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Chapter One
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Farrago System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“Transition complete, sir.” Lieutenant Lucy Guerrero’s voice sounded exactly as exhausted as she looked—and as afraid.
“Thank you, Lucy,” Thatcher replied, doing his best to project calm. The ragged remainder of the Frontier fleet needed something to hold them together—and that something needed to be him.
He tapped the comm panel recently installed in his chair’s armrest, which gave him greatly expanded options over the old system. Thatcher much preferred this new system, since the old one had required every order to be relayed through Ops officers, slowing down his reactivity by seconds that added up into minutes.
This time, he would address every ship at once. But before speaking, he hesitated. He had no rousing words for the captains about to hear him. Such platitudes would ring just as hollow in their ears as they would in his.
Instead, he had only orders—instructions he hoped would prevent the loss of any further ships to the pirate scourge.
“All ships form up in triangular formation, with damage dealers taking up the rear. Then eWar ships, then logistics, then our scouts. If the pirates give chase through that jump gate, we need to bloody their nose quickly, to deter them. Tactical officers will stand by to coordinate with each other for efficient target selection.”
He tapped the panel again to end the transmission, then slumped back into his seat. A few of his officers shot worried glances at him, but he found he didn’t have the will to gather himself—to put on a better show for them.
You need to do better than this. Find a way to keep them motivated. What do you suppose they think of you, after what they just heard?
Veronica Rose, their CEO, confessing her love for Thatcher over a message he’d played for his entire CIC…
He clenched his fist, wanting to slam it into the comm panel. Instead, he let it fall limply, to dangle from the side of his chair.
He closed his eyes. I told her not to go to that station. It had always been a suicide mission. He’d felt that in his gut. And he’d tried to warn her.
But in the end, she was the boss. If she wanted to take off and get herself killed, that was her prerogative.
The acid of those bitter words ate at his mental state. He felt just as angry with Rose as he felt empty at the thought of never seeing her again.
At the thought of holding her.
His mind flashed back to walking around her desk to comfort her, to embrace her. And then, almost without thought, kissing her…
His wife’s face flashed in his mind, and he roughly seized control of himself, forcing himself to sit straighter. Enough of that foolishness. He would push it from his mind, and he would act like the captain he was supposed to be.
The Hammer. Isn’t that what they’d started to call me? What a joke that is, now.
Suppressing a sigh, he called up a display of the jump zone and the surrounding region on his holoscreen. As he watched, the Minotaur emerged from the jump gate, and then the Lively hard on her heels. As he’d ordered, his ships were spacing themselves at the newly shortened combat transition intervals they’d put in place before attacking Nankeen.
The Frontier ships already present in-system had nearly finished forming up in the fashion he’d prescribed. There were seven ships left to arrive. Once they did, they could make haste away from here.
They should all arrive. Before the New Jersey had left Nankeen, Thatcher’s holoscreen had showed every single Degenerate Empire warship in the system pursuing them under full power. But the closest ships had been too far to interfere with the exit of Thatcher’s force.
Of what remains of my force, he corrected himself. Thirty-six ships. Just a little over half of what they’d attacked the system with.
Even if Frontier Security somehow survived this—and Thatcher couldn’t imagine how it could—the company’s military would be a shadow of its former self.
“Sir?”
Thatcher’s gaze snapped toward his Nav officer, Bryce Sullivan, who recoiled a little at whatever he saw in Thatcher’s eyes. “Yes, Lieutenant?”
“I, uh…I’m wondering if you’d like me to lay in a course. Where would you like us to go?”
That’s a damned good question. Thatcher made a reverse pinching gesture over his holoscreen, widening the view to take in all of Farrago System.
Other than returning to Nankeen and throwing themselves on the mercy of the pirates, which Thatcher did not consider wise, he had two options for leaving the system. One was a jump gate that led due north, to Yearling—the first system on a route that would provide a more or less straight shot back to the only exit out of Lacuna Region.
And attempting to follow it would be almost as stupid as turning around and surrendering to Tobias Vega. Kava System lay along that route, where the Frontier stealth ship Prowler had scouted a pirate operation to repair the warships they’d taken from Fred Wilson after defeating him. And Thatcher felt sure Kava wouldn’t be the only system where they’d run into Degenerate Empire forces.
According to what Commander Foster and his crew had found, the pirates were mostly concentrated around Nankeen System. That could change, now that Rose and Major Avery had succeeded in thwarting their efforts to bring online the Xanthic ship they’d kept there. But for now, Thatcher felt confident that the systems nearest Nankeen were the least safe for his force.
Thinking about Rose and Avery was like a sucker punch to the gut. The losses they’d suffered in Nankeen were staggering, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever process them. Rose, Avery, and the brave marines they’d led onto the Xanthic station…all gone. The Prowler and her crew. And all the other Frontier crews that had fallen because of Simon Moll’s betrayal.
He breathed deeply. I can’t allow myself to weep for them. Not yet. Focus on the task at hand.
Yearling System was out, so that left the jump zone into Paraph, which led even deeper into the region. It also appeared to be their only option.
“Set a course for the Farrago-Paraph jump gate, Lieutenant, and share it with the rest of the fleet. I want us underway the moment the final Frontier ship is through—the final ships to transition will need to put on extra speed to catch up with the formation.” Those words tasted bitter, but it was a necessary measure. We have the time. The pirates can’t have closed the gap enough to put those ships in danger.
“Sir…Paraph will take us farther away from the regional jump gate.”
Thatcher locked eyes with Sullivan as several other CIC officers shifted uncomfortably in their seats. “I’m aware of that, Lieutenant,” he said after a long moment of silence.
He was tempted to leave it at that. The old Thatcher rose up inside him—the Thatcher who demanded obedience from the crew, whether he explained his orders or not.
But it struck him that the stress and loss of the day was pushing him back into old habits. Hadn’t he spent the last weeks encouraging greater input from his crew? He couldn’t reverse the progress he’d made now.
And so he explained. “According to our intel, Lieutenant, at least one pirate force will be waiting for us if we press north. But I think we’d run into much more trouble than that if we went north through Yearling System. We’d open ourselves up to flanking maneuvers as Degenerate Empire chases us through the region, which I expect they’re feeling very motivated to do.
“But Paraph allows us to keep the pirates at our backs. Our maximum fleet velocity is higher than theirs, so we should also be able to put some distance between us and them. Yes, they have ships fast enough to catch us, but they’d have to leave the rest of their force behind to do it. I’m confident we can repel their fast attack ships.”
Thatcher turned toward Guerrero, and then toward his XO, who looked paler that usual. “Lacuna is a big region, with a network of systems complex enough that we can keep the pirates guessing as to where we’ll go next. But that also means we can’t afford to be predictable. If we’re going to do this, we’ll need to find fuel and supplies somewhere, and that means we need to buy ourselves enough time to procure those supplies.
“This isn’t going to be easy. In fact, it’s going to be one of the hardest things any of us has ever done. It’ll mean anticipating the enemy’s every move—an enemy constantly hunting us. It’ll mean standing long watches when we’re already exhausted.
“But the only alternative is surrender. And I don’t think any of us want to find out what happens when you surrender to Tobias Vega.”
Thatcher turned back to Sullivan and spoke as gently as he could. “Set the course, Lieutenant.”
“Yes, sir.”



Chapter Two
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Paraph System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
In the dream, Thatcher didn’t leave Rose’s office after they kissed. Instead, he quickly found himself in her bed, shed of clothes, their bodies moving together in exquisite symphony.
He woke drenched in sweat and guilt, with Lin’s face filling his mind’s eye instead of Rose’s.
He called for the lights to come on, then fumbled for his wife’s framed photo, which he kept on his bedside table, as close to his head as he could. She beamed at him from it, hands clasped over a stomach swollen with child.
She looked like the picture of happiness and warmth, neither of which he deserved to look upon. He focused on her pregnant belly instead, which sent waves of remorse surging through him like electric shocks.
He woke up to Lin’s face every day, and yet the longer he spent in the Dawn Cluster, the less real his wife seemed to him. And when he closed his eyes, it was Rose’s face that came more easily to mind. Rose, who was lost to him now, while his wife might still be alive.
His fingers clenched around the picture’s edge, until the protective glass and wood creaked, on the verge of breaking. It took every ounce of will he had left not to hurl the thing across the room in anger.
But breaking the picture would only serve to feed his guilt more. He contemplated throwing his pillow instead, but decided not to allow himself such a childish outlet for his frustration.
He replaced the photo on the table then lowered his head to his hand, fingers splaying across his face. He squeezed his skull in an attempt to allay the headache mounting beneath his temples.
He tried to think of a time he had felt this low before, and how he’d pulled out of it. Back in the Naval Academy. Maybe.
The suffering he’d undergone then had carried a different flavor, though. It certainly wasn’t anything like what he experienced now.
Still, it was the closest analog he had, and he tried to think of what he’d done to pull through, when it seemed the entire world had been united against him.
I fought them. Not on their terms, but on my own.
Now, it felt like he’d had everything taken from him except his life. His dignity, his honor, his reputation…all dealt a death blow by what had happened in Nankeen.
But that isn’t true, is it? Not everything’s been taken. I still have the Jersey. As well as my crew, and the other crews under my command.
He no longer believed he could have an effect on whether the Dawn Cluster united or not, and he wasn’t convinced whether he deserved to escape Lacuna with his life.
But in a sense, that was irrelevant, wasn’t it? There remained one thing he was sure of. The men and women under his command did deserve to leave this region with their freedom intact. They deserved a second chance—a shot at finding another PMC to work for, or at swearing off war altogether and seeking a peaceful life on some colony world. If such a thing was available to anyone in the Cluster, anymore.
And I can decide what I deserve once I see them to safety.
His comm beeped, and he snatched it from its holster, which lay on the bedside table beside Lin’s photo.
“Thatcher.”
“It’s Billy. I’m outside. I have the report you asked for, on the fleet’s supplies. You wanted to review it with me?”
“Yes. That’s right.”
Candle gave a nervous chuckle. “Sorry if I woke you.”
“You didn’t. Give me a second.” Thatcher rose from the bedside, pulled the rumpled sheets over the pillow, and smoothed his hair down using a bulkhead mirror. He already wore pajamas, so he was decent enough. He snatched up the comm again. “Come in.”
“Uh…into your cabin?”
“I’m not in uniform, so yes.” He wasn’t about to walk the passageways like this. His office lay just a short distance from here, but the thought of a crewmember seeing him in his current state made him wince.
He crossed the chamber in a couple steps to unlock the hatch and open it a crack. A few seconds later, Candle pushed it open hesitantly.
“Come in,” Thatcher said, a little sterner than before. He took his seat again on the bedside and gestured his XO toward the chamber’s only seat—a four-legged stool.
Candle paused before sitting, comm held to his sternum as his gaze flitted to the untidy rack, which Thatcher normally kept neatly made, complete with the hospital corners he’d so detested in his Academy days. Not that Candle would know how he normally kept his chamber, but Thatcher was aware the rack’s current state clashed with what the XO knew about him.
Next, Candle’s eyes wandered to his captain’s person, where they widened almost imperceptibly.
Thatcher stared back at him flatly. “Are you going to sit or not?”
The XO lowered himself gingerly to the stool, where he sat ramrod straight, his back inches away from the bulkhead. “Sir, are you okay?”
He still calls me “sir” when he’s nervous. Thatcher’s lips tightened. “Are any of us?”
The words seemed to distress Candle even further. “The others…Guerrero, Ortega…we’re worried about you.”
Thatcher inhaled deeply. “I’ll be fine.”
“I know you’re under a lot of pressure, and I don’t like to pile on any more. But we need you. You’re all we have out here, now.”
At that, Thatcher’s eyes fell to the deck, and his neck went momentarily limp so that his head followed. Closing his eyes and taking another breath, he forced himself to straighten once more, though he could feel the burdens piled on top of him, trying to bring him down with their impossible weight.
He opened his eyes and met Candle’s questioning gaze. “Back in Pinnacle System, I received a message from Admiral Angus Ward. He wanted to meet with me.”
A look of realization slackened Candle’s features. “Ah. Is that why you went to Skotia Colony?”
Thatcher chuckled mirthlessly. By default, he tended to assume his subordinates barely noticed his personal doings, concerning themselves only with what he did in his capacity as the New Jersey’s captain. Moments like this always served to remind him that on the contrary, the crew kept meticulous track of everything he did, and they carefully analyzed each action unless he announced his reasons for it.
The rumor mill doesn’t need much grist to keep it churning. If we could make a starship drive based on that, we’d never need to do another UNREP again. Not to refuel, anyway. “Yes, Billy. Ward didn’t have me meet him in a military facility, and as you know, he didn’t invite me aboard the starship he captained. Instead, he had me meet him at a hole-in-the-wall diner, in the hopes our meeting would go unnoticed. And once we were sitting there together in a corner booth, the admiral told me that I’m humanity’s only hope against the Xanthic.”
Candle’s brow furrowed. “How could the admiral know that?”
“The question you should be asking is, what robbed Ward of his sanity? That’s what I’ve started to ask.” He gave a humorless chuckle. “You know, until Nankeen, I actually let myself believe what he told me.”
“What did he tell you?”
“That my grandfather had a visitor from the future, years before I was born. Me.”
Candle’s frown deepened, but he didn’t answer.
“Apparently it was a me from a timeline where I lost to the Xanthic in Ucalegon System. The aliens took that version of me prisoner, and then on a trip back through time. That Tad Thatcher told my grandfather that he was the one to send me to the Dawn Cluster. Meaning another version of him, I guess, from a different timeline. That other version of Edward Thatcher had had another, different visitor from the future, who told him that I would make the difference between humanity surviving or not against the Xanthic.”
His XO shook his head in wonderment. “I’ll be damned if I can follow all that.”
“I’ve had months to wrap my head around it, and I still haven’t managed it. But it doesn’t matter. It’s obvious now that it’s all nonsense—some sort of delusion the admiral must have fallen prey to, though he seemed on the level at the time.”
Candle’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Why do you say that? That it’s nonsense?”
“How could it be true, Billy? Look at me. Look at what I let happen to our fleet. To our company.”
“But sir, you didn’t let anything happen. It was Moll’s betrayal—”
“That’s a belief you need to shake if you’re ever going to captain a starship, Billy, and I hope you do better with it than I did. When you’re in command, everything is your fault. I spotted the dangers of aligning ourselves with Moll miles away. I tried to dissuade Ms. Rose, time and time again, and I failed. I failed. So here we are. Clearly I’m not going to make a difference to humanity in any capacity, let alone whether we go extinct or not. The only thing I can hope to do is lead us out of this mess.”
Candle inclined his head, studying the place where the opposite bulkhead met the deck. He wore a thoughtful expression.
Now it was Thatcher’s turn to narrow his eyes. “Billy, what Admiral Ward told me was insanity. You’re with me, on that, right?”
Candle returned his gaze, still seeming lost in thought. Then, he seemed to come back to himself. “Yes, sir.”
“Good.” He exhaled, long and slow. “Let’s have a look at that report.”



Chapter Three
 
Aboard the Treasure
Cacophony System, Unity Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Every time Mittelman took a job as a wiper aboard some freighter or transport ship, he remembered how much he enjoyed the work.
At the moment, he was sweeping the engine room, blue nylon broom alive in his hands as he flicked dirt out from around the base of railings and pipes.
So simple, yet so satisfying.
In an age of long voyages across the stars, every spy worth his salt maintained the skills necessary to work any number of low-level starship jobs. One never knew when it would come in handy to be able to insert one’s self amongst an unsuspecting crew.
A wiper was never called upon to do more than general maintenance, so it didn’t require much higher than a basic understanding of how fission reactors worked. Mittelman knew nothing about antimatter reactors, but that normally didn’t matter aboard a nonmilitary vessel. Other than maintenance, his job mostly consisted of cleaning the engine room and helping more experienced crew perform more complex repair jobs.
Usually, maintaining a working knowledge of starship propulsion systems felt like a pain in the ass. But when it came to actually applying that knowledge…
…well, he enjoyed it. He joked with himself about whether he’d missed his true calling, as a grease monkey aboard some derelict limping between the stars, barely kept running by his efforts alone.
And right now, his ability to work on practically any civilian starship was keeping him out of the UNC’s clutches.
He poked the broom under a horizontal pipe that ran parallel to the deck, with just a few inches of clearance. With deft flicks of the wrist, he extracted the dirt that had accumulated under there, sweeping it out into the narrow passageway that ran along the motor.
The UNC surely wasn’t happy he’d given them the slip, days before the news emerged that Veronica Rose had been killed during a desperate attack on pirates entrenched in the Lacuna Region. Henrietta Cordone, the deputy executive chairwoman of the UNC’s Corporate Weapons Commission, wouldn’t have hesitated for one second before feeding Mittelman to the Commission as a convenient scapegoat for Frontier’s illegal pursuit of nanofab tech. Now, she could offer her bosses nothing, having allowed both Rose and him to escape. And she didn’t even know his real name.
Although, if I ever come to any kind of prominence again, we may experience problems. He wouldn’t operate under the name Harold Mills again, of course, and he planned to undergo changes to his appearance at the earliest opportunity. But it was still possible someone at the UNC would make the connection, under such a circumstance.
For the time being, he’d cut himself off completely from the network of spies he’d meticulously assembled over the last twenty years. The risk that contacting any of them would compromise his whereabouts was simply too high for him to accept.
Ultimately, it didn’t bother him to let those connections go cold for the time being. He paid informants based on the information they provided, and it wasn’t unusual for one to fall out of contact for years before resurfacing with some juicy tidbit. His people would wait until he reached out and reactivated their relationship.
In the meantime, the mineral freighter’s crew kept him more updated than a panel of researchers devoted to analyzing current events might have.
He finished his sweeping and went to the galley for his break, where an oiler and two men from the deck department—the chief mate and the junior third—sat huddled together around the metal island in the chamber’s center, hands curled around plastic mugs.
They looked up when Mittelman entered. “How long has that been there?” he asked, nodding at the pot nestled in the coffee maker sitting snug against the opposite bulkhead.
“Couple hours,” the chief mate said.
“Good enough.” Mittelman unfastened a cupboard and fished out a mug, filling it with dark liquid. The first sip brought a burnt taste, which was par for the course on this ship. He took the mug to an empty stool and joined the crewmembers in their gossip.
The crew of the Treasure was obsessed with the goings on throughout the Dawn Cluster, as were most crews who spent their lives inside tiny boxes of light and warmth, isolated by the vast and cold sea of space. Such men had nothing to do but chatter and worry together.
The oiler, Mittelman’s superior, shifted his gaze to the chief mate’s face. “Ascendant Horizon’s been weirdly quiet.” He was clearly continuing the conversation they’d been engaged in before Mittelman’s arrival.
“That is weird, for them,” Mittelman put in. “They usually can’t help but boast about whatever grand new feat they plan to accomplish next.”
The junior third nodded vigorously. “That’s right. A historic alliance for historic times. Isn’t that what the Chinese who runs them like to say?” He gave a nervous chuckle. “That bastard runs his mouth every chance he gets. I doubt I could stand him for more than five minutes, if I had to work with him. Probably end up socking him one before the day was out.”
The chief mate gave him a sidelong glance. “Reminds me of someone.”
This seemed to go over the junior third’s head, who mostly seemed pleased that his superior had acknowledged his comment at all. He beamed.
“Any word on what Moll’s up to after his adventure in the north?” Mittelman couldn’t help letting a low growl enter his voice when he spoke Moll’s name. Luckily, the other three men showed no sign of registering his animosity.
The oiler answered. “Word is he’s headed back to Candor, to put his head together with the other CoG CEOs and figure out how to hold onto all the territory they’ve grabbed for themselves.” He shook his head, then took a swig of the contents of his mug, wincing at the taste. “That man is one to watch, if half the things they say about him are true.”
Seeing an opening, the junior third inserted himself into the conversation once again. “I heard he wants to take over the entire Cluster. I bet he can do it, too. People say he wouldn’t be able to hold it, but people like him are strong, and they attract other strong people. Anyway, he’s already doing it, isn’t he? And maybe we need someone like him in charge. The UNC isn’t doing shit all, especially when it comes to getting us back to Earth or preparing against the Xanthic. All they’re doing is pissing on little corps like Frontier for stuff that’s not near as bad as what others are getting up to, like the corps that were in Daybreak Combine. I’ll take Simon Moll over shithead UNC bureaucrats any day of the week.”
The oiler and deck chief gave the junior third looks that were mirror images of each other, then both shook their heads. The junior third remained oblivious that anyone had taken exception to what he’d said.
Problem is, there’s a good chance he’s saying the right things. If Moll takes over, I wouldn’t put it past him to use his own spies to sniff out anyone speaking ill of him. Punish enough dissenters, and you get to a point where no one has the balls to speak up, even in private.
“What is the latest on the former Combine corps, anyway?” Mittelman didn’t mind asking so openly for the latest information on Cluster geopolitics. Among freighter workers, it would be unusual not to be intel-greedy.
The oiler shifted in his seat, a slight frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. “The captain thinks they’ve been reaching out to their old friends in Degenerate Empire.”
“Really? What’s he basing that on?”
Mittelman’s superior shrugged. “He’s always exchanging messages with other skippers as we pass their ships. Every captain does it. It’s just whisperings, since obviously those corps would want to keep such communications hush-hush. But that’s what he thinks.”
“Why would they risk reaching out to them at all?”
The oiler met Mittelman’s eyes. “With offers to lend the pirates ships and resources to help hunt down the Hammer. Apparently he gave them the slip, and he’s headed into Lacuna’s back systems. Few want the Hammer dead more than old Combine corps.”
Mittelman nodded. So people are still calling him the Hammer, even after his defeat.
What he really wanted to know was how news was leaking out of Lacuna so quickly. It should have taken weeks to leave the northern systems, carried by the few ships that entered or exited those particular hot-zone regions. Did Tobias Vega have an instant comm unit no one knew about?
The news about Thatcher’s flight sent Mittelman into a contemplative silence. Even he hadn’t known the man had managed to escape Nankeen System.
He caught himself toeing his left pants cuff with the toe of his right boot, and forced himself to stop. That was where he’d secreted a data card, sewn into the seam.
Do I share what’s on it? And if so, when?
He decided to wait.
I’ll need to get my hands on an instant comm unit before I can share it with anyone. Thatcher can just sweat it out in Lacuna for a while longer. He’ll need to do that either way. And if he survives, maybe there’ll be a reward in it for him somewhere along the way.
Even from a position of relative vulnerability, Mittelman still possessed the power to move mountains with a single transmission. He liked that about himself.



