumbler. “Everything?” he said at last.

“I told them that the force we fought was almost certainly the same one my grandfather fought fifty years ago, in Earth Local Space. I gave them the footage of the wormhole opening and closing, at the end of the engagement. And I handed over a copy of everything we found on that Xanthic terminal.”

In the silence that followed, Thatcher could hear his own heart pushing blood through his ears. “I think you know what that includes,” he added.

“Nanofab tech. The UNC now knows Frontier has nanofab tech. When they specifically denied us that tech very recently.”

A lump sat in Thatcher’s throat and refused to budge. “Yes.”

Wilson stiffened in his seat. “Tad, you know I have enormous respect for you, which is why I’m not going to punch you in your mouth right now. Explain to me why you did that. Explain it fast, and explain it now.”

“Rose listened to her PR team when they told her that sharing those details about the Xanthic would distract from the fight against Daybreak Combine. I couldn’t stand for that. Of course, I was already on ice with Rose after Ucalegon, so my concerns fell on deaf ears. I had only had one option, Fred. Passing that intel onto the UNC was the best way I knew to maximize the possibility the wormhole will get reopened—and to make sure the Cluster is prepared when the Xanthic strike next.”

Wilson gripped the empty tumbler so hard it trembled in his fist. Then, he released it, and stretched out his fingers. His shoulders rose and fell in a long exhale.

“You realize you need to tell Rose what you did, don’t you? Immediately?”

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t you told her before this? Why didn’t you tell her the moment you got back to Freedom System?”

“I—” Thatcher grasped for the ready excuses. That Rose had had enough on her plate. That the revelation of Thatcher’s betrayal would have diverted her focus from the war on Daybreak. That Daybreak needed to be defeated.

His gaze returned to the tabletop. “I don’t know.”
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Veronica Rose greeted him with a bright smile as he entered her office. “Good morning, Captain.”

That made him blink, causing him a fleeting moment of confusion before he remembered that he was indeed a captain. “Good morning, Ms. Rose.” He smiled back.

Being a captain felt strange. In part because he’d already been performing the duties of a captain—and often, that of an admiral—during his time working for Frontier. Another reason it felt strange was because he felt utterly undeserving. The memory of Bimaria loomed over him, every second of every day.

“Our meeting is about to begin. Moll knows you’ll be present for it, so don’t hesitate to chime in, if you think it will help move him. But for the most part, I want you to listen to his words and give me your assessment later. After your recent mission to the Brush to find Moll, and the joint Frontier-Sunder attack on Daybreak Combine, you’ve spent far more time with the man than I have.”

Thatcher inclined his head. “Hopefully it will help. Moll plays his cards close to his chest.”

“So he does.” The instant comm on Rose’s desk beeped rhythmically. “That’s him now. Are we ready?”

“Yes. Let’s begin.”

Rose answered the call, patching Moll through to the speakers built in the office walls, so that the Sunder CEO’s voice seemed to come from every direction. “Ms. Rose. Commander Thatcher. Good morning.”

“It’s Captain Thatcher, now,” Rose said.

“Oh, is it? My apologies.” A pregnant pause followed, and then: “Congratulations, Captain.”

“Thank you.”

Thatcher didn’t like the way Moll’s voice boomed from every speaker. He knew this was how Rose took all her calls, but the effect was to lend Moll a gravity that Thatcher felt sure he would love, if he was aware of it.

Rose leaned forward slightly, her hands laid one atop the other on her desk. “I’m sure you’re busy, Captain Moll, so we’ll get down to business. The reason I scheduled this meeting with you has to do with concerns raised by reports from corporate executives who’ve had run-ins with Sunder representatives.”

“Run-ins?”

“Yes. Many northern corps seem to feel that Sunder’s client acquisition are…overly aggressive.”

Thatcher suppressed a wince, at that. Rose was hedging—almost mincing words in her efforts not to rock the boat with Moll. Based on what he’d heard, Sunder’s actions were much more than “overly aggressive.”

When he spoke again, Moll’s voice sounded just as calm and level as before. “Ms. Rose, what Sunder seeks above all is stability in the north. And if you ask me, aggressive policies are exactly what we need to achieve that stability. You know as well as I do how volatile things have become in the wake of Daybreak Combine’s collapse. Yes, we did a noble thing in taking down the Combine, who in the end proved themselves no better than pirates. But the state of chaos that could develop in the north, if we allow it, might be far worse.”

Rose nodded, even though Moll couldn’t see her. “Yes, and as I’m sure you’ll agree, a peaceful Dupliss forms a key part of that stability. Sunder relies on Frontier Security to maintain the peace here, but we entered into this alliance with a certain understanding. I’ll be frank, Simon. Public opinion of your corp has been plummeting ever since Captain Redding’s death in Bakelite System. Corps in The Brush and Lament have similar complaints to those I’ve heard from in the north—complaints they’ve been broadcasting to the rest of the Cluster for weeks. And now Xebec Alliance seems afraid you’re about to attack them. Frontier has a sterling reputation, one that’s currently being sullied through its connection with Sunder. Our good name forms a large part of our strength, especially with the drastic losses we took during the Combine’s attack on Freedom System—”

“The attack I saved you from, you mean.”

“That you and Thatcher worked together to save Oasis from, yes. I’ve made my appreciation for that clear.”

“Let me make something clear to you, then, Ms. Rose. I find it regrettable that you feel your good name is being dirtied by your connection with Sunder Incorporated. But I think you’ll find that you have no other choice. Just as I have none. I’m doing what I’m doing so that we can have a stable Cluster again, hopefully someday soon. There is no other way. And I’m afraid public opinion doesn’t change that.”

Thatcher shook his head, his eyes meeting Rose’s over her desk.

Unbelievable. Moll had been the first one to identify the paramount importance of public relations and messaging in the wake of the wormhole’s collapse. “As vital as laser batteries,” he’d called it. “Maybe more vital.”

Then again, using PR to its greatest effect doesn’t have to mean making everyone like you, does it?

Thatcher supposed that, for this new exploitative business model Sunder seemed to be adopting, it would prove more advantageous if the Cluster came to fear Moll as opposed to liking him. Considered that way, his embrace of this ‘space tyrant’ image made a lot more sense.

“Perhaps I’m not making myself clear,” Rose said. “The allegations against your representatives are for behavior that anyone familiar with interstellar law would consider criminal.”

“The law the UNC is completely failing to enforce, you mean.”

“Is that relevant? Do you flout the law simply because no one is enforcing it at the moment? Because that’s the path to true chaos.”

“Of course not,” Moll spat. “I’m merely making a point. As for Sunder’s client acquisition strategies, I assure you they are legitimate. Aggressive, yes. I’ll grant you that. But we haven’t broken any laws.”

“Simon, executives from multiple northern corporations complained to me of blatant arm-twisting by Sunder representatives. They said those contracts were signed under coercion, not negotiation by equal parties. And several of those executives have sent documentation of those encounters to back up their claims. I’ve reviewed everything I’ve received, and I’m happy to forward it for your perusal if you like.”

A silence came over the line, then, and Thatcher felt sure he could hear Moll breathing.

“Veronica, I had no idea this was happening,” the Sunder CEO said at last. “Please send me the documentation. Once I confirm wrongdoing by my employees, I will put a stop to it at once. There will be severe consequences for them, and for anyone else who taints Sunder’s name with such behavior.”

Rose met Thatcher’s eyes once more, this time raising her eyebrows and pursing her lips in a look that mixed surprise and satisfaction.

She seemed content with Moll’s apology, but Thatcher wasn’t so sure. To his ears, it had sounded mechanical and empty, and he felt sure the man was lying.

Did Rose detect that, too? Did she truly believe Moll would turn off the very engine that had led to such radical expansion for his corp in recent months? Or did she simply feel powerless to do anything about it?

“I’m encouraged to hear that, Simon. Thank you for hearing me out. I appreciate you taking the action you just promised to.”

“By all means. Was there anything else you wished to discuss?”

“No. That will be all for now.”

“Very well. It’s a pleasure as always, Ms. Rose. Captain Thatcher. Goodbye.”

With that, the line went dead.

Rose brushed a strand of her raven hair back from her face, tucking it behind her left ear. “I have to say, that went a lot better than I was expecting.”

Thatcher gave a shallow nod. Despite his misgivings over what Moll had said, he couldn’t help feeling a swell of admiration for his boss. She’d stood up to Moll, even knowing he held the fate of her company in his hands.

Maybe she is still the leader I began following a year ago.

Then, reality came crashing in, like a rogue wave engulfing a dory. He remembered his recent conversation with Wilson.

The man is right. I need to tell her. The fact I’ve put it off this long is bad enough. “Ms. Rose…there’s something I need to tell you.”

Her left eyebrow quirked upward, and her smile dimmed. She likely already sensed from his tone that she wouldn’t like what she was about to hear. “Go ahead.”

“During my mission to find Moll in the south, to recruit his help in the war against the Daybreak Combine…I made an unscheduled stopover in Sunrise System. To Planet Bimaria.”

She narrowed her eyes. “To visit the UNC?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I gave them the footage from the end of our engagement with the Xanthic—the video that showed the wormhole they opened, which you withheld from the public on your advisers’ recommendations. And I gave them a copy of all the data we recovered from the Xanthic terminal.”

Rose’s eyes widened. “All of the data?”

Thatcher nodded.

“Including the schematics for building nanofabbers?”

“Yes. They know Frontier now has the means to acquire nanofab tech.”

For the first time since he’d met her, Rose’s composure cracked. She paled, and slowly lowered her face into her hands. Without looking up, she spoke, her voice shaking with fear and rage.

“You have the worst possible timing, Tad.”
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The words I’m sorry knocked around Thatcher’s skull, unable to find a way out.

Was he sorry? It killed him to see Rose like this—in fact, it shocked him. But if he had the mission south to do over again, he wouldn’t have changed anything. That included his trip to Bimaria, to tell the UNC what he had. Was that compatible with apologizing?

He didn’t think so. So why did he feel so guilty?

Because you delayed this long in telling her. The thought came dressed in Wilson’s voice, and it rang true.

Silence stretched on. Behind Rose, a sudden gale raked the canopy of trees that covered most of New Houston. Though he couldn’t hear it, Thatcher’s head supplied the sound effect: a howling wind, almost forlorn in its wailing.

At last, Rose lifted her head from her hands, her eyes icy. “The Frontier fleet has been cut in half, Tad.”

He resisted the urge to shift uncomfortably in his seat. Before, her use of his first name had made him uncomfortable because of the level of familiarity it had implied. Then Ucalegon had happened, and he hadn’t had to think about that anymore—Rose had established a much greater distance, clearly upset at him for the way he’d questioned her judgment.

Now, she called him Tad for an entirely different reason. “Any hope we had of replenishing the fleet within a meaningful time frame has just been dashed. Along with any hope of standing up to Sunder militarily, not to mention of pushing back Degenerate Empire the next time they invade Dupliss.” She sniffed, though her eyes were dry. As dry as the heart of winter. “Who’s to say the UNC won’t also uncover that Frontier techs were the ones to reverse engineer the instant comms that have been spreading through the Cluster?”

Thatcher cleared his throat. “I think we may be jumping to conclusions.”

“How?”

“You’re assuming the UNC is going to come try to take nanofab tech away from us. But they’ve barely left the Cluster’s cold regions since the wormhole’s collapse.”

“And the drone carrier we encountered in Ramage System, deep in Dupliss? Have you forgotten about that? That’s all it would take to ruin everything. For them to send a single super-ship.”

Thatcher shook his head. “We’ll simply have to defy them, in that event. Someone needs to stand up openly to the UNC’s hoarding of technology. Who better than Frontier?”

“Defy a super-ship? With half the ships we had a few weeks ago?” Rose chuckled humorlessly. “You shouldn’t imply your motives had anything to do with standing up to the UNC, Tad.”

“They don’t have anything to do with it. But maybe it’s time for that, all the same. As for telling them we have access to nanofab tech, that was an unfortunate consequence of giving them the intel on the Xanthic we gained in Ucalegon. And I did that because the UNC needs to know everything it can if it’s going to have a hope of reopening the wormhole. They needed to know the Xanthic apparently have human tech, and they needed to know they’re capable of opening wormholes at a whim. Who knows, that video of what the Xanthic did could prove to be the key to returning to Earth Local Space. My motives involve reuniting humanity and defeating the Xanthic. But I believe you already know that.”

Rose was massaging her temples with her index and middle fingers. As he finished speaking, she lowered her hands to her laps, stiffening in her seat. “I do wonder if your motives for passing on that intel truly stemmed from a concern for the species…or from your personal desire to reunite with your wife. Because I can understand wanting to return home. But not at the expense of Frontier, which may be the only corp standing between the Cluster and all-out tyranny.”

Now, it was Thatcher’s turn to tense in his seat. He knew his eyes were wide, and that he was glaring openly at his boss. He forced himself to take a deep breath. “Ms. Rose…I was sent here by Admiral Faulkner to do whatever I could to prepare the Dawn Cluster for war.”

Rose furrowed her brow. “You were…what?”

With that, Rose’s comm beeped, and she tapped a button on her desk to activate the speaker.

Rose’s assistant, Miriam, spoke through it. “Ms. Rose, Simon Moll is addressing the Dawn Cluster. I think you may want to listen to this.”

“Thank you, Miriam.” Rose immediately severed the connection with her assistant and switched over to receive Moll’s broadcast on the instant comm unit.

“—a new type of organization, its like never seen before in Dawn Cluster space, or indeed anywhere. In the past, alliances have sought to bolster their strength by inviting all comers, believing that safety comes in numbers. But we will do things differently. Our strength will be derived through exclusion. Only private military corps with a verifiable track record of battle prowess will be permitted to join our ranks. There will be no weak links in our chain.

“This new alliance will be called the Coalition of Giants, and we promise to deliver stability and prosperity to the Dawn Cluster. At this time, we are honored to include Sunder Incorporated, Dynasty, the Peyton Conglomerate, and Kibishii. Any corps wishing to join our coalition will be subject to a rigorous application and vetting process.

“Thank you for your attention on this auspicious day. The Coalition of Giants looks forward to serving and protecting you—from all those who would do you harm.”

With that, the transmission ended, and the silence that followed took on a new tone. One of shock.

At last, Rose spoke, her gaze somewhere on the wall behind Thatcher. “I wonder if that broadcast was timed to deliberately slight us.”

“How do you mean?”

“He began it almost immediately after we spoke to him, and during our meeting he failed to extend an invitation to Frontier to join his vaunted coalition. Coincidence?”

“We’ve defied him in the past, many times. We likely will again. Maybe it’s his way of punishing us.”

“I just can’t believe Kibishii joined. With no mention of it to us at all. So much for loyalty.” Rose tossed her head, as though to clear it. “Either way, this is clearly Moll’s way of ensuring he’s able to hold all the territory he’s grabbed. Between the forces gained through his new alliance as well as his nanofabbers, he should be much better positioned to consolidate his power.”

Rose closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. When her eyelids lifted, she met Thatcher’s gaze once more. “Sometimes, it feels like I wake up to a new Dawn Cluster every day.”

Chapter Eight

 

On Oasis Helio Base 2

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2291

 

The stealth ship FSS Prowler’s christening ceremony took over an hour, with speeches by her newly commissioned captain, Lieutenant Commander James Foster, as well as company shareholders and executives. The ceremony ended with a final speech from Veronica Rose, who proceeded to christen the ship with a bottle of Icaco Merlot.

With that, the clamps holding the ship released it sideways into the gravity-less docking bay, where it listed to port before firing thrusters to right itself. Everyone present cheered.

As black as night, the muscular ship was little bigger than one of Moll’s micro-corvettes. Thatcher was one of the few people present who understood how the stealth tech worked. Rose had shared its secrets with him shortly after they’d liberated the technology from Meridian, knowing how important it was that he understood the full capabilities of the ships he would command.

Maybe she regrets that decision now. He had no intention of divulging how the tech worked to anyone else—he understood the importance of keeping it confidential, especially from Sunder, who wanted the tech badly—but if he were in Rose’s position, would he really trust that he wouldn’t share its secrets at some point, after what he’d done?

Previous generations of stealth ships had apparently relied on concealing their acceleration burns from adversaries, then relying on cold coasting and cold-gas thrusters to cover the rest of their trajectories. It had involved a lot of waiting, plus crawling behind asteroids, moons, and planetary bodies to hide their burns.

Swiveling radiator panels represented the major innovation of this latest generation. By rotating the panels so that only the edge faced an adversary, acceleration burns could be performed with minimal chance of detection. The farther away an adversary was, the longer you could risk performing a burn without getting caught.

More developed star systems—ones littered with sensors—would pose a much tougher challenge. Achieving stealth was a trade-off between speed and detection avoidance. That hadn’t changed, it seemed. But Thatcher could already think of a hundred different uses for this new tech…and a hundred different scenarios in which to use it. What excited him most was that Frontier could now realize his vision for upgrading the company’s Seer-class scout ships. A Seer with both eWar and stealth capabilities would be an incredibly powerful tool to have in a battlespace, and they were small enough to produce in large numbers using the nanofabbers the company would have soon.

At the reception that followed the Prowler’s christening, Thatcher noticed that Rose’s own trajectory through the crowd steered well clear of him. She made the feat look natural, like it just happened to unfold that way, but her gaze never once pointed in his direction, and her feet kept her at a healthy remove.

No matter. Those present included company executives, shareholders, and other captains, and aside from some of the latter, whose ships he’d fought alongside in numerous engagements, Thatcher found he had little to say to anyone. 

Instead, he clutched a plastic cup filled with punch, periodically sipping it through the bits of floating fruit that bobbed against his lips.

“Have you heard the news out of Lacuna Region?”

Thatcher turned to find Wilson at his side, toting a sweating bottle of beer. “Hi, Fred. Lacuna? I haven’t.”

Wilson nodded. “Some of the last corporate mining operations left out there are being heavily disrupted.”

“I’m surprised to hear anyone’s still mining in Lacuna. I’d think our Degenerate friends would have chased them out a while ago.”

Wilson shrugged. “A lot of corps do some big atmospheric mining out there. It’s one of the north’s best sources of deuterium. They weren’t going to let anyone spoil such massive investments without a fight.”

“And now they’re losing that fight?”

“They are. These installations are heavily guarded, but swarms of pirates are descending on them all at once. Aside from that, lone ships keep going missing, never to be heard from again. And all this strange activity seems to happen close to that system you said the pirates seemed so eager to protect.”

“Nankeen?”

“That’s the one.”

Thatcher frowned. His thoughts often circled Nankeen System, like an itch he couldn’t quite scratch. What are they hiding there? The not-knowing ate at him, especially when he considered that in the engagement that had taken the Jersey’s original captain, the northern pirates he faced had been accompanied by a Xanthic vessel. Later, they claimed it was a coincidence—that they didn’t know why the aliens had interfered.

Were they lying? Are they connected to the Xanthic? He suspected Nankeen might hold some answers to those questions.

But he couldn’t go there unless he was ordered to.

“I take it you told Rose about Bimaria.”

Thatcher glanced at Wilson, and saw that he was looking at Rose, who chatted with a group of shareholders several layers of people deep into the crowd.“You noticed her avoiding me, then?”

“I did. But only because I was looking for it. At least, hopefully that’s why I noticed. It wouldn’t do much good for Ms. Rose’s image if others noticed her avoiding her star captain. How’d she take the news?”

“I’m sure you can see how she took it for yourself. As far as I know, she’s decided not to fire me. For now, anyway.”

Wilson took a pull from his beer. “That would be quite the embarrassment, after promoting you to captain. Besides—like it or not, Tad, you’re the hero of this company. That’s how the public sees you, and that’s how our PR people have promoted you. Veronica Rose needs you to act like it.”

With that, Wilson left him, wending his way through the crowd while exchanging brief pleasantries with some of the other captains.

It seems Rose isn’t the only one who’s upset with me. Thatcher remembered the night in the pub, when Wilson had remarked how, out of respect, he wasn’t going to punch him.

There’s that, at least.

Thatcher glanced at the ship suspended in the docking bay outside. He wondered what purpose it would be put to first. Then his gaze traveled beyond it, to the bulkheads of Helio Base 2.

Only 2 and 5 remained after Rose had used the Helio bases to defend Oasis. Their involvement in the engagement had drawn the ire of the invading Combine ships, and they’d blown apart Helio Bases 1, 3, 4, and 6.

The lost ones were already under reconstruction, though it would be at least two years before they were restored to full functionality. Maybe if Rose got her nanofabbers online soon, she’d be able to hasten that process.

Rose’s decision to use the bases in a military capacity may well have made the difference in holding out long enough for Thatcher to return with a fleet of Sunder warships at his back. Even so, it hadn’t done her public image any favors—especially since civilians had gone down with those bases, when they’d refused to leave them.

These little compromises erode Frontier’s good name, slowly but surely. But what option was there, when the alternative was defeat? Thatcher didn’t know. But that didn’t mean he had to like it.

He spotted Mittelman sidling toward him through the crowd, his approach glaringly obvious, especially for a spymaster. Thatcher chuckled at the thought that Wilson had appeared at his side almost out of nowhere, while Frontier’s Chief Intelligence Officer seemed so guileless in his approach.

Though I’m sure everything Mittelman does is calculated down to the minutiae. If he looks guileless, then there’s probably a reason for it.

“Hello, Harold,” Thatcher said as Mittelman drew within earshot. He couldn’t help injecting the name with a little irony. It was Mittelman’s alias—Harold Wills, Logistics Specialist, since Frontier didn’t officially have any spies.

“Captain Thatcher. It’s been too long. I heard about how you leaked our company’s possession of nanofab tech to the UNC. My job is hard enough without our poster boy giving away free secrets to our adversaries.”

“You consider the UNC an adversary?”

“If they weren’t before, they are now. They’ll serve the function of an adversary, at the very least. Unless you’d call someone who drastically reduces one’s capacity a friend?”

“We don’t know yet whether they’ll try to take nanofab tech from us. I doubt they have the resources to spare, for one.”

“Perhaps you’re right. But there’s more at play in the Cluster than you or even Veronica Rose know. Certain…unknown factors, which may lead to unexpected results.”

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying there are ‘factors’ you’re aware of but aren’t telling Ms. Rose about?”

“I only give information to those who won’t misuse it. Don’t worry, Captain. I make sure she knows what she needs to in order to protect her company. But if I receive intel that I know for a fact Rose won’t act on, why bother passing it on?”

“Because it’s your job.”

“Just as it’s your job to keep company secrets. I suppose we’ve both been remiss.”

Thatcher took another sip of punch, and said nothing.

“I shouldn’t be so hard on you,” Mittelman said, leaning back against the hors d’oeuvres table. “Our situations are actually fairly similar, and you shouldn’t feel too badly about letting the UNC know about our nanofab tech.”

“Is that right?” Thatcher said, his tone flat.

“It is right. As she’ll never properly use the tech anyway.”

Thatcher again stayed silent, confident Mittelman would expound on his statement eventually.

It didn’t take long. “Veronica Rose refuses to abandon Frontier’s bloated training procedures. And she refuses to open up hiring to crew without military backgrounds. As a result, she’ll never be able to acquire the personnel she’d need to crew enough new ships to do what needs to be done.”

“And what is it that needs to be done?”

“I think we both know the answer to that, Captain. The Dawn Cluster would be much better served if a certain ally of ours were ground into dust. Instead, Frontier caters to that ally, making compromise after compromise, frittering away its soul at bargain-basement prices.”

Thatcher blinked, momentarily shocked to hear Mittelman of all people echoing his own thoughts.

“Rose is inflexible,” Mittelman went on, “in a time of radical change. I don’t think that’s a very good recipe, but I suppose time will tell. She won’t be swayed from her idealistic notion of this company’s future, and ironically, I believe it’s that very notion that will lead her to drive a stake through her own ideals.”

“That…almost made sense.”

“Sit with it, Captain. I fear that it will make more and more sense as time passes. But consider yourself warned.” Mittelman turned toward Thatcher, scanning him from head to toe. “You are a different creature entirely, but I do wonder whether you’re any better adapted than Rose to this ever-changing Cluster we find ourselves in. In some ways, you’re a shape-shifter, taking whatever form victory requires. But it only takes one slip-up to bring the final defeat, past which no more victories can be won. It’s vital that each victory is viewed as but one step in an endless progression. Each victory must build on the last, and set the stage for the next. I wonder if you’re capable of thinking that strategically.”

The spymaster’s little speech tugged at a year-old memory, pulling it to the front of his mind. “You sound a lot like Simon Moll right now.”

“How horrifying. There’s no one I want to sound like less.”

With that, Mittelman left him as well, following much the same path through the crowd that Wilson had, though with fewer pleasantries.

Thatcher took another sip from his cup, only to find it empty, apart from the soggy pieces of fruit that slid up against his teeth.

Chapter Nine

 

Heaven’s Bounty Primary Shipyards

Canvasback System, Recto Region

Earth Year 2291

 

The dockmaster Zhao Chenguang beamed as she led Li Jun and Tsu Wei through the sprawling facility. “Everything has been prepared to your exact specifications, Mr. Li.” Zhao gave a sparkling smile over her shoulder. “We had to make extensive modifications to accommodate a project of this size. But we’re getting close. By the time all the parts are finished construction and transported here, we will be ready to begin.”

Li gave a sober nod, not trusting himself to smile back at Zhao lest he betray the way his heart leapt at her smile. The woman had no business being so attractive. The image in his head of how a dockmaster should look was small and portly. Round, even. Not tall and lithe, flowing gracefully through the shipyard’s passageways like a leaf on the wind.

Tsu, who knew him too well, shot him a scandalized look once Zhao’s back was turned. Li widened his eyes in response and shook his head sharply, willing Tsu to face forward again, which he did.

“And here’s the expanded construction berth!” Zhao stopped at a viewing window, leaving plenty of room for both the CEO and the President of Heaven’s Bounty.

With a stern look, Tsu took the position next to Zhao, as though protecting her from Li. Rolling his eyes, Li stepped up beside Tsu.

“It’s…immense,” Tsu said.

Li nodded. That was the right word for it. A worker welding something on the cavernous berth’s opposite side looked like an insect clinging to the massive bulkhead. The sparks from his welding gun resembled tiny fireflies, suspended in air before winking out.

Zhao leaned forward, to peer around Tsu at Li. “Might I say, Mr. Li, your decision to build this vessel in the heart of Ascendant Horizon territory is an absolute masterstroke. It’s the last place anyone will look, because it’s the last place they’d expect you to try such a thing! We’ll be constructing it right under their noses.”

Li winced, glancing over his shoulder to check whether anyone was in earshot. At least she didn’t actually use the word ‘super-ship.’ Or ‘dreadnought.’ “Thank you, Ms. Zhao. But let’s keep in mind that discretion is of paramount importance.”

That brought a vigorous nod from the dockmaster. “Absolutely. I’ve broken the renovations down into a hundred discrete tasks, and for each one I bring in a new crew, so that no one has the chance to put it all together.”

“Right.” And yet, it isn’t difficult to look at that massive space and make an educated guess at what it might be for. “I’m sure you had them all sign NDAs, as well?”

“Of course!” With that, Zhao’s comm buzzed, and she lifted it from her holster with a practiced flick of her hand. “Hello? Yes, I am. Oh. I see.” She nestled the comm in the curve where her neck met her slim shoulder. Her former ebullience had dimmed somewhat. “Mr. Li, Simon Moll of Sunder Incorporated has been trying to reach you. He contacted the shipyard via instant comm.”

Li felt his eyes widen, and he exchanged a look of sheer panic with his lifelong friend.

Calm yourself, Jun. Deep breaths. “Is there somewhere we can speak to him in private?”

Zhao nodded, almost businesslike now. “My office isn’t far from here. I can have the call routed there.”

Minutes later, they sat on either side of Zhao’s desk in her cramped office. When Li sat in her chair, he caught the faint whiff of lilac, which he assumed was her perfume.

Focus, Jun. Get your head on straight!

With a curt nod to Tsu, Li tapped the blinking red button at the bottom of the comm unit on Zhao’s desk.

He swallowed, then cleared his throat, wishing he’d done so before starting the call. “Mr. Simon Moll. This is Li Jun, CEO of Heaven’s Bounty Group Limited and leader of the Ascendant Horizon alliance. I am here with Tsu Wei, president of Heaven’s Bounty. To what do we owe the pleasure of your conversation?”

A deep, resonant voice came over the line, brimming with confidence. “Please, call me Simon. And believe me, the pleasure is mine. I’ve long looked forward to an opportunity to speak with the victors of the south.”

Li swallowed again, then drew another deep breath. “It’s likewise an honor to speak with the CEO of the storied Sunder Incorporated, not to mention the leader of the new Coalition of Giants. Congratulations on your new endeavor. Simon.” He tacked on the man’s first name at the end in a breathy rush. “And please. Call me Jun.”

“Thank you, Jun. Unfortunately, it’s a more somber matter that prompts me to contact you today…no less than what I believe will pose the next substantial threat to Dawn Cluster stability. Namely, privately owned super-ships.”

Li gripped the desk’s edge instinctively, his eyes bugging out as he met Tsu’s eyes over the desk. He wondered if he looked as panicked as his friend, and decided that he probably did.

“That is worrying indeed,” Li answered slowly, managing to keep his voice from trembling. “And yet, the UNC covets the technology required to build such massive vessels. How do you expect this grim future will come to pass?”

A humorless chuckle came over the line. “The UNC has been leaking tech since the wormhole’s collapse, my friend. Those leaks show no sign of stopping—on the contrary, they threaten to become a flood. Consider how widespread the technology has become that we’re using right now to converse. Instant comms are cropping up everywhere in the Dawn Cluster, and now nanofabbers are showing up, too. As you may know, my own company has access to nanofab technology.”

“I had heard that you used them to defeat the Daybreak Combine.”

“Indeed. But Sunder is not the only one, I’m afraid. Frontier Security also plans to soon construct nanofabbers, and Xebec Alliance already has them.”

Li nodded, though Moll couldn’t see him. “I’m sure Veronica Rose will put the technology to noble ends.” At any rate, Frontier is too diminished to pose a meaningful threat anytime soon. “Less is known to me about Xebec Alliance.”

“I have the misfortune to know a little more—such as the fact they’re capable of using untruths to smear the names of good companies like Sunder. They’ve waged a propaganda campaign against us ever since we established security contracts with clients based out of northern Lament Region. But even more disturbing, I have it on good intel that Xebec Alliance has acquired the schematics to build a drone carrier, and has already commenced construction on it.”

Li felt the air leave his lungs in a rush. So this isn’t about the super-ship we are constructing. Moll doesn’t know about that. At least, not that he was letting on.

Tsu looked similarly relieved from the opposite side of the desk.

“Obviously,” Moll continued, “it will take the better part of a year for Xebec Alliance to complete construction on their super-ship, at minimum. But I’m sure you will agree that for the good of the Dawn Cluster, it’s best to nip this threat in the bud. Privately owned super-ships, if they come into existence, will completely upset the power balance. Such upsets always lead to war, and this one could easily engulf the entire Cluster. I, for one, do not think such an outcome would serve anyone’s interests.”

“I agree.”

“Then I hope you will agree to join with the Coalition of Giants in invading Xebec Region and stamping out this threat, as soon as possible.”

“Yes. By all means. You will have our unequivocal support and aid in this, Simon.”

That drew the day’s second sharp glance from Tsu, but Li ignored it.

“Excellent. I had a feeling I could count on Ascendant Horizon, after everything I’d heard. I’d like to congratulate you on your recent victories during the struggles that plagued the south. I would not have predicted that an industry-focused alliance would emerge from that conflict on top, and yet here you are. It’s a testament to your ingenuity and strength.”

“Thank you. And congratulations once again on forming the Coalition of Giants. It takes wisdom and foresight to understand that in the current climate, without the backing of such a super-alliance, one has already lost.”

“I look forward to working with you, Jun.”

“You as well, Simon. Take care.” With that, Li terminated the call, slumping back in his chair with a great exhale.

“Are you a crazy person?” Tsu Wei asked him.

“I don’t believe that I am. But you must have some reason for asking the question, Wei. So why don’t you tell me why I might be crazy?”

“You just signed a deal with the devil!”

“I didn’t sign anything. It was more a verbal agreement.”

“You know what I meant!”

“I’ll tell you what would have been crazy—opposing Simon Moll, in any way. We aren’t ready for that. Not nearly. We must maintain good ties with Sunder, and with his new Coalition, for as long as we can.” He smiled. “Besides, many of our old enemies fled to Xebec Region after they lost to us here. We can use this joint attack to smash them once and for all, making sure they never rise up to oppose us again.” You see, Simon, I know a little more about Xebec Alliance than I let on.

“You do realize that at some point, it will no longer be possible to maintain friendly relations with Sunder, don’t you? Simon Moll means to rule this entire Cluster. That includes the regions we currently hold.”

Li closed his eyes, letting the twin warmths of relief and success settle into his bones. And in answer to Tsu’s agonizing, for once, Li contented himself with saying nothing.

Chapter Ten

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Thatcher gave a sigh of relief as he disembarked Attack Shuttle One and stepped foot on his command once more.

It reminded him of something his grandfather had often spoken on, and Edward Thatcher’s words rang in his head as he headed deeper into the New Jersey.

You can know a true spacer by how he talks about planetside leave. Yes, it’s well and nice to return to Earth and visit old friends and family. But a spacer can’t shake that trapped feeling when he’s planetside. The sprawling horizon and endless skies make him claustrophobic. He knows that, if enemy ships were to come to Earth while his feet were on the ground, he would be as helpless as a newborn babe.

Thatcher brushed the spotless bulkhead with his fingers as he rounded a corner, savoring its solidness with a slight smile.

But on a ship…on a ship, you’re surrounded by armor and armaments, not to mention a crew who would risk their own lives to defend her. On a ship, you can act—strike back against an enemy. A spacer’s true self is found between those bulkheads, and it’s there he knows his true potential awaits.

In the weeks since the Jersey’s return from her campaign against Daybreak Combine in The Splay and Endysis, she’d been manned by a skeleton crew. Thatcher had wanted to give each crewmember as much planet leave as possible. This was the first break they’d had in a long time, and who knew when the next one would come.

Upon her return, New Jersey had spent plenty of time in a Helio Base 5 dry dock, where she’d undergone extensive repairs. Now, she was good as new, with a module loadout that was as versatile as Thatcher felt he could make it. They stood ready for anything.

What crewmembers he did encounter as he walked through the cruiser snapped to attention at the sight of him, executing sharp salutes.

“At ease,” he said again and again, with a smile and a nod.

By all appearances, his ship and crew ran like clockwork. Regulations were diligently observed, the chain of command was strictly adhered to, and everything gleamed.

On the surface, anyway.

But what of the sailor who’d fallen asleep on watch? What, exactly, did he represent?

How many similar fault lines ran deep underneath the surface, waiting to break open and unleash all hell, maybe during a battle?

His crew had come to display unwavering trust in him, and he supposed he’d earned some of it. But no one deserved perfect trust. In fact, total, unquestioning trust posed a danger—because no one that ever lived was perfect, least of all Thatcher.

He wasn’t perfect. He made mistakes. A certain percentage of those, he caught himself, but what of those he didn’t catch? Those mistakes were probably absorbed by the ship and crew, taxing them, and causing undue strain.

Such stress could create fractures. And if his crew were so trusting of him—or so intimidated by him—that they never brought that unnecessary stress to his attention, then it could easily widen fractures into volcanic fissures destined to blow up in his face.

Like Guerrero. And who knew which other invisible powder kegs. Waiting in the shadows for the worst possible time to explode.

An idea occurred to him, and he barely gave it a moment’s thought before he was acting on it, knowing it to be correct and leaping on it before he could talk himself out of it.

Instead of continuing along the passageway to his office, where a stack of reports waited, he took a right and then another right. Within minutes, he found himself entering the crew’s mess.

It was one of the largest areas on the New Jersey. Space came at a premium on any starship, but this area needed to be large enough to fit almost half the crew at one time.

At the moment, it held less than a third of its capacity. Mealtime was almost over, and half of the Jersey’s skeleton crew would be resting as they waited for their next watch.

He filled a mug with coffee from the great metal cylinder at the front of the room, then sat at the corner of a table with seven spacers.

A spirited conversation was already underway on the other side of the table, drawing the attention of all seven of them, and so they took no notice of the new arrival to their table.

“I’m telling you,” one of them said—Petty Officer Patrick Gregory, if Thatcher remembered correctly. “It stands for Frontier Security Ship. They wouldn’t drop the word ‘security’ from it.”

“They would and they did,” said another spacer, who Thatcher recognized from the missile bay. “I saw the ship’s prefix spelled out on a cargo transfer form last month. It said Frontier SpaceShip.”

“I’d believe you, except I’m pretty sure you don’t need to know how to read to be a missile jockey. All you need to know is to load the right end of the Hellborn in first. Am I right?”

The quip brought a few chuckles, and Thatcher found himself grinning too. “You’re both right,” he said. “Sort of. It stands for Frontier Security Starship, though the prefix barely ever gets used, so it doesn’t make much of a difference either way.”

The seven other spacers turned to face him, their shock taking various forms on their faces. Jaws dropped, eyes widened, and the last spacer to speak, Gregory, turned pale.

“C-captain Thatcher, sir. You—uh—what are—” Gregory swallowed. “Good to see you, sir!”

Thatcher inclined his head. “The same to you. I came here to find out a few things.”

Gregory whitened further, and worry manifested in some of the other spacers’ expressions too. Thatcher could almost hear their thoughts: why would the captain come to the crew’s mess to question them? Had they done something?

“What would you like to know, sir?”

“What was it like to grow up here on Oasis? That’s where you’re from, isn’t it?”

Gregory raised his eyebrows. “You…want to know about my childhood?”

“I do.”

 For the twenty minutes that remained of the lunch hour, Thatcher got to know the seven spacers that sat at that table, and answered any questions they had about the ship. Gregory had a girlfriend on Oasis—a high school sweetheart he’d been spending as much time with as he could while the Jersey was in orbit over the American colony. The spacer from missile bay, Cornell, had a sick mother in Proxima System, who he’d sent money to monthly before the wormhole’s collapse. Now he spent much of his time worrying about her. Thatcher could relate to that.

As they spoke, the crewmembers seemed to gradually get used to speaking more casually with their commander. Part of Thatcher balked at that—the disciplinarian inside him, which he’d inherited in part from his grandfather, was screaming that this banter was eroding the chain of command, and his ship’s efficiency along with it.

But was it really? An efficient ship wouldn’t do anyone much good if the crew was so removed from their captain that they hesitated to tell him about potentially fatal problems.

Captains shouldn’t be viewed as royalty, like kings and queens who can’t be bothered to know their subjects. A captain should know his crew—their strengths and vulnerabilities—like he knows his ship.

He knew he’d have to push himself to continue this new project he’d begun today, but he also knew the fate of his ship may well depend on his ability to do so. Having realized that, he was determined to see it through.

Just as mealtime drew to a close, Ortega contacted him from the CIC, where he had the conn. “Sir, Ms. Rose just addressed the entire company. You may want to have a listen to what she said. The sooner the better, I’m thinking.”

“Thank you, Tim. I will.”

Ten minutes later, he sat behind his desk, calling up Rose’s recording on the holoscreen that folded up from his desktop.

“The next chapter for our great company is about to begin.” Rose’s deep green eyes shone with her usual enthusiasm as she spoke, but Thatcher also detected a measure of restraint. Maybe someone who didn’t know her as well wouldn’t see it, but he did.

“Frontier Security will join with the newly founded Coalition of Giants, as well as Ascendant Horizon, in order to neutralize a new danger that has risen to threaten the Dawn Cluster’s stability. Intelligence operatives have uncovered a plan by the Xebec Alliance to build a drone carrier, which would be the first super-ship not owned by the United Nations and Colonies. For any private entity to wield such power would represent a tremendous upset to the Cluster’s delicate power balance, which is why I have pledged to do everything in our power to help make sure that ship is never built. Just as Frontier has answered the call to defend the Dawn Cluster so many times before, now we must do so again.

“Our efforts in the coming weeks will not only protect the Cluster, but will also herald an era of peace and unity between corps of all nations. With Frontier joining up with two of the largest super-alliances in the Cluster, we can look forward to an era of cooperation, in which we work together to defeat the Xanthic and find a way back to Earth. Thank you for your continuing hard work. It’s what makes Frontier Security great.”

As the recording ended, Thatcher realized he gripped his desk’s edge so hard his knuckles had turned white. He forced himself to release it, uncurling his fingers and curling them again.

How much of what she just said does she actually believe? Simon Moll doesn’t want unity, unless it’s unity under one rule: his own.

He contacted Captain Wilson, who had returned to his own ship, the Triumph.

The connection established, Thatcher skipped the pleasantries. “Fred, did you know anything about this attack on Xebec?”

Wilson sighed, looking more tired, and hence more aged, than Thatcher ever remembered him looking. “I did not. What’s more, it seems I won’t be accompanying you on your joint assault with our Sunder friends.”

“You won’t? Where is she sending you?”

“Nankeen.”

Thatcher sat back, processing what he’d just heard. Rose really does still care what happens to the Cluster. She does care about more than Frontier’s prosperity. Maybe she’s just misguided. “That’s a good thing.”

“Well, as you know, we don’t have many ships to spare for the mission. But Ms. Rose must consider it as important as we do, if she’s diverting even the small battle group she’s allocated for it. I doubt Moll will be happy about any ships getting diverted from Xebec.”

At least she’s still able to defy him on some level.

“Anyway,” Wilson went on, “my orders are to investigate it, but to withdraw at the first sign of a force we can’t handle. Hopefully I’m able to learn something useful.”

Thatcher nodded. “Having such limited resources does make it a little tedious when it comes to saving the known universe, doesn’t it?”

Wilson’s smile held some real mirth. “It truly does. God speed, Tad. I understand you’re going to Xebec with the main force.”

“God speed you, Fred. Take care of yourself.”

Chapter Eleven

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Thatcher tried to conceal his mounting temper as he marched through Frontier HQ on his way to Rose’s office, but he had good reason to believe he was failing.

Employees’ heads turned as he passed, and when he met their eyes they quickly looked away, as though burned by his gaze.

“Captain Thatcher!” Miriam said from behind the reception desk, her smile on seeing him quickly turning into a concerned frown as he barreled toward Rose’s office door. “Captain, I’m afraid Ms. Rose’s schedule is very full today, and she isn’t able to accommodate unscheduled—”

Thatcher rapped his knuckles on the oak door, waited ten seconds, then knocked again. He raised his hand to knock a third time when the door opened to reveal Veronica Rose, her black hair drawn back into a ponytail. “Captain,” she said, her voice caked with frost. “What are you doing here?”

“I need to speak with you privately.”

“I’m scheduled for an instant comm conference with Coalition of Giants and Ascendant Horizon leadership in fifteen minutes.”

“All the more reason to talk now.”

She held his gaze for several seconds more, her brows drawn downward. At last, she stepped back. “Come in.”

He strode past her, ignoring the chair where he normally sat to speak with her, across her desk. Instead, they stood in the middle of the large office, halfway between the desk and the door.

“Let me guess,” she said once the door was firmly shut. “You’ve come to question another one of my decisions. And you spent company time and money to do it, just as you did when you paid another unscheduled visit—to the UNC on Bimaria.”

Thatcher flinched in spite of himself. Then, he drew on the molten core of anger deep in his chest, and steeled his nerves. “I can’t imagine what you were thinking, agreeing to support Moll’s conquest of Xebec Region.”

“This isn’t about conquest,” Rose spat. “It’s about correcting a power imbalance while it’s still developing, before it can send the Cluster into chaos. That’s something you’d normally be fully on board for.”

“It doesn’t matter what you think it’s about, Veronica, or what you tell yourself it’s about. Moll will turn it into a conquest. Do you really see any other outcome, except the one where Moll emerges as the new lord of that region? Besides, what did Xebec Alliance ever do to us?”

Rose blinked, looking shocked. Then, he realized he’d used her first name, for the first time ever.

She recovered quickly. “It’s not about what Xebec Alliance has done. It’s about what they might do, given such power.”

“Ah, so now we’re handing out sentences for crimes that haven’t been committed yet. Is this the company your father meant to build?”

“You can’t deny a privately owned super-ship would change everything in the Cluster. And not for the better.”

“So let Moll deal with it. Frontier’s involvement only gives him the moral backing to look good while he’s pillaging. Why are you so eager for us to act as his smokescreen?”

Rose’s head tilted back, giving her a somewhat righteous air. “Ascendant Horizon is involved too. An organization with principles very much like our own. They want to create an open, prosperous hub of commerce, just like we do. The only difference is that they actually seem to be accomplishing it. Don’t you think the involvement of an organization like that indicates this might be the right thing for us to do?”

Thatcher considered that for a moment, his eyes shifting to the right, to wander over the sea of shifting green outside Rose’s floor-to-ceiling windows. Then, his gaze snapped back, locking onto his boss’. “They’re scared of what Moll will do if they refuse him.”

“Oh, come on, Tad.”

“You keep talking about a power imbalance. But if Moll takes over Xebec Region, he’ll fully own four regions, with fingers in Endysis and The Splay as well. Won’t that also create a power imbalance? And what about the north, which is liable to go up in flames any day, just like the south did? If we leave to help Moll fulfill his power fantasy of owning Xebec, then the power vacuum here could become even worse. Right now, Frontier is a stabilizing force in the north.” Thatcher took a breath, realizing he was seething. How could she be so stupid? “And what about Wilson’s mission to Nankeen? God knows he could use a lot more ships than the ones you’ve given him.”

Rose squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t know what you want me to do, Tad. We recognized from the start that having the backing of a super-alliance was necessary for Frontier’s survival. That’s only gotten truer every day the wormhole remains closed. Daybreak proved corrupt, willing to ally with pirates. So now we have Moll’s Coalition. There’s no one else.”

“We could move,” Thatcher said, seizing on the thought that had just dropped into his brain. “Take the company south. Join Ascendant Horizon, and convince them to oppose Moll too.”

“And abandon our colonists?”

“We could evacuate them. Bring them with us.”

Rose shook her head. “They’ve made their homes in Dupliss. Besides, Moll would interpret our pulling out as an openly hostile act against him. He’s already angry enough about our refusal to share stealth tech with him.”

“It would be an openly hostile act.”

“I’m sorry, Tad. I don’t believe leaving Dupliss is the right choice.”

“Then you really are going to let Moll dictate what we do. Even if it means helping him bring the entire Cluster under his heel.”

“You know I’ve already opposed him in many things. And I will continue to do so.” She made a cutting gesture with her hand. “The conference is about to start. We’re going to Xebec Region. And by the way, I’ll be joining the fleet for this mission. That’s final, so don’t even think about arguing with me about it. Please return to the New Jersey and make her ready to depart.”

Thatcher stared at Rose for several long seconds, still unable to accept that this was truly her decision. He’d been convinced he’d be able to talk her out of it. But it seemed they really were doing this. They were really going to make war on an alliance that had done nothing to them.

“This is not the company I signed on to,” he ground out.

With that, he spun on his heel, threw open the door, and left.

Chapter Twelve

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Halfpace System, The Splay

Earth Year 2291

 

Chief Gunner’s Mate Philip Tate carefully studied the health readings given by the compact screen at the end of the Hellborn’s missile casing. The dark-green screen was a squat rectangle with white digital lettering, and the swipe feature wasn’t working very well, so he had to really jam it with his thumb to get each piece of information he needed. He made a note on his comm to take a closer look at that touch screen when he was done.

Let’s see here. Temperature’s good…humidity’s good…hasn’t endured too many shocks or vibrations since its last checkup. The early warning module didn’t show any significant degradation of key missile components, either.

He laid a hand gently on the cool metal of the Hellborn’s casing. Till next time, then.

“It’s so weird that you do that,” said Petty Officer 1st Class Caspar Johnson from the next rack of four missiles.

“What?”

“Caress them like that. Like the missile’s a girl you just woke up next to.”

Tate grinned. “I just want them to feel loved. Because I do, you know. Love them.”

Johnson shook his head. “Weirdo.”

“Ah, come on. You didn’t become a gunner’s mate because you spent your boyhood dreaming obsessively about making things go boom?”

“Nah. This is mostly just a paycheck for me. At least, that’s what it was before the wormhole collapsed and all hell broke loose.”

“Huh. Well, that’s where we’re different, you and me.” Tate checked the last missile in the rack he was working on, then moved on to the next rack.

Johnson already stood at his next rack—hopefully not because he’d stopped paying as much attention. Tate didn’t want to have to chastise his friend for that again. Twice last month, the younger man had recorded the wrong numbers, which on the second occasion had led to the assistant gunnery officer thinking one of their Hellborns was beyond saving, when in reality it was fine.

I’ll just have to trust him. Tate focused on checking his next missile.

“I’ve been thinking about looking for another job.”

Tate stopped what he was doing and glanced over at the other petty officer, eyebrows raised. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Another PMC?”

“Maybe. Not sure what else I’d do.”

“Why leave this one, then?”

Johnson shrugged. “I don’t know, man. Wasn’t Frontier supposed to be the responsible private military corp? One that wouldn’t pick fights with alliances who’ve never bothered us?”

Tate tilted his head to the side, considering this.

But Johnson wasn’t done. “And didn’t Captain Thatcher first sell us on all the changes he made on board the Jersey by convincing us that running a tighter ship was our best option for survival, now that the UNC can’t help us?”

“I still think he’s right.”

“Maybe, but what does it matter if we’re going to start fighting other people’s wars for them, now? Let me tell you, when I listened to Rose’s little speech to the company before we left, I felt pissed. I mean, I could understand taking down Daybreak Combine. They were basically pirates. But all Xebec Alliance has done is stay in Xebec Region.”

“You think changing PMCs will get you out of fighting? The way things are now?”

“That’s just it, Phil. I’m not scared to fight. I don’t want to get out of fighting. I just want to get out of stupid fighting. Us haring off across the Cluster to fight Sunder’s war for them…it makes me feel like I have no control over anything. Like we’re being thrown to the wolves so Veronica Rose’s bottom line is shored up. But there’s one thing I can control. If we make it back to Oasis, I can pack my shit and move on. Find another job.”

“Hey, Casp. You do you.”

The hatch opened behind Tate, and he turned to see the assistant gunnery officer, Ensign Hubert, poke her head into the missile storage compartment. “Form up on the missile bay deck, you two. The captain’s coming to talk to us.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tate said. He glanced at Johnson. “Mark where you left off and let’s go.”

Johnson’s eyes were wide. “Shit. Do you think the old man’s here for a surprise inspection?”

“Probably. Why?”

“I left one of the maintenance areas covered with tools. I thought I’d have time to tidy it up after our checks.”

“You idiot.” Johnson shook his head. “There’s nothing to be done about it now.”

Two minutes later, they were standing in ranks, at attention, with the rest of the Weapons Department. Captain Thatcher and Lieutenant Commander Gregory Horton, the Jersey’s chief weapons officer, stood before them.

Thatcher stood with his arms at his sides. “As you all know, we’re on our way to fight the Xebec Alliance, in their own territory, Xebec Region. It’s expected we’ll engage the enemy in just over a week. I’m aware that some members among the crew have….certain reservations about this campaign.”

Tate resisted the urge to look at Johnson, who stood to his left. Standing at attention, eyes were meant to be facing ahead, and the captain was a stickler for such things. If he moved, he was sure to be called out for it—probably by Lieutenant Commander Horton, who knew the captain’s predilections. So he didn’t budge.

“If you’re someone who has such reservations, let me tell you that I hear you, and I believe I even understand you. But in the end, orders are orders. It’s our duty to go where we’re told and do the best possible job. If it helps, instead of focusing on the enemy we fight, focus on keeping our ship safe—on keeping your fellow crewmates safe.”

The captain swept them with his gaze, which always looked at least a little stern, even when Tate was sure he wasn’t trying to be.

“To that effect, I want to hear from you—all of you—whenever you have an idea for how your job could be done better, if you were allowed to make any changes you considered best for the ship. Frontier Security has manuals filled with regulations for every conceivable shipboard position, but the people who wrote those regulations can’t possibly have been familiar with the ins and outs of all those positions. And I’m not familiar with the fine details of your positions, either. That’s why I need you to come to me when you see an inefficiency or flaw in our current standard operating procedure. Because I want to hear about it. And I want you to help me change it for the better.” The captain gave them all a tight smile. “That’s all.” He turned to Horton, nodding. “Lieutenant commander.” With that, he spun on his heel and left the missile bay.

“There’s no way he meant all that, right?” Johnson said as they made their way back to the missile storage compartment to finish their checks. “It’s probably just something Veronica Rose made him say. Lip service, to make us feel better about this shitty mission.”

Tate studied his friend with a raised eyebrow. Despite his apparent skepticism, Johnson’s eyes glowed with an excitement Tate hadn’t seen from him in a long time.

Tate removed his comm from its holster as he walked to the Hellborn he’d been about to inspect, preparing to record the readings in the proper app. “I don’t know. The captain seemed pretty sincere.”

“Yeah, right. I’d like to be there when the first idiot goes to him with a suggestion. I bet they leave his office with a strip torn off them. The old man’s way too big a micromanager to actually let anyone interfere with the way his ship is run.”

Tate shot him a look, then returned his attention to his comm.

In response, Johnson held up a hand, palm facing Tate. “Hey. I’m not saying Captain Thatcher doesn’t know his stuff. He definitely does—he’s a killer. But he’s still a micromanager. And that’s not going to change. A tiger doesn’t change its stripes, and a captain doesn’t change the way he commands overnight.”

“If you say so.”

Johnson shrugged. “All I’m saying is, I’m not going to be the first one to bring him an idea. I’m not that stupid.”

“Hmm.” If Tate was being honest with himself, he probably wouldn’t be the first one, either. Johnson was right—since taking command, the captain had run this ship with an iron fist. That had led to incredible combat effectiveness, and an overall respect from the crew…even if that respect came somewhat grudgingly, from some quarters, and accompanied by a healthy dose of muttered complaints and curses.

I seriously doubt anyone is going to be the first one to bring him a suggestion for how things can be done better. But you never know.

Chapter Thirteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Nepheloid System, Endysis Region

Earth Year 2291

 

“Sir, the enemy formation is splitting, with one half rising above the ecliptic and the other half sailing below it. I believe they mean to pincer us.”

“Acknowledged, Lieutenant.” Thatcher tapped the new interface embedded in the command seat’s right armrest, which gave him granular control over the fleet’s comms. Without having to ask Guerrero to do it for him, he could now put himself through to any individual captain under his command—or he could open a channel with all the captains of a single squadron, which he did now. “Delta Squadron, switch to Manta Ray formation and set a course at maximum speed to intercept the enemy battle group due to sail over the system’s ecliptic plane. Rotate as you approach, to show them your formation’s belly, then as you pass, flank them with fire.”

The captains acknowledged his orders via the command applet, where every Delta Squadron warship lit up green within the space of a second. Thatcher switched to a channel that included Alpha and Theta Squadrons. “Alpha and Theta—that lower formation is ours. Alpha Squadron will approach from the sun-ward direction, and Theta will hit them from space-ward. Let’s pincer their pincer.”

Thatcher watched as his orders played out inside the CIC’s large holotank. The benefits of the Frontier fleet’s newly integrated comms weren’t limited to giving orders faster. They also allowed each squadron’s CIC officers to coordinate directly with each other. As Delta squadron engaged the enemy ships that had risen above the ecliptic, their target selection was perfect, with no redundant overlap, as their tactical officers had linked their consoles across the squadron, shared the mathematical burden, and ensured that targeting happened as efficiently as possible. The Ops officers would also be coordinating in real-time, sharing observations about alterations in the enemy formation so that nothing was missed.

In the meantime, logistics crews were fed updated data on each friendly ship’s shields, which allowed them to feed energy via microwave beam to any vessel that needed it, without needing to be asked. The network of Ops officers also forwarded all relevant sensor data to the accompanying eWar ships, which enabled those to directionally jam any enemy that was well-positioned to do damage to Frontier ships.

The result amounted to a meat grinder in space. Lasers ravaged enemy shields, knocking them down for Hellborns to sail through and tear their hulls asunder. Here and there, solid-core rounds were used to punch deeper into an enemy’s guts, exploiting a newly opened weakness and doing enough damage to render that vessel inoperable.

Twenty minutes later, Guerrero gave a satisfied nod. “That’s the last of them, Captain.” With that, she terminated the simulation. The tactical display disappeared, and was immediately replaced by a readout of the fleet’s performance. Thatcher surveyed it with satisfaction. Just as he’d envisioned when he first conceived of the integrated comms, they’d granted him a marked advantage, allowing his fleet to operate with far more efficiency than before.

Of course, it was just a simulation, and one that assumed the enemy didn’t also have integrated comms. One day, they will. But for now, we can exploit the advantage to its fullest.

Thatcher moved to unstrap himself from his chair, when he realized he hadn’t secured himself in the first place. He gave a low chuckle, at that. It seemed he’d let himself become immersed enough in the simulation that at least part of him had treated it like the real thing.

In actual fact, none of the fleet’s ships had moved from their positions as they sailed in formation across Nepheloid System. The battle had happened entirely in the fleet’s computers.

He nodded at Guerrero and Candle, who rose to join him in the adjoining conference room. As Thatcher left the CIC, he spoke over his shoulder: “Ortega, you have the conn.”

“Aye, sir.”

He shut the hatch as his Ops officer and XO took their usual seats at the conference table.

“That went well,” Candle said, sounding upbeat. The man hadn’t had to do much during the simulation, but Thatcher had wanted him on hand so he could see the integrated comms at work.

“It did.” Relief spilled into Guerrero’s voice. “I’m glad we decided not to run the sim as we sailed through Virga.”

Thatcher nodded, then took his seat at the head of the table. Even though Virga System had appeared stable as they passed through, it had been the capital of Daybreak Combine’s pirate empire, and the New Jersey had taken part in a desperate battle there little more than two months before.

It wasn’t just superstition that kept him from running the comms test there, though he had to admit superstition had played a role. But aside from that, as they’d progressed deeper through The Splay, and then through Endysis, Thatcher couldn’t shake the mounting feeling that these regions simmered just below boiling point. He wondered what backroom discussions, and even deals, might be unfolding at this very moment, between corps who sought to form factions in the wake of the Combine’s collapse. Factions that would no doubt seek to reclaim the power of their former super-alliance, or at least some of it.

Few would succeed, of course. But even their efforts could lead to countless small-scale wars, each waged across a handful of system, but adding up to strife that rivaled what the Cluster’s south had only recently pulled out of.

What few transmissions they’d received as they passed through Virga System had seemed especially brittle. So Thatcher had waited until Nepheloid to run his simulation—a system that saw substantially less traffic than Virga.

“It went exceptionally well,” Thatcher said. “Better than I’d hoped, actually. Though we did lose five ships, and at least two of those were due to improper logistic ship positioning. I wonder whether our new comms system might hold a solution for that. What do you think?”

Guerrero and Candle looked at him expectantly for a couple moments longer, as though waiting for him to outline the solution. Then they seemed to register that he’d asked them a question.

Good God. Am I really so bad a micromanager that this is their reaction to being asked for their opinion?

“Well…” Guerrero said, staring at the conference table in thought, both hands planted on the edge. Then, her eyes rose to meet his. “What if we gave Ops officers more latitude to request supporting actions from logistics crews? We all have better access to updated information now, so each Ops officer should be able to anticipate when his or her ship will need maser beam support, or for repair drones to be dispatched. If rep drones were already en route by the time a given ship started taking damage, then that could make the difference between losing a ship and keeping it.” Suddenly, Guerrero reddened slightly. “Of course, I’m not just suggesting we give Ops officers more latitude because I am one!”

Thatcher chuckled. “Of course not. It’s a good idea. The logistics captains might get a little prickly over being told what to do—not to mention sending their rep drones farther than they’re accustomed to. But if it means saving more ships, then they can learn to like it.”

Guerrero beamed, her complexion regaining its usual olive hue.

They spent the next hour poring over the simulation results, fed to them in detail by holoscreens that folded up from the table, just as in Thatcher’s office. Both Candle and Guerrero came up with more ideas for how the system might be tweaked, and Thatcher only saw problems with two or three of their suggestions. He told them so, and they seemed to take the criticism well.

As they finished their discussion, and each of them folded their holoscreen flush with the table’s surface, both XO and Ops officer again looked at him expectantly.

They’re waiting to be dismissed. Instead, Thatcher gave Guerrero a friendly smile, and said, “How are Ron and the kids, Lucy?”

“Oh, they’re good, thanks! Ron bought Joey a motorized toy speeder before we left, and he loves driving it around our lawn. Sometimes wreaking havoc on her mom’s flower beds.” She rolled her eyes. “Isabella starts school next year, and she made me buy her a stack of picture books so she can ‘study’ to get ready. I can’t get over her.”

“Goodness. Do you think we might have another Ops officer on our hands?”

“Oh, gosh.” Guerrero looked pensive for a moment. “Well…could be!”

“How about you, Bill? How’s your family? They’re in Yu Region, aren’t they?”

Candle nodded, a little abruptly. “Antelope System. On a small lunar colony, there.”

“Sounds peaceful. They’re doing well?”

“Fine. Thanks.”

Thatcher blinked. “Well, that’s good to hear.”

With that, his comm buzzed, and he lifted it from its holster. “Thatcher.”

“Sir, Ortega here. The Coalition of Giants force has begun arriving in-system for our rendezvous.”

Right on time. The Frontier ships under Thatcher’s command would join with CoG’s forces to hit Xebec Region from the north. Some time after, Ascendant Horizon forces would invade from Lament Region, pouring into Xebec’s southern systems.

“Very good, Tim. Thank you.” He terminated the connection, then looked at Candle. “Bill, take the conn, please. I’d like you to coordinate our rendezvous and integrate our ships into the Coalition’s formation.”

“Aye, sir.” Candle rose and strode briskly for the exit, opened the hatch, and exited into the CIC, closing the hatch behind him.

It will be odd to see Kibishii ships flying with Sunder ships. In an alliance Frontier wasn’t invited to join. He wondered if Rose was watching the CoG ships approach from the office she’d set up aboard the Lancer.

The fact she’d chosen another cruiser as her home inside the fleet, and not New Jersey, was a clear slight against Thatcher, and he’d caught wind that the rumor mill was churning over it. He would shoulder the insult, but he did wonder what damage Rose’s decision might be doing to fleet morale.

“Something’s eating him.”

“Hmm?” Thatcher looked up, his reverie broken.

“Bill. I’ve worked with him a long time, and he doesn’t seem himself.”

Thatcher nodded slowly. I’ve noticed that, too. And I mean to find out why.

Chapter Fourteen

 

Aboard the Jackrock

North Gate System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

The kick from the jump gate flattened Lieutenant Tiffany Greaves against her seat’s back for several prolonged seconds, and she worked her thighs and abdomen to prevent the blood from pooling in her butt.

I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to this. System transitions were the worst part of piloting a micro-corvette. The ship had as little inertial compensation ability as the designers could get away with, to make room for more firepower. It was a design trade-off Greaves felt glad for—the transitions just sucked, and she’d made a lot of them during the journey from Candor Region.

“Get ready,” said her flight engineer from behind her. Ensign Jorge Castillo’s voice sounded strangled, like someone was kneeling on his chest. “Entering North Gate System in a couple seconds.”

Greaves felt especially glad for the micro-corvette’s extra firepower as the Jackrock transitioned into the system to find the jump zone infested with Xebec Alliance warships. Especially considering her ship had been given the honor of being the first to arrive.

“Enemy cruiser two hundred kilometers off our port side,” Castillo said in a breathless rush. “They’re firing missiles! Two birds hot on our heels.”

Greaves used thrusters to wheel the ship about before engaging the main rocket. G-forces again started to build on her slight frame. “Cowboy, you got this?”

Lieutenant Cory Pelley, callsign Cowboy, gave a low whistle from behind and to Greaves’ left. “Gonna be close. Tip her back ten degrees, Skip. I’ll spray ’em with the main gun.”

“Spray and pray,” Greaves said as she adjusted the Jackrock’s attitude.

“Two more of our fast attack ships have transitioned in,” Castillo said. “And now there’s a third. None are close enough to give us a hand, though, Skip.”

They’d expected this sort of welcome from Xebec Alliance, and the hundreds of micro-corvette crews accompanying the Coalition of Giants fleet had used every single jump gate on the way here to run combat transition drills.

Captain Moll hadn’t bothered to send a scout in first, since they’d known more or less what to expect, but a Xebec Alliance scout ship had been waiting for them near the regional jump gate out of Endysis. It had jumped out at the first sight of them—no doubt to alert the waiting warships to their approach.

They sure do seem on high alert.

The Jackrock vibrated as her swivel-mounted railgun sent solid-core rounds screaming through space.

“One missile down,” Pelley grunted.

“Good work. Now get me another one.”

“Damn it.” Castillo’s fingernails clacked on his holoscreen. “The cruiser is chasing us. She’s firing lasers!”

Red alerts popped onto Greaves’ holoscreen, warning her of a heat buildup on the Jackrock’s stern, just starboard of her main rocket.

She fired port thrusters at full power, just as the departure of another volley of railgun rounds shook the micro-corvette.

Pelley cursed. “Missed the second missile.”

The laser found their stern again, and the alerts grew more urgent. Greaves tried to shake the beam again, jagging to port, but this time the laser seemed locked-on. Nothing she did would shake it. A few more seconds, and their stern would be compromised, along with their engine in all likelihood.

So she did the only thing she could. She swung them about and charged toward the cruiser harrying them.

Pelley gave a strangled sound. “What are you—”

“Take down that missile, Cowboy. Castillo, tell our stowaway to head to the stern and fix the beating we just took.”

Another stream of rounds flew, followed by another loud curse from Pelley.

Racing toward the cruiser allowed Greaves to achieve a better angle, and she managed to shake the laser once more. She heard Castillo tapping at his console, no doubt to send the rep drone clinging to the Jackrock’s belly scurrying toward her stern.

Apparently giving each micro-corvette a rep drone before the transition had been an idea submitted by Frontier Security’s golden-haired boy, Tad Thatcher. She’d only laid eyes on the man during Frontier propaganda vids, and he seemed a bit pompous to her, but she’d forgive him that much, considering he’d just saved her crew’s lives.

For the moment, anyway. Either way, she also had to admit that Thatcher was a looker. She could understand where the rumors about him and his boss, Veronica Rose, came from, whether they were true or not.

“Pelley.” She paused, amazed at how calm she sounded. “If you don’t take down that missile with your next shot, we’re cooked.”

He didn’t answer—just fired. The Jackrock shook, and her holoscreen showed the incoming missile explode.

“Good work.”

The laser found the ship’s nose, then. But at that moment, another fast-attack ship jumped into the system, between Jackrock and the cruiser attacking her. At the same time, another micro-corvette had finally closed the distance enough to pitch in.

Together, all three made an attack run on the cruiser.

“Engage lasers,” Greaves barked. “The target has her shields up.”

Several bright threads of solid-core rounds streamed from the cruiser’s port side, reaching out to try and touch one of the three incoming attack ships. Greaves introduced some more random movement into their trajectory.

“One of our logistics ships just showed up, close to us. And there’s two more micro-corvettes.”

“Got it, Castillo. Ask the logistics captain to send more repair drones our way, just in case. And request backup from those fast attack ships.”

Greaves reversed thrust, wary of getting too close to the cruiser’s nearspace defenses. The other two micro-corvettes followed suit, but one of them was already overextended. The cruiser had switched her laserfire over to that ship moments before, probably because it presented an easier target. It burst apart, instantly converted into an expanding pocket of shrapnel and dissipating atmosphere.

But the two newcomers closed in, and the concentrated firepower from the four fast attack ships finally made the cruiser’s shields sputter, then fail.

They switched to solid-core rounds once more, Cowboy hammering the hull near the stern, drilling through to where its reactor should be.

Another micro-corvette transitioned in, just a hundred kilometers off the cruiser’s starboard side. Having little hope of escaping at that proximity, it too added its firepower, its only hope to disable the cruiser permanently.

And disable it they did. Judging by the sudden explosion and subsequent shock wave of dispersing energy, they’d hit the reactor.

Greaves grinned. “Good golly. Sharing that cramped bunkroom with you two jokers for weeks on end might actually have been worth it.”

“It’s not over yet.”

Castillo’s words drew her attention to an enemy eWar ship that was now out of position, with the cruiser’s fall.

“You’re right. There’s plenty of game to bag yet, eh Cowboy?”

“Damn straight, Skip.”

“Send the word out to our friends, Castillo, and request backup from the logistics ship. We’re hitting that sitting duck right there.” She circled the eWar ship on the tactical display.

Looks like we’re starting Phase Two of our plan. The plan to break into North Gate System had been cooked up by Captain Moll, Thatcher, and some big brains from Kibishii and Dynasty. Phase one had involved surviving long enough to build up a critical mass of micro-corvettes in-system.

Phase Two meant going on the offense. They were to attack high-value targets, drawing the Xebec Alliance fleet together in order to defend them. That would leave more of the jump zone open for CoG and Frontier ships to jump in unmolested.

Thankfully, regional jump zones were even bigger than regular system zones, making it likelier the incoming ships would find gaps to exploit.

Phase Two was already showing signs of working like a charm. As the Jackrock and her accompanying attack ships dove toward their target, nearby enemy ships constricted around it.

“Make sure you don’t blow its reactor right off the bat, Cowboy. Castillo, pass that on to the others.”

“Skip?” Cowboy said in disbelief. “You telling me to throw off my own aim?”

“You bet. If we kill that thing right away, it won’t be very good bait for the other ships, will it?”

“Right.”

The Jackrock hummed as her small but trusty capacitor pumped energy into the laser, which joined with four other beams to make the eWar’s shield shimmer and shake.

“Castillo, tell our friends to be ready to back off a little if the other Xebec ships start to apply too much heat. We need to threaten the eWar ship, but not so much that it endangers our own hulls.”

The engineer passed the word along, but two minutes later one of the other micro-corvettes got too close to the target anyway, and fell to a destroyer’s primary laser.

Greaves pursed her lips. Typical micro-corvette hotshot. Too good to be told.

The nearby Xebec Alliance vessels closed further, forcing Greaves’ squadron back. But Phase Three had already begun.

Sunder, Dynasty, Peyton, and Frontier frigates began jumping in, immediately engaging the nearest targets. This was the real reason the logistics ships had transitioned second: equipped with a brand new beam-splitter module, they were able to bolster the shields of multiple friendlies at once, with extreme precision—so long as they were within range.

Greaves pointed the Jackrock at the nearest frigate, which happened to be a Frontier vessel. Her counterparts aboard the other micro-corvettes followed along, holding formation without needing to be told.

Together, the micro-corvettes and frigates defended their pockets of space, wreaking havoc on the enemy fleet and forcing them to tighten their ranks even further.

And that’s the end of you, Greaves reflected as her gaze was drawn to the first Sunder destroyer to jump in, six hundred kilometers away from her position. Thirty seconds later, another destroyer appeared, much closer, and then the New Jersey appeared halfway between the two.

Phase Four had begun—the cavalry had arrived. The Xebec Alliance fleet commander must have known their only hope was to destroy the CoG fleet piecemeal as it transitioned in.

But because of the fast attack ships like the one Greaves flew, CoG had gained a foothold easily. This battle was over, but for the killing.

She caught herself smiling from ear to ear, eagerly scanning the tactical display for their next target.

Chapter Fifteen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

North Gate System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Someone fell into step with Thatcher as he made his way toward Attack Shuttle One. He looked and saw that it was Hans Mittelman, which made him stop in his tracks. “What are you doing here?”

 Mittelman gave his trademark imperious smile. “Here, in Xebec, or here on your ship?”

“Both.”

“I’m here to directly coordinate my spies secreted throughout this fleet, especially those aboard Coalition of Giant vessels. Rose wants to know about any treachery that’s brewing, before it slaps her full across the face.”

Thatcher raised an eyebrow. At least she’s being cautious.

“As for how I’m on your ship, I came over on the same shuttle that brought you bacon jerky and dehydrated bananas from the Minotaur. Your flight deck chief had no problem allowing me aboard, once I showed him my credentials. Though I’m surprised you don’t already have a strong grasp of who’s on board your ship at any given time.”

Ignoring the jab, Thatcher resumed walking, assuming the spymaster would follow, which he did. “Who’s in charge on Oasis, then?”

“The VP. I’m sure our president would have been up to the job, if the wormhole hadn’t cut him off from the company he’s supposed to help run. You’re on your way to a meeting aboard the Victorious, correct?”

They turned a corner, into the passageway that would take Thatcher to the shuttle dock. “That’s right.”

“Have you considered how easy it would be for Moll to simply have Frontier’s leaders killed at that meeting, and render the company fleet headless?”

Thatcher frowned. “He’d have to destroy the rest of the fleet, too. They wouldn’t stand idly by while Moll decapitated the company. He’d take losses fighting them. None of that seems conducive to a victory against Xebec.”

“Maybe he’s getting you used to attending in-person meetings, so he can dispose of you all later, at a more convenient time.”

They arrived at the shuttle dock, where both inner and outer airlock hatches stood open in anticipation of Thatcher’s arrival.

Thatcher gave a humorless chuckle. “Why would he dispose of us at all, when we’re apparently willing to enable him in whatever he wants to do?”

Mittelman shook his head. “He knows there’s only so much you and Rose will stand for. At some point, you’ll become a nuisance to him.”

“Right.” Thatcher spread his hand toward the airlock. “Will you be attending the meeting?”

“Moll doesn’t know I’m here. But even if he did, I doubt I’d be welcome.”

“Then please make yourself comfortable aboard the New Jersey. I’ll make sure Lieutenant Commander Candle sees to your accommodations for as long as you’re interested in staying.”

“Meaning you’ll alert him to my presence, so he can make sure I don’t cause too much trouble.”

“Precisely.” With that, Thatcher gave Mittelman a brisk nod and strode aboard the shuttle.

Once he’d sent Candle the transmission letting him know Mittelman was lurking aboard the Jersey, Thatcher holstered his comm and allowed himself to relax, enjoying the view of the galaxy from North Gate System.

As always, Lieutenant Hodge mated the shuttle’s airlock with the Victorious’ so gently that Thatcher might not have known they’d arrived if he hadn’t been watching through visual sensors.

After sticking his head into the cockpit to thank Hodge for another smooth voyage, and to tell him to wait at the dock until the meeting was over, Thatcher left the shuttle.

Unlike his last few visits to Moll’s destroyer, when Victorious’ XO, Commander Becker, had greeted him, this time a lieutenant awaited him in the passage outside.

She came to attention at the sight of Thatcher, saluting him. Thatcher returned her salute.

“Lieutenant Daliah Olowe at your service, Captain Thatcher. I’m one of Admiral Moll’s aides.”

“Admiral, now? He promoted himself?”

Olowe blinked, but quickly seemed to recover her poise. “The Sunder board of directors voted on it, sir. The Coalition of Giants leadership insisted on the promotion. Since he will now lead such a large organization, it seemed an appropriate step to them.”

“I see. Well, lead on, Lieutenant.”

If anything, the destroyer’s crew seemed even more full of themselves than they had during Thatcher’s last visit—not just subjects of a conquering empire, but one that had swallowed another empire whole, or was about to.

I suppose serving on an admiral’s flagship will do that. Especially when egos are already stoked high.

Olowe led him to a richly appointed conference room, decorated in the Sunder company colors, green and gold. Thatcher had never been to this part of the destroyer before.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Thatcher said, turning to find Olowe had already left. Maybe she was offended by my crack about Moll promoting himself. Oh well.

“Captain Thatcher,” Moll’s voice boomed, from where he sat at the head of the conference table. “So good of you to join us.” He gestured at the only remaining empty seat, two thirds down the table from him, and well away from where Rose sat.

Thatcher nodded, making for the empty seat, which put him between a Dynasty captain and the Kibishii COO, Theodore Xu.

“As I was saying before you arrived, Captain.” Moll sat with a hand planted on his jaw, partially obscuring his unusual beard, which left his chin bare. “Xebec Alliance will be reeling now that we’ve pushed them from the regional jump zone. Once they saw the writing on the wall, almost half the fleet they’d stationed in North Gate managed to disengage and flee the system. But they mostly fled to Gatehouse System, meaning we’ll likely find Drawbridge and Rampart Systems underdefended.”

Thatcher’s mouth quirked. “There are no significant targets in either of those systems. There’s a reason the Xebec defenders rushed to Gatehouse—the system holds over a third of the region’s military shipyards.”

His words caused stirring amongst a few of the Dynasty and Sunder officers present, and Thatcher thought he caught a snatch of muttered conversation. Maybe they don’t like that I won’t call Moll “sir.” It would probably be better from a diplomatic standpoint to acknowledge the man’s promotion, but it would also be better not to spit in his face, and that was about all Thatcher felt he could manage right now.

“Yes,” Rose cut in, a tinge of frostbite clinging to her voice as she addressed Thatcher. “But Rampart leads to Barbican System, where we could directly access Oubliette. And Oubliette is home to a major moon-mining operation.”

Thatcher glanced at Moll. “Is that the plan, then?”

“It is, Captain.”

To Thatcher’s eye, Moll’s expression held a mixture of false friendliness and amusement in equal measure. At least he isn’t constantly trying to jockey for position with me, these days. He knows if he pisses me off, he may not enjoy the benefit of my tactical input.

“Oubliette is the cornerstone of Xebec Alliance’s economy,” the Sunder CEO went on. “The seventy-two moons that orbit its gas giant hold a treasure trove of the rare earth metals so important in manufacturing…well, pretty much anything that matters. Of course, we can expect the operation will have heavy defenses to begin with. That’s one benefit of moon mining operations—they’re much easier to defend than an operation that’s spread out through an asteroid belt.

“But if we can smash those defenses, we will reap manifold rewards. Oubliette System moon mining currently subsidizes the Xebec Alliance’s joint military efforts. Without it, their war expenses will need to be paid out of their corporate members’ coffers. That will erode morale quickly, and hasten the Alliance’s dissolution. The sooner their members start to flee their organization, the sooner victory will be ours.”

Thatcher found himself nodding in agreement. He had to hand it to Moll, as vile as he was—Thatcher himself might have a head for tactics, but he couldn’t maneuver geopolitics on this level. Moll had clearly thought a lot about what made alliances hold together…and what made them fall.

That sent him back into memory, and the meeting dimmed around him as he recalled one of his first conversations with Moll.

“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.”

Remembering Moll’s words made him think of his conversation with Mittelman, before leaving the Jersey for this meeting. How much do you know, spymaster? The answer was, probably more than he let on. Likely a lot more.

The meeting ended, and Thatcher’s shuttle ride back to his command was uneventful. Once back on the Jersey, he sought out Candle and found him in the wardroom, getting a light snack after his watch before retiring to his rack.

“Bill. You got my message about Mittelman?”

Candle nodded, looking tired as he took a bite of peanut butter-smeared cracker. “So far, he’s spent most of the time in the crew’s mess, chatting with the enlisted men and women. Catching up with his spies, no doubt. I had a petty officer keep a record of everyone he spoke with.”

“Good work. Although, I’d bet he made sure to talk to plenty of crew who aren’t his spies, to throw us off.”

“You’re probably right.”

Thatcher walked over to where Candle sat, and placed a hand on his shoulder. The XO jerked at the touch, then turned his eyes up toward Thatcher, as though unsure what to make of the gesture.

Thatcher withdrew the hand. “Is everything okay with you, Bill?”

“Yes.” Candle’s voice had become abrupt, just as it had been in the conference room when Thatcher had asked about his family. “I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“You seem off, lately. Lucy’s noticed it too.”

Candle seem to pale slightly under his captain’s scrutiny. “I’m fine, Tad. Everything’s fine.”

“And your family? They’re truly doing well?”

The XO nodded.

“All right, then. Please let me know if there’s ever anything I can help you with. I mean that, Bill. Anything.”

“I will. Thank you.”

But Candle seemed just as detached and distant as before. Thatcher suppressed a sigh. He didn’t feel like prying.

“You’re welcome,” he said with a smile, trying his best to make it look genuine, and not concerned.

Chapter Sixteen

 

Aboard the Nighthawk

Bonaparte System, Lament Region

Earth Year 2291

 

The young spacer sitting across from Li Jun looked perfectly at ease as he sipped the can of cola Li’s steward had provided. He seemed to contemplate Li’s question as he reclined slightly in the cushioned chair reserved for guests.

“I was raised by an uncle in Perth System—that’s in Steppe Mortalis Region—after my parents were killed in a speeder accident. My uncle had no real love for me, but he took me in out of a sense of duty to his brother.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

The spacer, whose name was Bo Gen, nodded. “It’s just how it was. But to answer your question, Mr. Li, I suppose my most special memory from my childhood was reading books on an old comm, sitting against the trunk of a magnolia tree on my uncle’s property. Remembering that always calms me.”

“That sounds special indeed.”

“It was.”

“Let me ask you now about our coming campaign in Xebec Region. What are your thoughts on it? Please be perfectly honest with me, as there are no wrong answers here.”

Bo’s eyes flashed with excitement. “I think it’s intelligent and very prudent, Mr. Li. It’s just as you said in your memo to the company. Good relations with CoG are paramount, and we can’t allow a privately owned super-ship to come about and disturb the peace we’ve worked so hard to achieve.” The spacer’s voice dropped a little, almost conspiratorially. “Most of us understand, also, that things must eventually come to a head with Moll’s new Coalition. But we are not yet strong enough, and so we bide our time. Very prudent indeed.”

Li raised his eyebrows, trying not to choke on his own spittle. “The…the workers believe we will wage war on the Coalition of Giants?”

Bo’s zealous expression faltered. “Will we not?”

Giving a sly grin, Li tilted his head toward his guest. “Only time can tell us, in its fullness.”