Chapter Four
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Halation System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Thatcher felt like a worn-out rubber band, and he knew his crew felt the same.
He sat in the Jersey’s ward room, clutching a steaming mug of coffee in both hands, staring bleakly into it.
His dark mood since leaving Nankeen was infecting the crew. He knew that—knew how destructive it was—and yet he still couldn’t seem to pull himself together. His thoughts kept drifting into downward-spiraling reveries about losing Rose, and about his ultimate failure to stop the dark forces poised to destroy humanity in the Dawn Cluster. Moll. The Xanthic. How could he hope to stand up to them now?
And how could he lead his people when he could barely look them in the eyes now that news of Rose’s transmission had spread throughout the fleet? She’d told him that she loved him, and in doing so, she’d left him with a tangled mess.
No. She did that by joining that mission in the first place. By allowing her own desperation to lead to her death.
When he walked his cruiser’s passageways, his crew offered a mirror image of his disorientation. His jitteriness. They walked from task to task like shell-shocked zombies, mechanically going through the motions of keeping their ship going during watches that seemed endless. When they saw him, if they noticed him at all, their salutes were jerky at best.
“At ease,” he told them, in vain. “At ease.” He didn’t want their salutes. He wanted them to feel safe, and hopeful. Both were gifts he could no longer give them.
It happened more than once that crewmembers passed him without registering his presence at all, so lost were they in their thoughts. No doubt contemplating the fleet’s situation in disbelief.
We’re not used to defeat. We’ve won so much, for so long, that losing is unfathomable to us. Our very systems reject it.
As Thatcher had anticipated, Tobias Vega had sent his fastest ships ahead of his main fleet. Through Farrago System and then Paraph, those ships had steadily gained ground on the Frontier force, whose fleet velocity was limited by its slowest ships—the three destroyers left to them.
Can we even call ourselves a “Frontier force,” now? He didn’t see how the company could possibly continue to exist. Then again, their status as Frontier employees was the only identity they had left to cling to, and Thatcher certainly didn’t have anything better to call the men and women he commanded.
In Paraph System, the larger, slower pirate force had also emerged from the jump zone out of Farrago before the Frontier fleet departed for the next system, Halation, which they sailed across now. The light from the lagging pirate ships had had time to reach Frontier sensors before their transition.
They’re gaining on us, and sooner or later we’ll have to confront the faster force. Thatcher was confident he could win that engagement. The question was how many ships it would cost him, and whether the faster Degenerate Empire ships could tie him up long enough for the larger fleet to close the gap.
The wardroom hatch opened, and Guerrero pushed through. “Ah. Ortega said I’d find you here.”
He forced a smile. “Have a seat. How are repairs coming along?” Several of his ships had sustained varying degrees of damage during the fight with and subsequent escape from the pirates. Including the New Jersey, whose aft port-side capacitor module had been destroyed even before she arrived in Nankeen, along with two gun ports.
“As well as they can, sir. The rep drones are great when it comes to patching up superficial damage, though they eat up energy and fuel faster with us on the move. The thing is, they can’t offer more than a band-aid fix for the kind of extensive damage some of our ships have suffered. What we really need is a few weeks in a Helio base dry dock. That’s not why I was looking for you, though.” Guerrero filled a mug of her own and joined him at the table, sliding her comm across the table toward him. “I wanted to go over this with you in person. I’ve been coordinating the fleet’s Ops officers like you ordered, and we’ve been scouring our integrated sensor data for anything anomalous. I believe we’ve found something.”
Thatcher squinted, studying the slightly blurry image on Guerrero’s comm screen. “Do you have a reconstruction that looks better than this?”
“Oh.” She pulled the device back toward her, tapped it a couple times, then pushed it back to him.
He nodded. “Much better. This is out in Halation’s asteroid belt, correct? I know Paraph didn’t have much of one.”
“It is. And fairly close to the jump gate into Cabochon, which is lucky.”
“Lucky because…you think we should go there?” He waved toward the screen.
“I do. Take a look at this asteroid, right here.” She reached over and double tapped on the comm, zooming in on one of the large, drifting rocks. Then she rotated the asteroid so that its right side came into view—effectively rewinding the sensor feed as she did. “See this notch in its profile, here? Doesn’t that look irregular? An ideal place for a concealed entrance to a pirate supply cache, say. And look.” She rotated the asteroid again, so that the notch faced him. “Even when that depression faces us, it’s too dark to make anything out.”
He gave a noncommittal grunt. “Nothing about the look of it suggests it’s not a natural feature. If I was going to bet on it, I’d say it resulted from a collision with a smaller rock at some point in its past.”
Guerrero nodded. “I think you’re right. But the Snowbird’s Ops officer, Lieutenant Pettigrew, still thought it warranted further investigation, given it would make such an ideal place to secret supplies. The fact that it’s a natural formation makes it an even better hiding place.”
He looked up from the comm screen. “You wouldn’t be showing me this if Pettigrew’s speculation about this asteroid’s topography was all you had. What haven’t you shown me yet?”
Guerrero grinned. “This.” She placed her thumb and forefinger together on the screen, then spread them, zooming in on the asteroid’s top half. What had been an indistinct fleck—a rock outcropping, maybe, or even a piece of dust on Guerrero’s comm screen—resolved into an object with a blurry yet recognizable profile.
“A satellite,” Thatcher murmured.
“One with multiple long-range sensors. My guess is it’s there to alert anyone on the inside about approaching ships.”
Thatcher plucked the comm off the table, bringing it closer to his face. “This could be good news.” We need some of that.
“That’s why I brought it to you directly. Our window for adjusting our course is closing, and I knew you’d want as much time as possible to make your decision.”
“It’s risky. Vega’s fast attack ships will gain on us even more while we check it out. But I don’t think we can afford not to investigate it.”
Guerrero spoke softly. “It does seem like we’re going to be in Lacuna for a while, doesn’t it?”
“Yes. And we badly need a resupply.” The voyage to Lacuna from Xebec Region had all but depleted their supplies, especially considering they hadn’t been able to restock on essentials in Freedom System as they’d planned. Yes, they’d been able to acquire assorted foodstuffs in northern Dupliss, but what they had left would only last them for another few weeks.
With careful provisioning, they should have been able to return to Dupliss after a successful mission in Nankeen. But their plan for doing that had involved relying on the supplies stored in massive Sunder holds. Moll’s betrayal had screwed them in more ways than one.
Thatcher sighed. “There’s no telling how long we’ll be in this forsaken region.”
“We’ll get out of here, Tad.” Determination flashed in Guerrero’s eyes. “We have to get you out.”
He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, get me out? I’m focused on getting the entire fleet out.”
“Oh, so am I. We all are. But after what Admiral Ward told you—”
“Wait. Candle told you that?”
“He thought I should know. He did swear me to secrecy.”
Thatcher frowned, wondering how many others his XO had “sworn to secrecy.”
“See that you do keep it to yourself. The last thing anyone needs is for the people of this fleet to distract themselves with nonsense. We have to focus on the task at hand, and right now that task is raiding this asteroid. Understood?”
Guerrero nodded. “Understood.”
He studied her face, which she’d schooled to perfect passivity and compliance.
Why didn’t he feel convinced?



Chapter Five
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Halation System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Captain Loretta Duncombe loomed inside the holotank at the front of the New Jersey’s CIC, eyes locked with Thatcher’s. He got the distinct impression her reaction to his last remark was going to be far from a favorable one.
The silence lasted long enough to become awkward, prompting some nervous shifting from a couple of his officers, punctuated by a cough from the direction of the Helm. 
“Captain Thatcher,” Duncombe said at last, “I must again recommend strongly against this course of action. If we abandon the Halation-Cabochon jump gate altogether, we’re basically inviting the pirates to take it. Then we’ll have no choice but to flee in the hopes of escaping back into Paraph System. That would be bad enough, since we know Vega’s forces are concentrated in the west of the region. Even worse would be if the lagging pirate force locked down that escape as well. Yes, they’re slower, but they’re also much closer to the jump gate into Paraph. We would be trapped here in Halation, then—sitting ducks until more Degenerate Empire forces show up to chase us down.”
Thatcher nodded. “I understand your concerns, Captain Duncombe. But are you suggesting we refrain from investigating the asteroid altogether? I see that as risky. There’s no telling when we’ll get another chance to resupply.”
Duncombe’s exasperation came out in how vigorously she shook her head. “No, Captain Thatcher.” She enunciated each syllable of his name and rank with deliberation. “I agree that we need to avail of every opportunity to procure supplies. But that jump gate is too important to leave unprotected while we do so, which is why I must insist that you send a battle group to defend it.”
Thatcher stared at Duncombe, closing his mouth with a click when he realized it was hanging open.
Insist? That sort of language bordered on questioning his command authority. He’d always known the Minotaur’s captain to be prickly, but he’d rarely ever borne the brunt of it. Rose had always fielded Duncombe’s many questions and concerns—and now Thatcher was getting a taste of exactly what that felt like.
Commanding this fleet has become even more challenging than I realized, without Rose. Until now, the captains under his command had seemed content to continue operating as a cohesive unit under his command, though he didn’t know whether that was out of loyalty to him, the ideals of their dead company, or sheer necessity.
But what if Duncombe decided to start bucking him at every turn? They were equal in rank, but only because Thatcher had been recently promoted. Duncombe had a lot of seniority on him. More importantly, the other Frontier employees had known her longer, and despite her bluntness—maybe because of it—Rose had valued her input highly.
Everyone knew Thatcher should never have been given the commands he had, especially back when he’d only been a commander, with just a few months under his belt with the company. It never would have happened in Space Fleet, and while corporate military structures tended to be looser, it had only been his consistent combat success that led Rose to put him in charge of entire fleets.
Now that he’d suffered a major defeat—one that had shattered Frontier and left them fighting for their lives deep in enemy territory—just how much legitimacy would he retain in the eyes of those following his orders? It was a question he hadn’t begun to consider until facing down Duncombe, and now he realized what an oversight that was.
“Captain, I’m afraid I won’t be splitting the fleet for any reason. Doing that would sacrifice every edge we have over Degenerate Empire—speed of comms, versatility, and strength. I want to be able to instantly reach every captain under my command with orders, to respond immediately to changing conditions. That means keeping the force united.”
Duncombe’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Is that truly the reason? Or is it simply that you don’t trust any of us to operate independently of you?”
“I—” he choked out, then stopped. Her words had rocked him, and he did his best to maintain a neutral expression.
Is that the reason? He searched his heart. Normally, when he’d decided on a course of action so firmly, he wouldn’t let any criticism distract him from it. But Duncombe’s remark cut deeply, because it resonated with a flaw he’d already identified in himself.
She’s speaking to the old Thatcher. Not me. I trust the people under my command, now. I give their input the consideration it’s due.
But was that really true? Or was he only trying to convince himself it was?
Did his actions truly reflect his commitment to involving the crew more in decisions, or was he just trying to make himself feel better?
“Frontier captains are the among the most highly trained, competent commanders in the entire Cluster,” he said, knowing every second of silence only sowed doubt in the hearts of his officers. “I know that as well as anyone does.”
“Then I defer to your judgment.” Duncombe sounded like those words pained her to utter, and Thatcher was frankly surprised to hear them.
“Thank you, Captain Duncombe. Please contact me with anything you consider worthy of discussion.” He nodded at Guerrero, who ended the transmission.
Thatcher resisted the urge to slump back in the command chair. Was Duncombe capable of going rogue, he wondered?
No. That’s a foolish thought. Although…in the wake of Thatcher’s colossal screw-up in Nankeen, any further mistakes would be amplified. Many more of them, and Duncombe could come to believe that his command posed an existential threat to what remained of Frontier. Then she might see it as her duty to openly defy him.
And she could be right to do so. Best not to screw up, then.
Still, the prospect of Duncombe’s opposition worried him. She commanded the most powerful ship left to the fleet. Without the Minotaur, their chances of leaving Lacuna alive seemed remote.
He needed a united fleet. And he would do everything in his power to make sure he had one.
“Sensors are registering the arrival of the forward Degenerate Empire force in-system, skipper,” Guerrero said from the Ops station. “Given they’ll need to accelerate from a full stop after their transition, the computer estimates they’ll close with us just inside of seven hours.”
“Thank you, Lucy.”
We’ll have time to extract supplies from the cache and leave before they get to us. Duncombe’s concerns were valid, but they’d require a significant disruption at the asteroid to become a reality.
Still…the faster of the two enemy forces gained more ground in every star system. It was only a matter of time until Thatcher would need to deal with them. And he had no idea what awaited him in the systems ahead.
He detested being so ignorant of the strategic outlook. As it stood, the risks of the pirates catching up to him—or another of Vega’s forces circling around and cutting him off deep in the bowels of Lacuna Region—were so high as to seem like a certainty, given enough time.
All he could do was operate as efficiently as possible, to make sure he was well-positioned to exploit any opportunities that presented themselves.
“Sir, the Lively just intercepted a transmission sent from the forward pirate force to the target asteroid.”
Thatcher raised an eyebrow in Guerrero’s direction. “What did it say?”
She shook her head. “It was encrypted. But the fact they sent it almost certainly means there’s someone already inside the asteroid.”
He nodded. “Probably several someones. Thank you, Lucy.” He tapped his comms panel, then used his console to connect himself directly with the Jersey’s new marine commander, Lieutenant Charles Stuckley.
According to Stuckley’s personnel file, he was definitely competent, but he’d never done anything to earn more than lukewarm praise from his evaluators. He was also the highest-ranking marine aboard Thatcher’s ship, now that half her marine company had been wiped out.
To give the command position to anyone else would have been an unnecessary insult to Stuckley. Thatcher just hoped he could deliver the goods.
“What can I do for you, sir?” Stuckley said.
The call was audio-only, but Thatcher paused for a second, taken aback at the lieutenant’s casual tone. What can you…do for me? He cleared his throat. “Are your marines ready to deploy?”
“Yes, sir.”
That’s good. “We just intercepted an encrypted transmission sent from the Degenerate Empire force to the asteroid. We won’t have time to decrypt it before we arrive, but you should know that you’ll likely encounter resistance.”
“We’ll do you proud, sir.”
“Just keep your people safe. I want you to proceed with extreme caution, and contact me the moment you run into anything unexpected.”
“You got it.”
“Good. Thatcher out.” He ended the transmission and leaned back in his seat.
He missed Major Avery. A lot.



Chapter Six
 
Undesignated Asteroid
Halation System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Stuckley clung to a handle on Attack Shuttle Two’s bow and observed as two of his marines taped breaching charges along the edge of the hatch that led into the asteroid’s interior.
Corporal Jordan Wilson turned away from his work and flashed Stuckley a thumbs-up. “That should do it, sir.”
“Be certain.”
The shadows of the recess made the corporal’s expression difficult to make out through his faceplate, but Stuckley got the sense his remark hadn’t been well-received.
“I am certain.”
“Double check.”
Wordlessly, the marine turned back toward the hatch, working his helmet controls to have his suit’s computer simulate the breach once again.
The metal door looked no more secure than what you might find aboard a civilian space station—clearly, the pirates had been gambling on this place staying hidden. But that didn’t mean the hatch would blow as easily as a regular door. It was sturdy enough to withstand the punishment deep space had subjected it to over a period of years, and so it would take a certain amount of boom for a clean breach.
Wilson turned back again after a few minutes. “It’ll blow, sir.”
“Good. Get out of there.”
The corporal and his companion, Private First Class Toby Rugger, used their suits’ thrusters to leave the asteroid, whose gravity was so low as to almost be negligible. They each flew to handles on the shuttle’s hull near the one Stuckley grasped.
“Marines, get ready to take the front porch,” he said over a platoon-wide channel.
“We’re good to go, sir,” came the reply from First Squad leader Sergeant Brooks.
Stuckley turned to Wilson. “Blow it.”
A flash and a silent explosion blew the hatch inward, and marines poured out of the shuttle’s airlock, rifles at the ready. Thrusters carried them forward as the smoke around the blown hatch slowly cleared.
Stuckley frowned. Nothing was coming up on his HUD’s thermal imaging. If a target had presented itself in the moments after the hatch was breached, the shuttle’s sensors would have spotted it, and the pilot would have taken it out with railgun fire.
But there was nothing. Strange. He didn’t know the asteroid’s layout, but he had to imagine the exterior hatch would offer one of the best places to set up a defense.
Something’s wrong. The words came in the voice of Major Will Avery, which jarred Stuckley even more. Losing the marine commander had affected him deeply, as it had all the marines, but he’d tried his best to postpone his mourning until the fleet managed to escape enemy territory. Hearing his dead superior’s voice now was almost too much for him to handle.
“Hold up, marines,” he said over the platoon-wide. “Don’t enter that asteroid.”
“Why not?” That was Wilson again, and this time his frustration was clearly audible.
“Because I gave an order. All marines, take up positions around the hatch, but don’t enter. Lance Corporal Alvarez, you have your recon drone with you?”
“I can go back and get it.”
“Do it.” Stuckley still clung to the shuttle’s hull, where he had the best view. If he joined the marines on the asteroid’s surface, he wouldn’t be able to see everything happening. He turned toward Wilson. “We haven’t encountered any resistance at all. Doesn’t that seem odd to you?”
Wilson shrugged. “Maybe they don’t have enough fighters to resist us.”
“Then tell me why their oncoming force send a signal warning them we were coming, if they didn’t plan to fight.”
The corporal didn’t have an answer for that, but Stuckley sensed he still remained skeptical. All the marines were skeptical of his leadership, he knew—and so was Captain Thatcher. But he could understand that. He’d yet to prove himself.
Stuckley had never been a fan of Major Hancock, Avery’s predecessor, and he hadn’t been surprised when he’d turned against Captain Thatcher in the wake of the wormhole’s collapse. After Avery took over command of the New Jersey’s marine company, Stuckley had watched him like a hawk. At first, he’d been suspicious of the man, since Avery had gone through boot camp with Hancock, and the two had called each other friends. Yes, Avery had sided with the New Jersey when it counted, but Stuckley had always considered his connection to Hancock to be a black stain on his reputation.
Luckily, it hadn’t taken long for the man to prove Stuckley dead wrong. Avery had been a talented leader who understood the needs of his marines. Slowly, Stuckley’s scrutiny of him had turned from an attitude of suspicion to one of trying to learn everything he could from him.
Major Avery had been taken from them far too soon, and Stuckley felt sure he’d still had a great deal to teach him. But he had learned a lot before the man’s death. And he planned to bring the same steadiness and caution to bear on every single operation he carried out.
Alvarez returned with the recon drone fully assembled, holding it in his right hand while using his left wrist thruster to carefully guide both it and himself to the asteroid’s surface. From there, he launched it, flying it through the destroyed hatch and into the asteroid’s interior.
Stuckley opened a window in his HUD that patched him through to the drone’s feed, watching as it used thrusters of its own to propel itself through the gravity-free environment.
The drone passed a series of hatches that lined both sides of a metal passageway. Every single one of them had been left open, and inside them shelves lined the walls from floor to ceiling—all of them empty. Tools were scattered here and there, and empty cartons and boxes were strewn across some of the chambers. But they were almost completely devoid of anything useful.
Sloppy as hell. Leaving the hatches open suggested the pirates had been rushing to do something. Either way, they should have known better than to leave the entire station open for the marines to inspect without impediment. Then again, why would he ever expect pirates to know better?
He did have to wonder what had happened to the supplies that had clearly once sat on those shelves. Had the pirates moved them in response to the Frontier fleet’s approach? Hidden them, maybe, in the hopes they wouldn’t find them till their reinforcements arrived?
The drone rounded a ninety-degree corner, and suddenly Stuckley had the answer to his question. Here, the walls and ceiling ended, leaving only a metal floor for mag-boots to cling to and bare rock overhead. At the end of the tunnel sat an enormous mound of piled-up supplies…
…rigged with enough explosives to vaporize them, along with anyone unlucky enough to round the corner.
It took only a few seconds for him to spot the camera stuck to the rock above the supplies, trained on the corner the drone had just rounded. Wherever the pirates were, they were watching that corner. And if his marines had been there instead of the drone, they’d likely be dead right now.
If we can find where they’re hiding, we might be able to force them to give us the detonator. Then we can deactivate the explosives and remove the supplies.
Stuckley instructed his HUD to connect him with Captain Thatcher.
“Thatcher here. What is it, Lieutenant?”
“We’ve run up against a complication, sir.”
“Oh?”
“Something didn’t seem right with the situation here, so I sent a recon drone into the asteroid ahead of us. It’s lucky I did. It found the supplies all piled together and rigged to blow—probably the moment we found it.”
A silence came over the line. “Good Lord,” Thatcher said at last, his voice awash with relief. 
“Sir, what I’d like to know now is whether Lieutenant Guerrero or any of our other Ops officers have noticed any other geographical features where the pirates might have gone to hide.”
It took several minutes for Thatcher to get back to him with an answer, but when he did, it seemed to carry promise.
“There’s a cave on the asteroid’s opposite side, around two-fifths of the circumference away from you. Lieutenant Guerrero has already forwarded the coordinates to your shuttle pilot.”
“Roger that, sir.”
“And Stuckley?”
“Yes, Captain?”
“You did very well to send that recon drone ahead of you. Very well indeed.”
“Thank you, sir.”
As he ordered his marines back inside Attack Shuttle Two, Stuckley felt somehow lighter than he had a few minutes ago. If there was anyone he respected more than he had Avery, it was Captain Tad Thatcher. The revelation of the man’s relationship with Veronica Rose had done little to tarnish that. Winning the man’s praise for his first mission as marine commander felt like a big win.
The shuttle brought them around the asteroid to the cave, which was little more than a depression overshadowed by a rock outcropping.
With the shuttle’s main railgun trained on them, and a full platoon of marines coming down on them with Crossbow 790s at the ready, the seven pirates huddled together inside the small space surrendered almost right away.
Almost right away. First, they took the time to blow the supply cache, filling the recon drone’s visual sensor with light in the split-second before it disintegrated.



Chapter Seven
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Halation System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
The base of Thatcher’s throat felt like a tangle of barbed wire. An invisible vice grip squeezed his head from both sides, and his heart hammered loudly in his ears.
They destroyed the supplies. Our supplies. How can we possibly make it out of Lacuna if we’re hungry as well as exhausted?
His vision seemed to narrow, going blurry, and he placed a hand to his chest before he realized he’d moved at all.
He felt like he was suffocating.
“Sir?” Guerrero asked from the Ops station. “Are you all right?”
Thatcher gasped down a rush of air, shaking his head to clear it. He met his Ops officer’s eyes, where he found concern and compassion. They held each other’s gaze for a long time, and gradually he managed to bring himself back by taking long, deep breaths.
What’s happening to me? “I’m fine,” he told Guerrero. Then he looked around at the others in the CIC, whose bodies were rigid as they stared at him in open consternation. “I’m fine. Return to your tasks, and get us out of this system.”
I was having a panic attack. A mild one, maybe, but who’s to say the next one won’t be worse?
Shame washed over him, and his skin prickled with the heat of it. He was the captain of a light armored cruiser and commander of this fleet. And he’d nearly lost himself.
That can’t happen.
Yet it had. The question was, would he be able to prevent it from happening next time? If he couldn’t, what would it mean for the men and women whose lives depended on his ability to stay with it?
How ironic that Guerrero would be the first one to notice his distress. Guerrero, who he’d ejected from his CIC without hesitation when she’d experienced a similar attack of her own.
Maybe she has something she can teach me.
He cast his mind back to before the panic attack, in an attempt to figure out what might have triggered it.
Clearly, the news the pirates had blown the supplies his fleet so desperately needed had been distressing. Though after learning that, he’d kept it together long enough to order the fleet out of Halation System. Then anxiety had seized him.
The words of Admiral Ward came back to him, from their conversation in the diner. As they so often did.
The pressure of knowing how important you were got to you. You fell apart at a critical moment. And the Xanthic defeated you.
The admiral had been talking about a Thatcher from a different timeline—one who’d been sent to the Dawn Cluster fully aware of the crucial role he needed to play in the war against the aliens.
Thatcher still thought the entire story was bunk…except that he now felt very much like this mythical ‘other Thatcher’ apparently had. The betrayal by Moll, resulting in losing Rose, and in Frontier Security falling apart…it had broken something inside him. Maybe it had drained a well of resolve he’d always relied on.
He was the only thing the people under his command had left. Before, he’d always had some power acting as a backstop. Someone to step in if he failed—even though he almost never did.
Now that he didn’t have that…
I’ve become this fleet’s last hope. And I can’t handle it.
He stood from the command chair. “Billy, you have the conn. Call me if anything changes.”
Candle nodded. “Sir…can I ask where you’re going?”
“To interrogate our new prisoners.” He needed to do something.
“Yes, sir.”
Halfway across the CIC, Thatcher paused to study the holotank. The forward pirate force was now much closer than they had been before his fleet had headed to that asteroid. Four hours from catching them instead of seven.
How many times can we afford to deviate from our course in an attempt to resupply?
He knew the answer: they’d likely already run out of chances. The next time they tried to acquire supplies, they would also have to fight.
The marines had the pirates they’d captured from the asteroid under armed guard, inside the same cargo bay where Veronica Rose had once set up her office aboard the New Jersey.
These scum defiled that memory, and Thatcher instantly detested them for that—more than he already would have detested a member of Degenerate Empire. His mouth twisted as he looked on them, sitting in a rough circle with arms bound behind their backs. A few of them glared back in defiance, but most kept their eyes on the deck.
He realized the marines were still presenting arms to him. “At ease.”
“We’re sorry, sir,” one of them said—a young man with flame-colored hair, and a cloud of freckles that covered most of his face.
Thatcher searched his mind for the man’s name, finding it after a few seconds. “Sorry for what, Private Rugger?”
Rugger frowned, looking somewhat confused. “For failing to secure the supplies, sir.”
“There was nothing you could have done to prevent that, with the advance warning the pirates had of our arrival. No marines were injured or killed, and I consider that the best possible outcome you could have achieved, given the circumstances.”
“Yes, sir.”
Thatcher nodded toward one of the pirates with downcast eyes. “Take him and come with me.”
Unhesitating, Rugger seized the man by the bicep and dragged him roughly to a standing position. A couple of the other pirates cried out at that, and one yelled for the man Thatcher had selected to keep quiet—or else.
Rugger marched the man across the cargo bay after Thatcher, who led them to a corner where pallets of supplies blocked them from view of the other prisoners. It wouldn’t have been very effective to have a conversation with him in front of the others. He still might clam up, but at least over here there would be less social pressure to do so.
But once it was just the three of them, the pirate became defiant. His jaw stiffened, and he met Thatcher’s gaze with a glare of his own.
Thatcher began without preamble. “Who told you to detonate those explosives?”
“Who do you think? Ben Baumann gave the order. He’s commander of the force that’s going to run you down. He told us what you did in Nankeen. Destroying that station pissed off Vega, and he’s a man who isn’t easily angered. You managed it, though, and he doesn’t plan to hold anything back to take you out.”
Thatcher raised his eyebrows. “You’re a lot more vocal than I expected.”
“There’s nothing I could tell you that would change what’s going to happen to you, so why hold anything back?”
“Makes sense. While we’re sharing, why don’t you tell me where the next supply cache is?”
“There isn’t one. Not for four more systems. And I doubt you’ll make it out of the next one.”
Thatcher considered this. The man was probably lying, in an attempt to demoralize him. But there was no way to tell for sure.
“You’re never getting out of Lacuna,” the pirate went on. “So you should probably just accept it. Someone put a price on your head. Baumann thinks it was Simon Moll, though he must have offered it through back channels if he did. Not that he’s shy about how he gave you the shaft in Nankeen. Word is, he’s not doing anything to prevent the news of that getting out.” The pirate shrugged. “I guess Moll just doesn’t want it known he put a hit out on you. But whether it was him or not, Vega considers the reward money gravy. What he really wants is revenge.”
Thatcher nodded thoughtfully, keeping his expression neutral. He didn’t much like the man’s sneer, and he wasn’t enjoying this conversation.
I could try plucking another one out of the bunch, but I expect that conversation would be about as productive as this one.
He sighed, turning to Rugger. “Put him and the others in pressure suits, then jettison them from an airlock.”
The pirate’s eyes widened in a way that Thatcher found satisfying.
Rugger nodded, once again grabbing the pirate by the arm. “With pleasure, sir.”
Thatcher turned on his heel and left the cargo bay, to find a better use for his time.
Shouldn’t be difficult.