The young man’s enthusiasm returned in full force. “Yes, that’s very true, Mr. Li.”

It was shocking to learn that so many of his employees had already anticipated his thinking where Simon Moll was concerned, but he saw that it was better to play into it a little—while maintaining plausible deniability, of course—than to quash their spirits by denying it altogether.

“I truly appreciate your candor, Gen. I can already see I will learn much from these interviews.”

Bo nodded. “Everyone I speak with greatly appreciates the interest you take in your employees. It reminds us of what a great organization we work for—and what a great cause. I know workers from Ascendant Horizon’s other corps feel the same. Personally, I never wish to join another alliance. This is my home.”

“I’m glad to hear it. However, no home is ever perfect. I would be interested to hear any ideas you have for improving our organization.”

Bo sipped from his cola again. “I’ve often thought it would be beneficial to have an alliance-wide forum, where any spacer working in an Ascendant Horizon corp could express his views. We could include Verity Guild corps too, of course—we mustn’t leave our sister alliance out of it. The idea came from seeing how open you are to suggestions, Mr. Li.”

“I like the idea in principle. But such forums often devolve into petty argumentation and one-upmanship. I don’t wish to implement anything that would cause strife amongst Ascendant Horizon members.”

“That’s often because of how these networks are designed. When a corp designs one, they incentivize content that incites anger, since that’s the most engaging and keeps people on their platform the longest, which maximizes their advertising revenue. But if we design a network that prioritizes not profit, but calm, cooperation, and the good of Ascendant Horizon…I think we could accomplish wonderful things.”

“Intriguing. Do you know anyone who could design such a network?”

The spacer beamed. “I was a programmer before I came to work for Heaven’s Bounty. I could get a start on it, and then seek volunteers from the Nighthawk’s crew as it gains traction. We could work on it in our spare time, and present it to you once it’s ready.”

“Excellent. I encourage you to pursue this in its fullest, Gen.”

The interview concluded, and Bo Gen left with a broad grin splitting his face. A hand caught his office’s hatch as Li went to close it, and he pushed it open again to find Tsu Wei standing on the other side.

“Good morning, Wei.”

Tsu nodded, staring after Bo Gen. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Make every employee you talk to look like they just won the lottery.”

“It must be my good cheer. You should try it sometime!”

Tsu sniffed, and they both entered Li’s office, where Li leaned back against his desk and his friend stood in the middle of the chamber with his arms crossed.

“We’ve reached Bonaparte System,” Tsu said. “We’ll be at the regional jump gate in eleven hours.”

“Excellent.”

“What’s your plan for breaking into Xebec Region? They’ll be sure to have a fleet waiting for us on the other side, surrounding the jump zone.”

Li nodded thoughtfully. In anticipation of CoG and Ascendant Horizon’s joint advance on their region, Xebec Alliance had withdrawn from the northern Lament Region systems it had held. Which supported Tsu’s conclusion that Xebec had concentrated their forces in South Gate System.

“My plan is to wait.”

“Wait? What will that accomplish?”

Li chuckled. “You should have joined the instant comm sessions with CoG. Then you would know what both I and the Verity Guild leadership already know.”

“I don’t support this war of aggression. Besides, I’ll know once you tell me.”

If I do tell you. But Li decided not to toy with his friend today. Tsu’s temper seemed to dangle by a thread, and tormenting him further would only cause him to sulk. “As we speak, CoG forces are pushing south into Xebec from Endysis. Soon, they will attack a target system of great importance to the enemy.”

“I still don’t understand how that helps us gain entry through the south.”

“Well, I suppose that’s why you aren’t a military commander. As CoG hits high-value targets, Xebec Alliance will have no choice but to divert more and more of its fleet northward. Especially as our allies draw near the system where we know they’re constructing their super-ship. After a few days, our own forces will be able to continue north through Xebec with little resistance. Perhaps it will bring you some measure of satisfaction that I negotiated a path through this invasion that involves little actual conflict for our alliance.”

“The Verity ships won’t be happy with that.”

Li resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Sometimes, he felt sure Tsu contradicted him for the sake of it. One minute he’s arguing against the fighting, now he’s picking up for Verity Guild because they won’t get to do as much fighting as they’d like. Still, Li had to admit, if only to himself, that his old friend had a point. The Nighthawk was one of the few Ascendant Horizon warships that had come on this campaign. Most belonged to their sister alliance, Verity Guild, which was made up mostly of PMCs. Yes, Ascendant Horizon had military assets, but mostly the alliance was focused on industrial activity.

“If your prediction comes true that Moll will attack us in our home regions,” Li said, “then I suspect everyone will have their fill of combat.”

“That isn’t only my prediction, Jun Ge. You know conflict with CoG is inevitable, even if you won’t say it.”

“Will that be all, Wei?”

“No, it won’t be.” Tsu still stood with his arms crossed. Pouting, as far as Li was concerned. “Why did we personally have to accompany our ships?”

Li spread his hands. “The Sunder and Dynasty leaders are here, as well as those from Peyton, Kibishii, and Frontier. How would it have looked if we stayed safe in Recto Region?”

“This is dangerous. A dangerous precedent.”

“Life is full of dangerous precedents. Personally, I look for them, and embrace them when I find them. Opposing Han’ei was a dangerous precedent—and then we sent them fleeing north. Playing both sides of the war between Penta Syndicate and Orion Alliance was another one. That set us up to take the south and keep it.”

“We don’t own the entire south. Just four regions in the south-east.”

Li felt like slapping his friend, sometimes. “Splitting our alliance was a dangerous precedent,” he continued firmly. “And it resulted in greater unity than we could have hoped to achieve when we were one alliance having an identity crisis.”

“How many times do you intend to rattle off your accomplishments in the hopes of justifying present actions?”

“As many times as it takes to get it through that thick skull of yours, Wei.”

Tsu blinked, and he actually looked hurt.

But right now, Li didn’t care. “We are building something grand, here. Something to withstand the vagaries of time itself. You’ve played a valuable role in that, and I know you will continue to. And if I have to drag you through victory after victory, kicking and screaming, then I am perfectly willing to do that.” He pointed to the hatch. “The people on this ship are proud of what we’re doing. The people in this alliance are proud of what we’re doing. And I am proud. I just hope that one day, you’ll find it in yourself to look at our great works and call them good. Even if it’s only once that I hear it from you, then I can and will die a happy man.”

Chapter Seventeen

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Oubliette System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Two dozen warships waited for them around Quinto, one of the gas giant Zipacna’s richest moons. Three eWar vessels, four logistics vessels, two destroyers, four missile cruisers, five frigates, and six corvettes.

Enough to do considerable damage to what remains of Frontier’s company fleet. If I let them.

The enemy commander had apparently heard of Thatcher’s affection for destroying his adversaries’ support ships first, and he was keeping them toward the rear of his force. The pair of destroyers formed the tip of their arrowhead formation, with the four cruisers flanking them, and the frigates and corvettes slightly behind, ready to back up the stronger ships.

The destroyers and cruisers are the teeth. If I let them sink those teeth into my fleet, it’s going to hurt.

To prevent that from happening, he would need to ruthlessly exploit an advantage.

In the months since he’d arrived in the Dawn Cluster, exploiting advantages had meant various things. Once, it had meant figuring out how to execute what had come to be known as a Hellfire barrage. Later, it meant using new weaponry, such as missiles tipped with laser warheads, or disguising freighters and mining ships as warships and outfitting them with minimal weaponry.

But the story of each new tactic spread quickly—quicker than ever before, with instant comms becoming more and more widespread. A commander who wanted to win with any consistence could never stop innovating.

 Today, his innovation would be to use the Frontier fleet’s newly integrated comm system to its fullest potential. That was his ace in the hole.

And how best to take advantage of your enemy’s lesser versatility? Hit him with something he doesn’t expect. Something that will panic him, and make him flail about for a response.

Thatcher tapped the new comm panel in his armrest, putting himself on the fleetwide. To distribute orders to his force, the enemy commander would have to instruct his Ops officer to pass them on to the Ops officers aboard his other ships, who would relay them to their captains. Thatcher could now accomplish all that with a push of a button.

“All ships will assume Shortspear Formation, with Minotaur at the tip and New Jersey and Lancer just behind. Form up on the Jersey in thirty seconds from receiving this order.”

The command applet turned fully green in less than two seconds. Half a minute later, the Frontier ships began to get in line.

Thatcher always experienced a nervous energy before battle—a vibration that buzzed through him, matching his soul’s natural frequency, and threatening to shake apart his calm.

But this was different. Since the day he and Moll had barely prevented Daybreak Combine from laying waste to Freedom System, every engagement seemed to balance on a knife’s edge, for Thatcher. Frontier Security had lost roughly half its ships that day, and any significant additional losses had a chance of rendering the corp all but defenseless.

Rose is right. We need nanofabbers, and we need them now.

She had surprised him by coming to him yesterday, as they sailed through Barbican System. Unlike Mittelman, she’d telegraphed her arrival first, but the fact of her visit itself was surprising.

“I’ve decided to grant you command of Frontier’s fleet for the coming battle,” she’d said after shutting his office hatch behind her.

“Uh.” Thatcher had cleared his throat, then gestured to the chair opposite his. “Please, sit.”

“I’ll stand.”

“Then so will I.” He rose from his desk chair, which slid back to collide with the bulkhead. They made awkward eye contact for a few moments, Thatcher’s arms dangling at his sides, as he hadn’t been sure what to do with them. Finally, he tucked them behind his back, folding his hands together, to get them out of the way. “As I understood it, I already had command of the fleet.”

“Well, I’ve decided not to take it away from you.”

“To be honest, it wouldn’t make very good PR if you did.”

“Oh, because you’re so beloved by the Dawn Cluster public? Because you’re such a brilliant tactician that eyebrows would be raised from here to Modal Pique?”

Thatcher shrugged. “Because you just promoted me. That isn’t very consistent with taking command from the captain you trusted with it all throughout the campaign into The Splay and Endysis.”

“Believe it or not, Captain Thatcher, not everything I do is driven by PR. I’m letting you keep command because I need you in command. With Captain Wilson in the north, there’s no one else I trust in the position of fleet commander.” She studied him, eyes narrowed slightly. “The Cluster really does hold you in high regard, you know. At least, they’ve come to respect you—maybe even fear you. Have you heard the nickname they’ve been using for you lately?”

“Nickname? No, I haven’t.”

“They’re calling you Hammer.”

He raised his eyebrows at that. “Hopefully I can live up to that tomorrow, in Oubliette.”

Tomorrow had come, and Thatcher sat in the command seat—in command of the entire Frontier fleet—with a pit in his stomach as his ships drew ever closer to the enemy. But as anxious as he felt, he couldn’t help wondering why Rose had seen fit to visit him at all, back in Barbican. What had the meeting accomplished?

Either way, he hadn’t liked it when she’d returned to the Lancer. He would have much preferred to have her aboard the Jersey, where he would know she was safe.

At least, as safe as I am. As safe as any of us. He shook his head, barely aware he was doing it. Why did she see fit to come on this voyage, anyway? Surely it wasn’t just to irk me, knowing my opinion on the CEO accompanying military missions.

Sunder leadership was here as well, he knew, and not just Moll—other executives and shareholders had come along for the ride as well. The same was true of Dynasty, Kibishii, Peyton, and several of the corps that made up Ascendant Horizon, including the leaders of that alliance. He supposed that, politically, Rose had had no choice but to accompany the Frontier fleet, to show she was invested in the joint effort to stop Xebec Alliance from building a super-ship.

“Five minutes until we’re in Hellborn range, sir,” Guerrero reported from her station.

“Acknowledged.” Thatcher once again tapped the button to put him on the fleetwide. “All ships, on my mark, prepare to break into Alpha, Delta, Epsilon, Gamma, and Zeta squadrons. Alpha will continue sailing directly at the enemy, while Delta and Epsilon will, respectively, adjust course to rise above and sink below the ecliptic by ten degrees. Gamma and Zeta will adjust course ten degrees starboard and port, respectively. Each squadron will adopt a Wall Formation, with full battle spread to maximize our firing angles.”

His eyes riveted to his holoscreen, he waited until the last possible moment, after which his ships wouldn’t have had enough time to execute his orders before engaging the enemy.

“Mark!”

Just as they’d drilled in simulations dozens of times since leaving Freedom System, the Frontier fleet split seamlessly into five battle groups, each ship perfectly in position. Thatcher allowed himself a satisfied smile.

The enemy’s arrowhead formation would have been perfect for minimizing losses—if Thatcher had kept his Shortspear formation. Both formations offered minimal targets to an enemy fleet, keeping logistics ships and eWar ships just behind the forward damage dealers, in order to throw off or soak up enemy firepower for as long as they could.

But by changing formations at the last minute, Thatcher had also changed the game. Now, his forces had an overwhelming firing arc on all sides of the Xebec Alliance arrowhead. The proper response would have been to immediately unfurl into some manner of Battle Spread formation, to match the Frontier ships’ rate of fire. But without integrated comms to match, the Xebec fleet couldn’t manage to do anything with immediacy.

Instead, they tripped over themselves, getting in each other’s firing lanes, and in some instances even inadvertently blocking logistics ships from bolstering allied shields.

In the meantime, the Frontier fleet rained hell down on the enemy’s hulls. A storm of laserfire preceded kinetic projectiles fired at full spread. Many of the railgun rounds missed, as they often did against moving targets. But the enemy was bunched up enough that a significant percentage couldn’t help but connect with enemy hulls, ravaging them.

A helping of Hellborn missiles finally sent the enemy into complete disarray. Already down six ships—a destroyer, two cruisers, a frigate, and two corvettes—the fleet guarding Quinto fell apart, fleeing past the Frontier formation and through it, all while being picked apart by relentless weapons fire.

“All ships form up on New Jersey, Manta Ray formation. We will continue along our forward trajectory and swing around Quinto at medium orbit, to reengage the remaining enemy ships.” With a tap of a couple more buttons, he had his marine commander, Major Avery, on the line. “Major. Are your marines ready to deploy to Quinto’s surface for the refinery takeover?”

“Ready is an understatement, sir. My boys and girls have been itching to get back into action.”

“Remember—I want minimal casualties, Major. And try not to break anything.”

“You got it, sir.”

With that, Thatcher cut the connection and settled back in his chair, wondering if the Xebec defenders would feel up to continuing the fight once the Frontier fleet slingshotted around Quinto.

Chapter Eighteen

 

Aboard Attack Shuttle Two

Oubliette System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Major Will Avery had heard tell of a lot of Frontier spacers whispering about whether the company should be on this mission, to help attack an alliance that had never bothered them.

But his marines had no such reservations.

“We there yet?” Corporal Jordan Wilson yelled from two seats to Avery’s right. “I wanna un-alive some Xebecs.”

Several other marines gave a hearty “oorah” at that. The corporal was the great Captain Frederick Wilson’s grandnephew, but he didn’t quite have the former admiral’s poise, in Avery’s opinion.

“Calm yourself, Wilson,” Avery said through his open visor. “The captain wants minimal casualties.”

“Sure thing, Major. But if someone shoots at me, you know I gotta light ’em up.”

“I hope they do shoot at us,” another marine, Private First Class Murphy, put in. “We haven’t seen action since we boarded those pirate ships in Empery system.”

Avery nodded. “Intel says we can expect at least some resistance from the refinery’s security forces. But our orders are to keep casualties to a minimum, and just as important, to leave all the equipment as intact as possible. We’re not only fighting an enemy, here—we’re taking over a valuable industrial asset.”

The g-forces pushing Avery into his seat lessened, which told him they were decelerating on approach to the Quinto refinery. “Let me remind you, marines. Leaving this facility usable after we’re done taking it will be our best shot at seeing action again soon. Right now, we’re the captain’s go-to company whenever marines are needed, because he knows and trusts us to follow orders. If we break that trust, then he’ll just make another ship’s marine company the new go-to. Oorah?”

“Oorah!” the marines called back in unison. Which seemed to signal agreement, but in their cry Avery could still hear their excitement about the impending combat.

“Visors down, marines.” All throughout the shuttle, the snick of lowering face plates could be heard. It was good timing—it let Avery conceal the grin that insisted on spreading across his face. He felt just as eager to charge into battle as his marines did.

Attack Shuttle Two vibrated, and Avery heard the rapid-fire cough of its guns discharging. He called up an external visual sensor’s feed and saw they were strafing a group of security forces positioned on the refinery’s roof.

“So much for minimal casualties,” Wilson said over the platoon-wide comm as the pressure-suited figures were thrown back by the force of the railgun fire.

With that, the shuttle circled around and touched down on Quinto’s surface, throwing up clouds of white dust and jostling Avery in his seat. Lieutenant Yahn Nilsen, callsign Meathook, didn’t have Hotdog’s finesse for combat landings. But Attack Shuttle One was out of commission while it had one of its aft propulsion units looked at, so they were stuck with Nilsen.

I shouldn’t complain. He cleaned up that rooftop position nicely. Power armor or no, his marines would have been vulnerable charging toward the refinery while enemies with the high ground fired down on them.

“Recommend some hustle,” Meathook said over a private channel. “I spotted at least a dozen other fighters on the other side of the refinery roof, and I’m sure they’re booking it to our side as we speak.”

“Roger that.” Avery switched back to the platoon-wide. “Let’s move, marines. More hostiles are on the roof, headed our way. Let’s get inside before they have a chance to introduce themselves.”

He joined the first squad of marines out of the airlock, ordering them to take up covering positions around the shuttle, weapons trained on the refinery’s roof. Avery wouldn’t want to be the Xebec Alliance security guard who poked his head over the edge.

He ordered Second Squad to cross to the refinery the moment they were out. “Take the breaching charges and make us an entrance. We’ll cover you.”

“You got it,” the squad leader, Sergeant Ermey, shot back. With that, his squad took off across the regolith, their boots kicking up puffs of dust as they made themselves as horizontal as they could, pushing sideways against the moon’s surface to avoid bounding up awkwardly in the low gravity. Inside, the facility’s artificial gravity would take over, but out here they had to be careful of presenting an easy target by sending themselves up into the air.

Ermey’s squad arrived at the refinery airlock, where they began setting up the charges. Third squad was already partway there by then, and Avery winced as a private pushed off the terrain at the wrong angle, rising almost two meters into the air. He activated his suit’s wrist thrusters, but not before a head appeared at the roof’s edge, sighting down a long-barreled assault rifle.

Knowing he had only seconds, if that, Avery smoothly raised his Dragon Tac-50 sniper rifle and settled the crosshairs over his target’s helmet. With no time to rely on his HUD’s aim assistance, he forced the air out of his lungs, aimed just over the figure’s head, then squeezed the trigger.

The round punched through the top of the man’s helmet and into his cranial cavity. He flopped forward, drifting off the edge of the roof.

“Contact!” Avery yelled over the platoon-wide channel. “Fourth Squad, get over there now. We’ll cover you!”

First Squad’s muzzles flashed as more enemies appeared along the rooftop. Meathook pitched in too, the shuttle’s starboard turrets blazing, sweeping the roof’s edge.

That kept the enemies’ heads down, for the most part, and Avery waved for his squad to follow behind him. “We’re on the move, Meathook. Don’t stop that covering fire.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Despite the pilot’s cool tone, Avery could tell he was enjoying himself.

By the time they joined the rest of the platoon, Second Squad stood ready to blow open the airlock. Avery gave the nod, and soundless flashes came from around the hatch’s perimeter, inaudible without an atmosphere for the sound to travel through. Ermey led his squad into the spacious airlock, with Avery’s First Squad hot on their heels.

Blowing the interior airlock hatch proved unnecessary. Now that they were in, opening it required nothing more than tapping a few commands into a control panel. The system even let them override its own warnings that they were about to vent the next chamber’s atmosphere into space.

I guess the designers weren’t expecting Frontier marines.

After hitting the control to open the inner airlock hatch, the marines clambered back outside the refinery, waiting for the blast of air to subside as the inner compartment depressurized. That done, they rushed in with weapons raised, their muzzles sweeping across the chamber as they paid special attention to entranceways and corners.

“Clear,” Avery barked. He used his wrist’s HUD interface to call up the facility map, forwarded to him by Veronica Rose before they’d left the New Jersey. Rumor said Frontier’s CEO had access to a vast spy network, and Avery didn’t know enough to say whether that was exaggeration or not. But he often felt surprised by how good the company’s intel was.

Like having ready access to this map, for instance. It told him that two hatches let out of this chamber, into two separate but intersecting passageways. From the hatch on the right, it was a straight shot to the only entrance into the facility’s control center, whereas the hatch dead ahead would put them around the corner from the control center.

“Close that airlock,” he ordered Fourth Squad as the last marines emerged from it. He had no desire to vent the entire building’s air. That wouldn’t go well with ‘minimal casualties.’ “First and Third squad will head out this hatch.” Avery pointed at the one facing the airlock. “Ermey, you and Fourth Squad position yourselves on this side of that hatch to the right. And get the RPG-31 ready.”

“The RPG, Major?” Ermey’s skepticism leaked into his voice. “The plan is to move on the control center, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

“Then, wouldn’t a lot of sensitive equipment be in there? Firing an RPG toward the entrance doesn’t seem like a great way to leave all that in one piece.”

“It’s not. And we’ll avoid it if we can. But the fact the security forces weren’t waiting in here to try to pin us at the airlock tells me they plan to use that tight corridor to try to even the odds with us. My squad and Third Squad will try to take them out with small arms from that intersection, but if I don’t like the heat they’re putting on us, we’ll back out and give you plenty of space to blow them away. Our lives come before any damn equipment, and that’s the way Captain Thatcher wants it, too.”

Ermey nodded. “Oorah.”

As Avery had expected, First and Third Squads exited into their passageway without incident. That’ll change when we try to round that corner toward the control center. I’m sure of it. “Third Squad, watch our backs. Sutherland?”

“Major?”

“Get out your toy.”

“Copy.” The lance corporal unstrapped the carrying case from his back and laid it on the floor. It looked like an oversized briefcase, and when he lifted the lid, it revealed the dismantled recon drone he was responsible for. Within seconds, he had the parts unfolded and fitted together, and he set down the assembled drone facing the intersection.

“Am I checking around that corner?”

“You are.”

“On it.” Controller already in hand, Sutherland instructed the drone to take off. Its propellers whirred softly, each with just a couple feet of clearance from the walls on either side. They needed to be big enough to carry the drone’s many sensors, not to mention the armor that encased it.

Sutherland rotated the machine just before it emerged into the intersection, pointing its visual sensors in the right direction.

Less than a second after it hovered into view of the control center, multiple tracers converged on it, tearing it apart as it hurtled out of view.

“Well, that answers that question.” Avery switched to a private channel with Ermey. “Open that hatch and unleash hell on them, Sergeant. Make sure Corporal Loughty is ready to fire the moment he steps into the passageway. I’ll have Sutherland forward him the drone’s feed before it went down, to help him size up his shot.”

Avery patched himself through to Ermey’s helmet, so he could see what the sergeant saw. He watched as Loughty pivoted into the corridor, kneeling with the RPG-31 nestled on his shoulder. He fired without hesitation, then withdrew.

From his own perspective, Avery glimpsed the rocket-propelled grenade as it flashed through the intersection, followed instantly by a boom, then rumbling.

“All squads, advance on the control center!” Avery ordered over the platoon-wide.

But after Loughty’s RPG round, it wasn’t much of a fight. The security forces who weren’t killed by the explosion were thoroughly disoriented, and the marines quickly disarmed them. There were a few guards, deeper in the control center, who seemed more or less unaffected, but after seeing what had happened to their coworkers they seemed in no mood to fight, instead dropping their weapons and lifting their hands skyward.

“Sutherland, check out the equipment near the hatch. Give me a damage report.”

“Everything seems fine,” Sutherland reported a few minutes later. “Looks like they keep everything pretty well shielded. The hatch’s closing mechanism is busted, though, Major.”

Damn it. Avery had wanted to keep this place pristine for Captain Thatcher. I’m sure he’ll understand.

He hoped he would, anyway.

Bracing himself, Avery radioed the captain directly in the CIC. “Sir, I’m sorry—in taking the control center, we were able to keep the computer equipment intact, but we broke the hatch’s closing mechanism. I know you wanted the refinery left intact.”

Thatcher sighed heavily, and for a moment Avery thought he was about to berate him.

Then, the captain said, “One hatch’s closing mechanism is the least of our worries, Major. Are any of your marines hurt?”

“No, sir. Zero casualties.”

“Well, there’s some good news, at least.”

“Is anything wrong, sir?”

“I just have an awfully bad taste in my mouth, at the moment. As careful as you were to preserve that refinery, Major, our friend Simon Moll just threw all that out the window. He had the Pluto bombard the installation on Octavo into oblivion when they refused to surrender and evacuate, and now he’s threatening to do the same to another.”

Chapter Nineteen

 

Aboard the Lancer

Oubliette System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Veronica Rose gripped the sides of her observer seat and leaned forward against the restraints, eyes locked on the holotank at the front of Commander Portia Esposito’s CIC.

They’d already watched Sunder destroyers bombard a lunar mining facility from orbit, no doubt killing every soul who lived and worked there. Now the destroyer squadron had adopted an orbit that would take it to another moon, Segundo, where Moll had threatened to bomb another installation unless its evacuation had begun by the time his ships arrived. He also demanded the Xebec Alliance forces surrender, or he’d continue blowing up installations.

Captain Esposito glanced back at Rose, wearing a helpless expression. “There’s no course that would allow us to intercept the Sunder destroyers in time, ma’am.”

Rose drew a breath. “It wouldn’t do any good even if we could. Could you have your Ops officer get me Admiral Moll, please?”

Esposito nodded toward her Ops station, and the man there, whose name Rose didn’t know, did his best to put her through to the Victorious. But Moll was refusing her communications.

He means to do this, and there’s nothing I can say or do to stop him. That thought caused a wave of emotion to crash over Rose, a mixture of anger, futility, and fatigue. She realized her hands were now balled into fists, and she uncurled her fingers.

The destroyers crept ever-closer to Segundo, and Rose knew she was about to watch thousands more souls—thousands more innocent civilians—be incinerated.

Then, something happened. The Ops officer turned toward Esposito. “Ma’am, an enemy destroyer, the Rogue, is broadcasting on all channels.”

The captain nodded. “I want to hear what they’re saying.”

A man’s voice played from the speakers built into the overhead and bulkheads, his voice ragged with emotion. “—had family members who worked in the facility on Octavo, and so did many who crew the Xebec Alliance warships under my command. We also have family inside the facility on Segundo. For that reason, we will surrender this battle to you, Simon Moll, as you’ve demanded. But your victory comes at a steep cost. Today, you’ve fully embraced tyranny, and a tyrant is always brought to justice by the people he seeks to oppress. Sooner or later, justice finds him.”

“This sounds more like an impromptu speech than a surrender,” Rose said.

The Ops officer met her gaze. “He’s broadcasting over instant comm, too, ma’am. To the entire Cluster.”

The speech continued. “I’m sure Simon Moll is beyond shame—but I say shame on both Ascendant Horizon and Frontier Security for enabling this monstrous man. You’ve abandoned your principles for your own short-term gain, but I assure you, you’ll pay a price for that, too. That isn’t a threat—it’s a statement of fact, from someone who has survived many battles, and who knows well what it looks like when good people lose their way. You have lost your way, and neither fortune nor history will be kind to you. Admiral Angus Ward out.”

 Stunned silence followed.

After a moment, Rose spoke up. “Since when did Angus Ward work for a Xebec Alliance corp?”

The Ops officer was tapping at his console. “Public record said he came to Xebec to retire. He must have come out of retirement to join the fight, like Admiral Wilson did.”

Rose unfastened her restraints and stood, feeling heavier than usual. An American war hero just called out my company for compromising our principles. This was a PR nightmare.

Her footsteps were leaden as she crossed to the CIC exit. “Captain, please continue contacting Admiral Moll until he answers. I’ll be waiting to speak to him in my office.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Moll made her wait for hours, giving her plenty of time to pace the cramped compartment where she slept and worked.

At last, her comm beeped, signifying that Moll was waiting to speak with her. She checked her reflection in the mirror, to make sure her anxiety hadn’t manifested in an unkempt appearance. Then she sat at her desk, unfolded the holoscreen from its surface, and took the call.

“We’ve won a great victory today, Ms. Rose. It’s an honor to have Frontier here on this historic occasion.”

“Historic?” Rose said, hardly able to believe Moll’s chipper demeanor. “You murdered thousands of innocent civilians.”

The Sunder CEO’s face darkened. “Back to henpecking me, then, is it?”

“Henpecking, Simon? Henpecking? You committed a war crime on a massive scale. If the UNC ever gets a hold of you, you’ll be tried and sentenced to life imprisonment. They might even bring back the death penalty for you.”

Moll shook his head slowly. “Why would the UNC ever ‘get a hold’ of me, Veronica? The UNC is over, and in its place, chaos has risen. If we allow that chaos to balloon out of control, then everything humanity has striven to achieve in the Dawn Cluster will be torn apart. Do you truly think we can unify the Cluster by whispering sweet nothings into our enemies’ ears? They need to learn that harsh consequences will follow every time they try to defy the stability we bring.”

“You mean they need to learn to fear you.”

Moll shrugged. “Why not? I won’t spare them a taste of the rod, if that’s what it takes. Only once they feel true fear will we have any of their respect—or their cooperation.”

“Angus Ward was right. You are becoming a tyrant. How can you expect Frontier to continue working with you as you commit such atrocities?”

At that, Moll laughed in her face. “So you threaten to withdraw your support? Go ahead. Run back to Dupliss with your tail between your legs. But you’ve already participated in this campaign—quite enthusiastically, I might add. Your hands are already covered with Xebec Alliance blood. So if you believe you’ve morally compromised yourself, fleeing back to Oasis won’t change that. You will only appear weak as well as base. But please, do as you feel you must. I have other matters to attend to.”

With that, the holoscreen went blank.

Rose took several deep breaths, fighting to compose herself as she lowered the holoscreen to her desk with shaking hands.

Then, she glimpsed the photo of her father that she kept pinned to the bulkhead on her right. She covered her face with her palms.

I got myself into this. And there’s no way out.

Knowing how vital super-alliances had become, she’d clung to Moll’s fledgling alliance, even when her company hadn’t truly been invited to join it. And she’d allowed herself to believe that this attack on Xebec was only about keeping the Cluster safe from the specter of privately owned super-ships.

But that was nothing more than cover for Moll to continue his conquest of the Dawn Cluster’s west.

I told myself I could keep a tight rein on his worst impulses. But I failed. And now there’s no way out.

Chapter Twenty

 

Aboard the Prowler

Quad System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2291

 

“We just entered firing range of the lead Degenerate Empire ship.” Ensign Ranbir Patel sounded as placid as ever—like he was reporting the weather instead of their proximity to pirate ships who wouldn’t hesitate to blow them into space shrapnel.

Foster swallowed the lump in his throat, as discreetly as he could. “Acknowledged.” If they spot us now, they’ll have us. This needs to go perfectly.

They’d left the main force commanded by Captain Wilson back in Irons, an out-of-the-way system in the south of Olent Region, well away from the main shipping routes. Wilson had ordered Lieutenant Commander James Foster to take Frontier’s new stealth ship, run recon in Nankeen, and send a report by instant comm. After that, they would attempt to leave Nankeen and rejoin Wilson’s battle group.

We will leave Nankeen. The Prowler will get us out again.

Foster just hoped the hundreds of simulator hours he’d put in paid off. The moment Frontier had obtained Meridian’s latest generation of stealth tech, Rose had ordered her techs to design the stealth simulation software special for Foster and his tiny crew, and they hadn’t wasted a moment training for the ship they knew they’d soon have to sail.

It all happened so fast. It seemed like just yesterday that he’d run the simulator for the first time. Now here he was, sailing silently under the nose of a thirty-strong pirate battle group, the survival of his crew dependent on him not screwing up.

“Any activity from the degenerates?” Foster realized he was whispering, and felt his cheeks flush. Keeping his voice low wouldn’t make them any stealthier.

“Negative,” Patel replied, at a more regular volume. “Should I ping the jump gate?”

“We’d better not. There’s a good chance the pirates might pick up on the signal, and wonder who the gate’s sending readings to. I think we’re safe to assume the gate’s functional. No doubt the pirates have been using it plenty.”

The Ops officer nodded.

Unlike bigger warships, Prowler’s CIC had no holotank at the front, so Foster watched his holoscreen as his ship swept through the loose formation guarding the gate. They’d accelerated through much of Quad System, with their radiator panels edge-on to the jump gate that was their destination. Now they cold-coasted toward it, the momentum they’d spent their entire transit building carrying them along at considerable speed.

There’ll be no disguising our presence after we use the gate. They’ll know we’re here the second it activates.

“Nav, stand ready to engage cold-gas thrusters the moment we arrive in that jump zone. I’m sure our friends here will be hot on our heels, so we’ll want to be moving spaceward immediately.”

“Aye,” Lieutenant Naomi Kelly said with a curt nod.

Patel glanced toward Foster. “Five minutes until system transition.”

“Got it.”

Inhaling deeply, he looked around at his crew. Kelly, Patel, and Junior Lieutenant Jenna Bailey, his weapons officer, who Foster hoped would have little to do on this mission. As he watched them at their respective stations, intent on their consoles, pride swelled in his chest. It already felt like they’d been through a lot together, even if, until now, it had been all simulations and drills. Those long hours of practice had been grueling, but none of them had complained. Every one of them seemed to understand what a privilege it was to be selected to crew Frontier’s very first stealth ship, and they carried out every task as though their lives depended on it.

Which is good. Because right now, they really do depend on it.

The Prowler’s nose slipped past the first jump gate ring. The gate seized her, carrying her forward and then flinging her across the space between stars.

On a ship this small, the inertial compensators were just enough to keep them alive, and the g-forces that got through plastered Foster back against his seat. But it only lasted a moment before they emerged into the Nankeen-side jump zone, drifting slowly along a heliocentric orbit.

“Sir, we’re in luck!” Patel rarely got excited, but now he sounded both excited and relieved. “No pirate ships detected in or around the jump zone. The computer is giving visual confirmation on over two hundred ships in-system, but they’re mostly concentrated around the system’s fourth planet.”

Foster was already rotating their swivel-mounted radiator panels, pointing their edges toward the inner system. “Naomi, forget the cold-gas thrusters. Bring us about and give us full acceleration spaceward out of this jump zone. But cut it off after two minutes, and redirect residual heat into the hydrogen reserve. If we’re still accelerating by the time the ships get here out of Quad System, there’s a very good chance they’ll have an angle to spot our burn.”

“Aye, sir.”

The acceleration flattened Foster against his seat, though not near as strongly as during the system transition. Still, it wasn’t what he’d call comfortable. The Prowler’s designers had dispensed with as much equipment as they could get away with—not only because of the space and energy it freed up, but because of the heat the extra equipment would have produced. Heat was the enemy of stealth. And so they made do with minimal inertial compensation.

Exactly two minutes later, Kelly killed their burn…and not a moment too soon. Pirate ships began materializing as if out of thin air, all throughout the system jump zone. They no doubt had active sensors scouring the surrounding space. Luckily, the Prowler’s specialized hull would redirect whatever radar waves it couldn’t absorb, and her night-black hull meant picking her out in a visual scan would prove next to impossible.

“Should I engage cold-gas thrusters, sir?”

“Negative, Lieutenant. There’s no need to risk detection when they’re so close.”

“Captain,” Patel said, his voice suddenly tight.

Foster looked back at his holoscreen, somehow knowing what he would find there even before he saw it.

A pirate ship had appeared in the space directly in front of the Prowler, just a few kilometers away. If they continued along their present course, the stealth ship would crash into her stern.

That is incredibly bad luck. “Second thoughts on the cold-gas thrusters, Naomi. Rotate five degrees to starboard and engage them for twenty seconds. Do it now.”

“Aye, sir.”

The pirate ship, a corvette converted from a freighter, loomed larger and larger on Foster’s holoscreen, until it seemed certain they would hit it. 

Lieutenant Kelly cut off their thrust, and the Prowler drifted toward the pirate ship’s stern…

…and then right past it, missing by just a couple hundred meters.

Foster was holding his breath, and he continued to hold it until they were well clear of the other vessel. The pirate showed no sign of registering their position.

He exhaled slowly.

“All thirty pirate ships are now in system,” Patel said. “None appear to be zeroing in on us.”

“Good. Then there should be no more surprises, at least for now. The three of you should go get some rest. We’re in for a long voyage along our current trajectory—based on how badly the pirates seem to want everyone kept out of Nankeen, I’m guessing they’ll mill about here for a while, searching for us. We’ll have to wait until we’re well away from the jump zone for our next burn. I’ll call you back to the CIC the moment anything changes.”

“Sir….” Patel sounded contemplative, as though he’d missed everything Foster had just said. The Ops officer’s eyes were riveted to his holoscreen. “I’ve been studying the visuals we’re getting from the inner system. I…think I may have determined why Degenerate Empire is so protective over this system.”

Foster frowned, then unfastened his restraints, stepping over to Patel’s console.

“Look.” The ensign pointed to his holoscreen, which showed a zoomed-in visual of the system’s fourth planet, where something was just cresting the horizon. “What do you make of that?”

Foster narrowed his eyes. He would recognize that strange geometric architecture anywhere. He’d been in Ucalegon System, aboard the Lightfoot, when their battle group had engaged a Xanthic fleet under Captain Thatcher’s command.

The hull he saw now bore the same strange topography as those ships had—all prisms and pyramids and angles, layers stacked on layers, with no discernible pattern. Except, this warship was much bigger, and looked much more advanced. Two long projections swept forward from its bow like pincers, and its aft formed a great ring with fins that jutted off in four directions.

“That’s a Xanthic warship,” Foster said softly, his finger on Patel’s holoscreen. He moved it, and tapped the larger structure the vessel appeared to be docked to. “That looks made by them, too. A station of some kind. Maybe a shipyard?”

As they watched, both ship and station vanished. Foster blinked, removing his finger to make sure it wasn’t blocking the view. But they simply weren’t there anymore. They hadn’t orbited out of view—they were just gone.

“What the hell happened?”

“I don’t know.” Patel increased the magnification further. “But look.”

Where the station had been, tiny figures floated in space. Human-shaped figures. Already wearing pressure suits.

Each person had a handheld propulsion unit, which they used to group together in a bunch. And as Foster and Patel watched, with Kelly and Bailey peering over their shoulders, a cruiser moved in, dispatching shuttles to collect the pressure suited figures.

“It’s like they knew what to expect,” Foster muttered. “They already wore pressure suits, knowing the station would disappear from under their feet.” He returned to his seat and settled into it, his mind reeling.

“I don’t feel like sleeping, sir. With your permission, I’ll stay.”

Foster gave Patel the nod. In the end, none of them went to their bunks. They all remained in the CIC instead, to see what would happen next.

Chapter Twenty-One
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The New Jersey flashed between stars at an impossible velocity, coming to rest at the very front of the Bailey-Pinnacle jump zone. Other Frontier ships appeared behind them at random locations.

“Form up on the New Jersey,” Thatcher ordered his fleet once the final ship arrived. “Battle spread formation. Guerrero, do we have instant comm verification of the other fleets’ arrival in the other four jump zones?”

Guerrero nodded. “The Sunder, Dynasty, Peyton, and Kibishii forces were already here. I just received confirmation that the Ascendant Horizon fleet is arriving in the southern jump zone now.”

“Very good.” Pinnacle was connected to five other system, making it a hub of shipping and commerce for the region. Which is why the Xebecs made it their capital, no doubt. The system was located at the very center of Xebec Region, and it had probably also seemed like a sensible choice for locating their most ambitious project: the construction of a drone carrier to equal those super-ships fielded by the UNC.

Today, Thatcher would help to teach them the folly of that decision. Five jump zones simply weren’t defensible, which the Xebec forces had clearly realized by now, since his holoscreen showed them clustered around the shipyards orbiting a Jovian planet’s moon. They’d pulled more and more of their forces back to Pinnacle System as CoG and Frontier fleets rampaged through the region, with Ascendant Horizon applying even more pressure from the south.

Guerrero tapped once at her console, then turned to Thatcher. “The other fleets indicate readiness to advance, sir.”

“Tell them so are we.”

With that, Moll’s flagship sent the instant comm signal to each fleet, and they began to advance as one. Each force followed a different orbital trajectory, at a different speed, all carefully calculated so that they would converge on the shipyards at the same time.

The noose tightens.

Before any battle, Thatcher normally thrummed with a nervous tension as he reviewed his chosen tactics again and again, sized up the enemy’s ever-changing position as updated sensor data came in, and wondered whether today would be the day Moll’s warning would finally catch up to him.

Sooner or later you’ll face an implacable foe who has you right where he wants you. And he will end you.

He felt none of that tension today. He felt perfectly calm. And that didn’t seem right at all.

Hours dragged by as they crept toward the system’s center. Thatcher watched listlessly as the Xebec Alliance fleet commander endlessly rearranged his forces, finally settling on a vast spherical formation—an attempt to form a blockade around their precious under-construction super-ship.

But Thatcher knew it didn’t matter what formation the enemy chose.

As agreed beforehand, the five allied fleets adopted wall formations in the minutes before they entered firing range of the opposing fleet—walls that extended above and below the ecliptic plane, cutting off any possibility of escape.

In a few moments, those walls would meet at the corners, forming a rough pentagon.

“Prepare—” Thatcher’s voice came out hoarse, and he cleared his throat. “All ships prepare to open fire. Lasers first, then Hellborns as shields start to go down. All Tactical officers will link their consoles now, and work together to coordinate optimal allocation of firepower. Ops officers, watch for new opportunities we can exploit.”

With that, battle was joined. The invading fleets’ walls curled inward at the top and bottom, enveloping the defending fleet at their center. 

Countless blue beams pierced the blackness as both sides exchanged storms of laserfire. For several seconds, nothing seemed to happen, as though the battlespace had become suspended in time—a bizarre pyrotechnic display.

Then, shields began to shimmer, and sputter, then fail, opening the way for missiles to come screaming in to rip open hulls. Compartments became exposed to the airless void, critical subsystems went down, and crew and cargo were expelled into space. Many of the crew wore no pressure suits, and were completely unprepared to find the section they occupied torn open and vomited into space.

The Xebec forces had been smart enough to keep their logistics ships on the interior of their formation, and for a time they bolstered shields long enough to put up a good fight. Several of the invaders’ ships went down, including two Frontier frigates and a heavy cruiser.

But the invaders’ numbers soon prevailed, along with their superior positioning. Several Xebec shields seemed to fall all at once, and missiles and kinetic projectiles immediately followed.

All across Thatcher’s holoscreen, enemy ships blossomed into flame and debris, to be snuffed out by the void almost as quickly as they blew up.

This isn’t a battle. It’s a slaughter.

This was Moll’s strategy for achieving peace and stability? What a farce. Thatcher felt like he was ripping apart the fabric of Dawn Cluster society with his own hands. Every life he took represented someone ripped out of their community. People with friends, families. So many ragged, bloody edges…

And for what?

This is not the stuff peace is made of.

Almost without thinking, Thatcher tapped the panel built into his armrest, putting himself on an open channel—one that included the enemy commanders as well.

“Xebec Alliance fleet commander. This is Captain Tad Thatcher of the Frontier Security Starship New Jersey. Your situation is hopeless. I urge you—put the lives of your crews before your pride, and surrender. This battle will not end in victory for you, but there is honor in laying down arms, so that those who fight for you might return to their families.”

At first, no response came, and the massacre continued. Another Xebec Alliance ship blew apart under concentrated railgun fire. Then another fell to a Dynasty destroyer’s primary laser.

But finally, a woman spoke over the same open channel. “Captain Thatcher, we accept your offer to surrender. All Xebec Alliance ships, cease fire.”

Thatcher quickly rapped the panel once again with his index and middle fingers. “All ships stand down. The enemy has surrendered. Frontier, Sunder, Kibishii, Dynasty, Peyton, and Ascendant Horizon ships—we have won. Stand down.”

The Frontier ships under his command ceased their fire just after the Xebec ships did, and Ascendant Horizon was close behind.

But the Coalition ships did not cease fire. Their lasers continued to ravage enemy shields, their missiles slamming into exposed hulls.

Cold rage surged through Thatcher’s veins, and Guerrero flinched back as he turned his gaze on her and growled. “Get me Simon Moll.”

Her fingers flew over her console, and she waited, shoulders tense. “The Victorious isn’t responding, sir.”

Thatcher clenched his hands into fists as more Xebec Alliance ships fell. Strangely, he flashed back to when he sat in Rear Admiral Faulkner’s office, at the Hampton Roads Naval Support Base. The day the admiral had given him the mission to come here and do what he could to prepare the Cluster for war with the Xanthic.

As he stared at the holoscreen and watched the destruction of a fleet that had already surrendered, a sense of utter failure grew inside him, until he could hardly bear it.

A third voice came over the comms, then—Veronica Rose.

“Simon Moll, CEO of Sunder Incorporated, consider this a formal advisory that neither I nor my company can stand with you while you commit wholesale murder against forces who have already surrendered.”

With a glance at the readout in the corner of his holoscreen, Thatcher realized Rose was broadcasting to the entire Cluster via instant comm. A tiny flame of hope was lit inside him, then. Could this work?

“Simon, you speak often of stability, and maybe this is a way to achieve it. But this is far from the stability anyone in the Cluster should want. Stability through tyranny is an insult to the human spirit. We should organize our societies around mutual respect and cooperation. Not fear. You claim to fight for the greater good of the Dawn Cluster, but anyone who views the footage I’m broadcasting with this transmission can plainly see there is nothing good about what you are doing here. If you do not stop this immediately, then today Frontier Security will permanently part ways with you, your company, and your super-alliance.”

Thatcher’s heart leapt, and he experienced a rush of renewed respect and admiration for the Frontier CEO. So she hasn’t let herself be completely cowed by that monster.

On the side where Sunder, Kibishii, Peyton, and Dynasty were concentrating their fire, the Xebec Alliance formation collapsed. A great barrage emanated from all four corporate fleets, then—sailing past the shattered Xebec fleet to hammer the shipyard at its center. It didn’t take long before the attack ripped apart the station, along with the super-ship it housed.

With that, the CoG ships finally ceased their fire, and Simon Moll spoke, over a channel that also went out to the entire Cluster.

“We have destroyed the station that held perhaps the greatest threat the Dawn Cluster has yet known—a privately owned super-ship, which would have granted Xebec Alliance untold power over their neighbors. If they are truly as noble as they claim, I am given to wonder why they sought such power. I came here to ensure they never wield it, and I am committed to making sure no one ever does. I also came here to destroy those who lusted after a tool that could be useful for nothing except to subjugate those weaker than them.

“But I will not destroy them. I have been moved by Veronica Rose’s words, and now that the super-ship has been neutralized, I will stay my hand. The idea that I might lose the friendship of Frontier Security deeply saddens me. I pray that, instead, Veronica Rose will continue to offer me her insight and wisdom, as I continue my mission to bring peace and prosperity to the Dawn Cluster. Let today be an untarnished victory, undiluted by unnecessary bloodshed. For today represents an important step in my mission of peace and stability...the day Xebec Region joined the Greater Coalition of Giants Community, which now spans Candor, The Brush, Lament, and Xebec. Each new generation of humanity has stood on the shoulders of giants, and now the giants I have assembled offer you their support. Wherever you are in the Dawn Cluster…no matter your religion, race, or creed…we fight for a day when you need not fear your neighbors. When you can go about your affairs in peace. And until that day is won, the Coalition of Giants will never lay down arms. Moll out.”

A pensive silence settled over the New Jersey’s CIC.

“Well, at least he spared the remaining Xebec ships,” Guerrero said at last.

Thatcher sniffed sharply. “He still got his conquest of this region. That’s all he truly wanted.”

Chapter Twenty-Two
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Thatcher passed through Attack Shuttle Two’s airlock and stopped in his tracks, staring at his surroundings with a furrowed brow.

“Hi,” said a trim young man wearing a black, untucked t-shirt and blue jeans. “I’m Adam.” He extended his hand.

Thatcher stared at the hand. “Adam?” He lifted his gaze to the man’s face, where Adam wore a nose piercing that extended from his septum to form little devil horns pointing downward. Thatcher narrowed his eyes further.

The man seemed unbothered by Thatcher’s scrutiny. “That’s right.” His hand was still extended.

Thatcher took it and they shook awkwardly. “Do you have a rank?”

“We don’t do ranks in Heaven’s Bounty.”

You don’t do ranks. The words echoed in Thatcher’s head.

Adam’s grin broadened. “I’m middle management, if that helps.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, I’m here to take you to the lounge where you’ll meet with our CEO and president.”

“Lounge.” In his shock, Thatcher had apparently forgotten how to form complete sentences. He cleared his throat, then gestured down the passageway. “Lead on.”

“Actually, we’re going this way.” The young middle manager walked in the direction opposite to the one Thatcher had pointed in.

As they progressed through the ship, he couldn’t help gaping at basically everything he saw. Loud colors adorned the bulkheads—reds, yellows, and electric blues—and every so often a motivational message cropped up, either on a framed poster or painted directly onto the metal.

“SET YOUR GOALS HIGH AND DON’T STOP TILL YOU GET THERE,” one message read in a sparkling gold acrylic.

Next, Thatcher saw a poster of a therapist sitting next to a unicorn who lay on a couch. “YOU NEED TO BELIEVE IN YOURSELF,” the therapist said in a speech balloon.

Another poster showed a cat dangling from a branch by its paws. “HANG IN THERE!” it read.

They passed an open hatch, and Thatcher stopped dead in his tracks. “What?”

Adam turned, wearing a lazy smile, to find Thatcher pointing through the open hatch. “Something wrong, Captain Thatcher?” He raised his eyebrows.

“That’s a swimming pool. A swimming pool!”

“It is. The crew loves unwinding in there when they’re not working.”

The number of young men and women in the water, splashing around or swimming laps, seemed to back up Adam’s claim. Surrounding the pool, the deck was slanted toward the water—presumably so it would trickle back if it splashed out. Due to, for example, a battle.

A raised platform ran along the back bulkhead, where Thatcher saw a row of crew members getting massages from other crew members.

Thatcher turned back to Adam, his lips pressed tightly together. “Lead on,” he said, his voice clipped.

Adam nodded, and he turned back to resume their journey toward the “lounge” he’d mentioned.

I must never allow any of my crew to set foot aboard a Heaven’s Bounty starship. Never. Not even once.

At last they reached the lounge, where Veronica Rose was already waiting in an overstuffed purple armchair, squeezed on both sides by sumptuous frilled cushions.

“Ms. Rose,” Thatcher said with a nod.

“Hello, Captain.”

“Can I get either of you anything? Tea, coffee? Some lemonade, perhaps?”

“I’m fine.” Thatcher’s voice came out more gruff than intended.

“I’m still enjoying my latte,” Rose said with a smile. “Thank you, Adam.”

“It’s my pleasure. If you need anything else, feel free to help yourself to the kitchenette. Everything’s fully stocked. Soda, beer—you name it.”

Thatcher grunted.

Adam left, and Thatcher sat on the left side of a puffy couch that matched Rose’s armchair. He did his best to sit upright against the backrest, though the cushions had a lot of give, and he kept sinking into his seat.

“This ship feels like a startup,” he said.

Rose nodded. “I kind of like it.”

Thatcher gave her a long, hard look.

Rose chuckled. “Don’t worry, Captain. I won’t make you turn the New Jersey into this.”

He drew a deep breath, trying not to let his environment get to him, despite that it screamed at him that it was everything a warship shouldn’t be. “Ms. Rose, I want to commend you for the way you pressured Moll to stop attacking the surrendered Xebec Alliance ships. I have a lot of respect for the way you handled that.”

“Thanks. But I think it’s time you started calling me Veronica, don’t you? We’ve known each other long enough. Tad.”

He swallowed. “Certainly. Uh, Veronica.” Her name came out sounding somewhat hoarse.

She shrugged. “Moll has been very relaxed and accepting about what I did. Too relaxed. I do believe he means to make me pay for it.”

At that moment, two Chinese men entered the lounge, both wearing tucked-in dress shirts and slacks. The man in front beamed at Thatcher and Rose, who got to their feet. Both men bowed at the waist, and they bowed in return, Rose much more smoothly than Thatcher.

“Welcome aboard the Nighthawk. I am Li Jun, CEO of Heaven’s Bounty Group Limited, and leader of the Ascendant Horizon alliance. This is my colleague and oldest friend, Tsu Wei, president of Heaven’s Bounty. We are honored to have Frontier Security’s illustrious CEO join us, not to mention her most famous captain.”

“That’s the first time I’ve been called illustrious in a while,” Rose said with a small grin.

Thatcher cleared his throat. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Jun and Mr. Wei.”

“Uh, Tad…it’s the other way around,” Rose said. “Chinese surnames come before given names. So, it’s Mr. Li and Mr. Tsu.”

“Ah. Apologies.” Thatcher gave a tight smile.

“Not to worry, not to worry,” Li said, spreading his hands magnanimously. “Please, be seated. Can I send for additional refreshments?”

Both Thatcher and Rose shook their heads.

“Very well. Let’s begin.”

Li took a seat directly opposite Rose, and Tsu sat on the same couch, but on the opposite end from his CEO, with plenty of space between them. The Heaven’s Bounty president wore a somewhat dour expression, though he seemed to be doing his best to conceal his mood.

“First, I hope you’ll let me begin with some flattery.” Li gave a toothy grin.

“By all means,” Rose said.

“Frontier Security has long been an inspiration to me, and I modeled much of Heaven’s Bounty after it.”

Thatcher glanced at the garish bulkheads and tried not to look incredulous.

Li continued. “Your father, Gregory Rose, was a childhood hero of mine, and I must say that you’ve become another hero to me. Your dedication to establishing open zones of commerce, freely accessible to all—it’s a beautiful idea, and one I’m now striving to emulate in the south.”

At that, Tsu Wei glanced sharply at Li, but the CEO either didn’t notice or ignored him.

Rose inclined her head. “My father was my most important teacher. As for my dedication to free space, it’s just what I feel is right.”

“Your humility is admirable, Ms. Rose. But I won’t have your accomplishments understated aboard this ship!” Li winked. “I hope you’ll believe me when I say that I have a deep appreciation for the sort of challenges you must face every day as you fight to turn such a beautiful dream into a reality. The struggle of doing what is right for your organization while maintaining appearances to the Cluster’s public…it’s one I can directly relate to. And I can’t imagine living up to your father’s legacy has been easy—just as I must live up to my regrettable tendency to make audacious promises.”

Tsu burst out laughing at that, and everyone looked at him.

“Do you have something to add to that, old friend?” Li asked, his voice carrying a distinct undercurrent of menace.

“Not at all, Jun Ge.” Tsu was still chuckling. “You’re doing very well.”

“Please forgive Wei,” Li said, looking slightly embarrassed. “There is an expression in English—to get up on the wrong side of the bed. Yes?”

“Yes,” Rose said.

“Well, Wei’s bed only has wrong sides.”

“I see.” Rose gave a polite smile, clearly reluctant to insult Tsu Wei by laughing.

“At any rate,” Li said, “I hope I’ve managed to convey what enormous respect I have for you and your company. With that out of the way, let us move on to what I like to call the meat of our meeting.”

Rose nodded. “First, let me say that every sentiment you’ve expressed about Frontier, I feel the same way about Heaven’s Bounty, and about the magnificent super-alliance you’ve built. It was a huge relief when you emerged as the victors of the south. It gave me hope for the Dawn Cluster’s future.”

“Thank you.”

“With that said, unfortunately I don’t believe setting a good example for the rest of the Cluster will be enough to secure a bright future for its peoples. Men like Simon Moll aren’t swayed by good examples.”

Li’s eyebrows twitched upward. “I’m sorry, Ms. Rose, but isn’t it true that you are allied with Mr. Moll’s company, and consequently his new alliance?”

“I am. For now. But if it surprises you that I’d speak disparagingly of Moll, well, I’ve already done that very recently, haven’t I? I’m sure you heard what I broadcast to the Cluster, after he refused to cease firing on those surrendered ships. The ships representing my company and your alliance both stopped fighting, because we have honor. But the Coalition of Giants ships did not.”

“The implication being that they lack honor.”

“Look—you currently lead the largest super-alliance in the Dawn Cluster. Larger even than CoG. I’m here today to urge you to oppose their annexation of Xebec Region. That was never part of the deal when our companies signed on to help destroy their super-ship. And yet, Moll already calls himself the new master of Xebec. It’s a dangerous precedent, and completely antithetical to the ideals we’ve both worked so hard to defend.”

Li looked contemplative as Rose spoke, gazing at the gray shag rug that lay between them, stroking his neatly trimmed goatee.

When she finished, he said, “I must admit, Ms. Rose, I have a great deal of respect for Mr. Moll’s competence and effectiveness. Also not to be missed are the high standards of military prowess according to which he and his alliance have organized themselves. But you have given me a great deal to think about this day. In my rush to align myself with such a mighty power as the Coalition of Giants, I may have overlooked some incredibly important details.”

Rose studied Li’s face, saying nothing.

“I intend to meditate on your words at length,” the Heaven’s Bounty CEO went on. “And I offer you my deepest gratitude for visiting us today and sharing this enlightening message.”

“It’s a true pleasure. I trust you’ll keep everything we discussed today strictly confidential. Between the four of us.”

“Of course,” Li said. He glanced at his colleague.

“Sure.” Tsu gave a nod, and a restrained smile that never reached his eyes.

Five minutes later, Thatcher found himself trailing behind Adam once again, on the way back to Nighthawk’s port-side shuttle docks. He glanced at Rose as she leaned toward him and whispered.

“That went really well,” she said. “Tad, we may have changed history today. Thank you for coming to support me.”

“I didn’t say very much.”

She smiled, then gripped his arm, squeezing. “You didn’t need to.”

The electricity Thatcher felt at her touch juxtaposed with his mounting anxiety. He didn’t feel nearly as convinced as Rose did that Li had been swayed by her.

He’s a showman. One who just put on a fine show.

As for whether the man would support Frontier in any sort of effort against Moll…that remained to be seen.

Chapter Twenty-Three
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Tsu had refused to accompany Li on his visit to the Victorious.

“You two-faced bastard,” he’d spat as they walked together toward the shuttle that would take Li to visit Moll aboard his destroyer. “With one breath you tell Veronica Rose you’ll ‘meditate’ on her ‘enlightening message,’ and with the next you agree to a meeting with Moll oo decide the fate of Xebec?”

Li had drawn a deep breath. As a leader of men, he knew exactly how important it was to stay as humble as possible, and he considered Tsu’s willingness to say exactly what he thought to be the most valuable part of their friendship.

But there are still times I must resist the urge to grab him by his shirtfront and shake him violently.

“You’re going to give him the region, aren’t you?” Tsu had continued.

Li pressed his lips together. “I have great respect for Veronica Rose, as you know. But she’s an ideologue. What she proposes isn’t realistic.”

“Better to be an ideologue than one who shits on his principles.”

“Watch it, Wei.”

Tsu hadn’t answered, but his eyebrows were still raised, and he continued to glare accusingly.

“Veronica Rose and I share very similar principles,” Li had added. “She’s right about that. But which of us is a true champion for those principles? She, who clings to them even if it means her destruction? Or I, the one prepared to wait for a day when I’ll have the chance to realize them fully?”

“If you don’t obey your principles in every situation, then you don’t actually have any.”

They’d reached the shuttle, whose airlock stood open, waiting for Li to board. He planted a hand against the open hatch and turned to face his friend. “Let me offer you a prediction, Wei—one that may well turn out to be a prophecy. In a year’s time, Frontier Security will be no more. Veronica Rose may well be dead. But Ascendant Horizon will still be here, stronger than ever, and working toward the day when we’ll face down evil and defeat it.”

With that, Li had boarded the shuttle and slapped a control panel to close both airlock hatches at once.

The ride to the Victorious had been uneventful, and he cherished every moment of the peace and solitude. Now, he trailed Moll’s XO, an unattractive woman named Kelsey Becker, through the destroyer’s passageways. His gaze wandered, and he marveled at how austere everything looked. Corridor after corridor exhibited a total lack of adornment, just the same gunmetal gray unbroken for what felt like miles.

Certainly nothing like the Nighthawk. Captain Tanaka’s crew would hate it here.

During their trip through the destroyer, Li saw nowhere for the Victorious’ crew to unwind after an arduous watch. Nowhere for them to gather together and share their woes with each other; their fears.

And yet, everyone he passed met his eyes with an arrogant confidence. One of them, a petty officer, even smirked.

This crew is full of pride, and excited for the future. Moll’s approach to leadership shouldn’t have worked in the modern age. Crews today wanted leeway, and respect as equals. They didn’t like it when their leaders browbeat them into submission.

But the taste of victory had clearly rallied this crew, leaving them thirsty for more. The same was likely true aboard every Sunder ship, as well as on the other Coalition of Giant vessels.

At the first whiff of defeat, they’ll scatter like brittle leaves.

That was the danger inherent in an alliance built of corporations. Employees could quit positions just as easily as they accepted them. Even contracts could be broken, in a time of war—one had simply to join the other side, and accept their protection.

If you don’t honor your followers, they won’t honor you when your fortune turns.

Moll stood when Li entered the wardroom, and instead of saluting, he bowed deeply.

Li returned the bow, impressed despite himself at the humility in the gesture. He hadn’t taken Moll for one who would ever bend his cultural norms to please a guest.

“It’s truly an honor to welcome you aboard the Victorious, Mr. Li.”

Li returned the man’s smile. “It’s a privilege to be here.” Unlike Captain Thatcher, Moll hadn’t mangled his name.

Next, Moll turned to pull out a chair from the long dining table. Li sat, and Moll circled the table to sit across from him. As he did, a petty officer rolled a trolley forward, lifting the cover of a warmer to reveal two plates that held steaming tarts.

“A dish my mother used to make.” Moll’s expression mixed fondness with a note of melancholy. “God rest her soul. Blue cheese and pear tartlets. I hope you’ll join me in dining?”

“Absolutely. I am famished.” Li had held off from eating, since Moll had requested they meet at dinnertime, but he hadn’t been sure whether the Sunder CEO would actually provide a meal.

Li forked a piece of tart into his mouth, where it all but melted. He barely needed to chew it. Forgetting himself, he set about devouring the rest of the dish. And when he finally looked up, Moll looked pleased.

“Would you believe Captain Thatcher sat over there—” Moll gestured toward the end of the dining table. “—and refused to eat this when I served it to him?”

“This same dish?” Li could hear the astonishment in his own voice.

“The very same.”

“Then I would call that his own personal tragedy. It’s the most delicious thing I’ve eaten in some time.”

Moll’s smile broadened. “A second course is on its way. Should we discuss business now, or wait until we’re finished?”

“Let us begin now, before you fill me up and I have no appetite left for negotiation.”

The Sunder CEO chuckled. “Smart man. As I’ve already mentioned, I invited you here today to discuss the future of Xebec Alliance.”

Li nodded. He caught himself eying his empty plate, wishing it held a second tart, then blinked rapidly, forcing himself to focus on the discussion. “Ascendant Horizon played a significant role in preventing Xebec Alliance from obtaining their super-ship. In doing so, we’ve taken over their region, in effect.”

“Indeed. Taking Xebec is what you might call an unfortunate corollary to stopping their power grab. And of course, to make certain they never attempt to upset the Dawn Cluster’s balance again, someone must continue to hold Xebec, going forward.”

Li studied Moll’s face, and spoke his next words slowly. “I am sure you acknowledge that, given my alliance’s aid, we have a legitimate say over what happens next in the region.”

Moll made a good show of looking surprised. “Of course I do. In fact, I assume it went without saying. If I tried to keep Ascendant Horizon out in the cold after all you’ve done, no one would ever want to do business with either my company or my Coalition again.” His eyebrows lowered, and his gaze became more direct. “I have no doubt that you’ve ascertained what it is that I want. The question is, Mr. Li, what do you want?”

“I’m willing to agree to the Coalition’s indefinite…stewardship of Xebec Region. In exchange, I want to formalize a non-aggression pact between Coalition of Giants and Ascendant Horizon, to be renewed every ten years.”

A hatch opened to Li’s left, and Moll appeared to consider the offer as the petty officer drew closer with the evening’s second course.

Then, as the cover lifted to reveal a candied brisket, Simon Moll thrust his hand across the table. Li blinked at it, momentarily confused by the gesture, then remembered himself and grasped the hand.

“You have a deal,” Moll said.
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Thatcher disembarked the speeder, which chirped at him amiably before pulling back out into traffic, in search of its next fare.

With that, he hooked his thumbs into his pockets and took in the hawthorn tree-lined road where the speeder had dropped him off, wondering what he was doing here.

He wore plainclothes—jeans and a sweater—just as the message to his comm had requested, to avoid attracting undue notice. The diner that was his destination caught his eye, just across the road, and he headed for the crosswalk that led to it.

A brisk wind buffeted him as he went, and he felt glad for the extra layer of clothes. Skotia Colony had been founded on a moon that had just completed a long journey around the gas giant it orbited. It would be some time before Pinnacle System’s sun warmed the surface to a comfortable level.

Thatcher entered the diner, a bell signaling his arrival for all to hear. In the next second, his eyes met those of the man he’d come to see. The hulking figure was difficult to miss, and despite his age, he made the booth where he sat look small and cramped.

Admiral Angus Ward rose to his feet as Thatcher approached, offering his hand. Thatcher shook it, and was relieved to find Ward’s grip firm, but not bone-crushing. They both sat down.

Ward also wore civilian clothes—a sweater vest over a plaid dress shirt, and dress pants whose crisp crease Thatcher had noted before they’d sat.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Tad. Your grandfather was a dear friend.”

Thatcher blinked. “The honor is mine, sir.” Like Frederick Wilson, Angus Ward was a longtime hero of Thatcher’s.

“Call me Angus. We’re here in an unofficial capacity, and as I said, Edward and I were fast friends. I often thought of you as a nephew, and though you may not remember it, I bounced you on my knee more than once. It wouldn’t feel right to use ranks to me, so I ask you to humor me.”

“I will. Angus.”

Ward smiled briefly, the papery skin around his eyes crinkling. Then his good humor fell away like a mask, and a shadow passed over his face. “I’m afraid I didn’t invite you here to reminisce, and really, there’s not much point in delaying our real topic of conversation. The longer we’re here, the more likely we are to be recognized and eavesdropped on. That could lead to complications.”

Ward stiffened slightly, his eyes drifting to the right, and Thatcher heard approaching footsteps. A server set down two coffees in front of them with a smile, then walked away.

“I hope you’ve eaten,” Ward said. “I told her to bring these and then not to bother us again.”

Thatcher grasped his mug’s handle and raised it toward Ward. “I’m grateful for this.” He took a tentative sip and found the coffee piping hot.

“Tad, I’m about to tell you something that your grandfather confided in me, with the understanding that I would never share it with anyone, especially not you.”

Especially not me? The idea that Edward Thatcher would specifically want to keep something from him was a little startling, but he stayed silent and let Ward talk.

“It’s also going to sound crazy,” the admiral went on. “Extremely crazy. But hopefully my reputation as someone who doesn’t entertain folly will help convince you that what I say is true. Truth be told, for a while I thought Edward might be crazy so I spent the better part of a year tapping contacts in various spy agencies to verify what he told me. I discovered more than enough to convince me everything he said was legitimate.”

Thatcher stared intently at Ward, his coffee forgotten. For some reason, his heart pounded against his chest, and a tightness gripped the base of his throat.

“I wouldn’t be divulging this to you, either, except that Edward’s plan for you appears to have gone sideways, and you seem to be walking a dark path.”

“His…plan for me?”

Ward laid his slab-like hands on the table, bracketing his coffee. They were riddled with thick blue veins. “Have you ever wondered why the UNC has always been so tight-lipped about what they found aboard the Xanthic ships that first attacked Earth Local Space fifty years ago?”

“Sure. Everyone has.”

The admiral nodded. “Well, my understanding is that there are a lot of reasons for it, and I’m not privy to all of them. But there’s one big reason, which I learned when I went digging for information to back up what your grandfather told me. The UNC found something aboard one of those ships that told them beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Xanthic would return, and when they did, it would push us very close to extinction.”

“What did they find?”

Angus Ward’s eyes locked onto Thatcher’s. “They found you.”

A jolt ran through Thatcher. “I…don’t understand.”

“You were on one of those ships, Tad. A prisoner of the Xanthic. You were around the age you are now—a few months younger. And you were dying. But before you died, you asked to speak to your grandfather, who captained one of the ships that waged the battle during which the ship you were on was taken.”

Thatcher shook his head, his heartbeat playing percussion to his confusion. “I wasn’t alive fifty years ago.”

“You claimed to be from the future. I’ve heard the audio of that conversation, Tad, and you sounded just as you do now. You told your grandfather that you’d lost a battle to the Xanthic in Ucalegon System, Lacuna Region. That ring any bells?”

Thatcher furrowed his brow. “But we won that battle. The Xanthic fled.”

“In this timeline, yes. But this other Tad lost, and was captured. He said that he’d spent his life being prepared to fight the Xanthic. Prepared by his grandfather, by Edward, who’d been told that his grandson would play a vital role in protecting humanity from the Xanthic.”

Now, an ache began to pulse against the inside of Thatcher’s skull. “I think I’m lost.”

“It is confusing, I know. It took a while for me to wrap my head around it too. According to my spook friends, as far as the eggheads who studied the alien ships and their records were able to figure out, the universe operates in consistent causal time loops, and the Xanthic have learned to take advantage of that. The future can be changed, but whenever it is, it affects the past. Everything has to line up in terms of cause and effect. And when you made it back to your grandfather, the future changed. We got another shot to defeat the Xanthic. To survive as a species.”

“Okay.” Thatcher rubbed his forehead, then straightened. “Let me go over this, to see if I have it.”

“Go ahead.”

“So, there was an original version of my grandfather, who knew I’d play an important role fighting the Xanthic. So he groomed me to play that role. But I failed, they captured me, and brought me back in time where I met a version of my grandfather who didn’t know about the role I’d play.”

“Correct.”

“Then how did the original Edward Thatcher know I’d end up being important in defeating the Xanthic?”

“We…aren’t clear on that. Apparently he’d had a visitor from the future too—not you, but someone else. We’re not sure who it was. But whatever the case, that Edward failed to adequately prepare you. According to you—the you who was captured by the Xanthic—the pressure of knowing how important you were got to you. You fell apart at a critical moment. And the Xanthic defeated you. So you told your grandfather that this time around, he needed to go harder on you. But at the same time, he couldn’t tell you what he was preparing you for, or why.”

Thatcher thought back to the countless PT sessions his grandfather had put him through. The fleet simulations he’d suggested as a good way to spend quality time together. The walks along the Missouri River, filled with conversations about life. About hardship.

And about commanding starships.

Then he remembered the strange experiences he’d had at the Naval Academy. Times when it seemed the entire administration had aligned against him, to make life as difficult as possible for him. He’d often thought they’d wanted him to quit the academy.

Could his grandfather have played a role in that, too?

“This is a lot to take in,” he said at last.

For a moment, doubt seemed to grip Ward’s features. His eyes widened slightly, and his lips parted. “Lord, let this be the right thing,” he muttered. Then he drew a deep breath, seeming to steel himself. “There are no guarantees, Tad. No destiny. The way I understand it, all we really have are the shadows of timelines that have been erased. We can try our best to steer things to a good future. But that’s all we can do.”

Ward sighed. “You do have it in you to do this, lad. The raw talent. Edward saw it from the start, and eventually the UNC spooks saw it too. They agreed with you—the other you—that keeping you in the dark about it all was for the best. And they did everything they could to lend Edward the resources he needed to prepare you. I just hope I haven’t derailed the entire project.”

“Why did you tell me?”

“Do I really need to explain it? It’s because of what you’ve been involved in. Where you are right now. You’re working for a corporation that’s betrayed its principles. Launching unprovoked attacks won’t unify the Cluster against the Xanthic, unless it’s under Moll’s rule, and that future would be almost as wretched as the one where the Xanthic drive us to extinction.

“Your grandfather told me all this because the burden had become too great. So he sought my advice—my support. He trusted me enough to share his burden. So now I’m doing as I believe I must, which is to tell you this: get yourself right, Tad. Go back to fighting the good fight. Before it’s too late…for all of us.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

 

New Edinburgh, Skotia Colony

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Thatcher wandered New Edinburgh’s quieter streets, aimless in his direction.

It felt highly unusual to remain planetside for longer than strictly necessary, but just now he needed the fresh air.

The admiral’s words resounded through his mind like a gong. Get yourself right, Tad.

Thatcher was open to the idea that he needed to do something drastic in order to “get himself right” and “go back to fighting the good fight,” though he had no idea what that thing might be.

Quit Frontier? Somehow force Rose to part ways with Simon Moll—to disavow CoG?

He had serious doubt about the likelihood of forcing Veronica Rose to do anything, and as for quitting Frontier…well, he could certainly do that. But it would mean losing the New Jersey, along with the crew he had come to love.

Wow. That struck him hard, but felt true nonetheless. His relationship with his crew had grown beyond that of manager and employee, hadn’t it? He felt not only a deep fondness for them, but a protectiveness, too.

Abandoning the Jersey is not an option.

So what did that leave? He couldn’t leave the Jersey, and he couldn’t defy Rose. Nor could he seem to persuade her of how destructive this alliance with Moll was likely to become, no matter how hard he tried, or what angle he took.

He came upon a park where children swung from brightly colored bars and bounded across multi-leveled platforms, screeching their delight while their parents chatted in twos and threes nearby. For some reason, that reminded him of his grandfather, if only because Edward Thatcher had never taken him to anything so frivolous as a playground when he was a child. Their time together had been more structured, goal-driven. Everything driving toward helping him realize his childhood dream of becoming a starship captain.

 Thatcher still remembered when his grandfather had entered his childhood bedroom and found him lining up toy starships, reenacting Edward Thatcher’s battle with the Xanthic at Valencia. Edward had sat on the twin-sized bed and wept—the only time Thatcher ever remembered his grandfather crying.

Is what Ward said even true?

His mind turned over and over, trying to poke holes in the insane story the admiral had told him. But why would a man of such stature lie?

Going over his past didn’t help, either. Instead of finding things to contradict what Ward had told him, he found himself using the bizarre story to make sense of memories that had been a total mystery to him before. Like all the times he could have sworn he’d glimpsed his grandfather at the Naval Academy, across the yard or at the end of a passageway, even though he’d had no reason to be there.

Once, Thatcher had actually run into Edward Thatcher. At first, he’d seemed shocked to see Tad, and even a little anxious. But he’d quickly regained his composure and explained that he was there to visit the superintendent, Admiral Theodore Christie—an old friend.

Except, Thatcher had run into Edward near Rickover Hall, which was across the campus from the Admin building.

The detailed battle accounts his grandfather had repeated to him, over and over. The classified details he’d shared with him. And the late-night arguments with his mother—their eternal war over whether Thatcher should be a starship captain or an architect.

Why had Edward Thatcher cared so much? It was good for a grandfather to take an interest in his grandson, but Edward had fought to steer Tad Thatcher’s life like his own life had depended on it.

Or like all our lives depended on it.

His comm buzzed sharply, startling him from his reverie. He whipped it from its holster and raised it to his ear. “Yes?”

“Tad. It’s Veronica.”

He hesitated before answering, still unused to their newly casual use of first names. “Yes?” he repeated, somewhat stiffly.

“You haven’t heard the news?”

“What news?” he asked, hoping for good news, but feeling somehow doubtful about that.

“CoG and Ascendant Horizon just announced a ten-year non-aggression pact between them.”

“I see.” He sighed. “That can’t mean good things for getting Li to help us prevent Moll from taking Xebec.”

“That was part of the deal. Moll gets Xebec Region. Or rather, he gets to ‘steward’ it, is how they put it.”

“Right.” He didn’t need to ask what Ascendant Horizon got in return. They got the non-aggression pact. A commitment from Moll that his war of expansion wouldn’t spill into Li’s four regions, at least not for another decade.

Plenty of time for Moll to take the rest of the Cluster. And when the ten years is up, do you think he’ll renew your pact, Li? Thatcher had his doubts the agreement would hold up for the entirety of the first term, but maybe Li Jun knew something he didn’t.

“Can you come to the Lancer to discuss this in person?”

“I can be there within two hours.”

“Okay.”

He rushed to the spaceport, where he commandeered a shuttle with almost no resistance. He thought the Skotianers might have shown a little more backbone than that, but they seemed unwilling to oppose a captain who’d played a key role in taking their home from them. I guess being a conquering invader has its advantages.

In the end, he made it to the Lancer in a little over an hour. He was surprised to find Rose set up in Captain Esposito’s office. She gave up her own office? Thatcher mulled that over as he settled into the seat across from his boss. I hope Esposito is still somewhere near the CIC. That’s where a captain should be.

He almost shook his head in disbelief. Gave up her own office. It was a far cry from the cargo bay where he’d had Rose set up during her time aboard the New Jersey.

Rose was staring at him wearing a bleak expression. “There’s been more news since you left Skotia Colony.”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows. “Bad, I’m assuming?”

“Very. I could have contacted you again over comm, but I figured I should break it to you in person. I know you two are close.”

Thatcher went rigid in his seat. “I’m close with whom?”

“Captain Wilson.”

“Is he safe?”

“He’s alive. Safe…no. He contacted me over instant comm to tell me he’s deep in Olent, cut off from retreat and about to be overwhelmed.”

Thatcher felt his eyes go wide. One of his childhood heroes, who he’d come to know as a friend, was five regions away and surrounded by pirates. This isn’t my day, is it?

“There’s something else. Something I’ve been keeping from you.”

Thatcher waited. It irritated him that she’d withhold intel from him, even though it made perfect sense to do so after his indiscretion on Bimaria.

“Wilson’s battle group was tucked away in a little-used corner of Olent, but the pirates still found him. Clearly, they were scouring the region, and the reason is likely because they detected the Prowler entering Nankeen.”

The stealth ship. Now Thatcher knew what intel Rose had been keeping from him. “What did Commander Foster find in Nankeen System?”

“Well, a lot of pirates, which doesn’t come as much of a surprise. But of a lot more interest is what they spied orbiting the system’s fourth planet. A station, clearly of alien make, with a Xanthic warship attached to it. Wilson forwarded me the footage, and it’s of the same type you encountered in Gyve System, on your first mission for Frontier. It might well be the same ship—I have a feeling Xanthic ships are pretty easy to tell apart.”

Thatcher nodded. Slowly. That had certainly been the case in Ucalegon, when he’d faced down their fleet. The random geometry of each enemy ship had appeared to lend it its own unique signature. “So that confirms the pirates were lying when they denied working with the Xanthic.”

“I’m not sure what it confirms. It could be that they’ve managed to take the ship from the Xanthic. Or maybe they recovered a derelict ship, and are trying to fix it. At the moment, that actually seems like the most plausible scenario. If they had access to a fully functional one—or if they were indeed allied with the aliens—then why wouldn’t they have attacked us with it yet?”

Thatcher sniffed. “Good point,” he conceded.

“There’s more. As Foster and his crew were watching, both the ship and the station it was attached to vanished from existence, to return almost five and a half hours later. And when the structures disappeared, they left behind hundreds of figures wearing pressure suits. When the station reappeared, the pirates sent them aboard again.”

Thatcher’s next words came out in a flat tone. “The station phases in and out of reality?”

“I can send you the footage. It happens at regular intervals, and the pirates seem used to working under those…conditions.”

Thatcher inhaled deeply. Suddenly, he yearned for his rack, and the oblivion of sleep. That was unlike him, just as it had been uncharacteristic for him to remain planetside longer than he needed to.

He exhaled louder than he meant to, causing Rose to quirk an eyebrow.

“Sorry. It’s been a long day.”

“What do you think we should do, Tad? Any suggestions?”

“Well, there’s not much we can do about Moll’s and Li’s pact. Either way, rescuing Wilson and the crews under his command should be our top priority.”

“I agree.” Now it was Rose’s turn to exhale audibly. “And I think we should ask Simon Moll’s help to do it.”

Thatcher blinked. “Have you thought about this?”

“I have.”

“Ms. Rose—Veronica—when you stopped Moll from massacring the Xebec fleet, I felt proud to be a Frontier captain. But asking for his help like this—”

“Will keep him close, where I can watch him. And oppose him if need be.”

Thatcher’s lips formed a thin line, and Admiral Ward’s words echoed in his head once more. Get yourself right, Tad.

“I have serious reservations about this course of action. I strongly recommend you reconsider.”

“I knew you would. But this is the reality we find ourselves in, Tad. We’re in bed with CoG, whether we like it or not. Without them, we’re done. We can’t handle the mounting unrest in the north on our own, and I seriously doubt we can take on this Xanthic warship either, if the pirates get it functioning. I won’t risk my company on the chance that they won’t.”

Thatcher didn’t answer, and Rose’s expression grew almost pleading. Like she was silently begging him to understand.

“We must play the cards we’re dealt,” she said.

Yes, Thatcher agreed inwardly. And we must play without the cards you’ve already discarded.

Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Aboard the Victorious

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region
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Moll drummed his fingers on his chair’s ivory armrest and waited for Becker to escort his guests to his office.

He’d had Becker put out a second chair, for Veronica Rose. Though she turned an icy face to the world, Moll’s XO doted warmly on him, and he never hesitated to take full advantage of her affections. Whether they stemmed from admiration for his power, or a repressed romantic interest, he didn’t care, though he had his suspicions. Whatever the actual case, he exploited the sentiment ruthlessly, as he did everything else in his reach.

The chairs that awaited Thatcher and Rose were wooden, plain. Painted an almost sickly green. He enjoyed that, too: making power plays so blatant they had to feel like sharp slaps to the face.