Chapter Eight
 
Heaven’s Bounty Headquarters on Planet Dichondra
Starling System, Recto Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Li Jun pulled himself out of the swimming pool’s deep end, dripping and panting from his exertion.
He waved at the lifeguard as he made his way carefully along the wet poolside toward the men’s change room, wary of losing his footing and taking an embarrassing—and perhaps painful—fall.
The dressing room contained just one other person, who stood wrapped in a towel in front of a locker across the way from Li’s, engrossed in his comm.
“Mr. Cho,” Li said. “From the accounting department, isn’t it?”
The accountant jolted so violently Li was surprised he didn’t lose his footing. He grasped his towel with one hand and his comm with the other, then stared at Li with wide eyes. “Mr. Li, sir! I didn’t expect to see you there. You…you know my name?”
“Of course! Cho Sung-hoon.” Li grinned broadly at his employee. Such moments were among his favorites of the job, when he could demonstrate to one of his workers exactly how much he cared about every one of them. “You were recently promoted to a management position, and so far I’ve heard only good things from your superior. How could I forget about such an exemplary Heaven’s Bounty employee?”
The man actually reddened, which charmed Li. “Thank you, sir. Your words are very kind.”
Li gave one more smile, then stepped out of his shorts, stowed them in his locker, and took a folded towel from a nearby pile as he headed for the showers.
Swimming was his favorite way to exercise. Low-impact, so it preserved his joints and kept him young. He always felt like it worked out his core the most. Best of all, all other thought left him as he cut through the water, limbs churning cyclically, occasionally rotating to one side to take a breath.
Showered and wearing fresh clothes, he returned to his office, giving his Japanese receptionist a smile and a nod as he passed her desk. As always, Ito Sara’s hair was immaculately styled, with two strands tumbling down to frame her perfect face. Red and white flowers adorned the top of her head in a line, and beneath it her dark brown hair gleamed.
Simply ravishing. It wouldn’t be appropriate to say so, of course, as Tsu Wei was always reminding him. But couldn’t he admire his employee’s beauty? As long as he didn’t stare too long, of course.
He closed the office door behind him and settled behind his desk, breathing deeply as he took in its furnishings and decorations, which were all arranged in a way he found perfectly pleasing. The desk itself was in a feng shui command position—not in line with the door, but in full view of it. Brilliant tapestries adorned the walls, and statuettes smiled on him from several angles.
His eyes fell on the Buddha, which Tsu had picked up during their last chess game, complaining that the divinity never would have approved of the opulence that now surrounded him.
My goodness. When was our last game of chess? There’s been so much to see to, I’ve barely had time to breathe.
Well, that was a lie. In fact, Li took time to breathe every day, setting aside twenty minutes each morning to do only that. It grounded him for whatever the day might confront him with.
He folded the holoscreen up from his desk. Several transport and logistics reports awaited his review, but he decided to put them off for the time being while he perused the latest news from around the Dawn Cluster. It was important for any CEO to keep his finger on the pulse of current events, especially one who also led humanity’s most promising super-alliance. Spycraft was doubtless the best way to stay on top of things, since the intel gathered that way was much more likely to confer an asymmetric advantage over one’s opponents. But even public news broadcasts and articles could contain valuable information—and more than once, the information they contained had been overlooked by Li’s own spies.
He clucked his tongue at yet another think piece about Veronica Rose’s death, and what it might mean for intercorporate politics going forward.
Obviously nothing good. Li himself felt deeply saddened by Ms. Rose’s passing. He’d genuinely liked her, and she would have made a valuable ally in what was to come, if only she’d managed to rein herself in when it came to her more idealistic tendencies.
A little more subtlety, and a little less spitting in the face of the man who currently holds most of the cards. Given that, Ascendant Horizon and Frontier Security might have joined together in the inevitable struggle against the Coalition of Giants. Now, Frontier was torn asunder, and Li’s super-alliance stood alone as the final bulwark against Simon Moll’s burgeoning tyranny.
Nestled inside his sadness was regret, and even remorse. To stay on his own path, he’d needed to sweep aside Ms. Rose’s overtures to cooperate in order to oppose Moll’s annexation of Xebec Region. And directly after, he’d needed to go to Moll to strike a deal of his own with the man.
Couldn’t I have warned her about where her actions were likely to lead?
He shook his head. As much as it pained him to contemplate, there was nothing he could have done. Moll would have known if he’d spoken against him, and that would have ruined everything. The man’s reach stretched uncannily far.
Even supposing Moll wouldn’t have caught wind of Li speaking against him…well, he’d liked Rose, but entrusting her with words that could destroy his fledgling super-alliance would have been foolish. Entrusting anyone with such a thing would be the height of stupidity.
He wondered idly if Captain Thatcher would manage to escape Tobias Vega’s clutches. It seemed like a long shot, and even if he did, Li felt far from certain they could ever work together. The man had seemed far too stiff in his thinking, during their only meeting.
He may be a brilliant tactician, but a man who can’t learn to bend in certain areas of life will eventually break in others.
On top of that, Li had gotten the distinct sense Thatcher didn’t trust him. Even so, he wished him the best.
His comm chimed, and he picked it up to find Ito Sara’s beautiful face staring up at him. He smiled. “My lovely assistant. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Mr. Li, I have Simon Moll on hold. Are you available to speak to him?”
“I’m always available to speak to Simon Moll. Put him through.”
Li patched the call through to his holoscreen, where Moll’s chiseled face appeared dead-center. “Mr. Li. I trust you’re well?” An icy tone belied the cordial words.
“Quite well, thank you,” Li said, trying to pretend he hadn’t noticed how Moll’s voice crackled with barely veiled hostility. “I just got back from the pool here in our headquarters on—”
“I’ll get straight to the point. Some unfortunate rumors have come to my attention, Mr. Li. Rumors that concern Ascendant Horizon.”
For a moment, Li felt light-headed. But he seized control of his breath, forcing air into his lungs. He succeeded in keeping his distress from his face. At least, he was pretty sure he succeeded.
“Rumors,” he repeated slowly, in a thoughtful tone. “I’m not sure what they might concern, but I hope you know that if there was any new information pertinent to our partnership, I would relay it to you immediately.”
“That’s what I would have hoped. And yet, what I’ve heard comes from multiple reliable sources, so it’s difficult to discount.”
“What is it you’ve heard?”
“That Ascendant Horizon is in the process of building several new destroyers, which will be so large as to nearly qualify as super-ships, with weaponry to match. The only thing that causes me to suspend my belief is that I’m certain you wouldn’t attempt such a thing, after our alliances’ partnership was born from an effort to prevent the emergence of a super-ship, a thing that would have done untold damage to the Dawn Cluster’s delicate balance of power.”
Moll’s eyes bored into Li’s, and it was everything he could do not to look away. “I assure you, Mr. Moll, that of course we would not attempt such a thing. Destroyers such as the one you describe would upset the power balance just as much as a single super-ship would, and I would neither condone nor promote their construction. If somehow such a thing has taken root in Ascendant Horizon territory, I will make sure a stop is put to it. At once.”
At last, Moll’s glacial expression broke open, and a smile took its place. “You’ve put me at ease, Mr. Li. I’m encouraged to hear that we both still have the Cluster’s best interests at heart.”
“Of course. And please don’t hesitate to contact me the moment you hear any further rumors that concern our partnership. It doesn’t serve either of us to let them fester in silence. Sunlight, as they say, is the best disinfectant.”
“It’s a good one, to be sure. But there are other…disinfectants…that serve just as well. Thank you for your time, Mr. Li.” Without warning, Moll ended the call.
Li had barely begun to contemplate Moll’s cryptic sign-off when Tsu Wei burst into his office.
He closed his eyes. At one time, his assistant had attempted to prevent Tsu from charging in unannounced, but those days were long past.
“Have you seen the news?” Tsu asked, his lips tight.
Li glanced at his holoscreen, which showed an unrefreshed news feed. He tapped the screen, updating it with the latest items.
His eyes widened.
The first headline read, “ASCENDANT HORIZON CAPITAL SHIPYARD IN JOW REGION DESTROYED BY MERCENARIES.”
“There goes your decoy.” Tsu’s voice shook with barely restrained emotion—whether anger or satisfaction at being right, it was difficult to tell. “How long until they find out about our actual super-ship?”
Li’s heart hammered against his chest. He’d known the new destroyers would be targeted eventually, but he’d planned for them to distract from the Leviathan’s construction for months to come, not weeks!
“You must have your agents get to the bottom of this, Jun Ge.” Tsu planted both hands on Li’s desk. “We have to find out who hired these mercenaries.”
Li shut his eyes once more. “I know who’s responsible. It was Simon Moll.”
“Your new ‘partner?’ How can you be sure?”
“We just finished speaking, that second.” Li gestured toward his holoscreen. “The timing is too perfect. He mentioned hearing rumors of the destroyers’ construction…he was all but telling me he planned to take out that shipyard. This was a warning shot.”
“Now what?”
Li shook his head. “I don’t know.” Though he did feel certain of one thing: events were unfolding far too quickly for his liking.



Chapter Nine
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Ibis System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“Transition complete, sir.” Guerrero bent over the Ops console, intent on her holoscreen. “Visual sensors show Halcyon Station in distant solar orbit, right where the records say it should be. Except…it looks like it’s gotten an upgrade.”
Thatcher pulled up the sensor feed on his own holoscreen, and gave a low whistle. “Several upgrades, from the looks of things.” Halcyon now had two Helio bases flanking it in its orbit, and the station itself looked bigger than the Jersey’s records suggested. He tapped the screen rapidly, zooming in. “Those are dry docks.”
Guerrero nodded. “So it’s become a shipyard for them as well as a trading hub.”
“And a jail.” Degenerate Empire was also known to keep high-value prisoners on Halcyon Station. If he had the forces, Thatcher would raid it now and liberate those captives, in the hopes Wilson and the other Frontier crews would be among them. If they still survived, then the chances were high that they would be there. But there were too many warships guarding the station. Combined with Halcyon’s automated defenses, and the pirate forces already chasing Thatcher’s fleet, they would be quickly overwhelmed.
Degenerate Empire is certainly getting established quickly. Even without the Xanthic ship Vega had hoped to master, his fleets would likely return to torment the inhabitants of the Cluster’s northern warm regions soon. Chasing us down might be the only thing that’s delaying them from launching an all-out invasion of the north. Whether that was true or not, it was a nice thought.
“Any sign they expected our arrival, Lucy?”
“Negative, sir. Unless they started toward us in the last few hours, and their light just hasn’t reached us yet. I doubt that, though.”
“So do I.” One thing Vega did lack was instant comms. That was a blessing. With those, Thatcher doubted the Frontier fleet would have a hope of losing their pursuers in the tangle of Lacuna systems. It’s hard enough with two of their forces hard on our heels.
Thatcher rose from the command seat. “Billy, you have the conn. I’m going ahead with the captains’ meeting.” He turned to Sullivan. “Take us to the Ibis-Virific jump gate, and Lucy, relay orders throughout the fleet to do the same.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
Thatcher left the CIC for the adjoining conference room, which had been set up with holoscreens circling the long table, so that captains could attend the planned meeting remotely. Technically, Thatcher would be alone in the room, which he expected to feel odd.
It felt like Rose should be at his side.
Settling into the seat at the head of the table, he took a deep breath. The meeting wouldn’t start for another five minutes, so he had time to collect his thoughts…and to figure out how to sell his plan to the other captains, particularly Duncombe.
The pirates had gained steadily as the two forces crossed Cabochon System, and when the Jersey had transitioned into Ibis, the chasing force was little more than three hours from catching up.
Things would come to a head soon. The question was, where?
He tapped a panel that protruded from the desk’s underside, and the holoscreens came to life. There weren’t enough seats in the conference room to accommodate every captain, and it always struck him as somewhat comical to see masters of ships piled on top of their peers, holoscreen stacked above holoscreen.
Letting that amusement show did not seem advisable. “Captains of the Frontier Security Fleet,” he said, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “Thank you for joining me.”
The holoscreens extended from compartments in the ceiling, where they were stowed when not in use. He had to admit, they did convey a sense of presence rather well. The edges of each holoscreen were thin, almost invisible, and the screens themselves rotated automatically to follow the flow of the conversation. His eyes fell on Duncombe’s screen, and the 3D image rendered her disembodied head with impressive fidelity.
“You may already be aware that your Ops officers have received orders to proceed to the jump gate into Virific System, and not Wheal. Our main business today is to discuss our trajectory through Lacuna, and for me to hear your ideas and feedback.”
Unsurprisingly, Duncombe spoke first, her voice flat. “Why not Wheal System, Captain Thatcher? It offers the most direct route out of this region.”
“For the same reason we avoided the path that led north through Yearling System, after leaving Nankeen. North is the direction Vega will expect us to go, which means he will send forces to intercept us. We can’t afford to be sandwiched between two pirate fleets.”
“And yet, at some point we must go north. Why not now? Why go to Virific System, when that route takes us in the opposite direction of escape? Our records indicate there’s nothing of note in Virific. Even Asonia would make more sense. That would still take us south—southwest as opposed to southeast—but at least there’s a decent chance we would recover some supplies there.”
Thatcher nodded. Duncombe was referring to three separate mining operations in Asonia, once run by corps who had fled the region months ago. “You’re right. Asonia would likely yield some of the supplies we so badly need. But it also makes us too vulnerable to getting surrounded. And I have a better prize for us to try for.”
Duncombe’s lips pursed, her eyes narrowing slightly. “I can’t imagine what it might be. Virific connects only to Esker System, which our records say is just as barren.”
“Yes, but beyond Esker is Galago System. Our path will trend slightly north as we enter Galago…but that’s not why I want to go there. Anvil Incorporated has a significant presence in the system. Anvil is the mining and shipbuilding company that built the New Jersey, and it’s also one of the last corps known to still be operating this deep in Degenerate Empire space.”
A snort came from Commander Jeffrey Pearson’s holoscreen, and Thatcher turned toward him, with several holoscreens swiveling so their occupants could see Pearson.
Thatcher raised an eyebrow. “I take it you have some thoughts to share with us, Commander?”
Pearson raised a hand to his mouth, failing to conceal his smile. The gesture looked affected to Thatcher. He remembered Guerrero telling him that of all her counterparts she collaborated with aboard other ships, the Ops officer aboard Pearson’s ship, a frigate named the Onyx, was the least cooperative. Had Duncombe’s recalcitrance already started to infect others in the fleet?
No. I can’t blame Duncombe. Not fully, anyway. There was also the news about his involvement with Rose, which he knew must have undermined his authority well enough on its own. Not to mention his recent panic attack, which he had no doubt had spread throughout the fleet by now.
“Forgive my indiscretion, Captain Thatcher,” Pearson said. “I just can’t quite suspend my disbelief when it comes to the idea of Anvil still being…uh, solvent. Surely their operations have been seriously disrupted—probably ruined entirely. We’ve already witnessed how the pirates have the run of this region.”
“I’m afraid I have to agree with the commander,” Duncombe put in. “There’s also the fact that no one in the Cluster has heard from Anvil in weeks.”
Thatcher sniffed. Had Duncombe researched that on the fly, or had she anticipated that he would want to try finding Anvil, and conducted her research on the company in advance of this meeting?
Either way, the woman is good. How Rose had managed to keep her at bay for so long, Thatcher had yet to figure out.
And he needed to figure it out. Soon.
“Anvil hasn’t enjoyed access to instant comms as we have, and as Commander Pearson observed, with Degenerate Empire overrunning Lacuna, it isn’t surprising they haven’t managed to get any communications out of the region. But I think you may be underestimating the company’s military might. To operate so far from the Cluster’s cold regions at all, they needed to provide their own muscle. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re preparing to leave the region, or will be soon. But with Vega so focused on Nankeen, I doubt he’s had the ships to spare that would be required to take down a fleet like Anvil’s.
“But even supposing Anvil has fallen…their facilities should still be there. And there’s a good chance those facilities will hold supplies we can salvage.”
That brought a silence to the conference table, as even Duncombe and Pearson reflected on the logic of his words.
Thatcher continued. “This route also keeps us out of pirate clutches for as long as possible, and it should represent at least a modest gain for our fleet. Unless anyone else has an objection that causes me to reconsider, it’s the route we’ll be taking.”
He met each captain’s eyes in turn. Many of them seemed at peace with his decision, but others looked unsure, and a handful wore troubled expressions. Duncombe only studied him with her usual sternness.
Pearson was still smiling. “What about the pirate force chasing us? Unless something changes, Galago System is also where they’re likely to catch up to us.”
“Yes,” Thatcher agreed. “But since both our fleets have accelerated at our respective maximum capacities, we’ve slowly left the second, lagging pirate force behind. Even if we find no Anvil forces in Galago to help us, we can lie in wait for our pursuers at the jump zone out of Esker and engage them at our leisure. I doubt they’ll expect that.”
“No.” For once, Duncombe wore a smile of her own, however restrained. “I doubt they will.”



Chapter Ten
 
Aboard the Shtriga
Vandola System, Helve Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Captain Mikhail Volkov stalked the Shtriga’s passageways, where scarlet banners and carpets adorned the bulkheads and decks. On this damnable morning, the abundance of red seemed a physical manifestation of his rage.
He stormed into the CIC, where he ignored his command seat, instead choosing to pace between the consoles of his officers. A couple of the younger ones actually flinched as he passed by, and he sneered at them. His more experienced officers knew to keep their composure, even before the wrath of their commander.
“Alexei, what is the posture of the invading force?” He ground the words out, so that they emerged clipped and harsh.
His Ops officer, Senior Lieutenant Alexei Ivanov, wore a grim expression. “They are making way for the Helio base orbiting Glacial’s moon, sir.”
Ivanov brought up the tactical display on the main holoscreen, and Volkov glared at it, fists clenched, making no attempt to conceal his anger. Fifty warships sped across the system toward the Helio base—far too many for him to oppose with his battle group of twelve, no matter what magical tactics he pulled from his sleeve.
Fifty here, and who knows how many ships they have in neighboring systems? That Helio base is one of the first we took when we began our campaign in Devil’s Arm. And now they’re going to take it from us.
Devil’s Arm was the unofficial name given by locals to the peninsula of regions that projected from Aorta, a warm region. The Arm consisted of Kyrie, Helve, and Quisle regions, and Volkov had dreamed of conquering all three, as the beginning of his quest to build Red Sky back into a force even more formidable than before.
Now, these opportunists had shown up. The cursed Penta Syndicate, who pounced the moment they caught wind that Volkov had cleansed these regions of pirates.
The pirate scum had fled north, no doubt to find their way to Degenerate Empire’s embrace, if they could. Volkov had been poised to restore Red Sky to glory.
But the Syndicate apparently wasn’t satisfied with Modal Pique alone—the region they’d stolen from Orion Alliance. They’d clearly set their sights on another theft: they sought to steal Volkov’s chance at a fresh start for his corp.
His anger made his ears ring, but in the pit of his stomach, a sense of helplessness gnawed at him. He hated how this made him feel. It reminded him of Moll’s treatment of his company, back in The Brush. This was no better than that. No less humiliating.
“Our enemies are limitless,” he growled. “Just as we deal with one of them, a new one appears, ready to make our lives a living hell.”
“That is what makes us strong.”
Volkov whirled to face his Ops officer, focusing the full force of his rage on the man. “What did you just say?”
Ivanov didn’t waver. “I said that is what makes us strong, sir. We have endured so much. We were chased away from our system—chased from the planet our families call home. No corp would take us in, and the UNC would give us no justice. Now that we have won a great victory, another tyrant seeks to destroy us. No other corp in the Dawn Cluster has been abused so frequently, for so long. And yet we never give up. We rise from the ashes of each defeat, stronger than before. Forged by the fires of war. Some day, we will be so strong that no one will be able to oppose us. No one will dare.”
Tears stung Volkov’s eyes, and he wiped them away with the back of his hand, letting the others see how Ivanov’s words had moved him.
“Yes, Alexei. You couldn’t be more right.” He drew a deep breath and walked to his command chair, where he took his place, sitting straight and proud. “We will withdraw deeper into Helve. Consolidate our forces. And once we are united, Red Sky will become the hunter. This time, we do not seek to drive out our enemies. We seek to destroy them.”
A cheer rose up throughout the CIC, and Volkov smiled coldly, his eyes locked on the holoscreen.
“Relay the order throughout the battle group. We sail south. For Theremin System.”



Chapter Eleven
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Esker System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Dreams of Lin holding their son disturbed Thatcher’s sleep again, the babe oblivious to his father’s deeds while Lin stared at him wearing an expression of confusion and pain.
His eyes snapped open, and he stared blearily at his cabin’s overhead, momentarily unsure where he was. When he remembered, it didn’t make him feel much better.
Trapped deep in Degenerate Empire territory, being chased down by pirates. Forgetting that, however briefly, would have been nice if he hadn’t had other demons to taunt him in the meantime.
He forced himself to focus on the familiar sounds of the New Jersey, creaking and popping around him. Those sounds brought him the same level of comfort that sounds of morning birds might have brought a planetsider. They didn’t just remind him of where he was—they told him who he was.
His comm buzzed, and he scooped it up from the rackside table.
Doctor Cruz. Unexpected calls from the ship’s doctor rarely brought good news. He answered. “Thatcher here.”
“Sir, I hate to bother you with this, but—”
“Don’t worry about bothering me, Tony. Whatever it is, if you consider it important enough to call me, then I want to hear about it.”
“Thank you, sir.” Cruz sounded a little hesitant—maybe because Thatcher had called him “Tony.” He hadn’t seen much of the doctor lately, which he considered a good thing, but it also meant the man wasn’t as accustomed as the others to his new first-name policy.
Cruz sighed, then continued. “It’s Tiller, sir. In the days since Nankeen, he’s become suicidal again. I’m on the verge of declaring him unfit, but first I thought I should ask you whether you’d like to try talking to him. It seemed to help last time—for a while, anyway.”
Thatcher closed his eyes, remembering the scene in the examination room, when the seaman had held a scalpel to his own throat. “Has Tiller taken any action yet?”
“You mean an actual suicide attempt? No. This is nothing so…uh, dramatic, as the last time. I have him under twenty-four hour observation, and he seems incredibly despondent. I’m not sure he’d have the motivation right now to carry anything out. But all the same, he’s in a bad way.”
“I understand. I can be at the med bay within fifteen minutes. We’re due to transition to Galago in thirty, and I may have to leave Tiller abruptly, depending on what we find there. But hopefully we can scratch the surface of what’s going on.”
“Yes, sir.” A note of relief had entered Cruz’s voice.
Thatcher ended the call and began putting on his service uniform, which he’d ironed before going to sleep, as was his habit.
How odd that the ship’s doctor should sound relieved that the captain is coming to address a medical problem. Not that he held it against Cruz. The man had a lot of ability in areas other than mental health. And his evident relief probably had a lot to do with the stress they were all under. Besides, it demonstrated how much he cared about the crew who came under his care.
On the way through the ship, Thatcher couldn’t help noticing how several of his crew brightened as he rounded each corner into view.
“Good morning, Captain Thatcher,” a petty officer third class said with a sharp salute. “At least, it’s morning for you, isn’t it?”
Thatcher returned the salute without breaking his stride. “It is. And good afternoon to you, Kelly.”
The man beamed even brighter, clearly impressed that Thatcher had remembered not only his name, but his watch rotation.
Making a point of memorizing crew names, details about their histories, and what they did aboard the Jersey—it was all paying dividends on crew morale.
But why did his crew react more positively to him now than they ever had before? Surely they’ve all heard about my indiscretion with Rose. If he’d learned the same thing about his captain, he would have been appalled. And yet the New Jersey crew seemed to revere him more than they ever had since he’d first taken command of the light armored cruiser.
When he arrived in med bay, Doctor Cruz didn’t waste time with small talk. “Captain Thatcher,” he said. “Right this way.”
Thatcher nodded, glad for Cruz’s haste. He doubted he had much time to spend on this, and he wanted to do as much good as possible with the time he had.
When he entered the med bay’s only chamber with a single rack, Tiller was sitting on the side of it, wearing civvies. He looked up at Thatcher’s entrance, and his jaw dropped as Cruz closed the hatch to give them privacy.
“Captain Thatcher. I…I didn’t ask them to speak to you, sir. I swear. I know how busy you are right now. And how stressed you must be.”
Thatcher raised his eyebrows, surprised at Tiller’s empathy. “I know you didn’t ask them, Seaman,” he said gently. Last time, during the man’s suicide attempt, he’d demanded to speak to Thatcher. “Cruz told me about how you’ve been feeling lately, and we both thought it might be a good idea for us to have another chat.”
He circled the rack to a stool on the opposite side, against the bulkhead. For his part, Tiller scooted around to the other side of the rack, so that they faced each other.
As Thatcher studied the man’s expression, which mixed uncertainty with a quiet desperation, something inside of him broke open, and he felt the urge to weep.
Good God.
I’m not sure it will help him to watch his superior break down in front of him. Thatcher kept his composure, but with a considerable effort. What’s gotten into me?
But he already knew at least part of what had gotten into him. Seeing Tiller like this reminded him of the last time, when Thatcher had charged into the examination room and demanded to know “What’s all this nonsense?”
Less than a minute later, he’d told Tiller to “shut up,” and then proceeded to forcefully talk some sense into him.
At least, that was what he’d thought he was doing. And while it might have gotten Tiller back to work for a time, it had clearly only delayed the inevitable.
The idea that I can help him at all is probably ludicrous. I’m a starship captain, not a therapist.
But whether that was true or not, Thatcher felt ashamed as he remembered how rough he’d been with Tiller.
Back then, I simply couldn’t imagine why anyone would threaten to kill themselves. And why couldn’t I? Because I considered myself just so perfect.
Already high on the triumph of multiple victories, Thatcher had seen himself as the crusading reformer who’d swept through the New Jersey and turned her into the fighting machine she’d always had the potential to be. He’d done it by establishing and maintaining high standards—by commanding through discipline and willpower.
Few could argue that it had been effective. In the short term, at least. But where had it led, in the end?
To Tiller’s breakdown, and to Guerrero’s. And now, maybe, to mine.
He’d already come close to losing it. In the middle of battle, no less. The old Thatcher would never have understood how that could happen, and he’d certainly refused to view Tiller’s struggle as anything but nonsense.
Now that he knew the pressures Admiral Angus Ward had visited upon him—now that he’d allowed himself to betray his wife, and gone on to lose Veronica Rose in the worst military defeat of his career—he finally understood.
So he kept his voice gentle. “I’m not going to sugarcoat this for you, Seaman. I’m sure you understand that if we can’t get what you’re going through under control, we’ll need to let you go. An unstable member of the crew poses a flight risk to everyone aboard. We need absolutely everybody on-mission, clearheaded, focused.”
Tiller hung his head. “I get that, sir.”
“Then why don’t you tell me what’s been going on?”
“I’ve been trying to hold tight to the idea that we’ll get back to Earth Local Space—that I’ll get back to Mars, and see my family again. But after what happened in Nankeen, I just can’t see it. Now, it doesn’t seem like we’re going to escape Lacuna Region, let alone the Dawn Cluster.” Tiller held up his hands, then let them drop into his lap, in a futile gesture. “Everything just seems so hopeless.”
Thatcher folded his own hands and stared at the deck, carefully composing his next words. He raised his gaze and met Tiller’s. “And what makes you think killing yourself will help anything? What makes you think that will be better than this?”
“I know it won’t, sir. But it’s all I can think about doing. You’d understood if you knew what was going on up here.” Tiller tapped the side of his head. “My thoughts won’t stop torturing me. I’ve lost control of them completely.”
“I want you to do me a favor, then. Last time we spoke, I promised you we’ll get back to Earth Local Space. I still mean it, but forget about that for now. Forget about reopening the wormhole, and forget about trying to control your thoughts. All I want you to do is add a new thought to the mix.”
Tiller’s eyes were steady on his. “What is it?”
“Focus on what good you’ll be to your family dead. That is, you’ll be no good at all. Consider what they must be going through right now, what with the Xanthic attacks, and half of humanity trapped a galaxy away—with you trapped here away from them. Now imagine how much worse it’ll be for them if they learn about your death. Is that what you want? To make things worse for them?”
“No, sir.”
“Good. Because what we’re doing right now is fighting for them. Fighting for your family, and for everyone back in Earth Local Space. We’re going to keep fighting until we get back to them, or until we’re killed. There’s no other option—not for anyone aboard my ship. So I don’t want you to conceive of your thoughts and actions in terms of what effect they’ll have on you. Instead, think about how everything you do aboard this ship is something that’s meant to help your family. And it will help them.”
“How can anything help them if they’re already dead?”
“Forget about the chance they might be dead. Instead, think about what losing you would do to them if they’re alive. Would it be the final blow it took to break them entirely?”
Tiller didn’t answer, just stared at the deck as he seemed to consider Thatcher’s words.
“I’m willing to give you a third chance to pull yourself together, Seaman. I believe in the men and women of this ship enough that I think they all deserve three. But I can’t give you four. So think on what I said.”
“I will, sir.”
Thatcher’s comm chose that second to buzz again, and he unholstered it to find Candle’s name on the screen.
He answered. “What is it, Bill?”
“Sir, we’ve transitioned into Galago.”
“Is Anvil here?”
“They are…but they won’t be for much longer. They’re currently under attack by a pirate force three times their size.”