Had he always taken pleasure in such things? He cast his mind back to the long days he’d spent with Elise in the Austrian Alps, where both their families had kept summer cottages.

Yes. He’d been cynical back then too, and calculating. “Machiavellian,” one of his private tutors had called him once, after he’d had the man fired by representing to his parents that he liked to get too handsy with his young pupils.

But with Elise, he’d restrained his darker impulses. Time spent with her was so full of light and warmth that those impulses had never surfaced.

Now, he could barely remember the tenderness he’d felt toward her. It had almost all been washed out by hate.

How could a universe that would force him to endure such loss—and then give him the equivalent of several lifetimes to mourn it—how could such a universe be called just, or good?

It wasn’t good. It was hideous. An abomination. Better that it not exist at all. Or at least, better that humans not have to suffer such extended torment.

Well, if he succeeded in his ultimate mission, he would spare all future generations from that fate. And he would be given back his love, at long last.

Although, after he’d achieved the latter, he no longer felt certain he would care.

Perhaps not.

His heart had long grown cold, and he had serious doubts he was capable any longer of loving Elise like she deserved. Perhaps instead he would remain among those to be struck down by Xanthic blades.

He would make his decision when the time came.

With the meeting that would begin in mere minutes, Moll had come closer than he had during any other cycle to achieving his mission. Which was good, because he’d decided he didn’t have the stomach for a single cycle more.

This has to be the one.

The hatch opened, and he glimpsed Becker’s stony face as she saw Tad Thatcher and Veronica Rose into his office, gesturing them toward the seats facing Moll. He watched how they looked at the paltry chairs offered them, which were little more than stools, and then how they glanced at his throne-like chair before their gazes darted away again.

He had to suppress a smile. He’d begun to count such moments among the finer things in life.

“Ms. Veronica Rose.” He surged to his feet, sweeping his arms theatrically in welcome. He injected just enough enthusiasm into the gesture to give the suggestion he could be mocking them. But maybe not! “And Tad Thatcher, her most proficient captain. Welcome aboard the Victorious, and welcome to my office.”

He sat back down as they took their seats, then continued. “Ms. Rose, your allegiance becomes more treasured to me every day. Did you know that on the instant comm network, they now call you my conscience? I’m simply tickled by it. I firmly believe that such a perception can only bolster my effectiveness in achieving stability throughout the Cluster. The image of the Coalition of Giants juggernaut, restrained only by Veronica Rose’s steady hand—the Cluster trembles at the thought of you not being here to hold me back.”

Rose didn’t miss a beat. “In that case, we’d better stick together. To maximize this PR coup.”

“Ah. I take it you’d like to follow me on my next adventure.” Moll smiled in acknowledgment of his cloying joke.

“Actually, I was hoping you’d follow me on mine.”

“Oh?” He raised his eyebrows, as if he didn’t already know exactly what Rose was about to ask of him.

She nodded. “Captain Frederick Wilson’s battle group has been surrounded by Degenerate Empire fleets in Olent Region, cut off from retreat. I’d like to request your help in rescuing him.”

He paused, to give the appearance of considering her words. “We are a long way from Olent, Ms. Rose. The likelihood of arriving in time to spare Captain Wilson from defeat seems low.”

“I’m aware of that. I’ve instructed him to surrender. Which means I will need your help to extract him. But that isn’t all. One of Wilson’s ships managed to scout Nankeen System, and they found a Xanthic ship there. What looks to be the equivalent of the super-ship we just stopped Xebec Alliance from constructing. I expect you’ll want to help me destroy that.”

“One of his ships scouted Nankeen, you say? I wonder how that’s possible, given the system’s bristling with pirates from both ends. Unless…ah. I see.” Moll smiled more broadly. “It was your new stealth ship that scouted the Xanthic ship. Correct?”

“That’s right.”

Moll allowed the ensuing silence to stretch just long enough to become uncomfortable—to punctuate the fact that Frontier hadn’t shared their newfound stealth tech with Sunder, as he’d requested. And also to underscore how magnanimous it would be when he agreed to help her despite of that, and despite her many other slights.

Almost, he gave into the temptation to reveal his knowledge of their meeting with Li Jun, and to rub it in their smug faces. But his gaze drifted almost of its own volition to the strongbox built into the bulkhead behind them, which held his only photo of Elise.

If he told them he knew they’d approached Ascendant Horizon to collaborate against him, then it would be too suspicious when he committed to accompany them on their mission north. They wouldn’t trust it.

“Very well,” he said instead. “A Sunder force will accompany you to Olent, and then to Nankeen. A force commanded by me personally.”

Rose sighed in apparent relief, and thanked him. But Thatcher’s face hardened. The man hadn’t said a single word since entering the office.

He doesn’t want to be here. He thinks that coming to me for help was a bad idea.

Laughter bubbled up Moll’s throat, and he coughed to mask it.

If only he knew how right he was.

But thanks to Rose, Thatcher would have to participate fully. And so he would serve Moll’s final purpose—the last thing he needed the self-important upstart for. The task that would change the course of Dawn Cluster history…and steer it into oblivion.

Once Rose and her lackey left, Moll crossed his office and punched in the lengthy code to open the strongbox before gently lifting out the framed photo of her. Of Elise.

Perhaps I will go back to her. If only for the chance to intercept her killer. To take his neck into my hands and squeeze until he stops kicking.

What perverse twist of chance had caused them to cross paths with the psychotic on that deserted mountain trail? Afterward, the wretch had been just as entranced with Elise as Moll had been, though neither of them had known it. He’d stalked her for weeks—he must have—then waited until they’d parted ways at the end of a languid day spent swimming naked in a secluded mountain lake. He’d followed Elise home from there, running her off the road well before she ever got there.

After that….

Moll squeezed his eyes shut, not up to replaying the imagined memories of what Elise must have suffered at the monster’s hands, that night.

Still, the image of her body taunted him. Dumped at the end of his family’s driveway, for them to find in the small morning hours.

Do I stay to face the Xanthic hordes? Or do I go back to her—go back to him, and take my revenge?

The killer hadn’t known that he’d sealed humanity’s fate as well as Elise’s with what he’d done. Would he care, if he knew?

Probably not. I should go back and make him care.

Yes. But first, his task. This would be the cycle when he finally made it happen.

He felt certain of it.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Pinnacle System, Xebec Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Moll told them he would be ready to depart Pinnacle System for the Cluster’s north in one week.

Thatcher knew if he allowed himself to spend that week dwelling on Angus Ward’s warning—and the fact that Rose’s decision to work with Moll ran directly counter to it—he would likely drive himself mad.

And so he decided instead to use the time to continue his project of persuading the New Jersey’s crew to take more ownership over their ship and what happened aboard her.

That had to begin with convincing them he was truly committed to becoming a better commander. His request that they send him their suggestions had met with a limited response. Clearly, his crew still saw him as the micromanaging taskmaster who’d first taken command of the New Jersey. And maybe he still was that taskmaster—old habits died hard. But he was trying his best to change.

On the second day after their meeting with Moll, he got an opportunity to signal to his crew just how serious he was. A report showed up on his comm notifying him that the cruiser’s main engine remote monitoring system had crashed for the third time that year, and would take at least a day to get back online.

Back in Space Fleet, they would have called this a “mission-degrading equipment failure,” and the Jersey had been extremely lucky that none of the crashes had happened during battle. Losing the engine remote monitoring system in an engagement could quickly spell disaster.

The first time the system had crashed, Thatcher had written it off as an isolated event. The second time it happened, he’d asked the assistant engineer officer, Lieutenant Ermine, to look into a possible common cause between the two incidents, but he’d yet to hear anything back about it.

This time, he took the report to Ermine’s office and threw it on the man’s desk.

Well, he threw his comm onto the desk, which displayed the report. “What do you have for me concerning why the engine remote monitoring system keeps going down, Lieutenant? I asked you to look into it for me, and I know you to be a diligent spacer, so there must be another reason I haven’t received an explanation from you.”

Ermine’s entire face flushed, his sparse black hair standing out in stark contrast to the scarlet skin underneath. “S-sir, I believe it’s because the system isn’t being properly rebooted after every watch. We’re asking it to run hot for extended periods, which it can only take so much of.”

“I see. Well, that wasn’t so hard. Why didn’t you mention this to me before now?”

“That’s just it, sir. You won’t like the reason we haven’t been rebooting it.”

“Try me.”

“In order to reboot the system safely, so that engine monitoring isn’t interrupted, two machinist’s mates are required—one to reboot the system and the other to man the secondary monitoring system. Except, the spacer getting off-duty is typically too busy completing his daily report to perform the reboot. By the time he finishes the report, the one coming on duty has already begun his daily tasks, and so can’t take the primary system offline, since he’s using it to monitor engine functions.”

Thatcher nodded slowly. Increasing the required level of detail for daily reports had been one of the first changes he’d implemented upon taking command of the New Jersey. He’d wanted as much information as he possibly could get…so that he could control as much as he possibly could.

“In that case, I’m going back to my office right now to work on limiting daily reports to only essential information. Will that solve the problem, Lieutenant?”

A look of relief brightened Ermine’s face. “I think it would, sir.”

“Excellent. Tell me, is there a particular spacer who brought this issue to your attention?”

“Chief Jowers, sir.”

“Thank you.”

Thatcher returned to his office and immediately got on the Jersey’s 1MC to address the crew. “This is Captain Thatcher. Today, I would like to recognize the contribution of Chief Warrant Officer Tony Jowers, who has identified a serious inefficiency: namely, the required length and detail of daily reports. It prevented him from doing his job properly, resulting in unnecessary equipment failure. Such failures endanger all our lives while costing Frontier Security money. As such, I will be spending the afternoon working on shortening daily reports to only what is essential. I encourage all crew to come forward with any ideas they have for improving procedures or rendering operations more efficient. Thank you.”

After that, the floodgates opened, and Thatcher knew he would have a busy week ahead of him—followed by several busy weeks to come as they made their way north to confront Degenerate Empire.

Crewmember after crewmember came to him with ideas, ranging from ways to better maintain equipment to abandoning company food rations—instead buying different brands that were cheaper and tastier.

Thatcher was astounded by the sudden wealth of information on how to improve his ship. Why had they kept all this to themselves?

But he knew why. He’d come to his first command with the idea that being a good captain meant running the ship exactly as he saw fit, with as little outside help as possible. To him, his crew had been little more than a necessary evil required to run the Jersey’s systems, and he’d bent them to his will as best he could.

It had worked, after a fashion. Partly because of the success he’d brought them, and partly because frightening times had befallen the Dawn Cluster. But he saw now that his former approach, of attempting to be a “super captain” who tried to run his ship almost by himself, could not have continued to function for much longer. Eventually he would have started to atrophy crew, who as corporate employees were free to leave as soon as their contracts were up.

With his new method, he hoped to invest them in the ship, to make it their own, so that the thought of leaving seemed alien and ill-advised.

In between working on his relationship with his crew, Thatcher watched as Moll worked on consolidating his rule over Xebec Region.

First, the man broadcast an offer for any employee of a Xebec corp to apply to one of the PMCs that formed CoG, making it clear that only the most highly skilled applicants would be accepted. According to Rose, Moll received more applicants than Thatcher would have expected. Far more.

I suppose it makes sense. Who wouldn’t want to be on the right side of history? On the victors’ side?

The application process took three days. Once Moll had an idea of how many crews he could put together, he commandeered that many ships from Xebec Alliance PMCs. At least, “commandeer” was the word he used. Thatcher called it what it was. Theft.

But none of the corps Moll took the ships from put up more than token resistance. Any effort to oppose the Coalition’s occupying fleet would have proven futile, of course.

Even so, their total compliance still shocked Thatcher. Maybe Moll’s growing reputation for ruthlessness was paying off for him. Word had no doubt spread of how the Sunder captain, Boris Redding, had been ‘accidentally’ killed after Moll had ordered him arrested. Rumors like that had to have an effect.

Thatcher wondered if the PMCs whose ships had been taken realized that their cooperation spelled their doom. Moll had already announced that none of them would be permitted to move their operations out of Xebec. He would allow them to continue existing, but now that he’d brought his special brand of stability to the region, there wouldn’t be any security contracts available for them. Starved of cash flow, the Xebec corps would surely go under.

The Ascendant Horizon ships had already departed the region, at the beginning of the week. Almost as though they lacked the stomach to watch Moll hollow out Xebec Alliance from the inside. Having handed over the keys to the kingdom, Li Jun had wasted no time in slinking away, to bide his time back in his own regions in the south.

Is he really such a fool? Does he truly believe his pact will protect him from Moll’s ambition?

A sense of foreboding followed Thatcher everywhere now, looming above him like angry, pregnant storm clouds. His effort to improve things on the Jersey also felt like an effort to keep those clouds at bay—if he hadn’t been so busy, he suspected they would have descended, sinking him into a deep depression.

Who was there to turn to for help in the Cluster? What hope was there for opposing Moll?

And what shape would they be in when the Xanthic returned?

Several times a day, he pictured sitting at Rear Admiral Faulkner’s desk, and taking on the task of preparing the Dawn Cluster to fight the Xanthic.

Whenever he did, the question returned to him, haunting him:

Have I already failed?
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“You do realize someone’s going to notice how much material we’re moving through Ascendant Horizon space,” Tsu said as they strode through the massive shipyard’s passageways.

“Of course,” Li said with a nod. “But since when have you concerned yourself with the details of my plans? You normally stick to broad-strokes explanations of why they’re all going to fail.”

His friend actually looked wounded by Li’s words. “I’m trying to help you, Jun Ge.”

“Yes.” Li’s heart thawed at Tsu’s genuine display of emotion. I mustn’t allow myself to become so irritable with him. The journey from Xebec Region had been long, and he’d grown impatient to return to his life’s great work. “You always do help, little brother.”

He checked the corridor behind them. Their passage through the station had met with warm greetings from the personnel they encountered. But for the moment, it seemed they were alone, and far enough away from the next intersection of passageways that even someone concealed around the corner shouldn’t be able to hear them.

Li leaned toward his friend to whisper in his ear. “I have commissioned the construction of a new class of destroyer at one of our capital shipyards in Jow. Titan class, we’re calling them—they will be twice as big as any destroyer built before them, with weaponry to match. And we plan to build five, to start.”

Tsu’s eyebrows twitched. “The only capital shipyards in Jow are owned by Gordian. That corp is riddled with spies.”

“Exactly.”

Recognition dawned on his friend’s face. “These new destroyers are your decoy. An explanation for why you’re transporting so much material.”

“Now you’ve got it.” Li turned to continue through the shipyards.

“But wait—if these new destroyers are Titan-class, then what will your dreadnought be called?”

Li grinned. “Leviathan-class.”

They walked in silence for a time, Li basking in the positivity that radiated from the Heaven’s Bounty employees they passed, while Tsu acknowledged each of their smiles with a curt nod.

The station was immense, however, and a time came again when they were completely alone, their footsteps echoing through the cavernous corridors.

“Our joint effort with the Coalition of Giants has sparked a lot of fear,” Tsu remarked, not bothering to keep his voice down. “Now that we’ve helped them take down Xebec Alliance, corps throughout the Cluster are wondering what we’ll do together next. They fear that, with CoG and Ascendant Horizon acting in concert, none will be able to oppose us.”

“Good. Fear is a deterrent.”

They arrived at a window that looked out onto a vast construction berth—not quite as large as the one he’d had expanded at their primary shipyards, but still very big.

When Li’s eyes fell on the object nearing completion inside, he gasped, and Tsu stiffened beside him, no doubt struck by wonder.

“It’s…magnificent,” Li breathed.

The Leviathan’s main gun hovered in zero-G, kept in place by dozens of nanofiber cables connecting it to the surrounding bulkheads. It would run almost the entire length of the dreadnought, and would be capable of firing either a single lethal round at a time or a scattershot blast that would be harder to dodge. Heaven’s Bounty engineers said they expected the weapon would be able to neutralize multiple ships simultaneously.

Once construction on the weapon finished, it would wait here until all the Leviathan’s components were finished. Then it would be towed to Canvasback System, in Recto region, where they would be fitted together into the vessel that would shake the foundations of the Dawn Cluster.

Tsu shook his head. “If Moll learns of our efforts, it will do great damage to the pact you just signed with him.”

Li gave a bitter chuckle. “Please. That pact is barely worth the paper it was written on. It buys us nothing but time.”

His friend turned toward him, his mouth agape. But Li kept his gaze on the great weapon before him, drinking in its deadly beauty. “CoG will come for us eventually…which is why we must construct the Leviathan, with all possible speed. Just as Ascendant Horizon became our shield against Han’ei, so will this super-ship be our shield against Simon Moll.”
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Silence reigned over the CIC, and Thatcher stared numbly at the holotank.

The journey from Xebec Region had been long and dull.

Too long. And too dull.

The Frontier-Sunder fleet had taken the long way around, traveling south through Lament Region before transitioning into The Brush and then Candor. This kept them in Coalition space until they reached Sunlit Mesa, the first of three cold regions they would transit through.

They hadn’t heard from Wilson since leaving Pinnacle System, and Thatcher hated how long it was taking them to reach him. The weeks piled up, each more agonizing than the last.

He’d agreed to the longer route, though. To return to the north through former Daybreak Combine space would have risked alerting Degenerate Empire to their approach, giving them ample time to prepare, possibly resulting in a bloody battle at the Dupliss-Tempore regional jump zone. The pirates had been allied with Daybreak, and it seemed likely that at least a few of the corps that had belonged to that fallen super-alliance still harbored sympathies for Degenerate Empire.

The grim reality was that it likely didn’t matter which route they took. Either the pirates had killed Wilson and the men and women under his command, or they hadn’t. There didn’t exist a route that would take them to Olent quickly enough to stop the pirates from murdering them if they wanted to.

He caught himself shaking his head, which drew a glance from his XO, so he stopped.

How were the corps of Daybreak Combine so at ease with the prospect of aligning with pirates? It had been one of the many things he’d had time to ponder during the previous weeks. Yes, the alliance with Degenerate Empire had lent them some advantage. But no advantage should have been enough to persuade them to get in bed with scum.

Herwin Dirk’s depraved leadership had played a part, Thacher knew. But there was more to it than that.

The pirate alliance embraced being scum. It was right there in the name, Degenerate Empire. They advertised the fact that they were lowlifes. They trumpeted it proudly.

Maybe we’re all so sick of being smothered by UNC bureaucracy that we’re hungry for anything at all that challenges convention. The pirates might be scum, but they were also truly free. No one could contest that. Not even Thatcher.

He returned his gaze to the holotank, where a 3D representation of Prosper Station drifted past on the fleet’s port side. Memories of the day he battled pirates for the station flooded back to him, but he tamped them down. There was something else he wanted to focus on, just now.

Turning to his own console’s holoscreen, he called up a map of the Dawn Cluster, then zoomed in on the cold regions, which they’d just left. Their journey through Sunlit Mesa, Clime, and Unity Regions had been especially dull.

Something about that bothered him. The UNC had shown zero interest in the transiting Frontier-Sunder fleet. Traffic in the UNC-policed systems had increased, with refugees from the wars in the north, south, and now the west having fled there for safe harbor. But it certainly wasn’t enough traffic to render a fleet of warships unnoticeable.

The UNC had to know what Frontier and Sunder had done in Xebec Region. Were they truly content to allow Moll to conquer as he wished, with no consequences?

It seemed so, given the fleet had passed through their regions without incident. They certainly seem committed to their new policy of non-intervention.

Something else bothered him. Why had Moll wanted to accompany the fleet personally, and with only Sunder ships? Thatcher didn’t buy that having Rose near him was such a PR win that he’d abandon the consolidation of his fledgling empire, leaving it to his partner corps.

Why not send a subordinate? And why hadn’t any ships from Dynasty, Peyton, or Kibishii come along?

It was possible that they hadn’t been interested in traveling across the Cluster to resolve something they saw as a Frontier problem. But the three CoG corps seemed united in everything else they did. So why not this?

It smelled wrong, to Thatcher. It made him worry. And there was nothing he could do about it.

At night, he suffered from a recurring nightmare, of dangling by a rope over a gaping black pit. With every foot he climbed, the rope lowered two feet. Each time, he woke with a deep sense of foreboding.

He distracted himself with continued efforts to improve his ship, and to get to know his crew better. The end of each watch found him walking the New Jersey’s passageways, trying to get a read on the ship’s mood.

He could tell the crew was worried. He tried his best not to let his own concerns show, but perhaps they were picking up on their commander’s mood nonetheless.

Or maybe they also saw that something had gone terribly wrong with the company they worked for.

Thatcher swiped away the map of the Cluster, instead bringing up a blue-tinged schematic that showed the Jersey’s module loadout. He began planning the changes he would make once they returned to Oasis Colony orbit.

Freedom System Helio Bases finally acquired directional EMPs, so that’s an options. But are they worth getting for a mission to fight the pirates? Barely any of them have shields.

Yes, he decided. The ability to disrupt the pirates’ capacitors, wreaking havoc on their computer and weapons systems, would still be well worth it.

I like the idea of keeping the beam-splitter module for our logistics ships, too. The pirates’ attack patterns are haphazard enough that we’ll be glad to have the ability to bolster multiple shields at once.

I think we can cut down on cargo—

“Sir,” Guerrero said, her voice a cleaver through his thoughts. “Ms. Rose is requesting your presence on a comm conference. She asks that you join the call in private.”

Thatcher nodded, doing his best to suppress his irritation at the interruption. “Thank you, Lucy.”

He cleared his holoscreen, though he intended to continue with the module rearrangement when he returned. With that, he rose to his feet and strode briskly from the CIC.

When he folded his holoscreen up from his office desk, he found both Rose’s and Mittelman’s faces already waiting for him.

Rose looked paler than usual, but Mittelman looked about as composed as he always did—and just as arrogant, his condescending gaze an implication that he knew ten thousand things no one else did.

“Hans, tell Tad what you just told me.”

The spymaster’s eyebrow quirked, possibly at Rose’s casual use of Thatcher’s first name. “Everything’s been status quo since we left Oasis, Captain—with the exception of this morning, when there was an unexpected turn of events. I checked an instant comm dead drop of mine about an hour ago, and found some unsettling news sent by several of my contacts. Since around 0600, Freedom System has been playing host to two UNC super-ships. A drone carrier and a dreadnought.”

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. “The UNC sent two super-ships to Freedom? Why?”

“They say they’re there to enforce legal limits on the size of corporate militaries. Namely, our corporate military.”

“But we haven’t exceeded the limits.”

“No, but we’re planning to.” Mittelman inclined his head meaningfully, his eyebrows climbing higher.

Thatcher’s heart sank. “The nanofabbers. They’re here to take our nanofab tech.” Now he saw the anger in Rose’s eyes that he’d missed before. I did this.

“I knew you’d get there, Captain. All company operations have been brought to a halt until UNC officials are satisfied that we’ve been completely stripped of our ability to construct nanofabbers.”

Thatcher gripped his office chair’s armrests, hard. “Wait a second. We just came from helping carry out Simon Moll’s war of conquest in the west. We shattered an entire corporate alliance, disrupting untold trillions in economic activity, all so CoG could add another region to its empire. To top it off, we paraded our conquering fleet right under the UNC’s noses. And this is what they send two super-ships over? This?”

“Apparently so, Captain Thatcher.”
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“I gave you the data from the Xanthic terminal so you could prepare to fight them, not to mention speed up your efforts to reopen the wormhole.” Thatcher’s words came out in a low growl. “Not so you could waste everyone’s time by taking two super-ships north and chastising Frontier like a disobedient child.”

Across the boardroom table, Henrietta Cordone twisted in her seat to face him, causing her blazer to bunch on the left side as she parted her lips to reveal two large front teeth. “Captain Thatcher, believe me when I say the United Nations and Colonies Corporate Weapons Commission does not consider this to be a ‘waste of everyone’s time.’ Otherwise they wouldn’t have sent me to oversee the inspection of Frontier Security’s military capabilities. 

“As for what you would have liked us to do with the data you provided, I’m afraid that’s irrelevant. We appreciate you providing it, but the moment you did, you lost all control over how it would be used.” The deputy executive chairwoman of the UNC’s Corporate Weapons Commission grew an insufferable smile as she leaned back in her chair, as though thoroughly pleased at the little speech she’d just given.

“Everything you just said might be true, but it totally misses the point. You should be focused on the Xanthic threat, not policing the corp that’s done the most to maintain stability in the Cluster.”

Cordone gave a high-pitched titter. “We are focused on the Xanthic, Captain. Very much so. We’ve been focused on them for over fifty years, now. As for Cluster stability, I find it interesting you claim to be the top contributor to it. Wouldn’t you say Simon Moll’s alliance has done a lot more to unify and stabilize the Cluster? And if that isn’t your view, then what is the UNC to make of Frontier’s support of the Coalition?”

Thatcher pressed his lips together. The bureaucrat was again correct, of course. If it had been up to him, Frontier wouldn’t be in a position where he had to admit that. But none of it had been up to him, had it?

“I am here to enforce interstellar law,” the officious woman said. “Nothing more, nothing less. Now, do I have Frontier’s full cooperation in that, or don’t I?”

“Of course you do.” Rose’s voice came out flat, almost monotone.

Thatcher glanced at her. She sounded like she’d given up the fight entirely.

“Then why, may I ask, have you left your fleet in Carillon System? Surely you realize you can’t continue your mission until the UNC’s inspection is complete.”

“I realize it now that you’ve said it,” Rose said, this time with a note of insolence.

“Ms. Rose, I can give you twelve hours to return to Oasis orbit with your ships. Any longer than that, and I’m afraid I will be forced to impose a sizable fine. My inspection is already behind schedule, and I’m very close to feeling like my investigation is being obstructed.”

The meeting concluded awkwardly, and Thatcher followed Rose out of the boardroom. They passed Mittelman in the waiting room on the way out—he’d accompanied them to Oasis.

“I’ll message you soon,” Rose said to him, and he nodded.

With that, they continued through Frontier Security HQ, toward the speeder waiting outside to take them back to the spaceport. Thatcher didn’t know why Mittelman was staying behind—nor did he really care.

As they progressed through the building, Thatcher couldn’t help feeling like he was walking through territory that had been conquered by an enemy. It would likely feel that way until Cordone finished her inspection—and maybe after, too.

Despite their missteps, he still considered Frontier a force for good in the Dawn Cluster. But how could they manage to have a positive influence if they couldn’t grow their fleets to rival those of the Cluster’s super-alliances?

Thatcher couldn’t shake the feeling that the company Rear Admiral Gregory Rose had started was slowly sinking into irrelevance.

An icy silence persisted between them as they exited the HQ and stepped into the speeder, which pulled away the moment they were buckled in.

The view from the rear passenger window didn’t do much to help Thatcher’s mood. The colonists walking the city streets showed no sign of awareness that their lives were about to change, almost certainly for the worse. The security company their government had contracted with to protect them was being drastically curtailed by the UNC. If Frontier couldn’t keep up with rival corps, then how could it be expected to defend these people’s freedoms? If Tobias Vega’s Degenerate Empire didn’t eventually swallow up Oasis Colony, then Moll’s CoG likely would.

What would become of Frontier? Would it fall, or be gobbled up by another corporate power, forced by its weakened state into a merger?

And where will I go if it does? He still had his mission to consider. As unlikely as it seemed, now.

He tried to picture his wife’s face, and found that her features had grown fuzzy. Even though he kept her photo at his bedside back in the Jersey, he realized now that it had been a while since he’d held it in his hands and just stared at it, like he used to.

The fact he couldn’t quite remember what Lin looked like made him nauseous. And our son. Will I ever know his face at all?

“I’m sorry,” he said after they’d strapped into their seats aboard the Lancer’s Attack Shuttle One, which had docked with the New Jersey to pick him up before taking him and Rose into Freedom System. “I had no idea the UNC would stoop to this.”

Rose looked up from her comm, where she was tapping in a text-only message to someone. She gave him a blank look, then returned to her task.

Thatcher sighed. “If Wilson and his people die because of this, I’ll never forgive myself.”

“Why would they die because of this?” Rose’s voice carried a keen edge.

He frowned, then answered slowly. “Because the inspection has delayed our mission.”

“What makes you think I’m going to follow that bitch’s orders?”

Thatcher raised his eyebrows. “You’re not?”

“And leave one of humanity’s best military minds at the mercy of a gang of unwashed degenerates? Fat chance.” She gestured with her comm. “Right now I’m sending Mittelman a message to keep Cordone occupied for as long as he possibly can. I’ve already made him acting CEO, effective now.”

Thatcher found himself smiling again. The satisfaction he felt at Rose’s words was diluted by the knowledge that the UNC would never let her get away with this. The consequences of defying their orders would dwarf any punishment Cordone could have leveled for their possession of nanofab tech alone. It could still very well spell the end of Frontier.

But if they were going down, at least they’d go down fighting. That would have to be enough.

The moment the shuttle returned to Carillon System, Rose established contact with Moll, putting him on a bulkhead holoscreen so both she and Thatcher could see and hear him.

“Has our mission been canceled, then?” he asked, his tone neutral.

“Not on my end,” Rose said. “How about yours?”

“I’ve received word that UNC weapons inspectors have also arrived at Sunder Headquarters in Trebuchet System, to investigate our use of nanofabbers. I’m afraid our crimes in that regard are much more obvious than yours.”

“And so? Will you be turning tail to appease them, and heading back to Candor? Or do you have the balls to oppose them and continue north?”

Moll grinned sardonically. “If you have the balls, then I do. I’ve already told my executives to delay the UNC indefinitely.”

“Good. It’s been four hours since we left Oasis, and the UNC inspector gave us twelve to return with the fleet. That gives us an eight-hour head start. We’ll loop around Freedom System and continue on our way. It’ll mean we can’t pick up the reinforcements I was hoping to in Freedom, and we won’t be able to make our planned ship modifications. Even stopping to do that farther north would risk the UNC catching up to us, so we’ll have to sail into battle as we are. But maybe we’ll run into more Frontier vessels in northern Dupliss, to join us on our mission.”

“You do realize they’ll hang us for this. Figuratively, if not literally.”

“Surely the head of the Coalition of Giants won’t allow that to happen. Not to him, anyway.”

Moll shrugged. “It’s easy to utter bold words now. But any man might reconsider his confidence with a fleet of super-ships bearing down on him.”

“And yet you’re still in?”

“Of course.”

Thatcher narrowed his eyes. Something didn’t feel right about that.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Rose said. “As for me, I intend to accept the full consequences of going against the UNC. Everyone else in the Frontier fleet will just be following my orders.”

Moll nodded. “I will follow your noble example, Ms. Rose. As always.”
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Mittelman strolled through Moen Park, hands in his pockets, doing his best to appear oblivious to the fact he was being followed.

The sun was setting, casting the park and its occupants in the somber glow of impending dusk.

This place holds so many memories. He remembered glimpsing it as he crept through New Houston during the Xanthic attack, fleeing from hiding place to hiding place. Even then, the park had seemed as tranquil as ever, in stark contrast to the chaos that surrounded it. The aliens had shown no interest in it, despite that one of their tunnels had opened just a block to the south. Mittelman considered that a blessing. He quite liked it here.

Taking care to make his stroll appear aimless, he wound around the base of the hill at the park’s center, atop which he’d blackmailed Lieutenant Commander William Candle into spying on Thatcher for him. Lately, the New Jersey XO had had much to report, using the encrypted channels Mittelman had set up to relay information about all the changes Thatcher was implementing aboard the Griffon-class cruiser.

Mittelman finished his circuit around the hill, then ambled south.

He’d known about the UNC super-ships’ approach for days before they’d actually arrived in Freedom. Withholding that information from Veronica Rose until she absolutely needed to know had afforded him the space he needed to properly prepare for Henrietta Cordone’s inspection. To start, he’d gotten a message to his people here to compress and then transfer all the relevant-seeming data they’d extracted from the Xanthic terminal onto a drive he now wore around his neck, underneath his shirt. It also held all the progress they’d made toward finally implementing nanofab tech.

Curious that we still haven’t reached the point of having a functional nanofabber, yet Moll’s been using them for months. Is Sunder’s R&D department really so much better?

He pushed the question to the back of his mind, for consideration on another day. Right now he needed to focus on carrying out one final task for Veronica Rose.

The thought that their professional relationship would likely soon end brought an unexpected pang of emotion.

Things might have been so different between us, Veronica. If you’d brought me into your trust. If you’d let me in….

But those thoughts caused another memory to surface, of the last time he’d spoken to Simon Moll, over instant comm. He’d contacted the man to goad him into stumbling—into saying something compromising about the fact that he’d clearly built Daybreak Combine to fail. Instead, Moll had left Mittelman feeling small and pathetic.

The bastard’s voice echoed through his mind. I know about your passes at Veronica Rose. The multiple rejections, at the hands of her and a parade of other women who saw you as the pond scum you are. You were always a black sheep, even when you were among corporate defense lawyers, the scummiest people in the galaxy. Weren’t you? A loser who knows he’s a loser.

Mittelman made himself breathe, forcing the bitter memory from his mind. Focus. I need to focus.

Rose had asked him to keep the UNC inspectors occupied. Distracted.

Oh, I’ll give them a distraction all right. Though I’m not sure it’s one you’d approve of, Ms. Rose.

He’d never hesitated to take company matters into his own hands when he considered it warranted. But in the past, his actions had always served Frontier, even though Rose almost certainly would never have taken those actions herself.

This time, what he planned to do would cement her as a target for the UNC’s wrath.

But it didn’t matter. The day he’d always known was coming had nearly arrived.

It’s almost time for me to move on.

He exited the park to the south, maintaining his unhurried pace as he continued one block more.

Here. To his right, a two-story warehouse reared against the ochre sky. He turned down an alleyway and strode briskly toward a side entrance, which he knew would be unlocked, since he’d arranged it that way.

Locking the door behind him, he continued along a short hall and then into a modest storage room. Near the back, behind two pallets piled high with factory-fresh kitchen accessories, a trapdoor stood open. He lowered himself to the ladder that stretched down into the gloom. Pulling the trapdoor shut behind him, he secured it, then began his descent.

This was one of the places where the Xanthic had burst from the ground to attack New Houston. Dozens of them had cut their way through the retail warehouse’s cement floor and stormed the city from there.

After the attack, the New Houston municipal government had ordered the breaches repaired, but decided to maintain access to the Xanthic’s abandoned underground colony, in case it was ever needed. And so secured entrances like the trapdoor Mittelman had just passed through were constructed.

Secured, unless you have an agent or two embedded in city hall.

His foot found the rock floor of the tunnel, and he gripped his eyepiece, extending it so that the lens covered both his eyes. That done, he activated the device’s night vision before forging into the gloom at a light jog, his footsteps echoing along the tunnel’s rock walls.

He soon came upon an intersection of two tunnels, where he took a left before emerging into a sizable cave. Here, he veered sharply to the right, into a gently curving passage that took him over a kilometer before emerging into a cavern from which seven tunnels extended.

Not wasting any time, he took the second exit from his left, maintaining his brisk pace. He felt confident his UNC tail would quickly lose track of him along the twisting underground paths, if the man managed to make it down here at all, which Mittelman seriously doubted. Rose was right about one thing: the UNC was neglecting the Xanthic threat, so much so that he considered it possible they’d forgotten about the existence of these tunnels, or at least overlooked the possibility that he might come down here.

Even so, it never paid to be overconfident, and his purpose in coming down here required him to move quickly, before the UNC sent searchers throughout the city to see where he might resurface.

After just under a half hour of jogging along alien tunnels, Mittelman came upon his destination: a narrow set of stairs that led up to a metal door set into the rock. The stairs were metal too, and they had the untarnished look of a new installation. Which they were.

The door let out into a suburb several kilometers west of where Mittelman had first started out.

The last place Cordone’s cronies would expect me to emerge.

Here, he resumed his unhurried pace from earlier, meandering through the grid-like streets until he came to a handsome bungalow with two speeders parked out front and an attached garage.

He let himself into the garage through a side door, where he found Yusef Kabirii sitting on a stool in front of a workbench, waiting for him.

Kabirii was a man of few words and fewer niceties. He studied Mittelman silently until the spymaster spoke.

“I have a job for you. To be carried out during the small hours. Tonight.”

“You could not send this by encrypted message?”

“Not something so sensitive. The UNC is watching my every move, and I’d be very surprised if they didn’t have my comms and my office bugged.”

“Then how sensitive is this task?”

“Sensitive enough that you’ll need to leave Oasis immediately after you carry it out. Have your family meet you at the spaceport afterward. A shuttle will await you all there, to take you to a freighter in orbit. You can stow away aboard her until you’re well out of Dupliss. I’ll be in touch with a new position for you within a few weeks.”

Kabirii’s eyes widened. “How can you ask such a thing? My family has lived in New Houston ever since we immigrated to the Dawn Cluster from the States. My children attend school here. My wife has her cleaning business here.”

“Forget all that. I’m doing you a favor. Frontier is on its way out, and there’s a good chance this planet will be overrun by pirates within months.”

“Then how will you continue to pay me, if you no longer have access to Frontier funds?”

Mittelman shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, Yusef! Don’t pretend you don’t understand what I’m telling you. If Frontier goes down, you lose both your jobs. You’re a lab tech and a spy for the same company. Even if Oasis doesn’t become the Degenerate Empire’s newest acquisition, you know your wife’s business can’t keep you afloat on its own. This is your best option. Haven’t I always taken care of you before?”

Kabirii buried his head in his hands, seizing two tufts of thick, curly hair. Then he straightened, ran his palms down his face, and inhaled. “What is it you ask of me, Hans?”

Twenty-five minutes later, Mittelman was again sprinting along the underground tunnels—this time toward an egress that would place him just a few blocks away from Frontier HQ.

When he reached the manhole that would take him aboveground, he lifted it slowly, using one hand to raise it a few inches while the other firmly gripped the ladder.

No one. An empty apartment complex parking lot stretched before him, cast in shadow.

He clambered out, then lowered the manhole again, twisting it to engage the electronic lock. With that, he strolled back to headquarters, nodding to the UNC guards flanking the entrance, who studied him with narrowed eyes.

That night, he was awoken in his chambers by the shriek of a fire alarm. He bounded to his feet, hastily got dressed, then rushed into the hall, where dozens of sleepy employees were already filing toward the nearest exit, as per standard evacuation protocol.

Minutes later, everyone with quarters inside Frontier HQ was gathered out front, staring up in consternation at the towering structure.

“What happened?” Mittelman asked the man to his left, who he recognized as a middle manager from Accounting.

“It’s the basement labs, from what I heard.” The man shook his head, looking bewildered and half asleep. “A fire started down there—a bad one.” He blinked, then lowered his voice. “If it ends up wiping out all the research on nanofab tech, then that would be pretty convenient for Veronica Rose. What with the UNC inspecting the company for that.”

Mittelman let a look of dawning realization sweep across his face. “Right. Yes, I suppose it would be.”
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“Captain Thatcher.”

He turned toward the source of the voice to find Commander Portia Esposito.

She came to attention, saluting, and he returned the gesture. “Commander. I didn’t expect to be greeted at my shuttle by the captain herself. It’s an honor.”

“The honor’s mine, sir.” Esposito smiled, though Thatcher could tell something was bothering her.

He liked Esposito. Like most Frontier captains, she wasn’t the type to lord anything over him—such as, for example, the fact that Rose had chosen to make her office aboard the Lancer instead of the New Jersey. It still stung, but at least the commander didn’t try to rub it in.

“I was hoping to get a moment to speak with you, in private.”

“By all means. Lead the way.”

She led him to her office—her new office, since Rose had displaced her from her old one. Thatcher was relieved to find that it was located just as close to the CIC, though it was little bigger than a broom closet. Of course, most shipboard compartments were comparable to broom closets. Perhaps it was different aboard a super-ship, but he didn’t know. He’d never been on one.

“I know Ms. Rose is expecting you,” Esposito said as she settled into the chair behind her box-like desk. “So I’ll get right to it. Morale has taken a nosedive among the captains, sir, and if my people are any indication, the crew suffer from it too. If I may speak freely—”

“Always.”

She nodded. “Captain, the attack on Xebec Alliance already planted doubts in employees’ minds about the company they worked for, and whether it still upholds the values it always has. But now that the UNC has chosen to involve itself so directly in making sure our fleet can’t grow…people are beginning to wonder what the future holds for Frontier Security. Or whether there’s a future for the company at all.”

Thatcher nodded slowly. “Has anyone tried to get out of their contracts yet?”

“Not to my knowledge. But I know of at least seven employees whose contracts just expired, and not one of them has any interest in renewing. They all want to leave the fleet at the earliest opportunity. They’ve requested to be dropped off at the nearest spaceport. Two of them are aboard this ship—one from my supply division and another in the radar room. Other crew will need to stand longer watches to compensate for their departure, at least until we can hire their replacements. And I don’t see that happening until after this mission.”

Thatcher i stared at his hands folded in his lap. It was a lot to absorb, but he’d needed to hear it. “Thank you for sharing what you’ve observed, Commander. I appreciate it, and I mean to do what I can to address it.”

“Yes, sir.”

As he stood to leave, she stood too, clearing her throat. He looked back at her, eyebrows raised.

“Sir…if you don’t mind, could you keep our conversation between us? Ms. Rose…has enough to worry about.”

He nodded curtly. “Of course.” With that he exited, closing the hatch behind him and making for Esposito’s former office, where Rose awaited him.

Rose did indeed have enough to worry about. But she should be more worried. It occurred to him that with her aboard, the Lancer’s crew and captain had likely felt unable to express a lot of the things Esposito just had.

He’d learned that people tended to assume their leaders had a handle on things—and that to question them amounted to an insult. Indeed, a lot of leaders did get insulted when questioned.

The upshot was that a leader who actually valued her subordinates’ opinions needed to actively seek them out. To work hard to create an atmosphere in which their input truly seemed welcome.

Clearly, Rose had been dropping the ball on that lately. Because of that, she’d been making decisions that were out of line with the principles her employees believed Frontier was supposed to stand for.

Have we switched places, she and I? Just months ago, it had been Rose counseling Thatcher on his leadership style, after Guerrero’s breakdown.

But I shouldn’t gloat too much. Yes, he’d made headway with creating a more open atmosphere aboard his own ship, but it had taken Esposito pulling him aside to get a proper read on how the other crews under his command were feeling.

He found Rose poring over something on her desk’s fold-up holoscreen, but she closed it the moment he entered and studied him with something close to wariness. “Tad. Have a seat.”

He nodded, then settled into the cushioned chair.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” she said.

“Is it really a pleasure?” he asked with a wry smile.

She sighed, as though allowing some of her burdens to slide off her shoulders. “Yes, actually. Strangely enough, it still is.”

“That probably won’t last. I’m here to convince you to wait out this mission somewhere safe. Like on a colony friendly to Frontier, somewhere between here and the regional jump gate into Tempore. You were never supposed to be with us as we infiltrate Degenerate Empire space. It isn’t safe.”

“I feel like we’ve been here before.”

“We have. And I’d let myself believe you were beginning to see the sense in what I’ve been saying. When you risk your life, you risk the future of this company, along with the futures of everyone who works for it.”

“The future of this company is already in grave danger. I know it, and you know it. Did you hear about what happened on Oasis?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Aside from the UNC’s inspection, I assume?”

“There was a fire in the labs where we were researching nanofab tech implementation. They put it out before it spread to the rest of HQ, but everything we had on nanotech has been destroyed.”

For a moment, he felt confused at Rose’s dire tone, since on the face of it that seemed like good news. It would deprive the UNC of the evidence they needed to indict Rose.

But then he worked through it, and realized that the news was too good. Too convenient. Henrietta Cordone would never believe the fire had been a coincidence, and she’d be out for even more blood than before.

“Do you think it was….” He stopped himself, not wanting to make a baseless accusation.

“Mittelman?” Rose asked, guessing his thoughts. She shook her head. “I told him to make a distraction to cover our escape. This…this was far too drastic. Is he even capable of it?”

Oh, I think he’s capable of more than either of us know. A memory popped into his head, unbidden: from when they’d made their first journey to Lacuna Region, to investigate the possibility that the Xanthic were planning to launch an invasion from there. Mittelman had been left to run the company in Rose’s absence, and he’d ended up being out of touch longer than planned, because a strange act of vandalism had destroyed the instant comm unit before it could be installed.

Could Mittelman have been behind that? Maybe so he’d have longer to make executive decisions without consulting Rose? But again, he didn’t want to raise that possibility to Rose without concrete evidence.

She gave a small shrug. “There’s not much we can do about it now. But I’ll tell you something, Tad. The situation on Oasis is deteriorating. We may find that we’ve lost the contract with the planetary government there—the UNC could force them to break it. In that case, returning to our headquarters there would almost certainly mean submitting to them. This fleet might be all that’s left of Frontier Security, in effect. And I won’t abandon my company. I won’t.”

Thatcher exhaled through his nose. There’s honor in that. And he knew he’d have a hard time arguing with it.

“Besides,” she went on, “I’d go crazy sitting around and doing nothing. My place is with my company. My people.”

“I get it.”

She gave a sad smile. “Who knew the UNC would finally leave their cold regions just to make our lives miserable?”

“Veronica…I should qualify what I said on the shuttle. I’m sorry that my actions brought such turmoil for the company. But I still can’t apologize for my actions.”

Her smile widened, just a little. “I know you can’t. You wouldn’t be you, otherwise, Tad. Actually, I found it a little weird that you apologized at all.”

“It just…bothers me. That the UNC twisted my intentions like this. They’re supposed to be focused on getting us back to Earth Local Space. On stopping the Xanthic from wiping us out. And instead they’re wasting resources on something like this?”

“Maybe they think this is the best way to achieve those things.”

“I don’t see how.”

“Well, regardless, Tad, I understand why you did what you did. It made me angry for a long time, and…well, I’d say I forgive you, but honestly there’s nothing to forgive.”

Thatcher stared at her, bewildered. Once again, Veronica Rose had managed to utterly astonish him.

She is the right person to run this company, isn’t she? It couldn’t be any other way.

He cleared his throat, fully aware he was about to push his luck, as he so often had with her. But it needed to be done.

“Someone brought it to my attention that the contracts of seven of our employees recently expired, and not one of them intends to renew.” No need to mention that the captain aboard this very ship had been the one to tell him.

Rose’s face fell, and her left eye spasmed for a second—a facial tic that spoke of the immense strain she carried. “I’m aware of that.”

“I think it needs to be addressed.”

“How?”

“I’d like to speak to the fleet. And I’d like to say some things you probably won’t like. Do I have your permission to do that?”

“What sort of things?”

“Do you trust me?”

For the second time, she gave a short sigh. “Yes, Tad. I don’t know why, but I do.”

“Then I have your permission?”

“Yes.”
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“I won’t be imposing any sort of quota on suggestions from the crew,” Thatcher told the assembled officers as he met their eyes around the conference table, one by one. “Nor do I want any of you to impose one on your departments. You can’t force good ideas, and quotas would almost certainly ensure we’d get counterproductive ones. They’d make it less about improving the ship, and more about meeting some arbitrary expectation. I don’t want that.”

Several of the assembled officers nodded in agreement.

“For this to work, it’s also crucial that we all humble ourselves, and put aside any designs we have on personal advancement. That means giving proper credit to the spacer who came up with a given idea. Doing that will encourage more ideas to flow, and anyway, to do otherwise would only foment resentment. We’re a team aboard this ship. A family, with members that strive to prop each other up, not compete with each other for favor.”

This brought a little less enthusiasm. They were still getting used to Thatcher’s new way of doing things—of bridging the gap between officers and enlisted, and of including every crewmember in the ship’s operations, as they’d never been included before.

They’d heard of his visits to the crew’s mess, and he knew they’d baffled a few of his officers. But others had already begun to make their own appearances there, to hear out the hopes and fears of their subordinates where they felt most comfortable.

He paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts. Then, he said, “How many of you have spacers in your department whose contracts are up for renewal sometime in the next six months?”

“I have two, sir,” Lieutenant Dolores Anthony put in. “One next month.”

Chief weapons officer Gregory Horton shifted in his seat. “One here.”

“I have three,” Lieutenant Marat said—the chief engineer.

Thatcher nodded. “Have any of you heard any indication from those spacers about whether or not they intend to carry on with Frontier?”

Marat sniffed. “Devine was planning to leave.”

Thatcher’s mouth fell open. “Devine?” But it made sense, didn’t it? The young ensign was a bright spark, and incredibly principled. If he didn’t feel like he was being challenged, or if he felt the company he worked for was going off the rails, why wouldn’t he want to leave for greener pastures?

“Was planning, sir. I believe he’s changed his mind. He seems to find his work more engaging, these last few weeks.”

So maybe what I’ve been doing truly is having an effect. That helped Thatcher’s breath come a little easier. Devine had been the first New Jersey crewmember he’d met, before he’d ever arrived in the Dawn Cluster. Losing him to another ship—another company—would have felt like quite a blow.

“I’ve heard similar things from my two,” Lieutenant Anthony said. “One of them explicitly said she’s staying for the New Jersey, not for Frontier.”

That’s bad news for the company. But it could be good news, if we can implement my program on the other ships. Put a stop to the bleed of employees that seems to have started. Frontier invested a lot in training each of its employees, to a standard well above that of the average Cluster corp. That meant it hurt a lot more when Frontier lost an employee, as compared to other companies.

“I appreciate the forthrightness,” Thatcher said. “Please keep me updated on any other such talk amongst the crew. I’ve come to realize employee retention rate is perhaps the most important marker of a PMC’s health, in these uncertain times. That will be all. Dismissed.”

He rose to his feet, as did his officers. Each of them offered a crisp salute, which he returned, and then they filed out of the conference room and into the CIC outside.

Guerrero lingered, however, standing near the hatch with her hand on the back of a chair.

“Something you wanted to discuss, Lucy?”

“Yes, sir. Um, Tad. Can I have permission to speak freely?”

Thatcher smiled, knowing Guerrero’s words were code for “I’m about to say something you won’t like.” But he told her the same thing he’d told Esposito aboard the Lancer. “Always.”

“I wanted to thank you.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Oh? For what?”

“For including us, and the crew, in improving the Jersey. She was already a remarkable ship, but I think together we can turn her into a legend for the ages.”

“I agree.”

“And as for you…you were always an effective commander.” Guerrero gulped down a breath, as if steeling herself for what she planned to say next. “But you were also very exacting. You had a rigid view of how you wanted everything done. This new approach, though…with the way we’re doing things now, I don’t see how we can lose. And even if we do, we’ll lose giving it our very best. The best from all of us. I know Billy, Tim, and the others feel the same way.”

Thatcher found himself grinning more broadly than he had in a long time. He didn’t know how captain-like he looked, but for the moment he didn’t care. “And how are you doing, Lucy? Health-wise.”

“Better than I ever have before. I know I’m doing what’s right. Somehow, that’s enough.”

She turned to leave, but he had one more thing to say. “Lucy?”

She turned back.

“Thank you.”

“Yes, sir.” With that, she left.

He’d been putting off addressing the fleet, as he’d told Rose he intended to do. But his conversation with Guerrero had given him the strength, and the inspiration, to do it right now. Without delay.

He strode out into the CIC and took the command chair, tapping at the newly inset comms panel so that every Frontier employee could hear him over their ship’s 1MC.

“Spacers of the Frontier Security fleet. We are about to enter Omnist System, Tempore Region. Degenerate Empire space. We do not know what we’ll find on the other side of the regional jump gate. Maybe we’ll meet with immediate battle, or maybe a long period of waiting will follow, as it so often does in a spacer’s life.

“Our company has arrived at what may be the most challenging period of its existence. I know that some of you think we’ve made some missteps, recently—and others believe we’ve committed grave errors. I’ll be honest with you, fellow spacers. There’s a strong case to be made for both those statements.

“But one thing hasn’t changed. Frontier is just as committed to doing the right thing as it always was. Yes, sometimes, the ‘right thing’ becomes muddled as we weigh terrible losses against the greater good. The Cluster is more complicated, more dangerous, than ever before, and that’s saying something. But you can be sure of this….”

Thatcher sat a little straighter before uttering his next words, his eyes on the holotank, where his mighty little fleet sailed amidst the larger Sunder force. “We are all trying our best. And what we sail north to do now is truly righteous. We come to the aid of our fellow spacers, and to the beloved Captain Frederick Wilson, who rightly should be called Admiral Frederick Wilson. No matter what the political backdrop happens to be—whether the tide of history is about to turn or not—we can take comfort in knowing that today, we committed to a course of action that we will always look back upon with pride. This is your fleet commander, Captain Tad Thatcher, signing off.”

His CIC crew burst into hearty applause and cheering, and Thatcher swelled with a pride of his own as he took in the fine officers around him.

Despite the darkness that surrounded them, for Tad, this was an even happier day than when he’d first taken command of the New Jersey.

Because for the first time ever, the New Jersey truly felt like home.
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Thatcher pulled himself onto the next ledge, his lungs on fire.

He’d been climbing for what felt like days, and he wanted nothing more than to lay here and rest. But he couldn’t stop now.

He glanced behind him, where the landscape stretched out to the distant horizon, everything in miniature. The cliff dropped sharply away inches from the backs of his boots.

If I don’t make it to the top before he does, all my effort will have been wasted. He’d forgotten who ‘he’ was—all he knew was that somewhere his adversary climbed too, scaling toward the mountain’s peak.

“You can do this, sir.” It was his XO, Billy Candle, speaking to him from the comm holstered at his hip. “We’re all counting on you.”

Thatcher grunted, refusing to waste time and breath answering. Instead he probed the cliff face for his next handhold, and when he found it, he heaved. Forcing himself onward. Upward. His feet scrabbling for purchase.

He climbed so high he broke through the cloud cover, and still the peak was nowhere in sight. He climbed for an eternity. Years seemed to pass, until at last he spotted the summit. It took him years more to reach it.

Just as he was about to pull himself onto the pinnacle, Simon Moll’s face appeared over the ledge.

“You’re too late,” Moll said with a triumphant grin. With that, he gripped Thatcher’s wrists and flung him from the mountaintop.

Down, down, down he fell. He screamed, face contorted in anticipation of the coming impact.

He bolted upright in his rack, still screaming, his entire body covered with sweat. It took him a few moments for him to come back to himself.

“Just a nightmare,” he whispered to himself, hoping no one from the crew had been passing outside his cabin to hear his yelling.

For some reason, the dream brought him back to his conversation with Angus Ward in the New Edinburgh diner.

“We’re all counting on you,” Candle had said as he scaled the dream mountain. It seemed to go with Ward’s insistence that humanity’s survival depended on Thatcher.

He pulled himself out of his rack and into the head that adjoined the cabin, where he took a brief shower. That done, he toweled off, shaved the stubble that had grown in his sleep, and then set about getting dressed for his watch, which began in twenty minutes.

I need to forget about what Ward told me, for the time being. All I can do is focus on the task at hand.

But the admiral’s words came back to him again and again: Get yourself right. If only the man had had specific instructions for how to do that. Thatcher had always prided himself on leading an orderly life. Well, except maybe for his first year or so at the Naval Academy, but that had been chaotic for a lot of reasons.

Now, he’d been told, essentially, that he needed to get it together. Perhaps that was true. He was willing to believe it was. But the choices he’d been confronted with had led him to where he was now. He’d tried his best to set Frontier on the proper course, and he’d likely failed. But how could he have done any better? Every choice had seemed like the right one, at the time.

I’m overthinking this.

That was almost certainly true. But it was also his nature to do so.

He arrived in the CIC to take the conn from his XO, and found little had changed about the fleet’s situation. The Frontier-Sunder armada was casting a wide net as it moved through the south of Tempore. Thatcher had suggested that: by dividing the fleet into battle groups, each taking a different route toward Olent, they minimized the chance of leaving a pirate force to flank them from behind, as Reardon Interstellar had done during Thatcher’s last mission this far north.

The Frontier-Sunder fleet couldn’t cover the entire region this way, of course, but they’d sent scout ships farther north, and Thatcher felt fairly confident they wouldn’t be blindsided.

Several battle groups had glimpsed what appeared to be pirate scout ships, normally near a system’s easternmost jump gate. Once the enemy ships’ sensors had registered those battle groups’ arrival, they transitioned out, seeming always to keep one system ahead of the advancing force.

But other than that, Degenerate Empire’s presence in Tempore seemed minimal. That made a certain degree of sense, to Thatcher. The pirates were clearly occupied with protecting the Xanthic ship they harbored in Nankeen, since they no doubt considered it their competitive edge over the rest of the Cluster—which it was.

Given that, it wouldn’t have made strategic sense for the Empire to send ships into Tempore, where an invading force could easily slip past them, either from the southwest out of Dupliss Region or from the east out of Gabelle. Instead, Thatcher expected to encounter the bulk of the enemy’s forces deeper into the dead-end string of regions—guarding the regional jump zone into Olent, perhaps, or maybe even the one that led into Lacuna.

Unless they’ve pulled all the way back to Nankeen System. That would mean putting the rest of the territory they’d taken at risk. Then again, according to James Foster’s report, the pirates knew that the stealth ship he commanded had infiltrated Nankeen. That might have spooked them into a reflexive withdrawal to there, at least until they worked out how to use the Xanthic warship they’d somehow acquired.

“Sir, the Squall is transitioning into Durance System now.”

“Very good, Guerrero. We’ll go in ten minutes after her. Nav, set a course.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” Sullivan said from the Nav station.

This was how they’d eased their way into every new Tempore system. An eWar ship went first, to scout the jump zone on the other side. If she encountered anything, her captain would order an omnidirectional jamming burst before jumping back to warn the battle group of enemies on the other side. The approach had become standard military procedure for system transitions, and Thatcher saw no reason to deviate from it now.

“Crew brace for transition,” Guerrero said over the 1MC, after the Squall had been gone for ten minutes. Less than a minute later, the New Jersey sailed through the jump gate’s first ring, which gripped her before flinging the cruiser through the next two rings and then across the void to the neighboring star.

Even with inertial compensators working on full power, the force momentarily flattened Thatcher against his chair, and he wondered if there be a problem with the jump gate that hadn’t shown up on readings. He felt confident his cruiser’s inertial compensators were in good working order. They were inspected regularly, so it couldn’t be that.

They emerged into the jump zone in Durance System, which immediately lit up with laserfire.

“Shields!” Thatcher barked.

He hammered his console with two fingers, bringing up a tactical display. He scanned it with his heart in his throat.

Eight Reardon warships surrounded the jump zone, all of them closing in on the Jersey. As for the Squall, nothing remained of her other than a slowly expanding cloud of debris.
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The Squall’s destruction hit Thatcher like a sledgehammer blow to the chest, and he froze.

The high-spirited eWar ship had been with him since his very first mission in the Dawn Cluster, to investigate increased pirate activity in the north. Her captain and crew had been highly competent, and their support efforts had saved other Frontier crews countless times.

Now they’re all dead. Thatcher’s console wasn’t picking up any crew who’d managed to evacuate before their ship’s obliteration.

Something else undergirded his shock: the nagging feeling that there was something he could have done to prevent this. If only he’d thought about system transitions a little more carefully. Yes, the way they were conducting them was standard procedure, but since when had he contented himself with doing things the standard way? His success so far had come from innovation, not following the limited space warfare playbook that had been established by humanity so far.

How can I be expected to save humanity from the Xanthic when I make mistakes this sloppy? Mistakes that cost dozens of lives?

He couldn’t yet see how he might have prevented the Squall’s demise, but his intuition insisted there must have been a way.

“Sir?”

He turned toward Guerrero, who studied him with a look of concern. The rest of his CIC crew were looking at him with nervous expressions—waiting on his orders as Reardon lasers ravaged their shields, which had already dropped to seventy-one percent.

Thatcher shook himself. I need to stop dwelling on what Admiral Ward told me. I’m letting it get to me, and it’s affecting my performance. He was under enough pressure as it was without trying to live up to some messianic ideal.

Focus on this engagement, not on all possible future engagements.

“Lieutenant Sullivan.”

“Aye, Captain?”

“Look how the enemy battle group is broken into two ranks. We can use that to our advantage. Set a course that takes us around this side.” Thatcher drew on his holoscreen with a finger to show where he meant. “That will cut the number of ships that can effectively target us in half. In the meantime, we’ll use our transverse velocity relative to the remaining ships to keep their hit rate nice and low. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Get me that course yesterday, and send it to Helm for execution. I also want it forwarded to Tactical. Are you with me, Ortega?”

The Tactical officer nodded. “Ready to mow down some turncoat pirate scum, sir.”

“Excellent. Use Sullivan’s course to feed your gunners firing solutions that are likely to hit Reardon shields. Tell them all to focus on the rearmost enemy ship. She’ll get easier to hit as we get closer.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Course ready, sir,” Sullivan said.

Randall Kitt spoke up from the Helm.“Ready for execution.”

That was fast. But not fast enough. The Jersey’s shields had dropped below sixty percent. “Execute.”

The engines kicked, pressing the CIC crew back into their seats until inertial compensators smoothed out the acceleration’s effects on their bodies. Lasers continued to flash across the void, but now they went in both directions, with the Jersey’s port-side gunner crews sending bright bolts into the shield of the frigate that trailed the enemy formation.

The Jersey’s increased transverse velocity had the desired effect—shield power stopped falling quite so sharply. Some enemy laserfire still managed to connect with the cruiser’s shields, but it had bought them some time.

“Sir, the lead two ships in the enemy rank nearest us are breaking formation.” Guerrero’s voice sounded businesslike, and not nearly as tense as such situations had made her in the past. “They’re trying to match our course and speed, which is likely to increase their probability of hitting us.”

That’ll also open up lanes for the ships behind them to start firing on us. “Let’s punish them for that. Ortega, target each ship with one of the laser-warhead Hellborns in our tubes, leading our targets to force them back into position. Once the first two missiles are away, have the missile bay crew load two more, also with laser warheads, and then send those at them as well.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Their target’s shield shuddered as Thatcher’s gunners continued to hammer away at the frigate. He could tell the forcefield was about to go down, exposing her hull. Thankfully, he’d taken care of all of Reardon’s support ships the last time he’d faced off with Ramon Pegg, and so once their shields fell, they were gone until their capacitors could recharge. Which wouldn’t happen during this engagement.

Even so…the bastard had gotten the jump on him with a superior position. If Thatcher couldn’t manage to keep the New Jersey intact until enough reinforcements arrived through the jump gate, there was a very good chance Pegg would pick apart his battle group ship by ship.

Another enemy laser bolt hit the Jersey’s shield, bringing it to almost fifty percent.

“Our next ship just arrived in-system, sir. It’s the Lancer, and their transition put them on the other side of the enemy formation.”

Excellent. Part of the reason he’d told Sullivan to set the course he had was to maximize their chances of flanking the enemy force. Where a ship emerged into a jump zone was random, but today fortune had favored him with where the Lancer had appeared.

“Acknowledged, Guerrero.” He tapped his armrest panel, giving him direct access to Captain Esposito aboard the Jersey’s sister cruiser. “Captain, you are to raise shields immediately. As you can see, we have a situation on our hands. Two of the enemy ships are busy evading the Hellborns we sent them. You’ll take advantage of that by sailing in close enough to target the same frigate the Jersey is targeting. I want you to launch a pair of Hellborns of your own, then use transverse velocity to dodge enemy return fire. Is that clear?”

Esposito’s voice came back firm and clear. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. We need to cut down on the enemy force as fast as we can.”

“Understood. Let’s bag ourselves a frigate.”

The Reardon ships peppered the Lancer as she closed with their formation, causing her shields to shimmer worryingly. But that couldn’t be helped—he needed her to make a beeline for the target frigate, so they could neutralize it immediately. Even if the knowledge Veronica Rose was aboard the other cruiser did make Thatcher’s mouth dry.

The frigate’s shields fell just as the Lancer’s own shield instability spiked. Two Hellborns sailed from the other cruiser’s missile tubes, and then she used her thrusters to swing about before firing her main engine to establish an artificial orbit around the enemy formation, reducing their ability to hit her.

The Hellborns struck home, and the frigate exploded, helped along by the New Jersey’s railguns.

No one in the CIC cheered, or gave any other sign of celebration. They still had seven warships to deal with, after all, and both Frontier ships were in danger of losing their shields.

Guerrero glanced at him, then back at her holoscreen. “Captain, the enemy’s abandoning their formation. Now they’re spreading out in a single line, oriented to fire on us as we pass them along our current course.”

Thatcher frowned. Despite that it had been the Lancer who finished off the Reardon frigate, the enemy was repositioning to target his ship?

For a brief moment, he wondered why Pegg had been sent to Tempore to intercept him in the first place. The move had certainly been effective, in that Thatcher hadn’t expected to encounter any enemy force before reaching Olent. But why would Tobias Vega send the Reardon force here without any backup?

Perhaps it was with orders to specifically take out the New Jersey, to make up for Pegg’s failure to defeat Thatcher the last time two times they met in battle. If Pegg was defeated again, the pirates probably wouldn’t be too concerned with losing what remained of Reardon Interstellar. But if he won…well, that might stop the joint Frontier-Sunder invasion of Degenerate Empire space in its tracks.

“The Minotaur just arrived in-system, sir.”

“Thank you, Guerrero.” The destroyer’s arrival eased some of the tension that gripped Thatcher by the base of his throat. The Minotaur was the only destroyer that accompanied his battle group, but her arrival could well mean the difference between survival and destruction.

Without needing to be told, the destroyer instantly raised shields and began raining laserfire down on the nearest two enemy targets. 

But even with the large warship targeting them, the pair of ships ignored the Minotaur, as did the rest of the Reardon ships. Instead, they remained focused on the New Jersey. Even corresponding laserfire from the Lancer, who struck at their other flank, did not deter them from their task.

Thatcher stared bleakly at the tactical display, weighing his options, which all looked bad. Either he continued along his current trajectory and opened the Jersey to fire from all seven Reardon ships…or he reversed course, which would kill their transverse velocity for several long moments, presenting the enemy with an easy target.

A tension headache seized him, pressing inward just above his temples. He racked his brain for the answer to their situation, but he found nothing. The Jersey came into line with the first Reardon ships, which opened fire.

Most of their shots missed. But with so many ships in position to fire on the cruiser, it would be only a matter of time before her shields fell.

As he watched his console’s readout, shield power plummeted past forty percent and into the thirties.
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“Shield power is critically low, sir.” Ortega’s voice carried a note of strain—unusual for the seasoned officer. “Suggest we disengage.”

“That’s not an option, Lieutenant. We need to keep up the pressure on those ships, or they’re going to pick our force apart as it trickles into the system.” Thatcher didn’t like how long it was taking the rest of his battle group to arrive in Durance. Current doctrine had ships conduct system transitions at pronounced intervals, for their safety. But Thatcher planned to put his head together with Frontier techs about shortening those intervals while keeping safe.

Provided he made it out of this engagement alive, of course. The New Jersey’s shield power had just dipped into the twenties, and was now plummeting toward the teens.

He tapped the armrest comms panel. “We need to tighten up our targeting.” Maybe that will make Pegg ease up a little on the Jersey. Though somehow he doubted it. “Minotaur, target the corvette I’m designating now. Lancer, since the enemy seems to be ignoring you, you should be fine to make a beeline for the same target and help Minotaur hose down its shields with laserfire.”

Taking himself off the fleetwide, Thatcher turned to Ortega once again. “Have our port and aft gunner crews do the same, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir. Although, the target will be difficult for them to hit, since we’re moving away from it.”

“I’m aware of that.” The corvette still made sense as the ship to pressure, given the positioning of Minotaur and Lancer.

The Jersey’s shields hit fifteen percent, then twelve percent seconds later.

The North Star appeared on the far side of the jump zone. Though the New Jersey’s bow pointed almost straight at her, Thatcher’s surge of relief was quickly smothered when he realized his shield would fall before they reached the logistics ship.

He tapped the comms panel. “North Star, make way for the New Jersey under full power. We need capacitor support badly.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Randall, increase engine power to full.”

The helm officer acknowledged the order, and a moment later the Jersey lurched forward, until inertial compensators once again smoothed out their ride.

 Thatcher silently cursed the UNC for preventing them from swapping out his cruiser’s modules in Freedom System. If he’d been able to outfit the ship with dual propulsion, this battle would look a lot different.

He gripped the command seat’s armrests as shield power plunged into the single digits.

We’re not going to reach North Star in time. Even as the enemy corvette’s shield failed under the combined laserfire of Minotaur, Lancer, and New Jersey, the Reardon force kept its own lasers trained on Thatcher’s light armored cruiser. Her maxed-out transverse velocity couldn’t stop enough shots from getting through to crash her shield and expose her hull.

“Our shield just fell, Captain,” Guerrero said, her tone somber.

“Acknowledged. Hellborns are sure to follow. Ortega, set our autoturrets to point defense mode, and tell gunner crews to stop targeting that corvette and prepare to provide supplemental point defense fire.”

“Aye, sir.”

As he predicted, each Reardon ship launched Hellborns—one each, except for Ramon Pegg’s destroyer, Eagle, which launched three.

A total of nine missiles flashed across the void toward the New Jersey.

Moments after launching its missile, the corvette being targeted by Lancer and Minotaur blew apart under their concentrated fire. With that, Captain Esposito brought her ship around and accelerated toward the Jersey.

“What is she doing?” Ortega asked, staring at the main holotank, which showed a tactical display of the engagement.

“I think she’s going to try shooting down some of the missiles targeting us.” Guerrero glanced at Thatcher. “Will that work?”

Thatcher frowned. “If she times her railgun shots well, the combined velocity could help the rounds catch up to the missiles. But that will also mean we’ll have to maintain our present course. If we change our heading, the Hellborns will follow, which will cause the railgun rounds to miss.”

But that shouldn’t matter, since there’s no better course for us to follow. This is the only one that lets us maintain maximum transverse velocity relative to the Reardon ships while heading straight for North Star.

“We’ll concentrate on the foremost missiles. Ortega, divide gunners crews into two groups. Each will focus their fire on a different Hellborn. Target selection should favor the missiles closest to reaching us.”

“Aye, sir.” Ortega’s hands were already flying across his console as he coordinated the scheme Thatcher had described.

The cruiser began to vibrate as she continued to accelerate, despite the inertial compensators’ best efforts. Thatcher tightened his restraints, and noticed several others in the CIC doing the same. But it didn’t do much to stop the tremors from traveling through his body, making his console more difficult to operate.

They were overtaxing the engines, he knew. But right then, they didn’t have much choice.

Bright blue beams lanced from the Jersey’s gun ports, and almost every bolt slammed into the lead missile. It blew apart, and a truncated cheer rose up from the officers surrounding him.

Still eight more to go.

The second gunner group showed less accuracy than the first, and several of their shots missed the next missile. It took another volley to explode the Hellborn, costing them precious seconds.

The Lancer chose her moment, railgun blazing as it spat solid-core rounds at the rearmost missiles.

They wouldn’t know whether her aim was true for several minutes yet. In the meantime, the Jersey’s gunners targeted the third missile, taking it down with efficiency. The second gunner group redeemed themselves by neutralizing the fourth with a single volley as well.

Thatcher’s breath began to come a little easier. It was still excruciating to know his ship’s survival was completely out of his hands—and also to realize how close this was going to be. But they were making progress.

Still, the Hellborns sped closer and closer.

It’ll be a near thing.

The gunners took out the fifth missile just as the Lancer’s railgun rounds caught up to the trailing pair of Hellborns. They destroyed one, but missed the other.

Damn it. He’d been praying they would get both the missiles they’d aimed for. But hopefully one would be enough. He realized his knuckles were whitening around his chair’s armrests, and he forced his muscles to relax.

Three missiles remained. The first gunner group missed their first volley, and had to fire a second before it exploded, fire blossoming briefly before the void extinguished it. The second group once again missed their target.

The final two missiles sped toward the Jersey. They were close enough now that autoturrets were lending additional point defense fire. One of the missiles went down.

But try as they might, neither the gunners nor the autoturrets succeeded in taking out the final Hellborn.

Thatcher gasped, bracing himself an instant before the missile struck home.

The explosion rattled him against his restraints like a rag doll, again and again. It felt like an earthquake that would never end.

When the tumult finally subsided, Thatcher stared at the panel that had shaken loose from the bulkhead, exposing sparking circuitry underneath. He felt dazed.

“Damage report,” he said, his voice coming out in little more than a wheeze.

Guerrero cleared her throat with a hand to her forehead. She sounded little better than he felt. “It hit us in our aft port-side capacitor module, sir. It’s fried, cutting our charge capacity by a third.” She tapped her console hesitantly, as though afraid of what she would call up. When she spoke again, her voice came out ragged. “Two gun ports were also taken out. I’m not able to raise their crews.”

As she spoke, the holotank display winked out, and they all stared at it dumbly. Then, without ceremony, it came back online, showing the arrival of a Frontier corvette, which had already joined the Minotaur and Lancer in targeting down a third Reardon ship.

The North Star came into range, feeding power to the New Jersey’s receiver array via microwave beam. After a sluggish start, her shields came online, the numbers creeping back up steadily.

The Reardon ships had finally abandoned their obsession with taking out Thatcher’s ship, it seemed. Now they tightened into a circular formation, fighting back against the Frontier ships that battered them with laserfire and solid-core rounds.

That spelled victory, Thatcher knew. But it felt like a hollow one.

“Nav, set a course that brings us about so we can help our other damage dealers take out those ships. I don’t want to lose a single vessel.”

Not beyond the one we’ve already lost, anyway.

The Squall’s destruction burned him to his core, igniting a ball of anger that smoldered just below his solar plexus. The knowledge that Pegg’s people had likely killed two of his gunner crews only stoked the fire of that rage.

By the time they rejoined the fray, two more Frontier warships had transitioned in, and two more Reardon ships had gone down.

Thatcher hammered the comms panel with his index finger. “All ships, target the Eagle.”

After that, it didn’t take long for Pegg to hail the New Jersey with his surrender. Every fiber in Thatcher’s being screamed for him to blow Pegg’s destroyer into space dust. But he wouldn’t let the bastard goad him into compromising himself like that. And he wouldn’t squander the strategic edge that came with being a PMC that accepted surrender.
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The New Jersey had no brig, and so Thatcher kept Ramon Pegg under marine guard in the conference room adjoining the CIC until he was ready to interrogate him.

In the meantime, he sat in the command seat ignoring his eyelids’ heaviness as he coordinated the distribution of the three remaining Reardon crews to holding cells across the battle group. The Minotaur did have a brig, and a few other Frontier ships had single cells. But most surviving Reardon personnel would have to be kept under armed guard aboard their ships until Moll arrived with his destroyers.

Speak of the devil. On his holoscreen, Thatcher glimpsed the Victorious emerging into the jump zone out of Vergency System, a moment before Guerrero announced Moll’s arrival.

“The first Sunder ship just appeared in-system, sir.”

“Thank you, Lucy.”

A hatch opened to reveal Veronica Rose standing in the passageway outside the CIC. Her eyes met Thatcher’s, and she strode briskly in.

Thatcher stood. “Welcome aboard, Ms. Rose.” He resisted the urge to hang his head. “I’m sorry for the loss of the Squall.”

“So am I.” For once, she didn’t correct him on failing to use her first name—which Thatcher felt glad for. Somehow it didn’t seem right to exhibit such a high degree of familiarity with each other in front of the crew. “Squall fought valiantly whenever called on. No matter the odds. Her crew would want us to do the same.”

Thatcher nodded.

“Since no bodies were recovered, I plan to hold a memorial service aboard the Lancer tomorrow, to be broadcast to each ship in the battle group. We’ll have to do it while we’re underway, I’m afraid. Tobias Vega will learn of Reardon’s failure soon, so we have to make haste now more than ever. Where is the prisoner?”

“I’m keeping him in the conference room.”

“Then let’s have our chat. Moll is on his way here, too, but I’d like to take the opportunity to speak with Pegg alone before he gets here.”

Thatcher led the way across the CIC, to the hatch where two marines stood with their assault rifles in the “at the ready” position, across their chests and pointing toward the overhead. As Thatcher and Rose approached, each marine presented his weapon, shifting it to a vertical position.

Thatcher nodded. “At ease.” He opened the hatch for Rose to go in first. Two more marines waited inside, standing over Ramon Pegg, who sat bound to his seat by restraints.

Pegg sneered up at them as Thatcher and Rose flanked him, neither taking a seat. Rose stood with her hands on her hips, causing her pinstripe blazer to flare out a little. Thatcher stood at ease, hands folded behind his back.

The halogens gleamed off the Reardon CEO’s hairless head as his worm-like lips worked silently.

Good Lord. Defeat doesn’t look good on him, does it? “You look even skinnier than the last time we met, Pegg. Hasn’t Tobias Vega been feeding you? Or did my holotank simply add a few pounds to your wretched form? This is the first time we’ve had the pleasure of meeting in person, after all.”

Rose gave a surprised chuckle, gazing over Pegg’s head at Thatcher with eyebrows raised.

Thatcher felt a little surprised himself. He hadn’t meant to taunt Pegg. In truth, it didn’t seem like something he would do at all. But the words had come out all the same. And it had felt good to say them.

Pegg cursed at him, which only served to underscore how pathetic he seemed. To Thatcher’s shock, tears slid freely down Pegg’s cheeks, to drip silently onto the deck.

“Yes, what an honor to finally meet the great Hammer in person,” he said in a voice thick with emotion. “I’ve heard no end to the tales of your heroism. Helping this bitch destroy an innocent alliance—”

Pegg broke off as Thatcher stepped forward with his hand raised, poised to backhand the wretch across the face. “Call her that one more time,” he said softly.

Studying the hand warily, Pegg continued, his voice trembling. “Yes, you’re truly living up to your righteous reputation, aren’t you Captain? Threatening to strike a prisoner of war. Your high morals are on clear display. Tell me something, will you? You seemed awfully concerned with the welfare of the good people of Oasis Colony, back when I held it. So much so that you drove me out, and destroyed half my fleet in the process. Tell me, then, how were you able to abandon them so easily when the UNC flexed its muscles a little? Shouldn’t you be there now, fighting for them? Instead of sailing all over the Cluster, playing the hero?”

Rose stepped forward to lean one hand on the table as she loomed over the defeated CEO. “Let me impart a lesson you never seemed to learn, Pegg. It’s foolish to try to look after others before you’ve looked after yourself—and your own. We’re here for my employees, who your pirate friends waylaid and captured. We’ll deal with the UNC once we’re whole again.”

“You’ll never be whole,” Pegg said. Snot dripped toward his mouth, but he had no way to wipe it with his hands bound behind him. And no one offered. “Never. Vega will tear you apart, just like he tore apart Wilson’s fleet.”

“Then why did he send you to do his dirty work for him?” Thatcher asked.

“Because I’m expendable to him. You’re not telling me you haven’t figured that out yet, are you? You beat me in Dupliss, and you beat me in Lacuna. Taking you out here was the only way for Reardon to hold on to its membership in Degenerate Empire. And we had nowhere else to go, thanks to you.”

Thatcher shook his head, marveling at Pegg’s ability to project responsibility for his actions onto others. It’s people like you that put us in the mess humanity is in. I’m convinced of that.

“Well, now you’ll belong to nothing but a jail cell,” Thatcher said. “If only you’d had the decency to surrender before we destroyed five of your ships. Those crews might have appreciated the chance to continue living, too.”

“Better they die than rot. Like I will.”

“And yet you did make the choice to rot, when you surrendered.”

Pegg’s face contorted into an expression of anger and hatred, and he thrust his moist face toward Thatcher, pulling his restraints taut and causing one of the marines to twitch. But the man said nothing more.

The hatch opened, and Thatcher turned to see Simon Moll, come much earlier than he’d expected.

He blinked. He must have had the Victorious sailing here under full acceleration. Why the rush?

Then Thatcher caught Moll’s movement toward his hip, where he snapped open the holster that held his sidearm.

“Don’t.” Thatcher put a restraining hand on Moll’s arm as he raised the weapon.

Without warning, Moll dropped his right shoulder and threw his weight into Thatcher, sending him careening backward. Rose cried out as he collided with the bulkhead.

Both marines raised their rifles to point at Moll. “Put it down,” one of them growled.

Moll ignored the marine, and Pegg stared with wide eyes as the pistol leveled with his forehead.

“Hold your fire,” Thatcher roared as he pushed himself off the bulkhead once more and made for Moll, not sure if he’d meant the words for the marines, or Moll, or both.

The pistol fired, sending the round into the top of Pegg’s skull. He went limp, collapsing forward against his restraints.

The man calmly safetied the pistol and holstered it, snapping it into place. He eyed the marines as he did so. “The excitement’s over, gentlemen. You can lower your weapons.”

Both marines glared at him, lips drawn back in twin grimaces.

“Do it,” Thatcher said. He stood with fists clenched, and knew he was also glaring at Moll.

The marines lowered their rifles.

“Simon, what gives you the right?” Rose’s voice shook with the adrenaline her body had no doubt just pumped into her system. “Pegg was our prisoner, and we were planning to release him to civilian authorities.”

“No need,” Moll said with a cold smile. “I’m the law, now.”

“What?”

He chuckled. “I am the law now. And Pegg was a loathsome worm that wouldn’t stop surfacing. Now, he will surface no more. Surely you’re glad to be rid of him, Captain?” Moll raised his eyebrows at Thatcher.

Thatcher bared his teeth but kept silent, knowing his next words would likely shatter the Frontier-Sunder alliance. He felt keen to do that…except that they likely needed the bastard to get Wilson and his people back.

“I’m glad we had this little talk.” With a sucking sound from inside his naval cavity, Moll spat on Pegg’s corpse. Then he turned and exited through the still-open hatch, through which much of Thatcher’s CIC crew gaped at the body of Ramon Pegg.
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Thatcher had made sure he was in the command seat for the transition into Lacuna Region, remembering the pirate ambush that had awaited them the last time he led a force into Red River System.