Chapter Twelve
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Galago System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“Surely you’re not about to tell me you mean to engage.”
Thatcher stared in disbelief at Loretta Duncombe’s looming narrow face, represented in the holotank in three dimensions. The entire CIC had fallen silent, probably to hear how he would answer her. But for the moment, he felt at a loss for words.
At last, he spoke, the words coming slowly. “If you can give me a logical reason why we shouldn’t, I’d give it due consideration, Captain Duncombe. But I haven’t been able to come up with one myself. Instead, I’ve found two reasons why we should—a strategic reason and an ethical one.”
The woman’s bushy eyebrows knitted together. “One need not exactly stretch to find a reason why we shouldn’t join the battle happening near this system’s fourth planet. Or have you forgotten about the other two pirate forces chasing us through Lacuna Region, which are now less than three hours from catching us? The reason we shouldn’t entangle ourselves in Anvil’s battle is because if we do, we’ll soon find ourselves sandwiched between two pirate fleets.”
Thatcher held up a finger. “One of the forces pursuing us is less than three hours from catching up. Not both. The other force will take considerably longer. As for the risk of getting outflanked, I’d prefer to outflank our enemies instead. Which is what I plan to do. By coming up behind the force attacking Anvil’s lunar refinery, I believe we can sandwich them, and make short enough work of them that we’ll be able to face our pursuers together with Anvil.”
“And if we don’t make short enough work of them?”
“As I said, Captain Duncombe, I have a strategic and an ethical reason for wanting to help Anvil. Strategically, we can’t continue operating in Lacuna on our own. Not while maintaining a high probability of escape. Eventually, Tobias Vega will manage to corner us, and when he does, his fleet will outnumber ours dramatically. By helping Anvil and working with them to escape the region, we can more than double our number of warships.
“It also happens to be the right thing to do.”
“Well, I believe risking American lives to this extent is the wrong thing to do.”
“We risk our lives with everything we do, Captain Duncombe. But I do not risk them needlessly.”
“Very well. I see you’ve already made your decision, regardless of my input. Please notify me if you become more receptive to my feedback.” With that, Duncombe vanished from the holoscreen.
Thatcher exhaled audibly, drawing a nervous chuckle from Bryce Sullivan. She’s becoming more and more careless about how she voices her dissent—and about who she shares it in front of.
He forced himself to switch gears, refocusing on the simulation he’d been running on his console. The time for worrying about fleet politics was well past. He had to concentrate on the coming battle.
Luckily, the fourth planet’s orbit had brought it almost as close to the Esker-Galago jump gate as it ever got, and reaching the engagement unfolding near it would take little more than an hour. We should have time to finish this before our other pirate friends arrive in-system.
Admittedly, his tactics for doing so were somewhat limited. His ships’ loadouts had been designed for breaking through the jump gate into Xebec Region, not engaging pirates in the middle of a system. But the UNC’s intervention in Freedom System had prevented him from accessing a Helio base to switch out modules, and so had his defeat in Nankeen. He had to work with what he had.
He was tempted to charge in, spraying the enemy with railgun fire. Most of the enemy ships lacked shields, and since they were preoccupied with engaging Anvil ships, it probably would have been an effective tactic—except that the Anvil ships and facility served as the backstop. There was too great a risk the rounds fired would hit friendlies.
Wait a minute. He turned toward the Tactical station. “Is there any reason a Hellfire barrage won’t work, here?”
Ortega blinked, considering the question. “We haven’t tried one in ages. After word spread about the tactic, the element of surprise was lost, and it became much less effective.”
Thatcher nodded. “Which is why they won’t expect us to use it now.” A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. Unlike the solid-core railgun rounds, the missiles were smart enough to avoid friendlies if they missed their targets. “They’ll figure it out soon enough, after we start charging across the system with a buildup of Hellborns ahead of us. And they’ll probably scatter—which will alleviate the pressure on the Anvil force sooner than if we just charged at them. Once they do, we can coordinate with the Anvil ships to isolate pockets of the enemy force and neutralize them.”
His tactical officer sat rigidly at his console, as he often did when working through a problem in his head. Then, he nodded. “Yes. With a few tweaks I’d like to suggest, I believe that would work, sir.”
Less than ten minutes later, Thatcher’s force sped across Galago at maximum fleet acceleration. On Ortega’s recommendation, he waited until they’d crossed half the intervening distance before giving the order to begin the Hellfire buildup.
This gave the enemy less warning of the barrage, and hence less time to flee. It had the added benefit of conserving Hellborns—which was good, because the fleet’s supply was nearly depleted.
Relieving some of the pressure on the Anvil force earlier might have been better, except that in addition to using more missiles, it would also have given the the pirates a better chance of escaping and reuniting with the forces chasing behind what was left of Frontier.
But Thatcher had a plan to preempt that altogether—another suggestion from Ortega. An estimated forty minutes out from engaging, he ordered his frigates and corvettes to accelerate faster than the rest of the force was capable of. As they did, they spread out along two axes.
At Thatcher’s request, the fastest Anvil ships did the same, spreading out from their main formation to anticipate the pirates’ escape attempt. Frontier and Anvil being on good terms already, the ships of each company carried decryption keys for decoding messages sent by the other, and so Thatcher had been able to communicate his plan without fear of interception by the pirates.
As predicted, the pirates tried to flee the swarm of Hellborns tracking their trajectories, spreading out while redirecting their fire to take out the missiles chasing them.
It worked, insomuch that most of the Hellborns failed to connect with their targets. But as the pirates busied themselves with fending off Thatcher’s barrage, Frontier and Anvil ships closed in, pelting them with laserfire and solid-core rounds.
Ship after enemy ship ruptured, their hulls compromised. They spewed flame, atmosphere, and debris into the void.
Over half the pirate force had remained engaged with the main Anvil fleet, since Thatcher hadn’t had enough missiles to target all of them down. Even as the Frontier fleet closed with them, an Anvil frigate exploded, followed by a cruiser. Thatcher winced inwardly with each loss.
But after that, with the two corporate forces flanking them and the faster ships returning to surround them completely, the enemy force crumbled quickly. So quickly that Thatcher almost felt bad for Duncombe, who had to be cringing after offering such an inaccurate analysis of their battle prospects.
Then again, I doubt Duncombe has the capacity to cringe. He couldn’t picture her cringing, flinching, or backing down even an inch. Which he admired her for, despite what a pain in his ass she was becoming.
Nearly two dozen enemy ships surrendered, and Thatcher spent the next twenty minutes organizing marine teams from various ships to board and hold them until he could muster up the crews to sail them. He hoped Anvil would help him with that—otherwise his Frontier crews were about to be stretched thin indeed.
Guerrero shifted in her seat. “Sir, I have Emilio Garcia on the line.”
Thatcher nodded. “Patch him through to the holotank.”
A man appeared in the tank who was larger than life—literally and figuratively. He wore circular shaded glasses, despite sitting in a windowless office, probably somewhere inside the lunar refinery. A thick mustache covered half his upper lip, overshadowing a soul patch that was little more than punctuation on a flabby face. Two key-shaped golden earrings dangled from his earlobes.
“Captain Tad Thatcher,” the CEO of Anvil Incorporated said in lightly accented English. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
Thatcher cocked his head. I have to admit, I expected a slightly different greeting than that. “You mean, aside from saving your company from destruction at the hands of pirates?”
Garcia gave a hearty laugh. “When one corp offers another its helping hand, the price is never free. It means the first corp wants something, and has already put a down payment toward getting it. It seems obvious we’re about to enter some sort of partnership, Captain, which means we must negotiate. I acknowledge that you have already gained the upper hand in that negotiation. No doubt you expected me to begin our conversation by thanking you, and since I’ve already conceded your superior position, I see no reason why I shouldn’t. Thank you, Captain Thatcher!”
Thatcher allowed himself a chuckle of his own. “That might be premature.”
The Anvil CEO raised his eyebrows. “How do you mean?”
“Let me put it this way. You can thank me by helping us fight off the pirate force that’s about to come flooding into this system. After you do that, we can meet each other at the negotiating table as equals. How does that sound?”
Garcia’s mouth was open, as though he’d been about to say something. Instead, it clicked shut. “Ah,” he said at last. “Well, as I said. Nothing comes for free. The good news is, I have just the thing for our joint…um, endeavor. I’ve been saving it for a rainy day.”



Chapter Thirteen
 
Aboard the Fang
Esker System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Ben Baumann loved being a space pirate.
Born to investment bankers, sent to one of the most prestigious private schools in Manhattan, he opted not to follow the path his family had so carefully marked for him. He’d hated school, and by the time he graduated, his marks were bad enough that his folks would have had to shell out big bucks to get him into the Harvard or Boston or Princeton where they believed any son of theirs deserved to go.
They would have laid out the cash, too. They all but insisted on doing it. But Baumann had joined Space Fleet instead.
He’d thrilled to the challenge of boot camp, and had toyed with the idea of trying for special forces before deciding that would drive the expectations of others way higher than he cared for them to go.
So instead he’d ended up a machinist’s mate aboard a leaky tub of a frigate that should have been melted down for parts about a decade before. The work was constant, and boring. So he’d quit the moment his four years were up and went to the Dawn Cluster to work for a private military company instead.
That was a little better. The PMC trained him up, put a gun in his hands, and gave him a job in ship security. But combat wasn’t great for the bottom line, so the company he’d gone to work for, a two-bit operation called Holdfast, spent most of its time taking warm-region contracts, where it wasn’t likely to run into anyone actually willing to fight. And when Holdfast captains did encounter ships ready to trade lasers, they fled more often than they fought.
Which, Baumann had come to learn, was typical of PMCs. When they weren’t dragging out jobs way longer than they needed to run, or insisting they needed more resources to do them properly, they were turning tail at the first whiff of danger, for fear of losing their precious company assets.
Space Fleet might have been underfunded and neutered by the UNC, but at least a volunteer force actually believed in something, enough to stand up for it. They wouldn’t have turned from a fight. These PMCs, they were run by rich cowards.
Which was why Baumann had eventually gravitated to a pirate ship. Pirates lived and died by their willingness to go on the offensive. Yes, they often attacked the defenseless, but at least there was action.
Better yet, his superiors recognized his appetite for action, and they promoted him up the food chain way faster than the Fleet ever would have.
When Tobias Vega came on the scene to establish Degenerate Empire, with a keen eye for talent, he found a willing supporter in Baumann, whose infamy among pirates was established by then. After that, the brakes came off Baumann’s career altogether. Now, here he was, chasing down the best tactician the Dawn Cluster had ever known.
Hell, maybe the best one humanity’s ever known.
He respected Tad Thatcher, even if he did plan to kill him. He respected Frontier—or had respected them. The verb tense depended on whether you could call what was left of them a functional company, or just a collection of desperate refugees running to survive.
Either way, Thatcher was that rare corporate bootlicker actually ready to throw down, and for that Baumann loved him. Even if he did plan to melt the man’s ship down to its composite molecules.
“Transitioning into Galago,” Willy said from the Nav station. “You figure this is where we catch ’em, Ben?”
“I’d bet my parents’ ten-million-dollar mansion on it.” Baumann liked to remind his crew he came from money whenever he could. Pirates always followed the whiff of gold, so he tried to waft it in their direction at every opportunity. “Today is when we underscore it with permanent marker: Degenerate Empire has arrived.”
Whoops went up all across the bridge of the Fang. They were as hungry for this as he was.
The jump gate seized the converted freighter, which for Baumann’s money was every bit as powerful as a corporate frigate, and flung it toward Galago’s primary.
Thatcher probably doesn’t even realize I’m with the forward force. He probably thinks I stayed back with the slower ships, like any corporate commander would do.
A smile crept across his lips. I’m afraid not, Tad my boy. I’m going to personally rip out your jugular.
As the tumult subsided, and Galago System’s orbital bodies populated on the tactical display, Dottie twisted in her seat with a frown. “We got a complication, Benny.”
Baumann frowned. He didn’t like it when she called him that. Sure, they got frisky every now and then, and the crew knew it—that didn’t mean she could use pet names for him in front of them. I’ll need to have a talk with her about that. “Well?”
“I got twenty-two ships registered as Degenerate Empire, two hundred thousand kilometers outside the jump zone and closing fast. They’re being chased by a larger force. Frontier ships, looks like, and, uh—yeah, those would be Anvil ships with them. I think they’re teamed up.”
“Damn it,” Baumann growled. In his head, he’d pictured a clean battle with Thatcher. Overtaking him and picking off his ships one by one, like a wolf pack chasing hapless deer. A slaughter, in other words.
But this…this was a complication.
“Get me whoever’s commanding those DE ships.”
“On it.” Dottie pawed at her console like a stoned monkey, which was her usual speed. Eventually, a woman appeared on the main screen who Baumann recognized—Kit Holland, captain of the Retribution.
“Kit. What’s going on here?”
“Ben,” Holland said, her voice more monotone than usual. “Thank God you’re here. We were beaten by those bastards in Frontier and Anvil, but now we can fight together. I’m going to bring my ships to join your fleet.”
Baumann narrowed his eyes. Something’s wrong here. Holland was speaking like a bad actor regurgitating lines written by a worse playwright.
Then he remembered the story he’d heard of what happened to the Sabre, who’d been working with Reardon Interstellar to try and take over Dupliss Region. Her captain, Cassandra Beitler, had swallowed a story from the New Jersey XO that he’d turned on Thatcher and wanted to work with her to take him down.
Well, that had ended poorly for the Sabre.
But would Thatcher really believe he could use the same trick twice?
“Tell me something, Kit,” he said. “Why do I get the feeling there’s a Frontier goon standing off-camera with a gun to your head?”
Dottie spoke up from Ops. “Benny, I’m getting reports from all over the ship. People getting messages from crew aboard the Retribution and the ships with her, saying they’ve been taken over.”
“I knew it. Cut the transmission.”
Kit disappeared from the screen, and Baumann turned toward his Tactical officer. “Get ready to hit them with everything we’ve got. Dottie, tell the others to do the same. Set a course, Willy.”
Willy looked at him agape. “We have people on those ships.”
“I know that. But those are Frontier ships now, and my job is to take out Frontier completely. We’ll pick up any DE crew who manage to evacuate. But if they didn’t want to get blown up, they shouldn’t have let Thatcher take their ships.”
He sat back in the captain’s chair, eying the tactical display in anticipation. I’ll get some sort of slaughter, looks like. A mini slaughter. Then I’d better pull out back to Esker and wait for the rest of the force. He didn’t like his odds against Thatcher so much when the man had Anvil backing him.
His ships sailed out of the jump zone, advancing on the twenty-two compromised ships, which began to reverse thrust.
That drew a chuckle from him. There was no way they’d be able to accelerate faster than him. He’d take care of them all, well before Thatcher showed up to protect his new prizes.
Shouldn’t have tried the same trick twice, Tad my boy. It’s stale now, and you’re going to need something a lot fresher to fool Ben Baumann.
One of his ships—a passenger ship converted into a corvette, called the Scalper—vanished from the tactical display, only to reappear with a red “X” over her.
Baumann slapped his console. “The hell? There’s something wrong with my display. It’s saying the Scalper’s down. But those ships aren’t close enough to fire on us.” He turned toward Dottie. “We haven’t taken any fire, right?”
“I—”
Another ship disappeared from his display—the Preen. “The hell! Dottie, come fix my display.”
“Benny, mine’s doing it too.”
“Contact the Preen and confirm they’re okay.”
Dottie tapped at the screen, still fairly lethargic—like a slightly excited stoned monkey.
“Benny…they’re not answering.”
Baumann opened his mouth to yell at her, but he was interrupted by an explosion off the Fang’s starboard bow, which rocked him forward into his console. His forehead connected with a metal edge, and a sharp pain stabbed through his skull. Blood fell like a curtain, past his eyes, to spatter on the deck.
He clamped a palm over the wound, applying pressure to try and stem the flow of blood.
You’re still alive. You’re still alive.
He just needed to keep it that way.
“Dottie, tell the fleet to reverse course and head for the jump gate. Willy, get us behind the nearest of our other ships and follow directly behind, at a safe distance. If it explodes, choose another one to follow. This fleet needs its commander. Get me out of this system.”
Willy glanced over at him, pale and wide-eyed. “Okay, Ben. Okay.” He turned back to his console with shaking hands.
God help us.



Chapter Fourteen
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Galago System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“The pirate force headed straight into Anvil’s stealth minefield, sir.” A note of satisfaction had crept into Guerrero’s voice as she relayed the sensor data. “They’ve already lost seven ships.”
Thatcher shook his head. “Incredible.” This is going to change things.
Stealth mines had been a theoretical concept since he’d been a student at the Naval Academy, but until now he’d assumed they’d stayed in the realm of theory. There’d been too many kinks to work out, chiefly the fact that there was simply too much space to cover. The chance that a ship would fly directly into any given mine, when there were an infinite number of other courses she might follow, were negligible.
To combat that, you’d either need to place so many mines that they became cost-prohibitive, or give them propulsion systems, in which case the target would spot the approaching mine and in all likelihood take it out before it got anywhere near her hull.
But Emilio Garcia’s R&D department had apparently ironed out those wrinkles. Their stealth mines were smart enough to anticipate a target’s trajectory and use cold-gas thrusters to maneuver into its path before it arrived. And like the stealth ship Frontier had lost in Nankeen, the mines also boasted swiveling panels designed to radiate excess heat away from their targets, keeping it out of their line of sight.
Mining, shipbuilding, military operations, and now weapons development. What else is Anvil Incorporated into that I don’t know about?
Espionage, in all likelihood. The stealth mines’ anti-detection measures were too much like the Prowler’s to be a coincidence. It made Thatcher wonder what else the company that had made the New Jersey might have “borrowed” from Frontier.
Then again, it wouldn’t have been the first time in history that multiple innovators made the same breakthrough independently of each other.
Maybe they are innocent. Garcia did freely share with us how his mines work. Would he do that if he’d stolen the tech from us?
He might, Thatcher decided. A sophisticated operator might use openness to feign innocence. It wouldn’t cost him anything to do so, especially if he knew Frontier already had the tech anyway.
Good Lord. I’m getting worse than Mittelman.
Or Simon Moll. That notion sent a shudder through his spine. But could he afford to remain as ignorant as he’d been about the secret maneuvering of Dawn Cluster corps?
He knew the answer. He didn’t like that answer, but he thought he could come to accept it. If it means getting my people out of Lacuna alive, I’ll accept it.
“Three more enemy ships down,” Guerrero reported. “The pirates have changed course, and they’re nearly out of the minefield.”
Thatcher nodded. “They’ll be headed for the jump gate. Bryce, engage our preplanned intercept course, and share it with your counterparts aboard all Frontier and Anvil ships. I want everyone accelerating at maximum fleet speed.” With how nimble the pirate force was, that might not have been fast enough to catch them—except that Thatcher had made sure the joint Frontier-Anvil fleet was already close enough to the jump gate that the timing would work out.
The Nav officer acknowledged his order, and Thatcher went back to pondering the advent of stealth mines in the Cluster.
If this tech gets out, it’ll become a danger at every jump zone.
And it will get out. As with all technology, now that this particular Pandora’s box was open, there’d be no closing it. Weapons never stayed in one side’s hands for long.
He’d do well to start thinking of countermeasures now. One small comfort was that even with the mines’ propulsion, jump zones were large, and no corp could afford to mine the entire thing. Yes, an enemy might mine likely orbital trajectories, but that could that be countered simply by shifting to unexpected ones.
It’s a powerful new tool, but it’ll probably only be effective if you can lure an enemy into a field of them. Just as he’d lured the faster pirate fleet by positioning the captured ships as bait.
I’ll just need to stay vigilant for any situation where an enemy seems eager to encourage us to sail in a particular direction.
As he’d predicted, after finding its way out of the trap Thatcher and Garcia had laid for it, the beleaguered pirate fleet headed for the Galago-Esker jump gate.
Before they could get within two hundred thousand kilometers of it, the Frontier and Anvil fleets fell on them.
Lasers lashed out, and solid-core rounds tore into hulls unprotected by shields. Anvil spared a few missiles to destroy targets that seemed likely to escape, but only a handful were loosed from Frontier ships, whose stores had been all but depleted. Thatcher had a hope that Garcia kept a healthy stock of Hellborns in Galago—and also that he’d be able to negotiate the price to something the ruined Frontier might have a hope of affording.
I doubt he’ll sell them to us on credit, considering the only reason we’re not bankrupt is that we haven’t had time to sort out the legal and financial mess we’re in. There was no denying that between them, the UNC, Simon Moll, and Degenerate Empire had murdered Frontier. At this point, Thatcher could only hope to stop them from picking over the bones.
With grim satisfaction, he reflected that today was a good start on that. The engagement that unfolded across his tactical display could only be called a slaughter. Ship after ship went down, and yet despite their staggering losses, the pirate commander offered no surrender. At Thatcher’s order, Guerrero requested their surrender again and again. But they gave no reply.
Instead, the bulk of their fleet was apparently ordered to throw itself into the teeth of the Frontier-Anvil force, while a smaller group of five ships broke off and continued toward the jump gate.
Thatcher frowned. Letting any enemy ships leave Galago was far from ideal, but he couldn’t see how he could destroy them all before they escaped. Not without abandoning his present targets and giving chase, which would make the ships under his command vulnerable to those engaged with them, in ways Thatcher wasn’t willing to accept.
And so the five fleeing pirate ships did escape, no doubt to report what had happened here to the larger force that followed behind.
Thatcher returned to his scrutiny of the engagement, where the losses in materiel and life were both staggering and one-sided. 
He searched his heart in an attempt to find remorse for extinguishing hundreds, probably thousands of lives in the space of minutes. Part of him felt that he should feel at least something.
I offered them the chance to surrender. The thought dropped into his head, cold and sterile, and nothing stirred inside him.
A younger Thatcher would have found at least a shred of pity, a sliver of regret. The Thatcher who hadn’t lived through what had happened in Nankeen would have winced at the carnage.
But this Thatcher… this Thatcher felt nothing. Moreover, he had only just begun. For what Degenerate Empire had done, he planned to make them pay. And pay dearly.



Chapter Fifteen
 
New Karlstad, Solna Colony
Trebuchet System, Candor Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Akio Hata sat in the sumptuous armchair with his hands in his lap, fidgeting.
The fingertips of both hands joined, he tapped them together nervously as his eyes flitted from person to person—following the flow of the conversation without ever finding an inroad to join it.
“I’ve already caught two Lament Corps cooking their books to pay less in taxes,” said Electra Balaska, CEO of the Peyton Conglomerate. “Apparently these leeches think they can rip us off. I corrected them of the notion, but I keep expecting to find more leeches beneath every stone I overturn.”
Dynasty’s CEO, Kong Hui, cleared his throat pointedly, shooting a look at August Ducas before returning his gaze to Balaska.
Balaska smirked in Kong’s direction. “Oh, don’t worry, Mr. Kong. I’m sure our wealthy friend would be more suspicious if we pretended to have no recalcitrants at all. The fact I’ve just acknowledged it, and mentioned we’re handling it, will only make it more likely he’ll give us his money. Isn’t that right, Mr. Ducas?”
Ducas flashed Balaska his trademark half-smile and swirled his thousand-dollar scotch in its tumbler, ice cubes clinking against the sides. “I do have a habit of investing in organizations with beautiful women in top positions, so I’d say the odds are at least decent.”
To Hata, Balaska’s answering laugh sounded like a fine crystal goblet shattering, and he noted the way she studied Ducas with heavy-lidded eyes. Like a predator contemplating its next meal.
What am I doing here? Hata struggled in social settings at the best of times, and being in the same room as the Cluster’s most powerful people wasn’t helping. He’d risen to the top of Kibishii through diligently applied skill and hard work—by impressing those above him, not by sucking up to them.
As such, he’d come to run his company without ever gaining a penchant for the games these people seemed to live and breathe. Joining the Coalition of Giants had simply been the next in a long line of moves that had made logical sense at the time. Each move had delivered him to a new stage of his career—a new height from which to observe everything happening around him, and then to use those newly gained insights to ascend to the next level.
Becoming a founding member of Moll’s super-alliance…he’d meant that as an insurance policy. A way to “lock in” the fruits of a long career during a time of great turmoil.
A reason for him to relax.
So why did he feel like he was drowning instead?
“Tell me about Selene Williams,” Balaska said, her gaze still lingering on Ducas’ face, with its pencil mustache and goatee sharp enough to poke out a bumblebee’s eye. “Her beauty is certainly undeniable, and it wouldn’t surprise me to hear she’d staked a claim on your heart that no woman could break. Unless, of course, she lacked the necessary charms to tie down our favorite trillionaire bad boy. She does seem a little…obsessed with her job.”
“Ah, but I admire obsession in a partner, no matter the capacity. An entrepreneur must be obsessed. Lacking the resources of a Peyton Conglomerate, or a Sunder Incorporated—” Ducas waved long, elegant fingers in a circular motion, to indicate the lavish private lounge in which they found themselves. “—a businesswoman like Selene must be willing to get down in the dirt, to scrounge, and find advantage there. It may sound off, but I consider that the most noble pursuit of all.”
“To scrounge in the mud, like a beggar?” Hata blurted out in disbelief, breaking his silence. “That’s what you think is noble?”
Ducas blinked at him, and Balaska glared. Kong only rolled his eyes toward the ceiling.
“Er, yes, actually, Mr. Hata,” Ducas said. He cast a questioning look at Balaska, then Kong. “Surely I wasn’t invited here in ignorance. You do all know how I made my fortune? I am the patron saint of unpopular causes. When the public hates it, and I smell potential…that is when I have worked what the tabloids call my miracles.”
“So, then,” Hata said. “If you’re considering investing in our Coalition, you must think we are hated, too.”
Ducas snorted, then covered his mouth with his free hand before removing it to sip from his scotch. “I didn’t expect to find any of you in denial of that.”
The holotank across from Hata chose that moment to light up, and Simon Moll appeared inside it a moment later. The device sat atop an ornate carved table, which completed their circle of chairs. The Sunder CEO’s eyes immediately connected with Hata’s, and so he chose that moment to lean forward and pour himself a glass of Merlot, even though he hadn’t had a drink in months. At least it excused him from having to meet that steady, burning gaze.
“My friends,” Moll said, his deep voice resonating just as richly as if he’d been physically present. “I’m pleased to see you gathered together in one place, looking lively and well. And August.” Moll nodded at Ducas. “I’m very glad you could find the time to travel to Candor. I trust you’ve found my associates hospitable.”
“Extremely,” Ducas said, with a tight smile for Balaska.
The Peyton CEO blinked, but recovered quickly, plastering on a seductive version of Ducas’ smile.
“Excellent,” Moll said, clearly choosing to ignore the exchange, though his prominent chin twitched. “In that case, I hope you’ll forgive my rudeness by asking you to excuse yourself to the drawing room while I converse with my associates in private.”
“I’ll tell you what,” Ducas said, without missing a beat. “If you allow me to stay instead, I’ll give you my decision within the hour, of whether I’ll invest in CoG.”
Moll’s eyes widened slightly as he stared at the trillionaire, who held his gaze without flinching.
“I will accept your proposal,” Moll said at last. “But before I do, I want you to consider very carefully whether you actually want to make it.”
The words sent a chill along Hata’s spine, even before he had a chance to work out what they truly meant. When he did, his horror only deepened.
“I do,” Ducas said. “Very much so.”
“Then you may remain.” Moll turned to Kong. Of anyone at the meeting, their history together ran the deepest, and everyone knew Moll favored Kong when it came to temperament, advice offered, and power wielded. “Frontier has been shattered, without sullying any of your hands. That’s how you wanted it, and it’s how I wanted it, too.”
Moll’s eyes found Hata once again, who stiffened in his seat. Though he’d known the true intent of Sunder’s mission in the north, this was the first time it had been discussed so openly in front of him. It felt like a slap in the face, to have his complicity laid bare in such a fashion.
Either I act outraged now, or I tacitly acknowledge that I was party to this all along.
“Do you have anything to comment, Mr. Hata?” Moll asked, his upper lip curling slightly.
“No.”
“Very good. I wouldn’t want anyone here to wilt under words left unspoken. As I said, it is Sunder who will absorb any fallout from this, depending on how quick the public is to catch on to the fact that we had a hand in Frontier’s fall. Sunder has withstood the test of time—withstood everything the Cluster has cared to throw at us. And we will withstand this.
“But Dynasty, Peyton, Kibishii…your companies all have plausible deniability, and that’s something I’d like to maintain, even as you begin to participate directly in the next phase of Coalition expansion.”
“Expansion?” Again, Hata couldn’t stop himself from blurting out the contents of his mind. He’d been rattled, and now every new surprise felt like a blow that knocked out whatever thought had entered his head. “We already hold four regions.”
“So does Ascendant Horizon,” Moll answered. “And soon they’ll effectively have five. My CIO tells me they’ve already laid the groundwork for multiple partnerships throughout Vernal Ethos, under a model that’s a blatant ripoff of ours. Except they’ll also have access to over a dozen asteroid belts throughout that region, and they know how to exploit them better than we’ll ever manage to exploit the resources we’ve laid claim to. If we allow Li Jun to continue growing his super-alliance’s territory, he will overtake us. Given enough time, economic might always trumps military prowess, no matter how skilled the warriors. Li is doing whatever he can to put off the day when our super-alliances clash. And so we must grow, consolidate, and strike.”
“Where have you set your sights, Simon?” Kong asked.
“Endysis Region. Not only will it give us a foothold in the north, but once we control it we can cut off Quadriga and Paraveil completely. We’ll starve them until they’re ready to accept any deal we offer them, with even better terms than our contracts with Xebec corps. Better for us, I mean.”
“I do like the sound of that,” Balaska put in.
Hata shook his head, struggling against his verbal diarrhea, and failing. Part of him wondered what was causing his inability to shut up, but a more subtle, deeper part already knew: remorse. A sleepy conscience, waking belatedly.
“We cannot simply waltz in and take Endysis from the corps that hold the charters for those systems. Xebec was already a public relations disaster. How long do you think the Cluster will tolerate this sort of behavior before they band together to put a stop to it?”
A brittle silence took hold, as the other four participants in the meeting looked at him with expressions that ranged from aghast to enraged.
Moll only studied him coldly. “They’ll tolerate it for as long as we give them reasons for our actions. As I mentioned, I want to maintain plausible deniability for your companies, and that’s easily done. A public given a ‘why’ will swallow any ‘how.’ Our reason for taking Endysis doesn’t even need to be all that good. They have a history of consorting with pirates, for example. Or: their collective corporate greed is choking out opportunities for the region’s civilian working class. Or: their inability to consolidate power in the wake of Daybreak Combine’s destruction has resulted in too much instability, which threatens to spill over into Coalition territory unless we do something immediately. Or: all of the above. ‘We are taking Endysis Region because….’ Fill in the blank, Mr. Hata. It hardly matters what words follow the word ‘because.’ Give them a half-baked ‘because,’ and the majority of the public will continue to mind its own business while we reap the spoils.
“And let me assure you, those spoils are not limited to material gains. Not only will our coffers enjoy fresh injections of capital, but we’ll also keep our fighters in top form. The reason warriors are flocking to join the Coalition of Giants from all over the Cluster is this: we are an active super-alliance. We do not rest on our laurels. We lead instead, by taking constant action. By pioneering Cluster intercorporate relations. If we do not give these proud men and women battle after battle in which to prove themselves, we won’t just risk them losing their fighting edge. We’ll also risk their spirit, and their belief in the Coalition. And in themselves. This is what an attack on Endysis will accomplish. This is what every attack will accomplish.
“Unless, that is, you have some sort of objection, Mr. Hata. If you do, we will of course give it due consideration. Yes, I will think on any objection you offer—very deeply indeed.”
The chill returned, darting down Hata’s spine, and causing him to shiver. He said nothing.
Moll turned to August Ducas. “My dear Mr. Ducas. You said you’d give your answer within the hour, but I’m afraid I will require it at once.”
This time, Ducas’ gaze left Moll’s, to drift down to the Kashan rug, which he eyed in contemplative silence.
He looked up with a smile. “Yes,” he said. “The answer is yes. I see great things for the Coalition of Giants. In a year, I expect my shares to double in value. In ten, I expect to hold a healthy stake in the galaxy itself.” Ducas gave a genuine-sounding chuckle. He seemed completely at ease. “I will invest in your organization, Mr. Moll.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
Anvil Lunar Refinery
Galago System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
The moment Thatcher stepped out of Attack Shuttle One’s open airlock, Emilio Garcia stepped forward and seized him by the sides of his head before planting a kiss on his right cheek with a high-pitched smacking sound.
Without thinking, Thatcher reached up and jerked Garcia’s pudgy hands away, stepping swiftly out of his embrace and regarding him warily. “What—”
“For the last year, I’ve been telling myself I’d do that if I ever met you in person.”
Thatcher studied Garcia, speechless. His mouth twitched. And he reached up to wipe his cheek. “Why?” he said at last.
“Don’t get me wrong. I love my wife—though I’ll admit, I love her a lot more with a galaxy between us. But you! My dear captain, you are a miracle worker.”
“Uh….” Thatcher cleared his throat. “Well, honestly, I don’t think the battle would have gone nearly as well without your stealth mines.”
The Anvil CEO made a cutting gesture. “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about my stock price.”
“Your…stock price?”
“Yes. Anvil’s stock price. You’ve worked wonders for it, did you know that?” Garcia waved down the passageway that ran perpendicular to the shuttle dock, though the gesture reminded Thatcher of someone hurling a bowling ball. “Come on. All my meetings are walking meetings. If we don’t come to a mutually pleasing agreement by the time we reach the end of the Concourse, as far as I’m concerned it was never meant to be.” The man folded his hands behind his back and began walking, apparently heedless of whether Thatcher was following.
Thatcher did follow. Trees lined the center of the Concourse, spaced at regular intervals. He identified a white oak, a Rocky Mountain maple, and not much else. He wasn’t much of an arborist, though as they continued down the broad passageway he did notice that the species repeated with every five trees.
To the right, unbroken windows looked out over the moon’s austere landscape, over which the infinite cavern of space loomed. That was what drew Thatcher’s gaze and held it. Inside his windowless cruiser, he viewed the universe through sensors. Rarely did he get a chance to look upon his cosmic workplace with the naked eye.
“Another beautiful spring day.” Garcia was grinning at Thatcher over his shoulder.
“Uh…spring?”
“Yes.” The CEO faced forward again. “Soon, summer will bless us with her rays.”
Thatcher eyed yet another maple as they passed it. He doubted it ever lost its leaves.
“You do know it’s spring on Earth, don’t you?” Garcia said.
“I don’t think about it very much.”
“And yet we all use Earth’s seasons to divide up our lives throughout the year, and keep time with each other. Don’t you think it pays to remember what our birth planet is doing?”
“I don’t see how.”
“I imagine a warm breeze tickling my wife’s cheek as she wonders whether I’m sleeping with other women.”
Thatcher thought of Lin, and a pang struck him in the chest. The last he knew of her, she was evacuating to the moon to escape the Xanthic rising up from Earth’s crust. He decided to change the subject. “You mentioned your stock price?”
“Ah, yes. You’ve been using the ship I built to kick no shortage of ass, from one end of the Cluster to the other. Our company sold more warships in the last quarter than we have in any fiscal year before 2290. I’m way over capacity, my client waiting list is a mile long, and I’m a very, very happy capitalist.” He sniffed. “My condolences about Veronica Rose, by the way.”
“Thank you.”
“Is it true, what I’m hearing—that you nailed her before she died?”
Thatcher came to a halt, his body tensing. “Nailed her?”
Garcia stopped too, turning with the same wide grin. “You know what I mean.”
The urge to hit Garcia was strong, and Thatcher had to breathe through it. Think of the crews under your command. Inhale, exhale. “It will go a lot better between our companies if you refrain from saying anything like that ever again.”
Garcia only smiled more widely. “Fine,” he said, clapping Thatcher on the shoulder before continuing along the Concourse. “But in exchange, you’ll promise to lighten up. Deal?”
Thatcher shook his head. “Whatever.” He continued to follow.
“Good. See? Our negotiations are going well already. Speaking of that, we’d better get into the meat of things.” He spread a hand before him as he walked. “We’ll run out of Concourse, sooner or later.”
“Well?”
“Ha! I can see you’re still too wounded to remove the stick from your ass long enough to talk to me. That’s fine, I’ll lay it all out while you nurse your injured pride. You came here because you’re on the run and desperate, and you knew Anvil was living large in Galago System. Which, you know, you’re not wrong about that.” Garcia slapped what might have been a mangrove tree as he passed under his branches—though Thatcher wasn’t sure.
“I found you about to be overrun by pirates.”
“True enough. They have grown into something more than your regular household nuisance, lately. It’s always been a fact of doing business, here in Lacuna—these half-cocked bastards running all over the place, looking for opportunities to do, you know, piracy. But the day Vega scraped together his Degenerate Empire, I knew Anvil’s days here were numbered.”
“Then why haven’t you left already?”
Garcia glanced over his shoulder with the same irrepressible grin as before. “Exactly the reason you’d expect. Didn’t I mention I’m a greedy capitalist? We stayed because the money’s too good, and each day we spent here felt like it deserved at least one more tomorrow. Galago has the most mineral-rich asteroid belt in all the north, and we don’t have to compete with other corps to mine it. Hell, I don’t technically even own the charter to this system. There’s also the deuterium—mining that here is like printing money.” He shrugged. “Anyway. As it happens, you saved us from some awful, unspecified fate today. I freely admit that. Slavery, or worse, insolvency. And the fact you had to do that means we’ll probably need your help if we’re ever going to leave this God-forsaken region with our balls intact. Metaphorically speaking.” He paused, then muttered, “I hope that’s a metaphor, anyway.”
Thatcher waited.
“Long story short, you have us by the balls. Thing is, we’ve got a firm grasp on yours, too, don’t we? The way I see it, we both need each other.”
“That…seems accurate.”
“Glad we agree. So we’re obviously going to work together. The only thing that’s left is to work out the details. First item: what are we going to do with the pirates we took prisoner from those ships we attacked? I say we space ’em.”
Thatcher furrowed his brow. “Space them? You can’t mean you want to throw them out an airlock.”
“Well, how would you kill them? Spacing seems like it’s the least messy.”
Closing his eyes, Thatcher focused on putting one foot in front of the other. He couldn’t keep stopping every time the man said something shocking, especially since he suspected Garcia enjoyed getting the reaction. “We’re not going to space anyone. Or kill them. In any way.”
“Why not? You just helped me kill plenty of people.”
“That was different. These are prisoners.”
“Yep. Prisoners who are gonna eat up our precious supplies, which are at a premium out here in Lacuna, let me tell you. We keep well-stocked here in Galago, but shipments have been few and far between lately, and even our supplies won’t last forever. After we gather up what we have left, and share with you whatever you need, we’ll need to start counting every green bean if we’re going to keep all our crews fed. And you’re saying you want to keep pirate bellies full, too?”
“We’re not killing anyone,” Thatcher said again. “Not negotiable.”
Now it was Garcia’s turn to stop walking, and Thatcher drew level with him. “Good God, man,” the CEO said. “The morality is real. How in God’s name have you made it as far as you have in the Dawn Cluster?”
Thatcher gave a dry chuckle, then gestured out the window, toward the starry void. “How far have I made it, exactly?”
“Huh. Good point.” Garcia resumed walking, and Thatcher kept pace. “The good news is, Anvil has crazy cash reserves right now. I always made sure we had a healthy amount, since I always knew the day would come when we had to leave Lacuna for good, but with you scampering around the Cluster making a name for the Jersey, our cash situation is…well, it’s crazy good. We might even be able to bribe some of our pirate friends to betray Vega long enough to stock us up.”
“That…wouldn’t surprise me, actually.”
“See? I think this is gonna work out just fine. Who ever suggested otherwise?” Garcia slapped Thatcher on the shoulder again.
You? Thatcher thought, but didn’t say.
Garcia continued. “As long as I can get my freighters out with our latest haul, and fulfill a few shipbuilding contracts when we get back to a warm region, that should be enough to keep my shareholders happy. Sorry.” He held up his hands in mock apology. “Didn’t mean to bring up shareholders. I’m betting yours aren’t too happy right now, hey?”
“I haven’t spoken with them recently.”
“Turned the old instant comm unit off to avoid their calls, huh? I would have done the same, my friend. I would have done the same.” Garcia laughed. “Well, I guess we’re teaming up, then, mi capitan. See if we can’t force our way out of this shithole.”
Thatcher offered a restrained smile. “And we aren’t even at the end of the Concourse yet.”
“Ah. About that. It doesn’t actually end. Runs in a big circle, all around the facility—we’d have wound up back at your shuttle, eventually. I just tell people it ends so they get to the point faster.”
That’s…ironic. “There’s something else I should mention.”
“I’m all ears.”
“A colleague was taken prisoner by pirates, along with several crews under his command. I’m betting they’re keeping them on Halcyon Station, and before I even think about leaving Lacuna, I mean to break them out.”
Garcia’s smile dimmed a watt or two. “And you want me to help you with that, of course,” he muttered. “Dios mio. The morality again. This is going to become a theme with you, isn’t it?”



Chapter Seventeen
 
On Ladon Station
Schöllenen Gorge System, Milne Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Mittelman adjusted his gray blazer before entering the Golden Apple, the most prestigious lounge on a station that housed some of the finest luxury facilities in the entire Cluster.
His entrance garnered zero attention, which was exactly how he liked it.
I love rich people. The Dawn Cluster’s upper-echelon elites were keenly aware that attention was a currency, and they were frugal to a fault when it came to spending theirs. To pay attention to something was to give it power, and none of the men and women in this room would ever cede power for free.
A grand piano sat on a slightly elevated stage near the entrance, and as Mittelman’s eyes wandered across its highly-polished surface, it was like staring into the depths of space. The pianist seemed to notice his admiration, and gave him a smile and a nod without missing a note. “Welcome to the Golden Apple, sir.”
Mittelman returned the smile. A greeting from the pianist. That’s novel. The Apple was known for such quirky little touches—a place that allowed its patrons to feel hip as well as obscenely wealthy.
He crossed the lounge to join the man he’d come to meet at a high-top table that overlooked an opulent plaza below.
“Hans,” Gabriel Schmid said, offering his hand. “Welcome to our humble spinning rock.”
Mittelman grasped the offered hand firmly but briefly. “Gabriel. Sometimes, humility gives rise to such understatement that it verges on the grotesque.”
Schmid laughed, then gazed out over the glowing expanses below, graced with regal arches, sophisticated storefronts, and a galaxy of crystal lights above. “I suppose the view is rather nice.”
Ladon Station boasted few windows that looked out on actual space, which Mittelman knew was a measure to save on radiation shielding, instead relying on meters of solid rock to protect its inhabitants against the void’s eternal scourge. Rich people were also the cheapest, he’d found.
The station’s main claim to fame—indeed, its very reason for existing—was that it housed the Dawn Cluster Stock Exchange’s main data center, which had moved here in 2239, after the UNC decided to impose a tax on financial transactions that happened within its jurisdiction. Unlike the cold regions, Milne was under Swiss jurisdiction, and they had been more than happy to welcome the Exchange with open arms.
Other than that, there was little reason to come to Milne—especially not to its northern reaches, and Schöllenen Gorge was as far north as you could get in the region. That was where the Swiss financiers liked to operation. As far away from UNC bureaucrats as they could get.
“I was sorry to hear about what happened to Frontier,” Schmid said. “I guess you’re on the job hunt, now.”
Mittelman chuckled. “I’m sure you weren’t that sorry. Considering you sold your shares when Frontier stock was at its highest.”
“Yes, well, I may have had a tip from a knowledgeable source.” Schmid tipped his wine glass toward Mittelman, then took a long sip.
The man worked as a portfolio manager for Beatenberg Capital, and he was simultaneously Mittelman’s most valuable asset as well as the worst paid. That was, he didn’t accept a penny for the information he provided. Instead, Mittelman gave him a heads-up whenever a company seemed likely to explode in value—or to go under. This time, it had happened to be the very company he worked for.
Recently, Schmid’s own value had skyrocketed, at least as far as Mittelman was concerned. He’d already been tapped into the Cluster’s elite circles, but when Ladon Station managed to secure five instant comm units, one of which was owned and operated by Beatenberg Capital, it put Schmid at the epicenter of an unending flurry of activity, all of it stemming from the richest segment of Dawn Cluster society.
A sommelier interrupted them to recommend some wines to Mittelman, and he chose a chardonnay from a vineyard in the heart of Breyton Region.
“How are you taking Frontier’s fall, then?” Schmid asked, sitting back and studying him over the rim of his glass. “Has it sent you reeling? I mean, you are in Milne.”
“You do enjoy needling me, don’t you Gabriel?”
“Who wouldn’t?”
“Fair point. As you know, I’ve never counted on Frontier as a permanent position.”
“What about Veronica Rose? Surely that stung.”
Mittelman’s lips firmed. That’s a little sadistic, actually. “Consider your needling successful.”
Schmid’s face fell. “I’m sorry. I took it too far. You cared for her, didn’t you?”
I did. But do I still? Mittelman took a moment to search his feelings for whether he missed Rose, now that she was gone.
Simon Moll’s words rang in his ears.
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.
“Let’s change the subject,” Mittelman said. “I’m here because I’m seeking direction. I’m not too proud to admit that.” And who knows, maybe I’ll make some new friends. Ones who aren’t quite so enthusiastic about twisting the knife.
Milne was an unusual place. Connected only to cold regions, it was nonetheless designated a warm region itself. Some claimed that designation was only the UNC getting back at the Swiss for taking the Exchange’s business away from it, but there had been some pirate activity in these parts over the decades. For a certain breed of criminal, who sought the sort of high-risk, high-reward spoils only a place like Milne could offer, this was essentially the promised land.
“What do you have for me?” he asked Schmid.
“Simon Moll is sizing up Endysis Region. From what I’m hearing, he’s on his way back to Candor now, to put his head together with the other CoG CEOs to figure how to pull it off without causing the entire Cluster to line up against them. If he takes Endysis—”
“—he’ll eventually control Quadriga and Paraveil, yes, I know. I do have a certain knowledge of how Cluster geopolitics works, you know.”
Schmid gestured with his glass. “Could you ever see yourself working for Moll?”
“No,” Mittelman said flatly.
“Well, I’m willing to bet he’d hire you in a heartbeat. You’d be a valuable asset to any aspiring Cluster-conquerer.”
Mittelman raised an eyebrow. “Flattery, now?”
Schmid shrugged. “I do feel bad about what I said on the subject of Veronica Rose.”
He’s worried about whether he’s damaged our relationship. Well, maybe he has.
“What about Ascendant Horizon?” Schmid asked. “That would smell a lot nicer on your resume, certainly.”
Mittelman gave a sardonic chuckle. “Li Jun’s worker paradise is bound to crumble sooner or later, too.”
“That didn’t stop you from working for Frontier.”
“I’ll concede that.”
“Oh.” Schmid took a quick sip of his wine, then set down the glass on the circular table before twisting to the side and slinging an arm across the back of his chair. The man gazed across the lounge as he spoke. “There’s this. Penta Syndicate’s CFO let it drop this morning that they’re beating the pants off Red Sky, driving them deeper and deeper down Devil’s Arm. Why not a cushy Penta position? Help them deploy all the capital they’re about to rack up?”
“Now you’re just grasping at straws.” Mittelman stood and set his wine glass down on the table, having drunk less than half its contents. He gave Schmid a forced a smile.
“You’re leaving?” the financier said.
“It was a long journey. Maybe we can reconnect tomorrow.”
“Right. Hans, I truly am sorry about Rose. You do understand that, don’t you?”
Mittelman let the smile drop, then turned away without another word. He stalked across the lounge.
“Have a wonderful evening, sir,” the pianist said.
“You too,” he muttered.
Red Sky. Why was that the name that stood out in his mind, as opposed to any of the power players Schmid had mentioned?
Something was tickling him from the back of his brain. Some curious notion, born of his subconscious, which was yet to clothe itself in conscious thought. He’d learned that, whenever that happened, it was a good idea to pay careful attention.
But there was one thing he was fully conscious of: war was coming. Perhaps the Cluster-wide war that so many corps now feared. If so, it would be the biggest, bloodiest conflict humanity had ever experienced.
The question was, how could he position himself for maximum advantage?