But the system appeared empty.

“Unless they’re massed behind that gas giant, Degenerate Empire seems to have abandoned this system too, sir.”

“Very good, Guerrero.” It was as he’d suspected: Vega had pulled all his forces back to Nankeen System, to guard his precious treasure there. The Xanthic warship.

All his forces except the remaining Reardon ships. He pressed his lips together. Pegg’s ambush had been the only surprise.

He’d spent much of the journey through the rest of Tempore and then Olent with his officers, devising a better way to conduct system transitions in hostile territory. The scheme they’d come up made each transition take longer, and so far it had added the better part of a day to their voyage.

The new method still involved sending an eWar ship through a jump gate first. Once there, she would initiate an omnidirectional jamming burst if she encountered any enemy ships. Either way, she would then make her way to the jump gate that led back to the system she’d come from—provided an enemy didn’t destroy her before she could return, as had happened in Durance System.

Star maps told Thatcher how long each trip from jump zone to jump gate should take the eWar ship he sent as scout. Sometimes that was twenty minutes, other times over an hour. If his scout didn’t return in the allotted time, the battle group assumed there was an enemy presence guarding the jump zone in the destination system. In that case, they reduced the time between each ship’s transition through the jump gate to well below the UNC’s recommended intervals, trading some safety for combat effectiveness on the other side. Thatcher, Candle, Ortega, and Guerrero all agreed that it was a good trade, considering how the longer intervals had allowed Reardon to wreak havoc on their battle group—and on the New Jersey in particular.

The approach still placed the scouting eWar ship in danger, but Thatcher had realized that the only way to mitigate that would be to implement his plan to upgrade Frontier’s Seer-class scout ships with both eWar and stealth capabilities. After the loss of the Squall, he felt confident he could persuade both Rose and the board to approve the upgrades.

In the meantime, the eWar crew that scouted each new system knew the risk they took. And Thatcher slept a little easier after realizing there really wasn’t anything he could have done to prevent the Squall’s destruction.

He slept a little easier. But not much. He still had a lot to worry him. For one, he had no idea when they’d get the chance to replace the Jersey’s aft port-side capacitor module that had been taken out during the fight in Durance, not to mention the pair of gun ports they’d lost. Repair drones had been able to patch over the damage, but to fully restore his cruiser he needed some time in a Helio base.

Besides that, nightmares still plagued him—dreams of failing to fulfill what Admiral Angus Ward had claimed was his destiny, to save humanity from the Xanthic. It always came down to something he was missing…like his mind was trying to tell him that he had all the puzzles pieces, but hadn’t yet figured out how to put them together properly.

The dreams showed him planets burning, and innocent civilians being cut down by Xanthic blades. Entire fleets were consumed in an inferno that swept the Dawn Cluster.

What could be done? What am I supposed to do?

And were his visions even real, or merely horrors implanted in his mind by the insane expectations Ward had imposed on him?

Yes, Rear Admiral Faulkner had tasked him with doing what he could to stabilize the Dawn Cluster. But that was a far cry from telling him that he was all that stood between humanity and destruction. And also that he was failing.

He checked his holoscreen’s tactical display for what had to be the twelfth time since they’d entered Red River System. Still no sign of Degenerate Empire ships.

The Lancer was taking advantage of the calm to perform an UNREP—underway replenishment—using shuttles to ferry needed fuel and supplies from the Minotaur, who flew alongside her at a distance of just a few kilometers.

Better them than me. Thatcher hated UNREPs.

“Sir, Ms. Rose has requested to speak with you over an encrypted channel. She says she’d like you to take her call in your office, alone.”

Thatcher cocked his head as he studied Guerrero’s expression, who shrugged.

“All right, then.” Thatcher unfastened his restraints, which he’d worn in preparation for possible contact in Red River. Then he left the CIC for his office.

“Tad.” On the fold-up holoscreen, Rose looked better than she had in weeks. She’d drawn her long raven hair up into a bun, and her cheeks bore a soft red glow that stood out faintly against her ivory skin. Something in her eyes looked mischievous.

“Veronica. You wanted to speak with me?” Over an encrypted channel, no less?

“Tad, I have with me Lieutenant Commander James Foster. He’s here in my office.”

Thatcher wondered briefly what Foster made of how familiar he and Rose were with each other—then he fully processed what she’d said. “James Foster,” he repeated. “Captain of the Prowler.”

“The very same. It seems the stealth tech works well, if your fine Ops officer didn’t pick up on his ship’s arrival. It’s the reason I chose now to perform an UNREP—it freed up a shuttle dock long enough for the Prowler to dock with the Lancer and for the commander to board.”

“You’re trying to keep his arrival from Moll.”

She nodded. “Until we’ve had time to discuss the intel the Prowler has brought us, at the very least. I’d rather keep him out of it until you and I have decided the best way to proceed. Ever since what he did in Durance….”

Thatcher drew a deep breath, remembering the way Moll had tackled him without warning, knocking him aside so he could shoot Ramon Pegg. “I think you made the right move.” As far as Thatcher remembered, the Prowler had an instant comm unit, and so Foster could have delivered his intel to Rose that way.

Except, the UNC controlled the instant comm network. With them breathing down Frontier’s neck, and locking down operations in Freedom System, Thatcher could understand why Rose would stop Foster from reporting anything over instant comm.

“I want you to take a shuttle to the Lancer. We’ll discuss what the commander has told me once you’re here.”

“Couldn’t that tip off Moll?”

“It might raise his suspicion. But what’s he going to do? We’re allowed to send shuttles between Frontier ships.”

That’s just it, Veronica. I no longer have any idea what Moll is going to do.

Nevertheless, he ended the transmission and made his way directly to Attack Shuttle One, where he told Lieutenant Hodge to get him to the Lancer as fast as he could.

It made for a slightly bumpier ride, but the pilot got him there right before one of the Lancer’s shuttles was due to return with another load of supplies. Thatcher rushed out of the airlock, and Hodge decoupled the shuttle, thrusting away just in time to let the supply-laden craft dock with the cruiser without having to wait.

He arrived in Rose’s office to find her and Foster conversing over coffee. A mug awaited Thatcher, too: coffee with just a dash of milk. Exactly the way he liked it. He smiled appreciatively toward Rose, and sat.

“Commander, please tell Captain Thatcher what you told me.”

Thatcher’s eyebrows quirked as he noted she hadn’t used his first name. Had earlier been a mistake?

No. She just wants to maintain the chain of command between me and Foster. Referring to me as Tad while speaking to him could cause problems. That was smart. But of course, intelligent decisions from Rose didn’t surprise him.

“Yes, ma’am.” Foster spoke with a light Irish accent. He was a straight shooter, and as far as Thatcher knew, good to his crew. Thatcher liked him.

“Sir, we left Nankeen through the southern jump gate, which was less guarded than the one that led back into Quad System. They had that one locked down pretty heavy, since we entered Nankeen out of there, but I don’t think they were expecting us to leave from the south end. It meant a more roundabout route back to the region’s north, but the good news is we found out what happened to Captain Wilson’s warships—though we’re still not sure what became of his crew. We ran into his captured ships in Kava System. The pirates were repairing them there, mostly using a few decrepit old repair drones.”

“What kind of numbers do they have in Nankeen?”

Foster shifted uncomfortably. “Well—here. It might be best for you to see for yourself, sir.” He took out his comm and flicked the screen, sending a data file in Thatcher’s direction.

Thatcher’s comm buzzed, and he unholstered it to find the Nankeen System represented in miniature on the screen. His heart sank. The Degenerate Empire must have stationed almost its entire armada in Nankeen.

His eyes met Rose’s. “There are far too many for us to defeat. Even with Sunder’s help.”

She nodded gravely, gesturing at Foster to go on. “It gets worse.”

Foster stared at the side of Rose’s desk, his jaw set. “While we were in the system, we were able to intercept some of their communications. According to what we heard, the pirates are close to figuring out how to use the Xanthic ship they have there. Very close. As in, it could be a matter of weeks. Maybe days.”

“We don’t have time to wait for reinforcements,” Rose said, eyes locked on Thatcher’s. “Even if we could convince someone else to come.”

Thatcher’s vision blurred as he stared at the comm’s screen, losing himself in thought. No clever tactics are going to change the outcome of this battle. If we try to fight that many ships, we’re going to lose. Even if they are second-rate pirate tubs.

He couldn’t send a flanking force around to Nankeen’s southern side, as he’d done in Virga System against Daybreak Combine. Facing this many warships, that would only hasten the defeat of the Frontier-Sunder force, giving the pirates two smaller groups to devour rather than a united fleet.

But we can’t turn tail and run, can we? The pirates simply couldn’t be allowed to activate that ship. Who knew what the Xanthic craft might be capable of? Even if the two UNC super-ships in Freedom chose to stick around to confront the pirates, who could say they’d be able to stop them with that alien titan leading the charge?

The people of Oasis Colony would be doomed. And who knows how many other civilians.

His jaw firmed, and he met Foster’s eyes, who looked a little taken aback—maybe by something he saw in Thatcher’s gaze.

“How many marines could your ship hold, Commander?”

“Marines, sir? Well, for a short trip, I’d say we might squeeze a platoon into her. Though we’d never be able to carry the supplies for a longer—”

“We don’t need you to take them on a long trip.” Thatcher held up the comm, his gaze snapping back to Rose. “According to this, the pirates are scattered all across the system. They’re guarding both sets of jump zones and jump gates, with plenty of ships near the Xanthic vessel, and other battle groups patrolling the system. I think it spooked them when they detected the Prowler getting through their defenses. They may think it’s possible there are other stealth ships inside Nankeen, sending God knows what intel to forces on the outside.”

Rose nodded slowly. “They’re paranoid, then. Jumpy.”

“Exactly. With their forces spread so far apart, I think we have a window to punch into the system, which should help mask the Prowler’s return. While we fight pirates near the jump zone out of Quad System, the stealth ship can take our marines to the Xanthic vessel, with enough explosives to blow it into the next dimension. They infiltrate the vessel, set the charges, then make it back to us. And we all leave.”

“We’ll lose ships. Maybe a lot of them.”

“I know.” In acknowledging that grim fact, Thatcher’s voice came out a little hoarser than before. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

Rose gave a faint smile. “The Cluster calls on us to defend it once again.”

“The Cluster doesn’t know what’s good for it,” Thatcher said, a note of bitterness creeping into his words. “Or what’s bad. Not yet, it doesn’t. Let’s hope it never has to find out.”

“I think it’s a good plan, Tad. And it may be our only option. But I have something to add, and you’re not going to like it.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“I’m going with the marines.”
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Thatcher stared at Rose with his mouth open, having forgotten whatever it was he’d been about to say.

She jutted her chin out stubbornly, and he could tell from the defiant look in her eyes that she meant to go through with this.

Still, he had to try to convince her not to.

“You’re…going with the marines?” he repeated.

“That’s correct.”

“Aboard a stealth ship, across a system occupied by a pirate force capable of destroying all of our ships, and Sunder’s too.”

“Yes.”

Lieutenant Commander Foster was looking back and forth between them as each of them spoke, a look of profound consternation etched across his features.

Thatcher turned toward him. “Commander, if you would, I’d like to speak with Ms. Rose alone.”

“Yes, sir.” Relief washed over Foster’s face, and he bounced out of his chair as though it had scalded him. Before he left, he turned and added hastily, “I’ll be nearby, ma’am, if you need me to fill in any more details about my report.”

Rose nodded. “Thank you, Commander.”

With that, Foster yanked open the hatch and closed it behind him.

“You’re not going to talk me out of this, Tad.”

Thatcher tamped down an urge to sigh. “I thought we went through this and agreed it’s foolish for the CEO of the company to endanger herself.”

“I didn’t agree to anything. I said I’d take your comments under advisement.”

“Frontier would be nothing without you., Veronica You’re the only one who can carry on Admiral Gregory Rose’s legacy. Without you, the company would dissolve. Do you think your father would want you to do this?”

“My father believed in leading from the front—in enduring the same hardships he asked his men and women to endure. That’s why he put me through the same military training our marines receive, as I told you before.”

Thatcher closed his eyes, drawing a deep breath. “I’ve checked the records. There’s no mention of Gregory Rose ever joining his marines on a mission, Veronica. He gave you that training so you could defend yourself—if anyone ever got past your security detail.”

When he opened his eyes again, he found Rose glaring at him.

Still, he pressed on, once again remembering Admiral Ward’s warning to get himself right. I can’t allow the person holding this company together to put her life in the hands of pirates. “I thought you’d seen sense on this subject. Ever since Recept, you seemed to be keeping yourself safe—sending your fighters to do their jobs rather than trying to do it for them.”

Rose pushed back her chair and stood, her hands balled into tight fists. “You’re overstepping yourself. You forget that I am the CEO of this company. And my word is final.”

Thatcher shook his head. She had raised some decent points about leadership, and the importance of being willing to take on the same suffering your people did—he just didn’t think it applied in this situation. Not when losing her will cause so much turmoil and pain. “If I’m overstepping, then so be it. But I do it because I’ve come to love this company and everything it stands for—even if lately we’ve entered uncertain waters in that regard. Veronica, the UNC is in Oasis, doing everything they can to make things difficult for us. Moll is running rampant, devastating system after system, and then adding them to his empire. The Cluster needs you now more than ever before. Please don’t do this. Please realize how much you’re risking if you do.”

She opened her mouth, eyes blazing, then closed it again. Thatcher noticed she was trembling. Then, she lowered her gaze to the floor, and when she spoke, her voice trembled too.

“Frontier is already in danger. Because I put it in danger.”

Thatcher didn’t speak, and the silence stretched out for several seconds.

“Little by little, I’ve compromised what I believed in. Little by little, I let the soul of Frontier fall away, piece by piece. If we’d shown more strength, more resolve, maybe we would have allies willing to help us stand up to Moll. Maybe the UNC wouldn’t be all over us, like a wolf pulling down a deer.”

She met his gaze once more, and Tad saw her eyes were glistening with tears. He rose to his feet, reaching unconsciously toward her across the desk, feeling her pain as if it were his own.

“This is the only way I have left to help, Tad. The only way I can feel fit to lead this company.”

She hung her head again, tears dripping from her long eyelashes to splash onto the floor.

Without thought, he circled the desk to take her in his arms. She raised her face to look up at him, her emerald eyes wide, looking vulnerable for the first time since he’d met her.

Their lips met, and the world ceased to exist. He did not know how long he stood there, drinking her in, her slim frame pressed tightly against his.

When they stopped, breathing heavily against each other, he looked down at her again. “Please don’t go,” he whispered.

“I have to,” she whispered back.

Then Lin’s face filled his mind’s eye—Lin, who he’d left pregnant and alone on an Earth besieged by aliens.

A wave of guilt crashed over him, and he released Rose, stumbling back, blinking rapidly.

“I should go,” he said, and he made quickly for the hatch, avoiding looking at her. He yanked open the portal, face burning with shame as he stepped out into the passageway and made quickly for his shuttle.
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“Transition complete, Captain,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “We’re now in the Quad System. According to visual sensors, a sizable battle group guards the Quad-Nankeen jump gate—thirty-nine ships, all told.”

Thatcher nodded, his lips a grim line. “Thank you, Lucy.” The sensor data was several hours old, of course, and he expected to see changes in the pirate force after the light from the Frontier-Sunder fleet reached them.

If they’re smart, they’ll pull back into Nankeen and consolidate their defenses around the jump zone there. He supposed it was possible the pirates might fight him here, in an attempt to stop him from entering Nankeen at all and seeing what they were hiding there.

But they’d detected the Prowler’s presence when she ran recon inside Nankeen, and they had to know it was too great a coincidence that an attacking force had arrived so soon on the heels of the stealth ship’s scouting mission.

Surely even they’re smart enough to figure out we already know about the Xanthic ship. And if they did figure it out, then facing Thatcher here, with a fraction of their forces, would be stupid.

Of course, he could always hope.

Hope for the best and prepare for the worst. It was an ancient saying his grandfather had liked to trot out from time to time.

Since his conversation with Admiral Ward on Skotia Colony, thinking of his grandfather had usually made him think of the monumental task the admiral had laid at his feet.

But not today. Today, it made him think of Earth, which made him think of Lin.

Since that day in Rose’s office aboard the Lancer, Thatcher’s dreams had turned from failing humanity to the immense guilt the kiss had brought him. He knew he’d betrayed his wife in the worst possible way. Well, going to bed with Rose would have been worse. But this still feels dreadful.

In his nightmares, he saw his unborn son for the first time. He had the Thatcher dry brown hair, and brown eyes like his mother.

Of course, Thatcher had no way of knowing whether that was actually how his son looked. But they stared at him in his dreams for what seemed like an eternity, wearing expressions of shock, and hurt. They’d depended on him to always be their rock—to protect them, to prevent others from hurting them. Instead, he’d hurt them deeply, by betraying their trust in a way he could never reverse.

He stared numbly at the holotank as the Frontier-Sunder fleet crept across Quad System. How can I continue working for this company? How can Veronica and I ever have a working professional relationship again, after this?

He knew there had already been rumors of a romantic entanglement between him and Rose—no doubt born from the sort of idle speculation subordinates engaged in about the higher-ups in any organization. But the rumors had been given fuel when several Lancer crewmembers saw him rushing, dazed, from Rose’s office. Some had even claimed to see lipstick smeared around his mouth. For all he knew, there had been.

Good Lord. What a mess.

It might have been his imagination, but his own crew seemed reserved in the wake of what had happened. If they do know, they’re sure to lose respect for me. He’d certainly lost respect for himself.

They may just be worried about Rose’s safety, given she’s so determined to put her life in danger. But if they did know about the kiss, then how could he put things right with them? He couldn’t possibly address it with them, especially since he intended to make sure nothing like it ever happened again. Even if it meant he had to quit the company.

Focus. He forced himself out of his reverie and back to contemplating the impending engagement. As his eyes fell once more on the tactical display, Guerrero spoke up.

“Sir, the pirate battle group is withdrawing into Nankeen.”

He nodded. “Thank you, Guerrero.” So they do have some sense after all. He tapped the armrest comm panel to put himself on the fleetwide. “All ships, accelerate to maximum fleet velocity toward that jump gate.”

He hoped the increased acceleration would help them get the jump on whatever pirate ships awaited them at the jump zone into Nankeen. The move assumed the pirates wouldn’t leave a scout ship behind for a little longer to report on the invading fleet’s movements—the sensor data hadn’t yet confirmed all the pirate ships had exited this system.

But it didn’t really matter. Either way, they needed to make it into Nankeen as fast as they could. The longer they gave Vega to pull his forces together at that jump zone, the more impossible this mission would become.

Like in their final battle again Daybreak Combine, Moll had consented to allow Thatcher to command the entire Frontier-Sunder force. Another similarity to that battle: Moll had also allowed the Victorious’ instant comm unit to once again be transplanted to another ship.

But this time, the move wasn’t so they could coordinate with a flanking force going the long way around, since Degenerate Empire’s fleet size prevented them from being an effective tactic.

Rather, Thatcher had had another insight into how best to conduct combat system transitions. It came in a flash of inspiration that, in hindsight, seemed so obvious he couldn’t believe no one had thought of it yet.

It’s because instant comm units are so new, and so expensive, that barely anyone has them.

As it stood, the Frontier-Sunder fleet had just enough of the units to make Thatcher’s new tactic possible: the unit on the New Jersey, the one on the Prowler—which would be needed to maintain real-time contact with the marines as they sailed to destroy the Xanthic ship…

…and the unit that had been on the Victorious, which now was installed aboard a Frontier eWar ship, the Lively.

As he’d discussed with Moll in their final tactical planning session, the Lively reached the Quad-Nankeen jump gate first, then vanished as the gate seized her and flung her to the destination system—a distance that was an appreciable fraction of a light year.

The rest of the fleet shored up their formation, one designed to permit the quickest series of transitions possible into the next system.

Seconds later, Guerrero’s fingers came alive on her console. “I’ve just received the sensor data from the Lively, Captain. Forwarding it to my counterparts aboard every other vessel in the fleet now.”

“Very good, Lucy.” He watched the tactical display as fifteen of Moll’s micro-corvettes flitted through the jump gate, leaving very little space between each vessel as they did.

Next, Frontier’s light armored cruisers transitioned in, including the Jersey, which entered the jump gate hard on the heels of the Lancer.

The gate seized them, then catapulted them through space for several long seconds.

When they arrived, they found the micro-corvettes and cruisers that had arrived ahead of them already wreaking havoc on the enemy force.

The Lively hadn’t only relayed sensor data via instant comm—it had followed up by devoting its entire capacitor charge to executing an omnidirectional jamming burst that blanketed most of the jump zone.

Now, Frontier and Sunder ships were charging into the system with fresh data on the pirates’ locations, while the Degenerate Empire ships were still sailing blind.

Laserfire and threads of light from railguns bisected the jump zone in multiple places, while missiles flew. Behind the Jersey, Sunder destroyers arrived in Nankeen one after another.

As the pirates’ sensor fog cleared, they found their sixty-strong fleet guarding the jump zone already being dismantled by the growing number of Frontier and Sunder ships in-system.

The revelation threw them into complete disarray. The loose formation they’d managed to cobble together splintered, and the Degenerate Empire ships went into full retreat, with Sunder fast attack ships dogging them closely, and cruisers and destroyers following close behind, unloading their arsenals on their hapless targets.

Amidst the chaos, the Prowler slipped past the pirate fleet under full stealth, having already performed a protracted engine burn while the pirates’ sensors had been jammed. She could supplement her speed with further burns along the way, whenever the pirates’ locations afforded her an opportunity to hide her acceleration by swiveling radiator panels so that they faced the enemy edge-on.

Instant comm kept Thatcher’s tactical display updated with the stealth ship’s position, and he watched her go with a lump in his throat. He offered a small prayer that Rose would be okay.

She’s in good hands. The best. Major Avery and his marines would put their lives on the line to guarantee her safety, he knew—which was another reason she shouldn’t have gone on the mission.

But they would all be wearing state-of-the-art power suits. Woe to any pirate who goes up against them.

With that, he refocused on the unfolding engagement—and the tactical situation throughout Nankeen. His display showed the rest of the pirate fleet still distributed widely across the system. But of course, that data was from hours ago.

Vega would become aware of the invaders’ presence soon, if he wasn’t already. And when that happened, he would close his massive fleet like a fist.
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As the Lively’s jamming burst wore off, the pirate force that had been guarding the jump zone began to come about and face the invading fleet.

They still hadn’t assembled into anything resembling a battle formation, and the jamming paired with the superior intel Thatcher had gained via instant comm had resulted in massive damage to the Degenerate Empire ships, with fourteen of them destroyed while the Frontier-Sunder force still had all of theirs intact. But they were beginning to recover, and to fight back.

Either way, the Lively had done well in avenging her lost sister ship, the Squall.

The eWar ship continued to use directional jamming to disrupt the targeting of enemy ships with the best positioning against the Frontier-Sunder fleet. But her biggest part in the battle was likely over.

If we get to the point again where we need omnidirectional jamming, it’ll mean we’re in major trouble. The time had come for damage dealers and logistics ships to take over main force projection.

With a sharp tap on the comm panel, Thatcher spoke over the fleetwide channel. “All destroyers and cruisers, form a Horseshoe Formation with the broad end facing the enemy. Logistics ships are to shelter inside the horseshoe, using beam-splitter modules to supplement the shields of any damage dealers that come under enemy fire.”

Though Thatcher still wished he’d had the chance to change up his ships’ modules in Freedom System, he had to admit their current loadouts were still serving them fairly well so far. After all, their present action closely resembled what they’d done in Xebec Region’s North Gate System—namely, breaking through a heavily fortified chokepoint.

And it’s going even better this time around. That was partly due to his innovation with the Lively, and partly because they were fighting a rabble of undisciplined criminals.

But neither was a reason for overconfidence. Enough numbers would trump tight discipline every time. And Degenerate Empire had the numbers.

He continued handing out orders over the fleetwide. “Frigates, corvettes, and fast attack ships, your job is to harass the enemy and lure them into our meat grinder. Hit fast, and then employ transverse velocity to throw off the fire of any ships targeting you. Make them mad—mad enough to chase you to their doom. I want this sorry excuse for a fleet devastated before any other Degenerate Empire ships reach us.”

Whether or not the rumors of his liaison with Rose affected their opinion of him, his subordinates followed his orders readily—including the Sunder crews under his command.

That was good. He watched with satisfaction as his main damage dealers snapped into formation, and his smaller, faster ships charged the enemy, leaving the safety of the horseshoe to strike at poorly positioned enemy ships before circling back behind the destroyers’ and cruisers’ ranks.

For Thatcher’s part, he was doing everything he could to distract himself from the undercurrents of shame and inadequacy that flowed through him.

He’d gone into this battle feeling like everything was falling apart—not only Frontier’s fortunes, but also humanity’s, not to mention his marriage.

Nothing had changed, there. He saw this mission for what it was: a desperate attempt to stop the pirate hordes from rampaging across the north, with a superweapon at their backs.

Perhaps they could accomplish that. But what would it cost them?

The next hours would provide an answer. And despite his many doubts, he intended to make that answer as favorable as he possibly could.

To his surprise, he caught a couple of his CIC officers looking at him with expressions of admiration. Was that because of the fleet’s performance so far? It was true that they’d begun this engagement strongly.

Surely they can’t be…proud that I might have become entangled with Rose? He pushed the thought away, knowing it carried far too much for him to unpack. Now was not the time to attempt it.

Inside the holotank, three pirate ships blew apart in quick succession, having chased the ships harrying them straight into the teeth of the main Frontier-Sunder damage dealers.

The pirates had been focusing their fire on two destroyers and three cruisers, but with such a concentration of logistics ships backing them up, all equipped with beam splitters, the damage dealers shrugged off the laserfire with relative ease.

Now, at the loss of three of their ships, the pirates grew more hesitant, pulling back in the direction of Nankeen’s sun, no doubt to retreat until their reinforcements arrived.

Thatcher had been expecting this. He rapped the armrest panel and addressed his ships once more. “All ships split into Alpha, Gamma, Delta, and Epsilon Squadrons. I’m designating targets now for each battle group. Chase them down.”

His fleet burst apart, destroyers and cruisers steaming toward their targets while the smaller damage dealers ranged ahead, scoring what hits they could on the retreating pirate ships. There were only enough logistics ships to devote two to each squadron.

The largest pirate battle group tried to take advantage of the Frontier-Sunder fleet’s split, targeting down the lead destroyer and two cruisers in Gamma Squadron.

They didn’t seem aware of the new beam-splitter modules, or if they were, they clearly underestimated their capacity.

While the three targeted ships did experience a sharp drop in their shields under the concentrated fire, the two logistics ships kept their forcefields from going critical while Gamma neutralized target after pirate target.

The other three squadrons were enjoying similar success, and Thatcher’s CIC crew burst into a controlled cheer when a New Jersey Hellborn planted itself into the side of a converted freighter, blowing its hull wide open.

So far, the battle against Degenerate Empire was going as well as he could have hoped. At this rate, there would be little left of the force that had been guarding the jump zone into Nankeen by the time Vega arrived with the rest of his fleet.

But those reinforcements were now speeding toward the Frontier-Sunder force under full power, their engines no doubt straining to get them there as fast as possible.

And once they arrived, this would become a very different engagement.

Though the tactics of this battle reminded him of those they’d used to break into Xebec Region’s North Gate System, the odds reminded him of the fight against Daybreak Combine in Virga System.

Except, this time the odds were worse, and there was no flanking force coming to save them. Even with the ships they’d destroyed here near the jump zone, the chances of defeating the massive force that approached had to be zero.

Lieutenant Commander Foster had reported two hundred and nine Degenerate Empire warships in Nankeen when the Prowler had left the system, and those numbers had grown to almost three hundred since then. Clearly, Vega had called most of his forces here, if not all of them. Some were likely still on the way. Indeed, it could be Thatcher’s fleet that was outflanked.

He’d left a scout back in Quad System to provide early warning against that possibility, but if yet another pirate force did emerge into that system, it would complicate the day even more.

His eyes drifted closer to the tactical display’s center, to the gray, rocky ball that was the system’s fourth planet. The Xanthic ship and station orbited it—at least, it did when they were visible.

Foster had given them precise timings for when the alien structures phased in and out of reality, and according to the schedule he’d derived, it was due to come back just before the Prowler arrived there carrying a platoon of marines. Thatcher had carefully planned this assault with that timing in mind.

Because the station and ship would appear just as his marines reached them, the New Jersey marines should be the first ones to board the vessel, ahead of the pirates. With any luck, that would buy them enough time to complete their mission and get out unscathed.

His gaze switched to the Prowler’s location, which its instant comm kept updated on Thatcher’s holoscreen in real time.

The stealth ship was making good progress, having already passed three planets’ orbits—two gas giants and another rock ball. But it would still take over three hours for her to reach the fourth planet.

Three hours for Vega to consolidate his forces further.

He suppressed a sigh, knowing it didn’t matter. I will hold out until those marines get back.

Until Rose gets back.

But one look at the tactical display—and at the tide of pirate ships advancing on his position from all directions—told him even that would require a minor miracle.
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Ensign Ranbir Patel was shaking his head. “Sir, we’ve performed a complete circuit of the vessel, and nothing has changed.” He addressed his captain, but he kept casting sidelong glances at Rose, who stood in the center of the Prowler’s crew in full power armor aside from her helmet. “There’s no way to get past her shields.”

Rose gritted her teeth in frustration. This mission was falling apart. Thatcher had timed the attack precisely so that she and the marines could be the first to board the Xanthic ship, but now they’d squandered that opportunity. When the Prowler sought to dock with the vessel in the moments after its reappearance, she was thwarted by the sudden appearance of its shield. In the meantime, pirate shuttles had docked with the attached station, presumably unloading their researchers and technicians onto it.

And probably armed security, too. It was possible they weren’t taking that precaution, but she doubted it. Especially with a Frontier-Sunder fleet knocking on the system’s door.

“What would you like us to do, ma’am?” Lieutenant Commander Foster was studying her too, apparently waiting to see how she’d react to Patel’s words.

She could tell from the moment she’d boarded the Prowler that her presence had disrupted the crew’s usual dynamic. They were clearly a close-knit group, which she supposed was inevitable given they’d spent weeks together all but trapped inside an enemy system, relying on stealth technology to cloak them—to keep them safe.

She’d noticed the way they communicated volumes simply by exchanging glances, and the way they sounded somewhat stilted whenever they spoke to her.

Of course, having a platoon of power-armored marines packing their ship from stem to stern probably had an effect too—not to mention the compact nuke the marines had brought with them. Everywhere one looked there were marines, crowding the already cramped vessel.

“I recommend we take the station, Ms. Rose, without delay,” Major Avery said as he squeezed between two marines to stand beside her. “More pirate shuttles are closing with it, and I’m willing to bet they’re mostly packed with mean buggers packing plenty of firepower. I’d rather get the jump on them rather than the other way around.”

Rose restrained a sigh. Avery was right, and she knew she should have given this order the moment the forcefield appeared around the Xanthic ship.

Is Thatcher right? Was her presence on this mission already hurting it? If she hadn’t been here, maybe Avery would already have acted more decisively. But instead, they were all waiting on her call.

We were supposed to access the ship…. That had been the entire point of sneaking to the center of the system while the battle raged near the jump zone, and her every fiber had been focused on that task. If not for that shield, the marines could have simply put the nuke down on the ship’s hull and set the timer.

But the situation had changed, and so the plan needed to change, too.

She nodded curtly. “Maybe we can gain access to the ship from the station. Or maybe we’ll find something else there that can help us. Since boarding it is our only option, we’d better exercise it immediately.” She turned to Commander Foster. “Bring us in.”

The Prowler’s captain immediately turned to confer with his Nav officer, Lieutenant Naomi Kelly, about which port they should aim to dock with given their current position and trajectory—as well as the best course to follow to it.

“Form up for a quick exit, marines,” Avery said over a platoon-wide channel, pointing with his arm to indicate a straight line toward the airlock. “They’re going to know we’re here the second this ship docks with that station, but it’s still going to come as a huge shock to them. I doubt they’ll be ready to face a platoon of power-suited marines who’ve been pent-up on a ship with no one to fight for weeks, and I plan to capitalize fully on that. I want every pirate mowed down within seconds, with zero casualties on our side. Make this fast and efficient, just like we drilled. Oorah?”

“Oorah!” the marines shouted back as one.

Avery turned toward Rose and spoke to her over a private channel. “Ma’am, I appreciate having access to your leadership and guidance, but I ask that you stick to the rear until we clean up whatever we find on the other side of that station’s docking port. That’s not just for your safety, but my marines’ safety too. Having to protect the company CEO as she charges head-on into battle and fight pirates will probably prove too distracting.”

She met Avery’s eyes through his faceplate, studying his expression for a prolonged moment. It’s as though Thatcher is speaking through his mouth.

He was certainly being more candid than the last time she’d accompanied the marines on a mission. But she knew he was right. “Will do, Major.”

He smiled. “Good stuff.”

The Prowler coupled with the station’s docking port with little more than a gentle bump. Clearly, Lieutenant Kelly had a deft hand.

Foster tapped a command into his console, then turned toward Avery. “Airlock’s opening.”

“Roger that.” Avery turned, raising his arm to point at the overhead, then leveled it toward the widening aperture. As soon as it finished opening, the first marine charged out, sighting down his raised Crossbow 790 assault rifle.

The sound of weapons fire followed immediately after that, and HUD alerts told Rose the platoon had engaged the enemy.

But the enemy shooting dried up as marines piled out of the airlock, fanning out and suppressing the pirates’ fire as still more fighters emerged from the Prowler to join them.

“Frag out,” someone said—her HUD identified the speaker as Corporal Kevin Loughty.

An explosion followed, and in the moments after, Rose scoured the vitals she could access over the platoon’s network. None of her marines were hurt.

By the time she made it out of the airlock, the fighting was over. Frontier’s elite marines had once again done their work with lethal efficiency.

Like the exterior of Xanthic ships, the docking bay that stretched before her followed a strange geometry—all straight lines and sharp angles. The bulkheads undulated away from her like an accordion, and Rose couldn’t see the entire bay, since it seemed to wrap back onto itself, with acute-angled corners blocking the rest of the view. The bulkheads and deck seemed to shimmer with a metallic blue color, in a way that made her feel like she should be able to see her reflection in them, though she saw nothing reflected back at her. The overhead was a uniform, seamless light-gray.

Despite its strangeness, something about this place struck her as incredibly familiar. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

The bay’s angular nature had clearly been a tactical boon to the marines, who’d immediately found partial cover behind corners that jutted out into the open space. Directly across from the airlock, the strewn bodies of pirates were concentrated around a pile of crates and equipment that had been stacked against the far bulkhead. They’d attempted to take cover there, but the marines’ power suits allowed them to move fast and hit hard. Paired with the unexpectedness of their arrival, the unarmored enemy clearly hadn’t stood a chance.

Foster’s voice blared into her ear. “We’re taking fire. The Prowler will decouple from the station and attempt to regain stealth. We plan to remain in the vicinity until you need an evac.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Rose said. “Stay safe.”

“You too. The attack shuttle firing on us is headed straight here, so I’m guessing you’ll have more company shortly.”

Rose exchanged glances with Avery, who was crouched near the body of one of the pirates, using his suit’s sensors to check the fallen man’s vitals.

The marine major gave a grim nod. “We’ll be ready for ’em,” he told the stealth ship captain.

In the minutes that followed, Avery positioned his platoon with speed and efficiency, finding crevices and alcoves where they could hide completely from view of the airlock.

He found one of the farthest-removed positions for Rose—though not the very farthest. She suspected that was to protect her against an attack from inside the station. Either way, she would still have a decent firing angle from where he’d put her.

Once in position, they waited, for what seemed like an unusually long time. Maybe it was the adrenaline coursing through her veins distorting her sense of time, but it felt like she crouched behind the jutting bulkhead for the better part of an hour, waiting for the enemy to arrive. Though her HUD told her only eleven minutes had passed.

At some point, the skin below her right eye began to spasm and twitch. How much longer can we afford to wait? With every passing minute, she knew the Frontier-Sunder fleet Thatcher commanded came under increased enemy fire.

She forced herself to breathe deeply, praying for the first time in years. She prayed for her people’s safety. And for Thatcher’s safety.

At last, the airlock opened, and dozens of armed men emerged, each one with ammo bandoliers crisscrossing their torsos. Their weapons raised, they advanced slowly into the docking bay, scanning for targets.

Instead, their targets found them.

“Now,” Avery hissed over the platoon-wide.

 Without warning, the marines’ weapons roared, and tracers converged on the pirates from all directions—ahead of them, from both sides, and even from behind.

What followed was a slaughter. The pirates in the rear tried to run back toward their shuttle, but rifle fire cut them down before they could make it a few steps.

Eyes wide, assault rifle trained on the pirates’ fallen form, Rose realized she hadn’t fired a single round. Her breath came in ragged gasps.

Fighting the Xanthic on Recept had been one thing. This…this was completely different.

The brutality with which her marines had cut down their fellow humans shocked her. And yet, this was what she’d ordered them to do, time and time again. To kill, with brutal efficiency. To minimize losses—losses in terms of personnel and in terms of equipment.

She wanted her people to stay safe, but she also wanted her company to turn a profit. It needed to turn a profit, to remain viable. For a PMC, that meant giving the enemy no quarter. Not until they had surrendered or died.

“First Squad, let’s move,” Avery said, completely calm. He burst from cover, sprinting toward the airlock, which was beginning to close.

Several marines followed close behind, one of them readying a breaching charge as he ran, to blow open the airlock and take the shuttle before it could escape.
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“Now!” Thatcher barked.

Helm officer Randall Kitt gave the engines full power and the New Jersey lurched forward.

The holoscreen’s tactical display showed the Lively surging forward as well, staying close enough to feed energy to the Jersey’s receiver array while also maintaining close enough range to supplement two Sunder destroyers.

The maneuver exposed both the cruiser and the logistics ship, but Thatcher considered it worth it. He’d spotted a pirate frigate that kept slightly overextending itself to rain laserfire on Frontier and Sunder shields. And so he’d coordinated with the Lively’s captain to pounce the next time it happened.

Thatcher leaned forward slightly in his chair. “Fire Hellborns.”

Two missiles equipped with laser warheads leapt from their respective tubes, their departure sending tremors throughout the light armored cruiser’s frame.

Their warheads opened as they approached, spraying the target frigate’s already diminished shield with laserfire.

As Thatcher had guessed, it was enough to take down the forcefield, and both missiles struck true, vaporizing the frigate.

“Pull back,” Thatcher said over a channel that included the Lively. “Withdraw into the formation.”

Both ships reversed thrust and retreated to the safety of the horseshoe formation, which had split apart and reformed multiple times over the last few hours, taking advantage whenever pirate battle groups showed sloppy discipline—and pulling back together when the pirates charged.

It was working, better than Thatcher could have hoped. Much of the Degenerate Empire’s forces were yet to join the engagement, but the fleet Thatcher faced was already sizable—over twice the number of the Frontier-Sunder fleet. And yet, their strategy was working. Backed up by the logistics ships’ beam-splitters, the intercorporate armada had managed to inflict losses on the enemy that well outweighed their own.

“Sir, we’re getting a transmission from one of the enemy ships newly arrived to the battlespace. I’ve designated which one on the holotank.”

Thatcher’s eyes flitted to the large display. The ship Guerrero had indicated was one of the pirates’ few destroyers—and one he recognized from months and months ago, when it had been guarding the regional jump zone in Omnist System, Tempore Region. Guarding against ships coming from Dupliss.

It was Tobias Vega’s vessel, flagship of the Degenerate Empire fleet.

“Put him on the holotank. Everyone who doesn’t already have the tactical display on your console, pull it up now. I’ll focus on talking to Vega, you focus on making sure his transmission doesn’t distract us into letting our guard down.”

Vega appeared inside the holotank in three dimensions, his own CIC’s halogens gleaming off his polished bald head. He’d changed his facial hair from the goatee and chin straps he’d sported last time they’d met. Now, he wore a full beard.

The ostentatious golden hoop earrings remained, and they shook as Vega gave what sounded like a genuine laugh.

“What’s funny?” Thatcher asked.

“Life, mostly, Commander. Or rather, it’s Captain now, isn’t it? Word spreads through the Cluster like lightning, when that word concerns the legend they call Hammer. Captain Tad Thatcher himself.”

“Why are you contacting me?”

Vega gave another chuckle. “As far as I can recall, this is the first time we’ve spoken directly, since you declined a real-time conversation when we crossed paths in Omnist. I find that you are just as taciturn as they say. Back to my amusement, though. What I find funny is that you had the chance to align yourself with us, and to reap rewards greater than those enjoyed by almost any other man in human history. The Cluster dangles like a ripe tomato, waiting to be plucked. We could have plucked it together. Instead, you betrayed the super-alliance to which we both belonged. And nothing has been the same since, has it?”

“I hardly count standing against pirates among my mistakes. Now would you please get to the point?”