Chapter Eighteen
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Ibis System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
By the time the missile barrage reached the first Helio base flanking Halcyon station, the New Jersey was close enough for Thatcher to watch the result in something close to real-time.
The Hellborns bit into the station’s unshielded hull, exposing crew compartments and dry docks to space, which ejected equipment and people into the void—some of them wearing pressure suits, some of them not.
The punishment soon proved too much, and the station erupted completely, sending a blue shockwave ahead of the spherical explosion of fire and debris. The Degenerate Empire ships that had been desperately trying to defend the Helio base by shooting down incoming missiles now chased after what was left of the barrage, which sailed on toward the second base.
“Sir, Mr. Garcia is addressing the fleet again. Should I patch his transmission through?”
Thatcher toyed with saying no, and telling Guerrero to instruct Garcia not to use fleetwide channels during an engagement again. But he decided to listen to what the man was saying first. “Go ahead.”
As usual, the broadcast was audio-only: Garcia’s lightly accented, jocular voice coming out of the overhead speakers. “Just imagine, my friends, how important these creeps must have felt when they finished construction on these bases we’re currently blowing to smithereens. They must have felt like a real alliance, that day, with two Helio bases to call their own. And now they’re blown all to space dust. Sad day for the degenerates, no? I can almost hear them weeping.”
Guerrero glanced at Thatcher wearing a carefully neutral expression. “That appears to be all, sir.”
“Thank you, Lucy,” Thatcher said, a note of weariness entering his voice. Ever since they’d left Galago System to take a circuitous southern route through Lacuna Region, emerging from the Asonia-Ibis jump gate to attack Halcyon Station, Emilio Garcia had taken the liberty of regularly addressing the fleet with what seemed like anything and everything that happened to drop into his head.
It wreaked havoc on comms discipline, especially in the middle of an engagement, and Thatcher probably shouldn’t have tolerated it from the outset. But he hadn’t wanted to do any damage to their alliance, which felt new and fragile, especially after the awkward conversation he’d had with Garcia while they walked the Concourse encircling the now-abandoned Anvil Lunar Refinery.
He’d come to learn that people generally enjoyed Garcia’s broadcasts—that they seemed to be raising morale, at a time when that was sorely needed, throughout both company fleets.
It’s certainly unconventional. But they were in an unconventional situation. If Garcia’s strange little updates somehow helped keep Thatcher’s people alive long enough to escape Lacuna, then he’d just have to continue tolerating them.
As for the Helio bases they were in the process of blowing up, Thatcher would have preferred to use them to finally alter his warships’ module loadouts to something more suited to fleeing through a pirate-infested region—a loadout that favored both speed and versatility, to take advantage of opportunities as they presented themselves—but even with the addition of Anvil forces, there was no way they could have infiltrated Halcyon Station with the bases intact.
Luckily, destroying Helio bases was fairly straightforward, since their positions in space were determined entirely by their orbits. They couldn’t evade ordnance fired at them, and so provided their point defense systems and defending warships couldn’t take down every single missile, they would take the hits.
And Thatcher had a lot of missiles to hit them with. Anvil took Lacuna’s…unique security situation exactly as seriously as Thatcher had expected they would. Before they left Galago, Garcia had directed him to multiple hidden weapons caches scattered all across the system, and the ships under his command were now fully restocked.
At least, they had been before unleashing this massive Hellfire barrage on the defenders of Halcyon Station.
A healthy portion of the missiles fired were aimed at what Thatcher had identified as the most vulnerable vessels protecting the station, and as the pirate fleet struggled to keep their second Helio base from blowing up, several of their vessels burst apart, having neglected to consider that they might be among the attacking fleet’s targets.
Thatcher tapped the command chair’s armrest, silently urging the Hellborns on as he monitored his fleet’s progress toward Halcyon and wondered whether he would need to give the order to decelerate so that they didn’t arrive too soon.
He zoomed out his tactical display to see the latest sensor data on the entire system. His eyes flitted from jump zone to jump zone—out of Wheal, Asonia, Cabochon, and especially Virific. If a new pirate force emerged from any of them, his prospects for a favorable outcome today would change dramatically.
Mostly, he was concerned about the fleet Vega’s man Ben Baumann commanded, whose faster ships they had repelled from Galago after obliterating most of them with Anvil’s stealth mines. Thatcher had taken the longer, southern route to Ibis System in order to throw them off, though he’d known doing that would leave plenty of time for Baumann to make it to Ibis System before the Frontier-Anvil fleet, if he managed to anticipate their target.
Not that he’d expected Baumann to guess his intention. The pirate probably expected Thatcher to continue running scared, and with any luck, the remainder of his pirate fleet was currently headed north.
It seemed likely. After returning to Galago and finding it empty, Baumann had probably assumed Thatcher had fled north, to make his escape attempt through the regional jump gate into Olent. It would be crazy to think he would instead circle around through the systems farthest from the regional exit and attack one of Degenerate Empire’s primary strongholds in Lacuna.
It would be crazy to think that, because it was a crazy thing to do.
He suspected that was why Garcia had come around to the idea soon after complaining about what he called Thatcher’s excessive morality.
“You know, it’s too bad Frontier Security got pretty much obliterated as a company,” he mused, stroking his soul patch. “If you’d managed to pull this off with Frontier intact, the company’s valuation would have gone through the roof.”
Until he’d met Garcia, Thatcher had spent approximately zero seconds ever thinking about Frontier’s stock valuation. Back when he was first hired, he’d been offered the ability to acquire shares through an employee stock purchasing plan, but he hadn’t bothered, content to just take his salary and focus on commanding the Jersey.
He was glad he hadn’t, since the shares would have been worth nothing now.
“The first Hellborns are reaching the remaining Helio base now, sir,” Guerrero said as she manipulated data on her console, her fingers sliding around the touch interface. “We’re ten minutes from engagement range.”
“Thank you, Lucy,” Thatcher said, his fingers tightening on his armrests. It’s going to be close. He watched as the most forward missiles went down to railgun fire from the Helio base’s point defense turrets. The pirate ships had already succeeded in whittling down what was left of the barrage, and scant few were left to overwhelm the base’s defenses.
The first missile connected, blowing open a section near a dry dock entrance. The next two went down to point defense fire, then three hit in a row, two of them taking out batteries of turrets.
That seemed to break the dam. Most of the subsequent Hellborns slammed home. The entire barrage was nearly depleted when the station finally ruptured, going out in an explosion that looked almost identical to the destruction of the first base.
Thatcher took one last look at the configuration of ships around Halcyon Station—mostly strung out along the course his Hellfire barrage had taken—and began selecting targets by tapping them on his holoscreen. The new comms system automatically forwarded the targets to Ops officers throughout the Frontier fleet as he selected them, though the Anvil ships weren’t integrated with the system, as the company had so far missed out on the new trend in fleet communications slowly sweeping the Cluster. That was probably a result of operating so far north. Either way, each Frontier Ops officer had been assigned a counterpart from the Anvil fleet to whom they’d forward data, to maintain efficient focus-firing.
He told the ships under his command to focus mostly on Halcyon Station turret emplacements, though he also targeted down some of the closest pirate ships likely to go down to relatively light weapons fire.
He didn’t need to worry about ordering the fleet’s Nav officers to update their trajectories, since they were following the same course they’d discussed before firing their first shot, and so far Thatcher had seen no reason to deviate from it. It was rare for any part of a plan to survive contact with the enemy, but he certainly wouldn’t complain that this one had.
His ships fired a final volley, taking out the last turret batteries near the main shuttle docks, and then launched five shuttles packed with marines, from both Frontier and Anvil. The marines carried with them extra weaponry, to arm the prisoners they hoped to find.
They should be more than enough to contend with whatever scum they find aboard that thing.
With the marines deployed, the rest of the fleet sailed past the station and headed for the horizon of the small, rocky planet it orbited.



Chapter Nineteen
 
On Halcyon Station
Ibis System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Corporal Jordan Wilson sprinted along the passageway at the head of his squad, assault rifle held tight against his power suit’s chest as he kept a close eye on his HUD.
The suit’s optical sensors would warn him the moment they spotted likely hostiles—which was all well and good, but whether he survived or not would come down to his reaction time.
For the most part, the marines running with him had limited combat experience, and he knew they looked to him for an example of battlefield valor. For fearlessness in the face of the enemy.
But the truth was, he was scared just as shitless as they were.
There had been a time when he’d felt invincible. In his foolishness, he’d assumed he was one of those rare warriors who never flinched in the face of the enemy, not even once, because of an excess of grit. He’d figured he got it from his great uncle, Frederick Wilson.
That had been before he experienced true pain…before the day he learned his courage had really been nothing more than ignorance. A Xanthic had shot him with one of their weapons that shouldn’t exist, the ones that gave you instant cancer that spread out from wherever they hit you.
The tumors had spread along Wilson’s arm from the wrist up, and he’d only been saved because Major Avery was fighting beside him. The major didn’t hesitate, whipping out his carbon fiber belt knife and hacking Wilson’s limb off at the shoulder. It had been a bloody affair, with scarlet gushing from a major artery as Avery worked his blade back and forth, using his power suit’s strength to accomplish the grisly job much quicker than an unaided man.
Wilson’s pain had been electric, and all-consuming. He’d screamed like a banshee, unable to help himself. When he’d finished, Avery had sprinkled the ragged wound with stem cells that had been extracted from a pig’s bladder and then enhanced. They’d caused Wilson’s shoulder to scab over nearly instantly, and he’d dragged his KS 7.62 sniper back to the barricade, where he’d fired one-armed, the recoil brutalizing him every time, throwing him off-balance.
Veronica Rose had pinned the Frontier Security Medal of Valorous Action on his chest for that, and he wore it proudly. The newer hires ogled it whenever he was in his service uniform, their eyes glazed over with idealized visions of what it must have been like for Wilson to take up his sniper one-armed and continue sticking it to the Xanthic. He could see the unmitigated adulation in those eyes. And he knew it was bullshit.
Losing his arm had brought him nightmares that didn’t stop—that broke his nightly sleep into chunks, leaving him bleary-eyed and restless each morning. He kept reliving the moment when he finally contended with the power the Xanthic wielded. When he fully processed, for the first time, what could happen to any of them. On any battlefield.
To make sure he stayed in active duty, he’d worked hard to cover up his torment, successfully hiding it from his superiors and from Doctor Cruz.
But as he ran along Halcyon Station’s passageways, he couldn’t hide it from himself. Every hatch, every vent, every intersecting corridor—they all caught his gaze and held it for just a moment too long.
Every standalone console was an opportunity for a pirate to lie in wait. Every open hatch an avenue for the enemy to ambush his squad.
It wasn’t a question of whether they would hit them, but where.
Would Wilson be ready when they came for him?
Or would he crumble, just as he did on the day the Xanthic attacked New Houston?
 “Contact!” a private yelled. “On the right!”
Weapons fire sounded, and Wilson’s fear seized him by the throat like an invisible demon. The urge to flee in the opposite direction was strong, and he almost gave into it.
Get it together, he chided himself.
It hadn’t been like this, before. He hadn’t always had to fight his own instincts just as hard as he fought the enemy.
Instead of fleeing, he yelled, “Cover me!” then scampered across the mouth of the passage where the pirates were hitting them from. Rounds whizzed past him, and one of them ricocheted off his armor’s shoulder, sending him reeling sideways. Servomotors inside his suit whirred, helping him stabilize as he slid behind cover and raised his Crossbow 790, inhaling sharply once, then twice.
He forced himself to pop out around the corner, select a target, and squeeze off a short burst. A pirate wearing a bulletproof vest at least two sizes too small took the rounds in the throat, and he staggered back clutching the mortal wound, blood bubbling up between his fingers.
Wilson drew back, steadied himself, then crouched, popping out again to fire from a different angle.
No target presented itself—then, without warning, an enemy appeared from behind a crate that had been dragged into the middle of the passageway. He took aim at Private Carlson, who stood exposed on the other side of the passage mouth.
Wilson’s rounds took the pirate in his shooting arm, flinging it back so that his weapon went flying. His next shot found the man’s jaw, which erupted in a spray of blood and bone.
“Thanks, Corporal,” Carlson said over the squad-wide, his voice shaking.
“Don’t mention it.” Wilson’s level voice was at odds with the frightened child shrieking from deep inside him.
Their squad sergeant crouched at the back of an alcove that faced down the passageway, where he had only the scant cover afforded by a console’s thin base. His name was Dill Vickers, and sometimes Wilson thought he actually was fearless, unlike himself. That, or crazy.
“Wilson,” Vickers said, “lob a frag at these assholes. They wouldn’t be fighting this hard if we weren’t getting close to where they keep their prisoners. I want them cleared out before they get any ideas about using their hostages against us.”
“You got it.” Wilson exchanged glances with the private crouched across the way. “You good to cover me?”
“I got you, Corporal.”
“Thanks.” Wilson unclipped a grenade from his belt, then nodded at the private.
Carlson leaned out, spraying and praying in the enemy’s direction. For his part, Wilson drew two sharp breaths, activated the grenade’s timer, then pivoted, hurling it a dozen meters to the enemy’s position. “Frag out.”
He watched long enough to know it would land just behind the makeshift barricade the pirates had erected before pulling himself behind the protective cover of the bulkhead once again.
The grenade blew, and Wilson knew its precisely pre-formed fragmentation matrix would ensure every pirate in its vicinity received a healthy dose of shrapnel at high speeds.
“Go now!” Vickers yelled, and the eight marines charged down the corridor, weapons raised to mow down any surviving pirates who revealed themselves.
The only enemy to show did so just as Wilson was reaching their position. He poked his head out from behind a barrier, and Wilson kicked him full in the face, knocking him onto his back.
He shot the pirate at point-blank range, then scanned the area for others still in action. There was no one. The marines were alone.
“Let’s go,” their squad sergeant said, and they followed him double-time down the passageway the pirates had been guarding.
Wilson was tossed straight back into his anxiety, and he found himself scrutinizing the station around him with an unbearable paranoia.
Perfect paranoia is perfect awareness. He’d read that in one of the thousands of old novel he kept stored on his comm for whenever he had downtime, and the quote held a lot of wisdom. But if he let himself embrace it fully, it would take him down. Even now, in his mind’s eye, a Xanthic loomed above him, ready to strike.
I need to man up. And it wasn’t just for the sake of his squadmates. If they really were about to recover the pirates’ prisoners, then there was a good chance Wilson’s great-uncle would be among them. He didn’t want Frederick Wilson to detect his terror.
Just as Vickers had predicted, soon after their clash with the pirates they reached the entrance to one of the cell blocks where Degenerate Empire kept their prisoners. A lot of them, anyway.
The entrance was unguarded, as though the pirates assigned to defending it had abandoned their post. Wilson didn’t altogether blame them. The entrance to the prison was in the middle of a broad passageway, and extremely vulnerable to attack. It was intended more to keep the prisoners in than intruders out.
Wilson pushed through the hatch close on Sergeant Vickers’ heels. “Uncle Fred?” he called out.
A silence. And then: “Jordan?”
Heart hammering in his chest, Wilson jogged past the stacked cages, then up a ladder to the next level.
He found Frederick Wilson at the front of a cell that looked to be about seven square meters, clutching the crisscrossed bars. A man Wilson didn’t know sat on the rack behind him.
“Good Lord, boy. You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Have you figured out how to release us, yet?”
“No, sir. We just got here.”
The former admiral nodded toward the back of the cell block. “There’s a control room back there, which I believe the bastards have abandoned. I wasn’t sure why they did that, until I heard the explosions you boys have been making. I do believe you have them running scared.”
“It’s…good to see you, sir.”
“It’s better to see you. Now, make your uncle even prouder and go hit that master switch to get us the hell out of these filthy cages.”



Chapter Twenty
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Ibis System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
The Frontier-Anvil fleet completed its slingshot around Ibis-9, hurtling toward the Degenerate Empire ships clustered near Halcyon Station. Every damage dealing vessel under Thatcher’s command fired railguns in the station’s direction.
Guerrero tapped a command into her console, and the holotank at the front of the CIC blinked forward, showing a zoomed-in feed from a forward visual sensor. “The enemy is coming out to meet us, sir. Just as you said they would.”
Thatcher nodded. “They have no choice. Either they try to intercept our fire or let their precious station take damage.”
The volley of solid-core rounds wasn’t enough to obliterate the station entirely, since that would have killed the marines he had aboard Halcyon. But it was enough to take down most of its hard-point weapon mounts, along with several main dry docks, adding up to hundreds of millions of dollars in damage. Thatcher had heard the pirate empire barely had enough money to keep their ships in good shape, let alone to repair a station that was meant to be an unassailable stronghold deep within territory they’d considered secure.
He was willing to bet Tobias Vega would already make heads roll for the damage Frontier and Anvil ships had already managed to inflict, not to mention liberating Vega’s valuable prisoners—provided the marines pulled that off. If Halcyon ended this battle a wreck, these crews would likely be looking at years of working the least pleasant jobs Vega could find for them.
And so the station’s defenders raced out to meet Thatcher’s volley, relying on what automated point defense systems they had to pinpoint the shots mid-trajectory, taking them down well before they reached Halcyon.
That appeared to be the plan, at least. But from what Thatcher was seeing, it wasn’t working out too well.
Candle chuckled from the XO’s chair. He was technically off-duty, but he liked to sit in for engagements—which worked out well, since Thatcher liked having the backup. Just in case.
“Their targeting computers can’t keep up with projectiles fired at the velocity we fired them,” Candle said.
Thatcher allowed himself a grin. “Those computers were designed to intercept missiles, not pinpoint solid-core rounds.”
Under normal circumstances, the best way to defend against railgun fire was simply to move out of the way. With the immense distances involved in any space engagement, and the rounds’ inability to change direction after they were fired, that was normally easily done.
But since the pirates were attempting to defend a station, which was fixed in its orbit, the cloud of speeding rounds had quickly become a real problem for them.
An appreciable fraction of the projectiles were intercepted, but most of them got past, while a few connected with pirate hulls. Explosions blossomed on nearly a dozen ships, and two of them burst apart.
Nothing the simple expedient of shields wouldn’t have prevented. Vega might have had a lot of ships at his disposal, but they were mostly outdated, with inferior loadouts. Unless they swarmed him in fleets of a hundred or more, Thatcher could usually turn engagements to his advantage.
The deadly hail of projectiles made it to Halcyon Station, pockmarking its hull, leaving craters where turret batteries had been.
As Thatcher watched the destruction unfolding in the holotank, Guerrero turned toward him. “Sir, Emilio Garcia is making another one of his broadcasts.”
Feeling generous, Thatcher gave the nod. “Put him on.”
“Watch and learn, boys and girls,” Garcia said, sounding like he’d smoked a pack of cigarettes in the last hour. To be fair, that was how he always seemed to sound. “This is what happens when you think it’s a good strategy to cobble together a fleet from the worst tubs the Dawn Cluster has ever seen. Tobias Vega believes that if he puts together enough unskilled crews in enough barely spaceworthy wrecks, he’ll be able to take on the likes of Anvil and Frontier Security. He thinks he’ll have a chance against a legendary ship like the New Jersey. Fat chance. If you’ve ever wondered what overweening pride looks like, just take a look at what’s happening in Ibis System today.”
Looking around the CIC, Thatcher caught several of his officers wearing pleased expressions at the mention of the New Jersey. Never mind that Garcia’s stock price apparently saw a bump whenever the cruiser’s exploits made the instant comm rounds. Thatcher’s CIC crew had obviously enjoyed the praise regardless.
Garcia’s probably going to go into overdrive with that praise, to make up for how badly the Jersey was beaten back in Nankeen. Thatcher saw through it, but if the flattery boosted his crew’s morale, then what was the harm?
He ordered his ships to follow up the railgun barrage with lasers and more railgun fire, not wanting to spend missiles dealing with the remaining pirate ships.
After their failure to significantly mitigate the first volley, the enemy ships dispersed, fleeing in fours and fives that mostly followed courses that broke from the system’s ecliptic plane.
Thatcher used the opportunity to target down the system’s remaining defenses on this side. That done, he ordered his warships to remain as close as possible to the station, enveloping Halcyon as they worked around its hull to either side. Together, they neutralized the rest of the station’s hard points, hugging its hull so as to deal with one set of turrets at a time. This way, the weapons had poor firing angles on his ships. Thatcher lost no units, and took minimal damage.
By the time they’d finished, the marines had also completed their mission, with hundreds of prisoners liberated. Thatcher gave the order for the entire fleet’s shuttles to ferry the liberated crews to wherever there was room for them. To Garcia’s credit, he offered up spare berths, holds, and in one case, a mess hall where rescued Frontier personnel could stay until better accommodations could be figured out.
The process took the better part of two hours—fairly efficient, but far too long for Thacher’s liking. While Billy Candle coordinated the rescued crews’ transfer, Thatcher’s gaze flitted from jump zone to jump zone leading into Ibis.
Vega won’t take what we’ve done today sitting down. He can’t afford to. If Degenerate Empire takes much more punishment under his watch, it’s only a matter of time before he’ll begin to suffer challenges to his leadership.
That also meant Vega’s favored sycophants would become especially eager to be the one to hunt Thatcher down, in anticipation for the rewards Vega would lavish on them for doing so.
Like Ben Baumann. We can only hope he’s still speeding north, convinced he’s hot on our trail.
As the last rescued Frontier employees were transported to the waiting warships, and the intercorporate fleet prepared to leave, Thatcher made his way from the CIC to the Jersey’s tiny port-side docking bay.
When he entered, Fred Wilson was just stepping out of the shuttle’s airlock. Thatcher jogged over to him, then straightened in front of him for a salute.
“Cut that nonsense out,” Wilson said, stepping in to embrace Thatcher.
He hugged him back, patting the other Frontier captain’s back before releasing him, grinning widely. “It’s good to see you, Fred.”
“The ever-stern Tad Thatcher, smiling? Deep in the middle of enemy territory, no less? What did I miss?”
Thatcher shrugged. “Certain moments are just too good to be stern for. Like reuniting with old friends. Even if we do happen to be in a region infested by pirates.”
A grin slowly spread across Wilson’s face, to mirror Thatcher’s own. “No, I think something has changed with you.”
Thatcher’s smile fell away. “It has. But not for the better. We suffered a grave defeat in Nankeen, Fred. Rose is dead.”
“I heard. I’m so sorry, Tad.”
“I’m sorry too.” He sighed, then pushed away the more negative emotions, forcing himself to focus on his friend’s return. “I heard you wouldn’t let them take you here till everyone else had left the station. You know, when you act so selfless, it kind of overshadows my glorious rescue attempt.”
“Oh, I’m only getting started. By the time we get out of Lacuna Region, the Cluster will have forgotten all about Tad Thatcher. Fred Wilson will be the new name on everyone’s lips.”
“That’s going to be difficult to pull off, without a ship to command.”
“Good point. Happen to have a spare one kicking around? I need a vessel for all the heroics I’m planning.”
“I’m sure we can work something out.”