“My point is this. We can both plainly see that unless you retreat very soon, you are doomed. And I assume you’re disinclined to retreat while your marines rampage across my new station.”

“You mean the Xanthic station.”

Vega waved a dismissive hand. “Semantics. Listen to me, Captain Thatcher. I want to make you a proposal. Stop firing on my ships. Call off your marines and return them to your fleet. If you do that, then I will allow you to leave with your forces intact.”

Now it was Thatcher’s turn to laugh. “You think I’m having second thoughts?”

“No, but I think you should be. I think many of history’s so-called heroes might have taken a second option, if offered one in the moments before their deaths. The difference between you and them is that you now have that option. But I will offer it only once.”

“I spit on your option.”

Genuine anger flashed across Vega’s face.

Good. Thatcher had aimed to provoke the pirate leader, in the hopes he would overextend his fleet even more. It appeared he’d accomplished it.

“Then you will die,” Vega said. With that, he winked from the holoscreen, and the tactical display returned.

“Sir….” A note of concern had crept into Guerrero’s voice.

He turned toward her. “What is it, Lucy?”

“It’s the Sunder ships, sir. They…appear to be withdrawing.”

Thatcher frowned at the holoscreen. As he did, his stomach sank, and he felt light-headed.

It was true. As the battle raged on, and more pirate ships joined the fray, the Sunder ships were gradually pulling back, with their fast-attack ships covering their withdrawal.

The pirates surged forward as they saw this, moving to cut off Sunder’s maneuver, stretching around to either side of the dissolving horseshoe formation. It was the formation’s gradual dissolution that allowed them to do this at all—before, overwhelming firepower had kept them at bay.

Thatcher forced himself to breathe. “Lucy, get me Simon Moll.”

Guerrero’s fingers danced across her console. After the better part of a minute, she shook her head. “No response, sir. The Victorious appears to be ignoring our transmissions.”

He felt his eyes widen, but he did his best to maintain his calm. “Keep trying.” He tapped the comm panel. “All Frontier ships, tighten formation. Frigates and corvettes, cease harassing efforts and pull back to join the horseshoe.”

Had Moll sided with Vega? Or had they been allies all along? Sunder’s withdrawal had come suspiciously soon after Vega had contacted the New Jersey.

No. It’s just a coincidence. They’re still firing on each other, and Moll took out just as many Degenerate Empire warships as we did, if not more. No secret allies would go to such extreme lengths to mask their collusion.

Then what was truly going on? What was Moll doing?

In the minutes that followed, Guerrero continued trying to hail the Victorious, and the destroyer’s CIC crew continued to ignore her.

The tight fleet integration that until now had kept the pirates at bay was all but gone. And the force’s two leaders were no longer in communication.

Thatcher’s gaze drifted to the tactical display’s graphical representation of the Xanthic warship and station.

This already seemed impossible. If Moll retreats, how will we possibly hold out until Rose and Avery return?

Forcing himself to breathe steady and slow, he racked his brain, but an answer failed to present itself.
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They were surrounded, with Degenerate Empire fighters pinning them down in one of the Xanthic station’s bizarre intersections.

This intersection consisted of four corridors that crisscrossed each other at angles, forming a lopsided number sign with dead space in the middle blocked off by the bulkheads.

Thankfully, those bulkheads jutted out in enough places to offer Avery’s marines decent cover, and they used those positions to return fire, keeping the enemy at bay for the moment.

Avery fed a grenade into his palm from his power suit’s arm hopper, activated it, then lobbed it hard around the sharp corner that was covering him against enemy fire.

He’d aimed for a surface on the other side of the passageway, and it struck true, ricocheting off to careen farther down the passage, toward the pirates who until now had been successfully keeping him pinned down.

Someone screamed, and the grenade exploded, turning the screams into horrified moans, with one of the pirates sobbing desperately to himself.

Avery took that as a good sign. “Marines, on me. I believe I just opened up a way out of this mess. Second Squad, provide covering fire while everyone else withdraws.”

First, Third, and Fourth Squads responded immediately, executing his orders as efficiently as they did everything. Not only that, but they managed to keep Rose safely sandwiched between them without making it overly obvious they were doing so.

Avery didn’t like her presence here, not one bit, and he’d alluded to that pretty directly back on the Prowler. After the fiasco that had been Recept, he’d thought Captain Thatcher had managed to persuade her never to put herself in that kind of danger again.

Thatcher’s efforts did seem to work…for a time. Avery viewed the fact that she’d inserted herself into this mission as extremely worrying. It pointed to things falling apart with the company he worked for. Although, he’d figured that out well before they’d arrived in Nankeen.

Once the platoon had joined up with him—which involved First Squad covering Second as they hustled over to their position—they continued pushing along the station’s periphery.

At least, Avery assumed this was the periphery. He felt completely turned around by the endless passageways and constant fighting, but his suit’s computer had a much better sense of direction, and it informed him via his HUD that they were indeed close to the station’s outer edge. It didn’t have a map of the structure’s layout or anything like that, but it was able to make extrapolations based on the distance they’d traveled and the turns they’d taken.

The marines stuck to the periphery in an attempt to get to where the Xanthic ship was docked with the station, so they could finally board it. So far, they had a long way to go—and progress had been slowed to almost a crawl by the sheer number of pirate combatants who’d boarded the station in an attempt to stop them.

Avery tried not to think about the Frontier-Sunder fleet, whose crews fought desperately for their lives as they waited for his marines to complete this mission.

Thinking about that will only distract me, which will make this take even longer.

“Damn it,” Loughty said over the platoon-wide, with real frustration in his voice. He was on point with the rest of Second Squad.

Avery stepped sideways across the broad passageway, trying to see what Loughty saw. “What is it?”

“Dead end, Major.”

Shit.

“Wait a second,” Sergeant Ermey said—the squad leader. “There’s a compartment that branches off at the end, here.”

Avery took a moment to process that, weighing his options. Those bastards are hard on our asses. We need somewhere to regroup and push them back. “Clear it, Second Squad. Everyone else, take up positions to repel our pursuers.”

Following his own orders, Avery sheltered in a shallow alcove and readied his assault rifle.

They didn’t have long to wait. The first pirates rounded the corner, with a lot less caution than was intelligent.

Rifles coughed, and multiple tracers converged on the four idiots who’d charged out into the open. They all went down, and their companions quickly pulled back behind cover.

A standoff followed, with both sides trading fire. In the meantime, Avery kept a window open in his peripheral vision that showed him what Ermey saw: Second Squad had begun clearing the compartment.

They opened with a flashbang, then poured in to find twenty-three disoriented people who looked to be technicians, most of them crouching on the ground with their hands over their ears.

“Search them for weapons,” Ermey said—Avery had patched his audio through, too.

Second Squad’s marines swarmed through the compartment, forcing the techs down onto the deck as they administered swift but thorough pat-downs.

Ermey crouched and got in one of the pirate tech’s faces, shaking him roughly by the shoulder. “What is this place?” he roared, so loud that Avery was sure he’d used his suit’s speakers to crank up the volume.

The shaking tech looked up at the sergeant, then quickly put his eyes on the deck again. Avery had seen Ermey’s war face before, and it wasn’t pretty. He didn’t blame the tech for feeling nervous.

“Control center,” the tech managed to stammer.

“Control center for what?” Ermey demanded, shaking the man again.

“The entire station!”

“That doesn’t make any sense. Control centers are always in the middle, not right on the edge.”

“N-nothing the Xanthic do makes any sense.”

The view shifted from side to side—Ermey was shaking his head. “You get all that, Major?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you make of it?”

“Gimme a sec.” Avery switched over to a private channel with Rose—but not before getting off a burst from his assault rifle that helped teach a pirate scumbag to keep his head down. “Ms. Rose.”

“Yes, Major?”

“Apparently that compartment is the station’s control center.”

“I see.”

“The way I see it, we have two options. We can try to fight our way out of here, but it’s going to take a while, with the pirates well aware of where we are and sending everything they’ve got at us. Captain Thatcher’s bound to lose ships while we do that.”

“What’s our other option?”

“Pull back into that control room and see if we can use anything in there to our advantage. The pirates had a lot of technicians at work in there, so it has to be important to what they’re trying to do.”

A silence followed, and Rose exhaled over the line. “Okay. I’m going to join Sergeant Ermey and see if I can access one of the computers there. I’ve spent a lot of time with the Xanthic terminal we recovered from Planet Recept, so I may be able to uncover something.”

“Roger that, ma’am. We’ll hold this passageway for as long as we can in the meantime.”

 

***

 

Rose lowered her Crossbow 790 as she stepped into the control center, letting the weapon hang from its strap, resting against her torso for ready access.

She winced as her gaze fell upon the cowering forms on the deck. Pirates though they were, they were clearly terrified, and she felt a pang of guilt for what they were putting them through. She knew that was absurd given the situation, but she felt it all the same.

Loughty nodded at her as she crossed the chamber toward one of the central consoles, which had been left logged in. The users of the surrounding consoles had been quick enough to lock them out as the marines poured in, but this one hadn’t. Luckily.

The pirates have been busy. She wasn’t sure how they’d managed it, but the holoscreen displayed an English analog for almost everything in the Xanthic computer system. A few items had been left in the lopsided Xanthic script, each paired with a red question mark. But most menus had been labeled in English.

Have they managed to translate their language like we did? Or did they accomplish this through trial and error as they experimented with their systems?

The answer was probably a combination of both. Whatever the case, it frightened her to see how close the pirates must have come to figuring out how to control the Xanthic technology.

She began navigating the labyrinthine menus, many of which were paired with helpful annotations from this console’s user about the progress they’d made and questions they still had.

The deeper she dug, the more certain she became. After fifteen minutes or so, she knew she had to act.

“Major Avery.”

The staccato of machine gun fire came over the private channel as the marine commander responded. “Go ahead, ma’am.”

“From what I’m seeing, the computers in this control center contain vital information to getting the Xanthic ship up and running. As you’ve pointed out, we probably don’t have time to push through to the vessel. But if we take out this station, we’ll at least slow down the pirates’ efforts, if not derail them entirely.”

“So we set off the nuke in the control center.”

“I believe that’s our only option.”

“Then I’ll see it done, ma’am. Except, we’ll need to set a pretty short fuse if we’re going to prevent the pirates from tampering with it. We don’t want them disarming it on us—otherwise, this was all for nothing.”

“Do you think your marines can get us out in time?”

A few seconds passed as Avery presumably considered her question. “I believe they can, ma’am.”

“Then let’s do it.”
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“Sir, our shields just fell below seventy percent.” Guerrero tapped at her console, then nodded. “They’re back into the low seventies now.”

“Acknowledged.” It was good that shield power had spiked back up again, but Thatcher didn’t like that it had dipped into the sixties, even momentarily. For most of the engagement, the New Jersey’s shield had stayed in the eighties or higher. But the Sunder fleet’s withdrawal meant fewer logistics ships to keep Frontier shields topped up, even with the beam-splitter upgrades—each ship’s capacitor could only be stretched so far, after all.

Moll’s pull-back also left fewer damage dealers at their formation’s front, and less powerful ones at that. The lesser threat emboldened the pirates, and they dared to get closer to the Frontier warships than they had before, for longer periods. All the while, more Degenerate Empire ships poured in from the rest of the system.

Something had to change, and soon. Otherwise, they would all die.

Or at least, we’ll be defeated. But did that necessarily mean they would have to die?

For the first time since he’d arrived in the Dawn Cluster, Thatcher contemplated whether surrender would even be an option. The pirates would likely accept his surrender, if he were to offer it—if only for the purposes of acquiring the state-of-the-art Frontier warships without a fight.

After that, what would happen to Thatcher or the crews under his command was anyone’s guess. What would they be worth to the pirates? Who in the Cluster would be willing to pay a ransom for them?

That left slave labor, or death. Somehow, Thatcher didn’t see Vega releasing them in an unexpected display of mercy. Or bothering to transport them across several regions to safety.

And if I do surrender, Frontier is done for certain. So is my mission to unite the Cluster, in all likelihood.

Though he wondered how either one could possibly survive their current situation.

There must be a chance.

He frowned. After taking such a frank look at how Vega might deal with prisoners, Thatcher felt even more concerned for Wilson’s safety. Surrender, he realized, wasn’t the answer. 

Then what is? A battle group consisting of pirate frigates and corvettes surged forward, concentrating their laserfire on the Lancer. Frontier Hellborns shot out, converging on the attacking force and claiming two of their number.

The pirates pulled back, but a glance at Thatcher’s holoscreen told him the other cruiser’s shield was now dangerously low—no more than thirty-seven percent. Another volley like that could expose her hull to missiles and railgun fire.

“Any response yet from Moll, Lucy?” Thatcher asked, fighting to keep his voice level.

“No, sir. I’ve been trying all this time.

Thatcher’s eyes fell on the slowly withdrawing Sunder ships. The enemy ships still trailed them, extending along both sides of the Frontier-Sunder formation, which now looked more like a teardrop than a horseshoe. Moll’s ships still exchanged laserfire with the Degenerate Empire forces, following up with missiles whenever a pirate shield fell, and destroying targets at about the same rate as the Frontier fleet. But overall, their maneuver had put them in a much worse position, one that continued to deteriorate.

“Captain,” Guerrero said, with a sudden tightness in her voice.

“What is it, Lucy?”

“It’s the Prowler. The pirates seem to have discovered her location.”

Eyes widening, Thatcher scrutinized the holotank tactical display, which showed the entire system. Near Nankeen’s fourth planet, Degenerate Empire warships were converging on the stealth ship.

How? Had Foster screwed up somehow, revealing his position?

No. Thatcher refused to believe that. The young commander seemed far too diligent for that—far too thorough.

Another explanation occurred to him: Moll. The bastard had the stealth ship’s position, relayed by Guerrero on Thatcher’s order. He’d done it in the spirit of sharing all available intel with his fellow battle commander—but now he saw how foolish it had been.

Moll must have given them Foster’s location.

It would take hours for the New Jersey or any other Frontier ship to reach the Prowler. They were much too far out to help her. She was on her own.

The sleek little ship fought back with what limited weaponry she had, but the result of the battle was a foregone conclusion. The pirates peppered her with laser and railgun fire, seemingly aiming to take out her thrusters.

Thatcher’s heart leapt into his throat. They want to take her intact. They want her tech for themselves.

He shuddered to think what Vega would do with stealth tech at his disposal. But there was nothing he could do. He watched helplessly as the drama at the center of the system unfolded.

The Prowler attempted to dart beyond the pirate ships’ reach, but a frigate cut her off, spraying her with still more laserfire.

Then, Foster changed his approach radically. Instead of fighting back or making further attempts to escape, he did something Thatcher never would have expected.

He accelerated under full power toward the Xanthic ship.

“What—” Sullivan said, who’d been watching the exchange. “What are they doing?”

“Foster’s scuttling the ship,” Thatcher said.

With the alien vessel’s shield raised, there was no hope that the stealth would cause any damage to it. Even if that shield had been down, the angle was wrong to target the massive vessel’s main propulsion. Hitting her reactor might have crippled her, if the thing had a reactor, but Foster no more knew where that might be than Thatcher did.

Nevertheless, the Prowler dove toward the Xanthic ship’s flank…

…and crashed into the forcefield. The stealth ship blew into a million fragments, sending short-lived gouts of flame into the void and causing the enormous craft’s shield to ripple violently.

Guerrero emitted a single, strangled syllable. Other than that, the CIC had gone completely silent.

“He scuttled her,” Thatcher said again, his voice low and flat-sounding. “To prevent the pirates from gaining stealth tech.”

His Ops officer shook her head in wonderment. Thatcher stared at the part of the shield where the Prowler had sacrificed herself, which was already returning to its former stable state. His shocked mind slowly started to move again—to piece together exactly what the Prowler’s destruction meant.

It meant there would be no return for Rose and the marines. Not unless they managed to commandeer a pirate ship, and even then, they wouldn’t have the benefit of stealth to see them safely back. A few of Avery’s marines were trained in how to fly most spacecraft, but it likely didn’t matter. The other Degenerate Empire vessels in the system’s center would almost certainly chase them down, long before Rose, Avery, and the platoon they commanded came anywhere close to returning to the Frontier fleet.

“Sir.”

Thatcher turned toward Guerrero.

She shook her head, as if in disbelief. “Admiral Moll has accepted our transmission.”

His mouth tightened. “Put him in the holotank.”

Moll appeared wearing his usual sneer, staring at Thatcher as though he was an insect almost beneath his notice.

Almost. But not quite. “Moll, what the hell do you think you’re doing? Your current maneuver wasn’t in the battle plan, and it’s leaving us exposed.”

The sneer became a smile. “No, Captain Thatcher. It’s leaving you exposed.”

A chill set in around Thatcher’s stomach. So what he’s doing is intentional. Before, Thatcher had clung to a shred of hope that there was some explanation for the Sunder fleet’s behavior. But Moll had just ripped that shred away.

“Do you remember our conversation in Sable System, just a few weeks after we first met?” Moll asked.

Thatcher didn’t answer, though he knew what Moll was talking about. The day they’d had that conversation was one he’d reflected on many times since.

“You were being your usual cocky self,” Moll continued, “and I saw fit to give you a much-needed lesson in humility. Unfortunately, the lesson didn’t seem to take. And here we are.”

Thatcher’s shoulders rose and fell as he pulled oxygen deeply into his lungs, in an attempt to steady himself.

“I told you I’d met captains like you before, whose careers briefly caught fire before sputtering out in the cold, uncaring void of the Cluster. You asked what sort of captain I meant, and I answered: the sort who relies on clever tactics to keep him safe. I told you that would only work for a time. Eventually, an adversary always gets such a captain exactly where he wants him. And then, he ends him.

“You are indeed a brilliant tactician, Captain Thatcher. The most brilliant I’ve ever encountered, and that’s saying a lot—much more than you know. As you’ve no doubt noticed, I’ve used that brilliance to achieve my goals on several occasions, including today. But now, I have you right where I want you.

“You have served your purpose, Captain Thatcher. The purpose I created you to serve. And now you will die.”

With that, Moll vanished from the holotank, replaced by the tactical display. There, the Sunder ships were shown to accelerate their withdrawal toward the jump gate back into Quad System.

As they did, the pirate fleet closed the loop, entirely surrounding the Frontier fleet.
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Their power suits sealed, the marine platoon pushed through the strange, labyrinthine station, heedless of damaging its structure as they unleashed hell on the pirates who stood in their way.

Whenever they reached an intersection held by the enemy, Avery would order his marines to hold position while Corporal Loughty readied his RPG-31.

Rose crouched behind a jutting bulkhead, meters away from yet another impasse—a crisscross of passageways with pirates entrenched along every path. She watched as Loughty stepped smoothly out from an alcove across the way and let loose a rocket-propelled grenade. The round sailed out of view, followed by a boom. Two more marines left their cover with already-activated grenades, running to the intersection to hurl them around two different corners at the pirate fighters waiting there. The moment they went off, the entire platoon surged forward.

The power suits’ thermal imaging capabilities allowed them to identify targets through the smoke, and their speed contributed to them getting the jump on the enemy. Rifle muzzles flashed, and Rose charged out from cover as well, sighting down her barrel at a target and squeezing the trigger.

Her HUD showed the glowing image fall to his knees, clutching his blown-out throat.

She was getting more accustomed to dealing death to other members of her species. That was out of necessity. Soon after they’d set the nuke on a timed fuse inside the control center, Captain Foster had sent her a message telling her that their stealth cover had been broken, and that he was scuttling the ship.

That had felt like a dagger to her heart—the tragedy of the Prowler’s crew sacrificing themselves, paired with the fact their only way off the station had been destroyed. It had also made her feel a lot better about killing pirates.

“Only fifteen minutes left on the timer,” Sergeant Ermey said over the platoon-wide, calm enough that he might have been commenting on the weather.

“There’s another docking bay just ahead,” Avery said. “Here’s hoping it has a shuttle docked we can borrow. I mean, the pirates have to be boarding this station from somewhere.”

That much was definitely true. The waves of pirate combatants they encountered as they pushed through the station seemed endless. Vega was clearly throwing everything he had at them.

As the four squads jogged toward the docking bay entrance, with Fourth Squad covering the rear, Rose glanced through an open hatch on her left and saw a chamber with a more uniform shape than any other they’d come across since boarding the alien station. At the center stood yet another Xanthic terminal, which like the ones in the control center had been installed with what was clearly a human-made holoscreen. Above the terminal a sphere was suspended, with an asymmetric pattern of grooves cut into its surface. The pattern glowed with a bluish-white light.

She wished she had time to stop and study everything in this place. Everything here seemed to whisper to her of secrets yet unknown to human minds.

Instead, they needed to destroy it, to deny those secrets to Tobias Vega. And they would destroy it. The question was whether they would survive that destruction.

As First Squad neared the airlock where they hoped to find a shuttle they could hijack, it opened.

The marines in front instantly raised their weapons, not waiting for Avery’s order before firing on the pirates emerging from the airlock.

But the pirates were getting craftier.

“Grenade!” one of the marines shouted, and the entire platoon fell back, in a swift and orderly withdrawal that spoke of their high degree of training.

The grenade went off with no marines near it, but the delay had bought the pirates the time they needed to fan out across the broad passageway, pinning the marines down.

Still, Rose felt relief wash over her. The pirates’ presence meant there was a shuttle at the airlock. All they needed to do was fight through to it.

But her relief shriveled as she saw the even larger pirate force approaching from the closer party’s far side.

“Fall back!” Avery screamed, even as the newcomers rushed forward to fill gaps in the pirate ranks.

Rose turned to run, and she pitched forward violently as a spray of rifle fire caught her across the back. A scarlet warning popped up on her HUD, informing her that the armor plating there had been compromised. It wouldn’t stand up to many hits like that.

She dove behind an angular section of bulkhead and turned to fire back, helping provide cover for the marines closer to the enemy.

Second Squad fell back, peeling away from the front of the platoon’s formation and then turning to cover First Squad to do the same.

“Seven minutes,” Ermey said.

Seeming to ignore the sergeant, Avery said, “Loughty, let them have it with an RPG round.”

“I’m all out, Major.”

“Damn it. Fall back!”

The marines withdrew faster, and the passageway’s curve gave them a brief reprieve as the pirates fell out of view.

“Find the most optimal firing angles available,” Avery ordered. “Cut them down as they come around the corner at us. We need to—”

More weapons fire cut the major off—coming from behind them.

A scream came over the comm as Private Murphy’s power armor took hits from two weapons at once. First and Second Squads returned fire, subduing the enemy for the moment. But Rose knew that wouldn’t last long.

Her eyes met Avery’s through their face plates. The marine major looked harried. Desperate.

“Ma’am, I—”

“Major, there’s a chamber back a ways where we can hole up and make our stand.”

The marine commander shook his head. “The nuke is going to go off in a few minutes.”

“There’s a terminal in that station. Maybe there’s something I can do to stop it. Or to protect us somehow.” It was an extremely long shot, but right now it seemed to be their only option. There was no way they could defeat so many enemies and push through to the airlock. Not in the time they had.

It’s much better to try something than to lay down and die.

While Third and Fourth Squads did their best to hold back the pirate horde pressuring them from the direction of the airlock, First and Second Squads pushed the other pirate force back far enough to access the strange, circular chamber. As they held the entrance, the other marines poured inside.

Rose headed for the terminal. But before she did, she tapped the HUD control on the side of her helmet, instructing the suit’s comm to send a transmission to Thatcher.

“Tad….” She drew a deep, ragged breathe, forcing her voice to steadiness. “Tad, I don’t think we’re getting out of here. The station’s about to blow, but we’re pinned down and we can’t escape before it does. By the time you get this message, the timer on the nuke we set will already have run down. Now listen to me. You need to leave this system with whatever ships you can salvage. You need to keep fighting. The Cluster needs you. And so does humanity. Tad, I….” Her voice hitched, and she swallowed hard. “I love you. I wish I’d said that to you a lot sooner. Goodbye.”

With that, she turned to the terminal and began to work, even as tears streamed down her cheeks.

Chapter Forty-Seven

 

Aboard the New Jersey

Nankeen System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Several of Thatcher’s CIC officers were looking at him, waiting for him to pull a miracle out of his service uniform pocket and save them. As he had so many times before.

But a cacophony of voices filled his mind, shouting at him, drowning out all coherent thought.

Shields across the beleaguered Frontier fleet plummeted as Sunder ships disappeared through the jump gate back into Quad System. The Lancer’s shield wavered on the verge of collapsing altogether.

The battlespace now resembled a donut of pirate ships expanding into a sphere, all raining laserfire down onto the surrounded Frontier ships.

It’s just like it was in Pinnacle System, fighting Xebec Alliance. Except, this time we’re the ones getting surrounded and slaughtered.

Panic seized Thatcher by the throat, threatening to shake him so badly that he lost his hold on the last vestiges of his concentration.

What Moll said was true. Tactics only get you so far.

Admiral Ward’s words echoed in his head, too: Get yourself right. He hadn’t done that, had he? And now every Frontier employee under his command would pay the price.

Maybe you deserve this, a third voice said, and the feeling of Veronica Rose’s body pressed against his returned to him, followed by memories of the wife and unborn son he’d left back in Earth Local Space.

Get it together, a new voice demanded—his grandfather’s voice. I didn’t spend the last years of my life preparing you for this just for you to choke now. I don’t care what you think you are, or what you’ve done. Neither do the people whose lives are in your hands. Make a decision, and carry it out. You’d better do it now.

He forced himself to take a deep breath, though it sounded far too much like a gasp for his liking.

I’ve allowed my fear to paralyze me. All while doom prepares to claim my entire fleet.

Following Moll back into Quad clearly wasn’t an option. The Degenerate Empire ships would harry them the entire way, and there was a good chance Sunder warships would be waiting in formation for them on the other side, poised to destroy any Frontier ships that made it through.

Moll had clearly decided not to tolerate Rose’s challenge to his power any longer. He wanted Frontier gone, and that meant he’d take whatever measures he had to in order to ensure the company’s destruction.

The company lives as long as Rose does. And there’s another way out of this system.

He tapped the armrest comm panel. “On my mark, all ships will adopt a conical formation, with logistics and scouts ships in the very center, and eWar vessels surrounding them. Damage dealers will form the outside of the cone, maintaining close proximity to eWar.” That way, they would also stay close enough for the logistics ships to keep shields as high as possible using the new beam-splitter modules. “Tactical officers will coordinate with each other fleetwide to efficiently select targets located in this section of the enemy formation.” He highlighted the section he meant on his holoscreen, forwarding it to every ship under his command. The segment of pirate warships now highlighted in blood-red was also the segment closest to the inner system.

“Execute,” he said, then sat back to wait for the outcome, trying not to shift in his seat or let his apprehension show in any other way to his officers.

Even under heavy enemy fire, the highly trained Frontier CIC crews got the fleet in position faster than Thatcher could have hoped. As they did, damage dealers stayed close enough to logistics ships that shields across the fleet remained intact, though they were dropping fast.

A mix of laserfire, Hellborns, and railgun rounds lanced out from the cone’s exterior. Now that the Frontier fire was concentrated on a single, narrow section of enemy ships, those ships fell much more quickly.

The rest of the pirate formation was slow to react. Maybe they didn’t notice the shift in the Frontier fleet’s priorities…or maybe they couldn’t fathom the idea that they’d want to escape deeper into the system.

Either way, a gap was opened in the enemy formation in the space of minutes. It would soon close…but by then, Thatcher intended to be long gone.

“All ships, accelerate through the gap we’ve opened at maximum fleet acceleration,” he said over the fleetwide. “Our destination is the Xanthic station orbiting the system’s fourth planet.”

The Frontier fleet shot out of the ring of pirate ships. As they did, the enemy finally seemed to realize what they were doing, and their expanding donut—which now looked something like the horseshoe Frontier and Sunder had recently formed—collapsed toward the fleeing ships.

The Lancer’s shields fell, and a torrent of lasers and missiles crashed into her hull, rupturing it. The ship Veronica Rose had chosen for her home inside the fleet burst apart. Sensors showed a few pressure-suited figures who managed to escape the ship’s destruction, but there was no time to send shuttles back for them.

God help them. They were at the mercy of Tobias Vega, now.

The loss of Commander Portia Esposito and her crew made Thatcher want to slam his fist against his armrest until it broke or his hand became bloody and raw. But he pushed aside the spike of rage the Lancer’s destruction had caused in him to focus on the rest of the fleet’s exodus.

More losses followed, in quick succession. Somehow, the pirates had the wherewithal to focus their fire on ships whose shields were about to collapse—though Thatcher wouldn’t have given them enough credit to expect they would have tracked that.

They proved him wrong. Two scout ships went down in quick succession under the devastating barrage, along with another cruiser, two frigates, three corvettes, and an eWar ship.

With that, the remainder of the Frontier fleet broke free, their acceleration carrying them away from the pirate ships, which had only just begun to accelerate after them.

His ships’ superior engines would permit them to outstrip most of the pirates’. But there were some higher-end models amongst the enemy fleet, which would likely manage to keep pace…and the pirates throughout the rest of the system would no doubt switch to an intercept course once they saw where the Frontier force was headed.

We’re far from out of the woods yet.

“Sir, I’ve just received an audio-only recorded transmission from the Xanthic station. It’s from Ms. Rose.”

Thatcher’s eyes drifted to the graphical representation of the station on the tactical display. “Play it.”

“Tad….” Rose’s voice hitched, and she paused for a moment. “Tad, I don’t think we’re getting out of here. The station’s about to blow, but we’re pinned down and we can’t escape before it does. By the time you get this message, the timer on the nuke we set will already have run down. Now listen to me. You need to leave this system with whatever ships you can salvage. You need to keep fighting. The Cluster needs you. And so does humanity. Tad, I….” Her voice hitched again. “I love you. I wish I’d said that to you a lot sooner. Goodbye.”

Stricken, he sat stock-still in his seat, his gaze glued to the Xanthic station. A total silence filled his CIC, as each officer processed the words they’d just heard.

There has to be some mistake. All of this suddenly felt like a bad dream from which Thatcher desperately wanted to wake up.

The fact that Rose had just told Thatcher she loved him was overshadowed by the suggestion that she was about to die.

His holoscreen still showed the station intact. But just as the message had taken hours to reach him, the light emanating from the station would lag far behind anything that happened to it.

And then, without ceremony, the Xanthic station blew apart, the destruction beginning with a massive explosion at its circumference and then ripping through the entire structure.

The forcefield surrounding the Xanthic ship shuddered wildly, almost to the point of winking out, before it began to stabilize once more.

Thatcher heard himself gasp—felt his eyes go wide. He leaned forward, mouth open, struggling to catch his breath.

His vision swam, and for a moment he thought he might faint. Tears sprang to his eyes, but didn’t fall. An emotion was already welling up inside him to replace the shock.

Cold fire filled him up, made him sit straighter. It made him grip his chair as he contemplated what he wanted—no, what he needed to do to Simon Moll in order to repay the bastard for his betrayal.

He rapped the comms panel sharply with his fingers and spoke in a voice that trembled only a little with his tightly restrained anger.

“All ships, make for the southern jump gate into Farrago System. Inflict maximum damage on Degenerate Empire ships whenever the opportunity presents itself.”

As the fleet surged forward along a new heading, Thatcher’s chest heaved with each breath he took, the oxygen feeding the fire within.

Rose had ordered him to survive. To keep fighting. And that was exactly what he planned to do.

He would survive. And he would continue fighting until Simon Moll was dead.

Chapter Forty-Eight

 

Aboard the Victorious

Quad System, Lacuna Region

Earth Year 2291

 

Moll drank in the silence of his CIC, along with the reactions of his officers to what they’d just done.

Some of them still looked shocked, carrying out their tasks mechanically, clearly still processing the move.

Others twitched with apprehension, exchanging furtive glances across their consoles.

But most of them seemed excited. His XO, Theodore Lane, certainly did. He sat ramrod-straight in his chair, eyes locked onto the holotank tactical display with an eagle’s keenness.

Moll had considered trying to suppress what they’d done in Nankeen—threatening everyone in the fleet with termination or worse if they spoke of it to anyone. But in the end he’d decided that not only would that be futile, it would be counterproductive.

Let the Cluster whisper fearfully about what I did today. He’d moved past the point where anything more could be gained from making nice with those who opposed him, whether militarily or verbally, as Rose had done.

The more fearful other corps grew of Sunder—and of the Coalition of Giants—the better. Fear would keep cowards at bay, and it would help him divide his enemies against each other. It would grant him access to informants and even operatives amongst their ranks. Insects willing to betray their own, just to ensure their own survival by keeping on the right side of history.

“Sir,” Ensign Bianca Romano said from the Ops station. Her eyes widened slightly, as though the sound of her own voice had startled her. She was one of those who looked uncertain about what they’d done to Frontier in Nankeen.

“Yes, Ensign?”

“The Panache has returned from Nankeen to deliver her report. After we departed the system, the Frontier fleet broke through the surrounding Degenerate Empire ships, though they lost ten ships doing so. They headed for the Xanthic station, but it exploded well before they reached it, and then they changed course for the Nankeen-Farrago jump gate. Several pirate ships stayed in close pursuit, and others in the system are converging to intercept them.”

“Thank you, Ensign,” Moll said, and silence took hold of his CIC once more. That was how he preferred it.

The scout ship’s report brought mixed emotions. He didn’t like that Thatcher had managed to escape the pirates’ flanking maneuver, which Moll had so carefully orchestrated.

Could the man possibly escape Nankeen?

There was a chance—he had to acknowledge that. But even if Thatcher did escape, he would lose more ships in the process, and afterward he would be trapped in Lacuna, fleeing from system to system. The pirates wouldn’t take kindly to the destruction of the Xanthic station, on which they’d pinned such high hopes. They’d lock down the region and hunt down the remaining Frontier ships, cornering them in some remote system and finishing them once and for all.

Ideally, Thatcher would have died today. But he would die soon enough. I’m rid of him, now. I have to be.

Besides, the much bigger news was the Xanthic station’s destruction. In other timelines, that station had been the source of a technology that had allowed the Cluster’s peoples to cling to life in the face of the catastrophe that would soon befall them. They’d been able to rebuild, and rally together.

Now, that would be impossible. He’d done it—Thatcher had served his final purpose, and Veronica Rose had been eliminated in the offing. Frontier was no more.

Moll’s victory was total.

He rose from the command chair. “Theo, you have the conn. Alert me the moment a ship comes through that jump gate.”

He didn’t intend to abandon the choke point now, even if the scout’s report did have the remnants of the Frontier fleet fleeing away from it, toward Farrago. Who knew what Thatcher was capable of? In the unlikely event he circled back around, thinking to find safety in Quad System, he would be brutally denied.

A feeling of profound calm descended on him as he made his way through the Victorious’ passageways toward his office.

I’ve done it. I’ve reached the final cycle. From this day forward, he would only have to go through the motions. And then he would have his rest.

And his revenge.

It’s been far too long. Weariness clung to his bones, weighing him down. Though when he thought of Elise, the old rage still boiled up, his hatred reignited.

I still have what it takes to do what needs to be done. The Cluster will burn. And I will kill the man who took her from me.

When he reached his office, he opened his strongbox with the six-digit code, then removed the photo of Elise. It held his gaze for a long moment before he placed it gently on a side table.

Then he put both hands inside the strongbox, arranging his fingers against the false back, applying pressure in just the right way.

It fell forward, revealing the secret compartment behind. From it, he removed the device he’d used to receive his orders for so many endless cycles.

The device they’d given him.

It was essentially an instant comm unit, though much more compact—more advanced. And it worked only one way.

He turned it on, and the words that greeted him on the screen froze him in place. The device shook as his grip hardened on its edges, and he had to resist the urge to dash the thing against the bulkhead. A distant, distracted part of his mind wondered whether it would break if he did so. He suspected it would remain intact, no matter how many times he tried to smash it, and no matter how much strength he used.

“WE MUST REINITIATE,” the message said. “THE PRESENT CYCLE IS SUBOPTIMAL. COME TO THE MEETING PLACE.”

It can’t be.

He’d done everything right. Rose was dead. Thatcher soon would be. And most importantly, the station had been destroyed.

This is the time. This is it. It has to be.

His hands still shaking, he put the comm back into its hiding place and replaced the false back. Then he stowed Elise’s framed photo and secured the strongbox.

With that, he staggered around his desk, sinking into his sumptuous ivory chair, head in his hands.

I’m so impossibly old. So tired. I can’t go back again. I need to have this done.

“They’re wrong,” he said, his voice coming out stronger than he’d expected. That lent him confidence, and he said it again, with even greater firmness. “They’re wrong.”

His masters’ thinking was so chaotic that they couldn’t recognize victory even when it stared them in the face.

That’s why they need me. I’m the strategist here, not them. They would be nothing without me.

He would not go back. He would stay the course.

And he would see this done.

Epilogue

 

New Houston, Oasis Colony

Freedom System, Dupliss Region

Earth Year 2291

 

For weeks now, Mittelman had made it his habit to walk through town after dawn, to Moen Park and back—a route that took him just over an hour to traverse.

It was a fine way to start the workday. It also gave him cover in case he needed to disappear without warning.

That day had come. After having been up most of the night, he showered and changed into fresh clothes, then left his quarters on the eleventh floor and strolled through the building, projecting an air of calm and casualness.

Inside, his emotions roiled. He hadn’t expected this to shake him as much as it had—he’d known this day was coming for a long time, after all. But now that it was actually here, it unsettled him.

Not that it changes anything. The elevator he took to the Frontier HQ lobby opened to reveal a UNC inspector, who nodded to him curtly before taking his place inside. At the exit, UNC guards watched him go with impassive eyes, used to him leaving for his stroll at this time.

They don’t know what I know—that the company they’re inspecting is already gone.

He would still be followed, of course, as he was every morning. But giving his tail the slip should prove simple enough.

Indeed, three blocks away he ducked inside a shop that sold novelty smart clothes. Stalking past shirts that bore animated cartoon characters, who smiled and waved at him as he passed, he nodded at the man sitting behind the counter—the owner, and one of his spies. If the UNC goon trailing Mittelman followed him in here, this man would feign ignorance.

He slipped out through a back exit into an alley strewn with trash, then through a narrow passageway that led out into a small side street.

Here, a locked metal shed held the entrance into one of the Xanthic tunnels. Naturally, Mittelman had the key—or at least, a printed copy of the key one of his techs had given him after stealing the model from the Oasis civilian government’s database.

Inside, a ladder awaited him, which led down into the gloom. He locked the shed door behind him and began to descend.

Five minutes later, he once again sprinted along the rocky network the aliens had dug, navigating by his eyepiece’s night vision.

Leaving one life, and beginning…what?

The shape of his future still seemed murky to him—as murky as this underground passage. He had a few half-formed ideas, based on intel passed to him from operatives based all around the Cluster. Glimmers of where his skills and network might best be leveraged.

But he hadn’t expected to feel this worried.

It’s because you’re at your most vulnerable. This is the moment when everything could go sideways. You’ll feel better once you’re out of Freedom System, and even better after you leave Dupliss.

Still, this stealing furtively through the shadows made him feel like a fugitive. Which he supposed he was, at this point.

So as not to arouse suspicion, he’d left almost everything he owned back in his chambers. He did so after purging all sensitive communications from his personal network, of course.

The only things he carried with him were his clothes, his comm, his eyepiece, and a data card sewn into the inside of the left cuff of his pants. He suspected the contents of that drive could radically alter the destinies of millions…depending on whether he chose to share those contents or not.

He followed the tunnels for over three hours, navigating by a map his eyepiece superimposed over his vision—another acquisition from the government’s database.

At last, the tunnel let out onto an industrial lot on the outskirts of a city. Here, a bright-red speeder waited for him. It sat empty, and as he approached it, the door opened, lifting into the air like a wing.

He slipped inside, and the door closed, sealing him in. “Good morning, Mr. Wills,” a soft, feminine voice said, using his alias.

It didn’t ask him where he wanted to go, since it had already been instructed to take him to the spaceport in the next town over. Without prompting, the vehicle whisked him from the lot and onto the road nearby.

At the spaceport, a shuttle awaited that would take him to a mineral freighter waiting in orbit.

After that…who knew where?

The only thing he felt certain about was that the Cluster was calling to him. And that it was far from done with him.

In fact, were he to guess, he would have said his work had only just begun.
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Glossary of Dawn Cluster Corporations

 

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.

 

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.

Dedication

 

 

 

To David Middleton. I would be nowhere without my readers. Thank you, David, 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 8th, 2020.

 

 

The Ixan Universe

 

 

Ixan Prophecies Trilogy

 

Supercarrier - Ebook and Audio

 

Juggernaut - Ebook and Audio

 

Reckoning - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Mech Wars Quadrilogy

 

Powered - Ebook and Audio

 

Dynamo - Ebook and Audio

 

Meltdown - Ebook and Audio

 

Infliction - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Ixan Legacy Trilogy

 

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

 

 

Spacers Universe

 

 

First Command - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 1 & 2)

 

Free Space - Ebook

 

Wartorn Cluster - 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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