Chapter Twenty-One
 
Aboard the Shtriga
Fallen Phoenix System, Quisle Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Volkov tried hard to keep his anger on a short leash.
He was prone to outbursts at undeserving crew members, and he’d given into that vice’s temptation more than once since the Penta Syndicate had first attacked his corp in Kyrie Region.
From the first day of battle, it had been mostly downhill. A couple isolated victories had been enough to raise the morale of the crews under his command for a day or two, but ultimately they’d only set his people up for an even steeper fall upon the next defeat.
It’s not their fault, he reminded himself as he watched the CIC’s main holoscreen like a hawk, waiting for the first enemy ship to appear somewhere in the regional jump gate. I must remember that.
His people had fought for him these past weeks, harder than he’d ever known them to before. They’d struck the burgeoning enemy where they were weakest, savagely exploiting vulnerabilities and whittling down Penta’s numbers.
It had not been enough. Volkov had ceded most of Kyrie to the invaders just in the act of regrouping with his other ships scattered throughout the region.
The war for Helve had been much harder fought, consisting of pitched battles for mostly deserted star systems. But the Red Sky fleets had been thrown back again and again, helpless against the unstoppable tide of Syndicate warships, whose lasers flashed across the void to short-circuit Russian shields, whereupon their endless missiles claimed hundreds and then thousands of Russian lives.
In Volkov’s most honest moments, he understood that he was angry at himself most of all. How glorious it had felt to clear Devil’s Arm of pirates—a task no PMC before Red Sky had dared attempt. For all its proximity to the UNC’s vaunted cold regions, Devil’s Arm had been almost as overrun with pirate scum as Olent and Lacuna had been a year ago, before the emergence of Degenerate Empire.
It also held even vaster riches than those northern regions. Few corps had ever dared operate here, and certainly none had dreamed of taking on the pirate presence—of sending them packing to join their Degenerate siblings in the north.
Volkov had dared. He saw that, unlike the northern pirates, these scum were divided against each other into countless squabbling factions. Using his ships’ state-of-the-art defenses and weaponry, he’d systematically eliminated them clan by clan, even as the fools continued warring against each other.
And he’d done it. Devil’s Arm had been his.
For a time.
Now, he wanted to literally kick himself, and even felt deserving of the humiliation that would attend performing such a bizarre act in front of his officers.
Of course Penta would smell the riches he’d unlocked and come to claim them for themselves. Why wouldn’t they? The warlike Syndicate had always been purely corporatist, with no unifying ideals or national identity to act as a restraining force. Worse, Penta was headquarted in Modal Pique, just two regions away from the mouth of Devil’s Arm.
In the past, the UNC might have intervened if such a vast force had attempted to cross Aorta Region to get anywhere, even Devil’s Arm. They would have demanded an explanation, and certainly wouldn’t have stood by once they’d concluded that Penta’s intention was to wage an intercorporate war.
But that was then, and this was now. Aorta was a warm region, and the UNC had withdrawn entirely from those. From what he’d heard of late, they were tolerating increasing levels of shenanigans even in the cold regions outside of Clime.
How long before Simon Moll has a go at Sunlit Mesa Region? Would the UNC lift a finger?
He was beginning to have his doubts.
Senior Lieutenant Alexei Ivanov turned weary eyes toward his captain. “Sir, the first Penta warship has arrived. A destroyer.”
Volkov grimaced. His ships’ loadouts were designed to play the role Penta had taken for itself—to stay on the attack, not to constantly fall back in a desperate attempt to defend.
He’d also chosen the unique combination of artillery turrets and upgraded afterburners as one that would prove uniquely effective against pirates—which indeed it had. But against galaxy-class warships from one of the wealthiest private organizations in the Dawn Cluster…not so much.
During Red Sky’s flight through Kyrie, and their subsequent long retreat through Helve, Volkov had tried his best to make the most of his chosen loadout, performing tactical hit-and-runs against Penta forces whenever he could.
It had worked, after a fashion. And if the Syndicate managed to break through the regional jump zone to take Fallen Phoenix System, he would have the opportunity to revisit those tactics.
But it would also mean he’d lost Devil’s Arm. If Penta won out here today, then his company’s days would be numbered. The invaders would no doubt lock down the only point of egress from Quisle, and then hunt them through the region until every last Red Sky ship had been captured or neutralized.
And here, attempting to defend Fallen Phoenix from the invading armada, was where Volkov’s aggressive loadouts would be the most useless.
Nevertheless, it was not in him to simply lie down and accept his fate.
“Alexei, have our corvettes nearest that destroyer form up for an alpha strike. They will leverage their ability to achieve superior transverse velocity relative to the destroyer. I want zero losses. Our own destroyers will stand by to protect the corvettes should any Penta Syndicate ships appear near the engagement.”
“Aye, Captain Volkov.”
He’d known Alexei Ivanov since before founding Red Sky, and he’d been pleased to give his old friend a job in the middle of what had been a depressed economy at the time. As such, he was the only CIC crew member he addressed by first name.
He knew his friend saw that as favoritism, and he combated it by addressing Volkov only in the most strictly formal terms. Even when they were alone together in the wardroom.
In giving his friend a leg up, Volkov felt he’d lost a friend. That didn’t seem right, but he kept using Ivanov’s first name anyway—partly from stubbornness, but partly out of a hope that someday, they’d be able to regain the camaraderie they’d once enjoyed.
We used to insult each other’s mothers on a daily basis. Now the man all but extends his pinky when drinking his coffee around me.
Well, maybe by the end of this day, none of that would matter. The thought almost released a long sigh from Volkov’s lungs, but he forced himself to refocus on the tactical display.
The corvettes engaged the destroyer, and bright blue beams connected some of them to the target’s shields. Thankfully, Volkov had had the foresight to retain laser modules in at least some of his ships, and so the Penta fleets weren’t completely invincible against his chosen arsenal.
If we can destroy them fast enough as they come in, then maybe…
“Two more destroyers, Captain. They transitioned in unusually close together.” Ivanov sent a distressed frown in Volkov’s direction. “Looks like they’re sending their heaviest vessels first.”
Volkov could understand the man’s dismay. The two destroyer’s proximity came down to sheer chance, since jump gates placed ships in a random distribution throughout the corresponding jump zone.
But this outcome was to Penta’s good fortune, and bad news for Red Sky. With the two destroyers close enough to support each other, together they would pose a tough nut to crack. And while Volkov’s forces preoccupied themselves with attacking the pair of ships, more Syndicate vessels would pour into the system.
Still, he had no choice. “Send in our primary laser squadron, followed by three destroyers. Kuznetsov, the Shtriga will be one of them. Set a course. Belevich, instruct the gunner teams to prepare to engage.”
Both officers acknowledged his orders, and Volkov forced himself to relax as well as he could while he cast his searching gaze across the main screen’s tactical display. He was looking for any opportunity he could find to arrange his fleet in a superior position. To exploit whatever configuration the jump gate’s randomness might impose on the arriving fleet.
This is my only opportunity. If I let them gain a foothold, we’re through.
“Alexei, I want the rest of the fleet to form up into their predesignated battle groups and patrol the jump zone’s periphery, isolating and destroying any Penta ships that appear nearby.”
“Aye, sir.” Ivanov leaned into his station’s microphone to utter the orders with his usual succinctness. That done, he tapped in the commands that would distribute them to the ships that weren’t yet engaged.
As his beloved destroyer sailed toward its own rendezvous with the pair of Penta destroyers, Volkov took in the battlespace and knew he’d done everything he could—that he’d deployed his ships to the best of his ability.
To exploit the situation any better than this would require a better commander than he. Curiously, that certainty provided him a measure of inner peace, which was a sensation he hadn’t experienced since before Simon Moll had driven his company out of its home in Gabbro System.
But the reprieve was short-lived, as another certainty came quickly on the heels of the first: no matter how optimally he performed, he would lose Fallen Phoenix today.
Had he made better choices before today, maybe the outcome would have been different. If he’d seen further, or understood things deeper…then perhaps. Maybe, if he’d been a better commander—a commander like the now-disgraced hero, Tad Thatcher—he might have been able to miraculously pull off a win today.
But he wasn’t, and he wouldn’t. The jump zone into which Penta would transition was simply too large, and the ships under Volkov’s command too few.
Even before the battle began, he knew for a fact that they would lose.
He steeled himself nonetheless.
No matter what happens today, no one will be able to say that Red Sky didn’t attack its enemy with ferocity. That we didn’t fight to defend what is ours using tooth and nail.
He forced himself to sit straighter, leaning forward a little. All around him, he noticed his officers shifting in their seats, too. Sitting a little taller. A little prouder.
No matter how the Cluster beat them down—even if it killed them today—Red Sky would always have its pride. Its killer instinct. Perhaps, in the end, that would be enough.
And perhaps he was about to find out.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Yearling System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
In the middle of delivering her report, Guerrero shook her head. “With the integrated comms system, the fleet’s collective situational awareness is simply incredible. Before, each ship’s Ops officer was on their own when it came to analyzing sensor data and doing their best to identify the most important information, then passing that information on to the rest of the fleet. Now, we all have the ability to investigate anything that strikes us as anomalous, which might come from any given sensor across the entire force. Yes, it’s an impossible amount of data to sift through, and everyone has their own methodology for tackling that problem…but that’s just it. The convergence of dozens of methodologies for data processing ends up meaning that a lot less gets missed.”
Guerrero smiled, which only made the dark bags under her eyes stand out all the more. “I know I’ve talked about it before, but there could be no better demonstration of the new comm system’s power than this situation we’re in. I thought I appreciated its potential before this, but now I realize I had no idea.”
Thatcher enjoyed how enthusiastic she sounded about the new system, despite how exhausted she clearly was. “What can you tell me about Yearling System?” They’d only arrived here from Farrago an hour ago, and so the question served as a decent test of what Guerrero was saying.
The Jersey’s Chief Ops Officer beamed, then slid a piece of smart paper across Thatcher’s desk. “Those are the coordinates for five likely supply caches in this system, ranked in order of certainty. The second-most certain location is close to our exit, so we wouldn’t have to spend much time checking it out.”
“Then we probably should.” The addition of what supplies Anvil had brought with them had been a boon, but they would only stretch so far. Yes, those supplies might get them out of Lacuna, but not far beyond that. Unless they resupplied soon, then they’d need to do so after leaving the region—which would be difficult if they also had a fleet of Degenerate Empire warships on their tail.
Guerrero’s forehead creased as she reached across the desk to tap the bottom of the smart page, where the footage from an optical sensor showed a small craft zipping through space. “This news is less good. We believe that’s a drone the pirates preprogrammed to enter the system, collect visual data, then head for the jump gate back to where it came from—Nankeen.”
“Hmm.” The drone was small enough that, without a network of Ops officers running analyses on all the fleet’s sensor data, it might easily have been missed. “It seems they’ve finally figured out where we went.”
After liberating Wilson and the captured Frontier crews from Halcyon Station, he’d chosen to return to Farrago and head north from there, since he figured it was the last route the pirates would expect him to take. He’d deliberately avoided it before—it passed far too close to Nankeen, and intel from the Prowler’s earlier scouting mission through Lacuna had put warships all along the path, including the ones the pirates had captured after besting Wilson’s battle group.
But with Ben Baumann’s force in the east, and after kicking the hornet’s nest that was Halcyon, Thatcher had decided the route through Yearling likely represented his best shot. Nankeen was out of the question, given it still held the Xanthic ship, and Vega would no doubt keep a large force there to protect it. Thatcher’s failure to destroy the alien vessel now seemed almost like a good thing, as it was probably one of the only things preventing Degenerate Empire from sending every single one of their ships after him.
He’d decided to roll the dice on passing right under Nankeen’s nose, so to speak…but now that the pirates had apparently found him, he wasn’t so sure his plan would work out.
It depends on the size of the force that deployed that drone…and how quickly they can spread the word about our location.
If he made a direct run at the regional jump gate into Olent, maybe there was a chance.
“How much sleep have you been getting, Lucy?”
She looked up from her comm, where she’d been immersed in looking over the next section of her report, and shrugged. “About as much as anyone these days, I suppose.”
“Are you taking any downtime?”
“Some. I wouldn’t worry about me, Tad. Honestly, if you’re going to be concerned about anyone, it should be Billy. He told me not to tell you this, but…he’s taken on the whole fleet’s concerns, not just the Jersey’s.”
Thatcher lowered his eyebrows. “What do you mean?”
“Any time there’s a mechanical or logistical SNAFU anywhere in the fleet, Billy’s been intercepting it before it ever gets to you. He says you need to be allowed to spend all your time focusing on our tactical situation.”
“I wouldn’t say he’s off-base, exactly. But it won’t do anyone any good if he works himself into the ground.” It didn’t help that Candle’s solution to dealing with work stress was apparently to take on more of it. He sighed. “I’ll talk to him.”
A relieved look crossed Guerrero’s face. “I think that’s a good idea.”
Her reaction made him narrow his eyes. “Hold on…Billy’s drowning himself in work wouldn’t be spurred on in any way by what Admiral Ward said about me, would it?”
As Guerrero donned an expression of obviously feigned innocence, Thatcher’s mind ticked through a couple more logical steps. He gritted his teeth. Lucy’s right…I haven’t been getting many complaints from the fleet’s captains. Almost none, in fact. But they all have direct lines to me, so I should be getting at least some…
“He told them, didn’t he?”
“Told them what, sir?”
“Don’t bullshit me, Lucy.”
Her eyes found the desktop. “He told them, sir.”
Thatcher nearly rose to his feet, ready to storm off in search of Candle right there and then. But he forced himself to breathe through his frustration. Berating the man won’t do anything to help him get through whatever it is he’s going through. What’s done is done.
It pained him to admit that, even to himself, but it was the truth. As for whatever half-baked ideas his captains allowed Ward’s words to plant inside their heads—well, he’d just have to deal with that on a case-by-case basis.
After he finished hearing Lucy’s report, he went in search of Candle. According to his comm, the XO’s own device was in the man’s office, and since Frontier officers were required to have their comms on them at all times….
A sharp rap on Candle’s office door brought a terse “Come in.”
Thatcher opened the hatch. At the sight of him, the XO sprang to his feet, delivering a salute crisper than any Thatcher had received in a while.
“At ease, Billy,” he said, returning the salute half-heartedly. “There’s no need to be so formal when it’s just the two of us.”
“Sorry, sir. I forgot. It’s just, I have a lot….”
“…on your mind,” Thatcher said, finishing where Candle had trailed off. “My sources tell me you’ve been working yourself to the bone.”
“Your sources. You mean Lucy, don’t you?”
Thatcher’s mouth quirked, and he tamped down a smile. “Not at liberty to say.”
“Ha.” Candle ran a hand through curly, dark hair, which he kept cropped close to his head. “I guess she’s not satisfied with trying to mother me directly. Now she’s trying to mother me through you as her proxy.”
“I wouldn’t say that, exactly. Lucy isn’t normally one to overstep her boundaries like that. I think she’s genuinely concerned.”
Candle nodded. “You’re right, you’re right.”
“According to this….” Thatcher held up his comm, which currently displayed the ship’s watch schedule. “…you’re not on-duty right now. In fact, you were supposed to be asleep five hours ago, if we’re following Frontier’s recommended guidelines for maintaining a proper circadian rhythm aboard a starship.”
“Well, you know how it is. Crew are constantly contacting you, sir, at any hour. I’m glad to share that load however they can.”
“They haven’t been contacting me very much at all, lately.”
In response, Candle only donned a look of innocence that bore an uncanny resemblance to the one Thatcher had just witnessed from Guerrero.
“Go get some rest, Billy.” Thatcher pointed in the direction of the man’s rack. “And in case you’re wondering, yes, that’s an order.”
The XO winced. “Sir, I just need to—”
“Whatever it is, forward it to my comm. I’ll handle it. And don’t call me sir when it’s just the two of us.”
The man still looked hesitant, but finally relaxed after a few seconds. He smiled. “I really appreciate it. Tad. You looking out for me, the crew, the way you do…it means more than I can say.”
“Don’t mention it. Just get some damn sleep.”
He turned to leave, but before he could, his comm blared with a priority transmission. He picked it up to find a message from the Ops officer currently in the CIC:
“DEGENERATE EMPIRE WARSHIPS SIGHTED IN-SYSTEM, OUT OF FARRAGO SYSTEM. EIGHT ENEMY SHIPS ALREADY PRESENT, WITH MORE LIKELY ON THE WAY.”
Thatcher looked up and saw Candle scrutinizing his own comm. “Sir, I’d like to come to the CIC too. In case you need me.”
“I….” He hesitated. He could always use the extra help, but the man looked so tired.
“I won’t be able to sleep anyway.” Candle gestured with his comm. “Not now.”
“Fine. Let’s go.”
Together, they sprinted for the CIC.
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“Are these from Baumann’s force?” Thatcher asked, eyes on the holotank as he settled into the command chair. Three more ships had transitioned into Yearling in the time it took for him and Candle to run here.
“Negative, sir,” Guerrero said from the Ops station, where she was just getting settled in herself. He’d called for the first watch to come and replace the second while they contended with this new threat, and some of the officers were still trickling into the CIC to replace their counterparts. The hatch opened to reveal Tim Ortega, who rushed toward his seat at Tactical.
“These are new ships,” she continued. “Though a few of their profiles match ships registered by the computer in Nankeen.”
“That’s probably where they came from.” In Farrago System, the jump zone out of Nankeen and the gate into Yearling were unusually close together. He’d been nervous heading for the Farrago-Yearling jump gate, nervous that ships could appear out of Nankeen at any moment. It appeared they’d left Farrago just in time to avoid being there when it happened.
Ships continued to appear in the jump zone out of Farrago. When they finally stopped, fifty-three Degenerate Empire vessels were in Yearling, accelerating under what looked like full power toward his fleet.
We can take them…but they have enough to inflict considerable damage, if they’re determined. And they know we can’t afford to take many losses.
Candle cleared his throat from the XO’s chair. “Baumann’s had time to get well ahead of us, if he continued on north. If he figures out what we’re doing, he might loop around to confront us. We’d be sandwiched between the two fleets.”
“That’s not going to happen.” Thatcher’s voice came out flat.
“Yes, sir.”
Bryce Sullivan shifted in his seat at the Nav station. “Should I adjust our course, Captain?”
“No. Helm, maintain our current heading and velocity.”
“Aye, sir.”
Thatcher tapped his armrest thoughtfully. “We’ll continue on to Kava System—we should be able to transition the entire fleet at least four hours before those Degenerate Empire vessels reach the jump gate after us.”
“What will you do then?” Candle asked.
Anger filled Thatcher as he remembered the ships lost in Nankeen System, where Frontier Security’s back had been broken as a company. Where he’d lost Veronica Rose. “I intend to make them pay.”
With time to kill before they reached the jump gate into Kava, Thatcher set about examining each CIC crew member’s recent activity according to their comm logs—to determine who had been awake and working the longest. Starting at the top of that list, he rotated them out for their second-watch counterparts as the situation allowed, ordering them to get a few hours sleep in preparation for whatever was coming.
Candle was one of those. When the man opened his mouth to protest, Thatcher held up a forestalling hand. “I don’t care whether you’ll be able to get to sleep or not. Go lie in your rack for three hours, for all I care. But your order is to go and lie there, Billy.”
“Aye, sir,” Candle said with a wan smile.
Thatcher had no inclination to sleep, kept alert by nervous energy. He knew he risked paying a price for not going to rest himself, but he spent the time in the command seat nevertheless, going over possibilities. Kava was where Captain Foster and his crew had encountered the stolen Frontier ships being repaired. Would they still be there? And would they be spaceworthy enough to sail out to confront his fleet in battle?
If they were, would he be able to recapture them? That would be quite a boon to his growing fleet. Wilson’s crews, who currently lived in cramped conditions across Frontier and Anvil ships, could go back to their old billets. And those ships should even have the supplies to sustain them, at least for a time.
Get some rest, Tad. It was his grandfather’s voice, admonishing him for being foolish. In a situation this fraught, a captain must be at his sharpest.
It was the first time Edward Thatcher had spoken to him since Nankeen. Thatcher had never thought much of the fact he often heard his grandfather speaking to him inside his head. He’d been an important figure in his life—maybe the most important. Certainly the most influential…especially if half of what Ward had told him was true. It simply made sense that his most valuable thoughts would come cloaked in his grandfather’s voice.
But the fact that Edward hadn’t said anything since his colossal failure against Degenerate Empire seemed meaningful. And now that he finally had decided to speak, Thatcher knew he should listen.
Still, he refused. Despite that he hadn’t brooked Candle’s nonsense about not being able to sleep, he tolerated the same excuse for himself.
He was far too restless to go to his cabin now. Something about being chased through Lacuna like a scared deer before a pack of wolves…it had disturbed something deep inside him. Sediment at the bottom of his soul, lifted from the ocean floor and whipped into a froth by raging waters.
He needed something to happen. A turning of the tide. Some fundamental part of him couldn’t tolerate this trend in his recent life, of shattering defeat followed by retreat after retreat. Yes, Halcyon had been a victory, but it hadn’t sated him. He was overjoyed to have rescued Wilson and the Frontier crews the other captain had commanded…but he’d also wanted to blow the station to smithereens, not to inflict mere superficial damage. He wanted Tobias Vega and the criminals he worked with never to forget the time they thought they could corner him in this forsaken region.
And so when his officers returned from their rest in time to transition out of Yearling and into Kava, Thatcher still sat in the command chair, chin on his fist, staring grimly across the CIC at the holotank. There, it was undeniable—the pirates still chased, and he still fled.
But on some days, the hunted become the hunters.
He tapped the comm panel built into his chair’s armrest, connecting directly to the fleetwide channel. As he did, he decided to take a page from Emilio Garcia’s playbook.
“Warriors of the Frontier-Anvil fleet. For weeks now, we have retreated through Lacuna Region, fleeing before Degenerate Empire’s superior forces. After Nankeen, they think they have us beaten, and merely need to finish us off. But we all know the truth of the victory they took from us in that system. They would never have pulled it off if Simon Moll hadn’t betrayed us in cold blood, withdrawing at the perfect moment to allow pirate forces to envelop us, cutting off our escape. Even if we had managed to escape, I have no doubt the Sunder force would have been waiting for us to cut us down as we attempted to retreat through Quad system. I’m sure many of you have drawn the same conclusion. It’s why we fled through Nankeen instead, to retreat south, through Farrago. And that decision is the reason we still have a fleet at all.
“I’m ordering all ships to perform a combat transition into Kava System, as efficiently as possible. Once our last ship is through, all ships will form up just outside the jump zone—except for the Anvil vessels carrying stealth mines. I want those ships to distribute eighty percent of their remaining mines throughout that jump zone, as quickly as they can, with the highest concentration of mines on the side of the jump zone facing north—in the direction of the Kava-Juniper jump gate.
“Today, we will teach the Degenerate Empire a lesson it should have learned a long time ago. And if the lesson doesn’t take, then we will teach it to them again, and again, until either they finally learn it or we’ve ground them into dust. Whichever comes first. Thatcher out.”
He ended the broadcast to a rousing cheer from his CIC officers. His comm beeped, and he checked it to find Garcia himself hailing him directly.
“Thatcher. Go ahead.”
“My friend,” Garcia said. “I knew from the moment I met you that I would be a good a influence on you.”
Thatcher gave a terse chuckle. “I’m not sure I’d go that far.”
“Well, something’s changed. Perhaps I met you during a period of transition in your life. And maybe—just maybe—I’ve served as a tiny catalyst for that transition, whether you’re willing to admit it or not.”
“Hmm.” Well. Maybe so. As much as the man’s behavior repulsed him, he had to admit that Garcia’s unapologetic way of conducting himself lent him a certain measure of charisma. He had a gift for wielding power beyond a railgun’s muzzle—he wielded it also with words.
It’s what Simon Moll has, and what Frontier lost when Veronica Rose died. It’s what I need to gain, if I’m going to stay alive as the Dawn Cluster implodes onto itself.
He could continue relying on others to wield power on his behalf…but that had already almost gotten him killed once.
The alternative is to learn. Quickly.
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Thatcher ordered the fleet to head straight for the jump gate into Juniper, in an attempt to convince whoever was in command of the stolen Frontier ships that he didn’t intend to bother with them.
It didn’t work, which he supposed shouldn’t have surprised him. Those warships undocked from the shipyards where they were stationed the moment the light from the joint Frontier-Anvil fleet reached them, then they headed for the jump gate into the next system north.
We both know I can’t afford to pass up the chance to regain those ships. He was glad to have the pirate ships he’d captured in Galago, as broken-down and outdated as they were. But one state-of-the-art military vessel could take on at least three of those converted scows. More, if she had the right person in command.
As it stood, the stolen ships would reach the jump gate well before his fleet.
He eyed the egress into Juniper hungrily. If he’d been pursuing any other Degenerate Empire ship, he might have ordered his captains to take turns firing their railguns, timed so that the first solid-core rounds arrived at the jump gate as his quarry did.
Just like Halcyon Station, the jump gate was stationary, and it offered the only viable way out of this system for those pirates. If he sent a steady stream of ordnance through it, those captains might balk, at least for a time. And while they did, he would gain on them.
But it would only work against targets who didn’t have the ability to raise shields. The stolen Frontier ships, of course, had that capacity. Railgun rounds would ricochet harmlessly off the forcefields, which the pirate captains would raise the moment they detected the incoming weapons fire.
He’d just have to keep the tactic in his back pocket for a situation where it would work—if that scenario ever came about. It was an idea he’d been turning over in his head for some time, like so many other tactics he devised while lying in his rack at night, instead of sleeping. As far as he knew, no one had ever attempted to prevent an adversary from transitioning out of a system in such a way—not in all of humanity’s admittedly limited history of space combat. And he did enjoy surprising an enemy with something they’d never seen before.
“The light is reaching us from our pursuers as they enter the system, sir,” Guerrero said from Ops.
“Good. Put it in the holotank.”
A tactical display appeared in the tank, zoomed in on the jump zone out of Yearling System. The first ship appeared, near the zone’s eastern end.
The vessel was lucky enough that its transition hadn’t put it within range of one of the stealth mines—though that didn’t actually require much luck. With jump zones as large as they were, you’d need an unreasonable number of mines in order to achieve enough coverage that an arriving ship was virtually guaranteed to encounter one.
But as the pirate vessel began to move through the jump zone, no doubt to form up on the periphery and await its fellows, the probability of its destruction mounted with each kilometer it traversed.
As it crossed the jump zone, another ship appeared.
Thatcher leaned forward, eyes locked on the 3D display. Even though he knew the events unfolding inside the jump zone had occurred over an hour ago, he watched with just as much anticipation.
A brilliant light flashed—an explosion just off the second ship’s bow. She was a converted freighter, and small enough that the stealth mine’s eruption tore through her entire frame with ease. The first ship to arrive didn’t hesitate, or seem to react in any way. It continued plowing through the jump zone, and within ten seconds it too was turned into a cloud of expanding debris.
Thatcher grinned. As abrasive as he found Emilio Garcia, he suddenly felt quite pleased to have met the man.
The next ship to arrive had the significant misfortune of transitioning right on top of a mine, which promptly vaporized it.
The fourth remained in position for a long time after its appearance, no doubt confused by the absence of the three ships that had come before it. And they shouldn’t miss what’s left of their companions, unless they’re even more incompetent than I’d expect them to be.
He tried to picture what must be unfolding inside that ship’s CIC, or whatever greasy, cramped compartment they called a CIC. The confusion, and dawning fear.
Do I feel even the slightest bit bad for them?
He barely needed to search his feelings to know the answer. He didn’t. It was generally a bad idea to empathize too greatly with the people trying to kill you, since it could make you hesitate long enough for them to do the job.
But after Nankeen, Thatcher felt nothing but contempt for Degenerate Empire. As far as he was concerned, they deserved to die like dogs.
That last thought did take him aback somewhat, and curiously, Lin’s face appeared in his mind’s eye. How would she react if he’d said that to her? Or would he need to say it all? Maybe she’d be able to see the sentiment in his gaze, without him saying anything. He pictured her recoiling away from him.
He shook his head to clear it. Another pirate ship had arrived in the jump zone, and it didn’t share the other’s caution. It made it almost to the edge of the zone before a stealth mine blew up in its prow. The ship—a converted super-freighter—was large enough that the entire structure didn’t vaporize. But she was gravely wounded, her front twisted and melted, with virtually every compartment leaking atmosphere, equipment, and crew into space.
After that, it seemed each new arrival found the numerous debris clouds too glaring to ignore. The pirate vessels accumulated in the jump zone, each one remaining stationary while their captains no doubt conferred with each other, trying to figure out what to do.
Except, there was nothing they could do. The mines didn’t activate until their targets drew close enough that there was almost nothing they could do to prevent being hit, even if they did manage to detect them, which was nearly impossible.
How would I defend against this? Ideally, he’d want a sensor net already in place when he transitioned. But that wouldn’t be viable in enemy territory.
So every fleet will need to start carrying its own sensor net around with it. Deploy sensor drones all around the jump zone, to detect the mines’ radiated heat as they accelerated toward their targets. Even then, the sensor net would inevitably leave some angles uncovered, and each crew’s reaction time would still need to be fast in order to receive the sensor data, use it to target the approaching mine, and shoot it down before it got close enough to inflict damage.
After accomplishing that, a fleet would need to wait for their sensor drones to return to them. A new module type will probably need to be designed to house and launch the things. Even a fleet that managed to navigate a minefield without taking any damage would be slowed considerably.
The innovation Anvil had brought to the table would be a boon for defenders, and a colossal pain in the ass for attackers. We should give them to every last system surrounding Moll’s territory. The thought loosed a sardonic chuckle from Thatcher’s lips.
Eventually, the pirates realized they had to move, unless they intended to linger in the jump zone until their supplies ran out or other Degenerate Empire ships came to rescue them—whichever happened first.
Clearly content to wait for neither, they began to crawl out of the zone.
Three of them actually did manage to detect stealth mines as they zipped toward them, and two of those shot them down before impact. The third ship, another converted super-freighter, was sheared cleanly in two.
Nearly half their force made it out without ever encountering a mine. The rest weren’t so lucky, and only one of those survived the ensuing blast.
Their numbers greatly reduced, the fleet that had sought to chase the Frontier and Anvil warships north instead chose to cluster near the jump gate back into Yearling, as if uncertain whether they should flee back to that system or wait for reinforcements.
One thing seemed certain—they no longer posed much of a threat to Thatcher’s force. If they came within firing range, he would tear them apart.
He tapped his comm panel, putting himself on the fleet-wide. “All ships set a course for the shipyard the pirates have chosen to abandon. We’ll take the opportunity to resupply from it. After that, we’ll blow it to kingdom come.”
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For the remainder of the journey to Red River System, where the regional jump gate into Olent awaited them, Thatcher had rearranged the New Jersey’s schedule so that the first watch was always on duty an hour before the cruiser transitioned to a new system.
Otherwise, he ordered them to stay rested, and he finally managed to impose the same requirement on himself.
The change meant the second watch worked longer hours, but it would be a temporary measure, and besides, second watch weren’t the ones who would confront whatever awaited them in Red River.
To set a good example for his officers and crew, he spent much of his off-time in his cabin. Though not all of that time was spent sleeping, or even attempting to.
In truth, he spent less of it actually resting than he likely should have, instead poring over the executive reports that trickled into his inbox from all over the fleet.
Thankfully, those reports got sent directly to him, and so Guerrero and Candle would have no way of knowing he was working when he should be resting. If they’d known, they probably would have had words for him.
He knew on an intellectual level that his body would need more downtime if he was going to perform at an optimal level during whatever trial would greet them in Red River. Nevertheless, he found himself avoiding sleep more and more.
Veronica Rose awaited him in his dreams, asking him why he’d let her go with the marines to the Xanthic station. And why he’d failed to save her.
Unfair questions, considering the lengths I went to in my attempt to stop her. But she asked them all the same. She’d always been an exacting woman, and that hadn’t changed with her death, apparently.
Lin and their son dwelled in his dreams too, with their questioning gazes, mixed with confusion and hurt.
Their son. Edward, they’d decided to name him, and he trusted Lin had gone ahead with that in his absence. Edward, after his grandfather.
In his mind’s eye, little Edward had the same shock of brown hair Thatcher remembered from photos and videos taken during his own infancy. The same dark brown eyes.
If he could somehow speak to his son, what would he say? Never mind that Edward was too young to comprehend anything he said.
Would he try to explain himself? Why he’d had to travel across the galaxy to a distant star cluster? Why he couldn’t be there for the beginning of Edward’s life—assuming he would be there for any part of it?
It used to be just the wormhole’s collapse keeping me from him and Lin. Now I can’t even manage to escape Lacuna Region, let alone the Dawn Cluster.
Did he still believe it was possible to leave the Cluster? Even if there was a chance humanity could develop the technology to manipulate wormholes within his lifetime, the UNC seemed largely disinterested in doing so. And the rest of the Cluster was too busy waging its petty intercorporate squabbles. Meanwhile, the Xanthic lurked in the background, in all their unpredictability—their inscrutability.
They could hit us at any time. Who will oppose them, with Frontier gone?
He would get out of Lacuna, at least. He owed that much to the men and women under his command. After that….
Who knew? Beyond transitioning through the regional jump gate into Olent, the future seemed like a giant blank. He’d been sent to the Cluster to do everything he could to prepare this half of the human race for war against the Xanthic. Now, his only vehicle for doing that—Frontier Security—had been systematically dismantled
Ironically, Simon Moll seemed like the Cluster’s best hope for unity, though Thatcher had a feeling Moll’s brand of unity wouldn’t be to anyone’s liking.
He sighed, letting his comm dangle in his hands, having long since abandoned the report he’d been reading. The device slipped from his limp grasp, bounced on its reinforced edge off the metal deck, then came to a halt.
Should we have had a child at all, Lin? When they’d gotten pregnant, the Xanthic had seemed like a distant memory. Humanity straddled the galaxy, and the future seemed secure. Not as bright as it could have been, perhaps, with the UNC slowly throttling each nation’s sovereignty, along with humanity’s last remaining freedoms. But at least they’d seemed safe.
We were never safe. The Xanthic were always gunning for us. I still don’t know why, but it seems they’ll stop at nothing until we’re all dead.
His comm beeped from where it lay, and he stooped over to scoop it up. He answered the call—from the CIC. “Thatcher here.”
“Sir, it’s Guerrero. We’re due to transition into Red River System within the hour.”
“I’ll be right there.”
He checked himself in his mirror, brushed some lint from his blue service uniform’s shoulder, and exited the cabin.
On his way to the CIC, he stopped into the wardroom to grab a coffee. What looked like a fresh pot awaited him, and he poured himself a mug, snapping on the lid as he reentered the passageway outside. The first sip confirmed it was indeed fresh.
Coincidence? Or does Guerrero know me better than I think she does? He shook his head. Surely she had no way of knowing he hadn’t caught up on his sleep like he should have.
When he entered the CIC, however, his Ops officer shot him what looked like a knowing glance.
He cleared his throat. “Since I have a coffee here, the rest of you are free to do the same.” He cast his gaze around the chamber, then muttered, “Although, you all look pretty rested.”
It was true. Ortega looked like a rabbit that had just crawled out from its burrow at the first hint of spring sunshine, and even Candle gave him a jaunty little nod as Thatcher took his seat in the CIC’s center.
“I pinged the jump gate ten minutes ago, and I already have the readout for you,” Guerrero said. “Forwarding it to your console now.”
“Good work.” Thatcher frowned down at the report Guerrero had compiled after conducting her remote checks.
“As you can see, the gate’s logs indicate heavy traffic this week,” she said.
Thatcher’s lips formed a thin line. Dozens of ships had transitioned through the Decamerous-Red River jump gate in the last several days—nearly a hundred of them. And this was only one of three jump gates that led into the system that contained the regional gate.
He’d heard of corps compromising jump gate logs in order to fudge the traffic numbers before. But the gates’ infosec was galaxy-class, and he doubted Degenerate Empire had the resources to crack it. Even the stories of corps who did manage to hack jump gate logs might be little more than empty bluster.
But supposing for the moment that DE had managed to hack this gate’s log, what would be the advantage of pretending to move so many ships into Red River? They were trying to chase down Thatcher’s force, not scare it off. It would have been much smarter to downplay their numbers instead of inflating them.
And so, he trusted the log. Which meant that Tobias Vega had either moved an enormous force through Red River and out of Lacuna for some unknown reason…
…or that all those ships were waiting for him in Red River System.
Over at the Nav station, Bryce Sullivan shifted in his seat. “Should we continue into the system, sir?”
“We have no choice.” Thatcher tapped the armrest panel to put himself on the fleetwide. “Frontier and Anvil spacers. Lieutenant Guerrero just received the jump gate’s logs, and we have every indication that a large host awaits us in Red River. The good news is, our Frontier ships have loadouts specialized for breaking into contested jump zones and securing them.” He paused for a couple of beats, waiting for that to sink in. “I want all seven Frontier corvettes to transition in quick succession, followed by two of our logistics ships, and then all three of our destroyers. Our remaining trio of logistics ships will transition next, then our pair of eWar vessels, followed by all of our frigates and then cruisers. Anvil ships can follow behind, with combat transitions advised. God speed, and good luck.”
He ended the transmission and sat back in his seat, knowing he’d done all he could. With the new combat transition protocol he’d developed on the way to Lacuna Region, and the logistics ships’ beam-splitter modules, his force would have a good chance of quickly stabilizing the situation on the other side of the jump gate.
He made himself inhale deeply and slowly, already questioning his own assessment. What if Vega has concentrated all his forces around that jump zone?
No. Without an instant comm connection to the force Thatcher had devastated with Garcia’s mines, the pirate leader wouldn’t have enough advance warning of which route Thatcher had chosen to pull off something like that. 
As for the stolen Frontier ships that had fled ahead of him…well, he’d likely have to contend with them. And they would have provided Vega with some notice of Thatcher’s arrival. But not enough to pull all of his forces to that jump zone.
He was gambling, he realized. But what else could he do? He needed to know what truly awaited him in that system. There was at least some chance that the Degenerate Empire forces had passed through to Olent Region, perhaps called away by some urgent need. If this was Thatcher’s opportunity to escape, he needed to exploit it. It could be the last chance he got.
Of course, he didn’t truly believe he would be so lucky. His trepidation grew as more Frontier ships vanished through the jump gate with every passing minute, and he became increasingly sure that Vega would be waiting for him in Red River, with a massive fleet at his back.
The best he could likely hope for was that Vega would be stupid enough to amass all his ships at the regional jump gate. That would at least afford Thatcher a clean entry and exit from the system—to sail back into Lacuna’s interior once more, to regroup and figure things out.
The thought wasn’t an appealing one, but it was better than the idea of encountering hundreds of Degenerate Empire vessels surrounding the jump zone.
The Jersey’s turn came to transition. The gate’s first ring gripped the cruiser, then flung it across the 0.19-light-year gap at an impossible velocity.
When the Jersey came to a stop, and the stars resolved around them once more, they found themselves at the very front of the jump zone—with fifty ships arrayed against them, including the stolen Frontier ships.
Each of the other jump zones leading into Red River from deeper inside the region had similarly sized forces stationed around them…and the regional jump gate was guarded by a fleet over two hundred strong.
Laserfire already crisscrossed the jump zone they’d entered. And before Thatcher could open his mouth to deliver his first order, the New Jersey was hit.
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What am I doing?
Mittelman stared into his virgin Caesar—a drink no one ordered here, in a place Ladon Station’s working class came mainly to get drunk.
The Silver Pheasant was a world apart from the Golden Apple. Closer to the station’s core, the gravity was weaker here, and you could tell newcomers by the way they stumbled across the bar’s floor. Mittelman had nearly taken a tumble on his way down here, but he’d figured out his gait by the time he reached the Pheasant.
Regulars glided effortlessly to their usual chairs and stools, and after that they mostly made beelines to and from the bar, staring solo into their cups or having raucous conversations in twos and threes, with no in-between.
Even here, in this hole-in-the-wall frequented by Ladon Station’s janitors, mechanics, and low-level techs, the drinks were inordinately expensive. That was the way of things in Schöllenen Gorge, where supplies took weeks to be shipped from the cold regions, and marking things up at least five hundred percent was customary.
After long years working for various corps and leveraging his unending fire hose of information to play the stock market, Mittelman had the resources to drink alone in much nicer establishments than this. But here, he could be certain not to run into Gabriel Schmid. The portfolio manager wouldn’t be caught dead in a place like this. I doubt he’s ever gone any place where the gravity wasn’t precisely to his liking.
Not that Schmid hadn’t invested considerable effort in setting up a second meeting with Mittelman. He’d come knocking at his hotel room door twice, which Mittelman had ignored, switching accommodations after the second time. After that, the man and his army of assistants had combed the station’s upper levels for him. Once, Mittelman had needed to flatly rebuff an officious, thin-nosed man who dry-washed his hands the entire time they spoke.
They both had a lot to lose if their relationship disintegrated, which explained Schmid’s efforts to salvage it. Mittelman was the main reason the man had attained such staggering levels of success, and Schmid was Mittelman’s most important source of information on the Cluster’s elites.
So why won’t I get off my ass and meet with him?
His motivation to do much of anything had melted away. Even worse, Mittelman could pinpoint when it had happened: the moment Schmid had flung Veronica Rose’s death in his face.
He’d always told himself he’d been using Rose to advance his own career. Frontier Security had been the ideal place for him to land after the corp he’d been spying for succeeded in taking down its main rival, and decided it no longer needed his services. The CEO had never made a secret of his distaste for Mittelman’s craft, and he’d found an excuse to terminate his contract the moment the only other HAZMAT shipping company serving Basin and Sunlit Mesa Regions had gone down.
Rose had recognized his abilities, and given him plenty of latitude. Too much for her own good, if he was being honest, though he’d never seen fit to point that out.
Ever since leaving corporate law, he’d never stopped looking ahead to his next job. He’d never signed a contract without first negotiating exclusive control of his contacts, so that he remained supremely marketable. Frontier wasn’t supposed to be any different. Just a stepping stone on his way to the Dawn Cluster’s true halls of power.
But Rose had become a power player in her own right…and, more pertinently to his current slump, he’d fallen for her.
He’d tried his best to forget his feelings for Rose—after she’d rejected him, and especially after Moll had taken that rejection and smeared it in his face.
Rose had been professional and courteous enough to act as though he’d never made a pass at her, which had helped. But Moll had made no such effort, and now, after that smarmy bastard Schmid had brought it up….
God. Am I really this pathetic? Could his source of motivation have shifted so fully, without him ever realizing it? Instead of remaining a proudly career-driven Machiavel, he’d apparently turned into a simp for a women who had never wanted him. Now that she was gone, his motivation seemed to have evaporated entirely.
For him, the main mystery concerned how this could have happened to him without his realization. I know the people I monitor better than they know themselves, in a lot of cases. Did I really never take the time to know myself?
Clearly he hadn’t. And as a result, he sat slumped over a cocktail in a dive bar near the center of the Cluster’s poshest station, completely at a loss for what to do next, and with no motivation to figure it out.
Sometimes, when he pushed himself, he could muster up the motivation to run through his list of horrible options.
CoG.
Penta Syndicate.
Ascendant Horizon.
Of those three, his thoughts kept hitching themselves on Penta Syndicate, his mental fabric catching and tearing there.
Schmid had proposed it at their meeting in the Golden Apple, but just because that asshole had suggested it didn’t make it a bad idea.
Why don’t I approach Penta?
His reasons for avoiding Sunder and Ascendant Horizon were clear to him. His hatred for Simon Moll kept him away from the former—not the most objective reason, he knew, but it was what it was.
As for Li Jun’s super-alliance, he remained convinced that its days were numbered.
That left Penta. Going to work for them would represent an undeniable move upward. With his help, the Syndicate had a better-than-decent shot of accruing enough power to go toe-to-toe with CoG someday, and probably sooner than later.
Except, he doubted confronting Moll directly was their best play. Much smarter would be to amass sufficient resources and military assets that Moll would have to recognize he had more to gain through negotiating with them than he did trying to beat them. The two organizations could divide up the Dawn Cluster between them, living fat and happy for the rest of their lives, and passing on astounding inheritances that would last their progeny for generations and generations.
Except, it felt all wrong. He couldn’t explain the queasiness in his gut whenever he contemplated the prospect of approaching Penta.
The old Mittelman would have leapt at that kind of opportunity, to forever reshape the Cluster’s
history. So why won’t I?
Instead of making the necessary arrangements—reaching out through back channels, putting his name in the right ears, so that Penta approached him, giving him the upper hand at the negotiating table—instead of initiating his usual job-hunting machinations, he kept coming back to Mikhail Volkov’s Red Sky, the corp that was slowly bleeding out on Penta Syndicate’s sword.
Yesterday had brought news that Red Sky had given way in Fallen Phoenix System, which meant they’d effectively lost Quisle, and Devil’s Arm with it. Penta’s fleet was vast enough to dog Red Sky through the region, until there was nowhere left for them to run.
Mikhail Volkov is done. So why does his name keep ringing in my ears like tinnitus?
“Mind if I sit?”
Mittelman looked up, blinking away his deep reverie. He frowned. “Why?”
The plaid-wearing man who’d accosted him gestured at the room behind him, holding what looked like a double whiskey in his other hand. “There’s nowhere else left.”
Mittelman followed the man’s gesture, casting his gaze around the Silver Pheasant. So there isn’t. He shook his head. “Fine. Sit.”
He did, then took a long pull from his drink, regarding Mittelman over the rim of his glass with a hollowness that resonated with him, despite himself. The man had red eyes and spoke with a slur, suggesting the Pheasant hadn’t been the first bar he’d visited tonight. Mittelman wondered if he’d been tossed out of the last one.
“What’s your name?” Mittelman asked, mostly to break the silence, which felt a little strained with the newcomer staring at him without blinking.
“Newman.”
“You look like you’ve had a rough day, Mr. Newman.” Or is this what every day looks like for you?
“I have.”
“Anything you need to get off your chest?” Mittelman surprised himself by asking. Playing therapist to a drunk was the last thing he wanted to do. At least, it was the last thing he thought he wanted. But as he’d begun to realize, he had no idea what hidden impulses actually lurked in his heart.
Newman shrugged. “I came to Ladon to get my kids back from my ex-wife. Try to, anyway. She’s a closet drunk, and I know she hits them. But the children are too scared to say anything, and I haven’t managed to get the evidence I need for a Swiss court to grant me custody. Not after trying for a month.”
Mittelman raised his eyebrows, surprised at the man’s extreme openness. Then again, alcohol did have a way of turning a man inside-out for the world to see. It was why Mittelman barely touched the stuff, as a rule. “Your wife works here?”
Newman nodded. “She’s VP of Operations at Hanging Garden Finance.”
“Goodness. She’s done well for herself, for a kid-beater.”
The man’s glass hit the table with a thunk, drawing glances from around the bar, and a glare from the bartender. “That almost sounded like a joke,” Newman growled. “You really gonna joke about something like this?”
Mittelman held up his hands, palms facing the man. “Calm down. I think I can help you.”
Newman narrowed his eyes. “How?”
He turned on his comm, opened a note, and slid the device across the now-sodden table toward Newman. It didn’t matter—the thing was waterproof, anyway. “Write your wife’s address there. I’ll do the rest.”
Newman stared at the comm like it was a viper. Then, very slowly, he picked it up with surprisingly steady hands, and began to type.
Mittelman felt just as surprised as his new acquaintance looked. Offering to help the man get his children was about as uncharacteristic a thing as he could have done, and he certainly hadn’t seen it coming when he’d left first his hotel for the Pheasant.
Doing something is better than nothing, I suppose.
It would kill some time, at the very least. He’d see how it felt to help Newman, and if nothing but grief came from it, then he’d vow never to entertain the sob stories of drunken strangers ever again.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Red River System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“Sir, Ghost and Halberd are unaccounted for.”
Thatcher’s gaze left the shield readout displayed on his console, where the Jersey’s forcefield was depleting rapidly, and he locked eyes with Guerrero, who had paled at least two shades below her normal bronze.
“I believe this is them, sir,” she continued in a low voice, swiping at her console’s touchscreen to send a data packet his way.
It opened automatically on his holoscreen, and he stared in something approaching disbelief at the feed from two starboard optical sensors, both zoomed in so he could observe the twin debris clouds, each expanding with slow grace.
Ghost was the New Jersey’s sister ship, a light armored cruiser also constructed by Anvil Incorporated before being sold to Frontier. The Halberd had been a frigate.
He switched back to the shield readout, just in time to watch it dip below seventy percent.
As alarming as the plummet was, he knew there were other ships in even direr need.
“Send North Star out to bolster Minotaur’s shield,” he told Guerrero. The logistics ship was the closest one to the New Jersey, but he couldn’t hog her to himself—not with the stranded destroyer under heavy fire from almost a dozen Degenerate Empire converted warships.
He would have given the order directly himself, except right now his fleet needed direction, and they needed it fast. The tactical display was little more than swirling chaos, with Frontier ships beset on all sides by the weaker pirate vessels—weaker, but more than capable of destroying his ships with their superior numbers. Worse, they seemed to have gotten better at focusing their fire on fewer targets, and apparently had been given orders to target down the ships whose loss would hurt Thatcher the most.
He tapped the comm controls, so that every CIC in the fleet could hear him. “All ships, converge on the New Jersey’s location.” That was how he intended to keep his cruiser intact, despite sending the closest logistics ship away. Part of him rebelled at ordering his disparate force to converge on him, effectively protecting him, when each of them was under equal or greater threat. But they would be protecting the New Jersey’s crew too, and besides, the fleet would likely fall apart completely without its commander. Any fleet would, in a situation like this.
“Our only option is now to retreat back into Decamerous,” he went on. “But before we do that, we must stabilize this jump zone long enough for every Anvil ship to arrive. I won’t leave our allies here for Degenerate Empire to pick apart. Once we’re reunited, we will make for the jump zone back into the system we came from, as a united fleet.”
He tried to sound as sure of himself as he could, but anyone could see this was a disaster. The only outcome that could possibly be worse than this would have been if Vega had rolled the dice and stationed his entire force around the jump zone out of Decamerous.
Thankfully, his intel on Thatcher’s movements hadn’t been that good, and he had at least a chance of escaping deeper into Lacuna with most of his force intact.
But then what?
He had no idea. Sooner or later, supplies would run out, or Degenerate Empire would catch up to them in overwhelming numbers. All he could do was survive in the hopes that an opportunity to change his situation awaited him at some point in the future.
Another small blessing: he’d managed to convince Garcia to leave his fleet of deuterium- and mineral-filled freighters virtually unprotected back in Decamerous, even laden as they were with minerals. The plan had been to send a scout ship back to notify the freighter captains when it was safe to transition.
They wouldn’t receive that notification, now, of course—but at least Garcia hadn’t insisted on bringing them here right behind his warships. Thatcher doubted the man would have agreed to abandon them to their fate at the hands of the pirates, even if it meant taking even longer to escape the jump zone. For that matter, Thatcher didn’t think he would have been able to abandon a dozen crews to the pirates either. But waiting for both the Anvil warships and their mineral haulers would have meant taking even greater losses before they managed to depart this deathtrap for the jump gate.
Something caught his eye on the tactical display: the Lively, one of Frontier’s only two remaining eWar ships, had nearly reached the Jersey.
He opened a direct line to her captain. “Commander Halpern, I need you to jam this converted transport ship.” He circled the target he meant, forwarding it to the eWar ship. “If we can’t disrupt her targeting systems, I’m concerned the Jersey will lose her shields much sooner than we can afford.”
“I’m on it, Captain Thatcher.”
“Thank you, Commander.”
He ended the transmission, and seconds later the pirate ship’s lasers fell away from the Jersey—a combination of Randall Kitt’s evasive action at the Helm and the enemy vessel’s jammed sensors.
The first Anvil ship entered the jump zone, three hundred kilometers off the Jersey’s stern.
It’s about time.
An allied destroyer appeared next, taking longer than Thatcher would have liked. He’d urged Garcia to have his captains drill combat transitions during the journey here from Galago, and the man had taken the advice, though the Anvil commanders were clearly still shaky with the procedure.
 “Lively and Opportune, I want each of you to jam a separate target—I’m sending which ones now. Ruby—and Minotaur, when you’re able—kindly launch Hellborns at each designated ship until they’re destroyed.”
Both destroyers acknowledged his orders, as did the eWar ships.
“All other damage dealers: divide your fire evenly between the Degenerate Empire ships that stand between us and the gate back into Decamerous.”
With that, Thatcher leaned back in the command chair and watched his orders unfold across the tactical display. While Anvil ships continued to trickle in to the jump zone—most of them immediately taking fire from enemy ships—his Frontier units worked as a concerted whole, systematically taking down target after target.
He might have ordered his eWar ships to perform an omnidirectional jamming burst, except that right now, that would hurt his force more than it would help them. It wouldn’t cover enough of the battlespace to blind all the enemy forces, and besides, that Degenerate Empire had them surrounded, so they’d recover from the sensor fog much faster than Thatcher’s fleet would.
The jamming burst was best reserved for if and when he managed to extricate his ships from amidst the enemy and set a course for the jump gate. But for now, having Lively and Opportune directionally jam individual targets was proving effective. With their targeting hampered, the pirate ships’ outdated point defense systems struggled to effectively defend against the stream of missiles fired at them by Thatcher’s two destroyers.
In the meantime, the other DE ships in his path were kept busy by a torrent of laserfire and kinetic projectiles.
Where he could, he assigned ships to relieve the pressure on individual Anvil ships, helping them cut a path to the main body of the fleet, which was coalescing in the jump zone’s western end.
But five allied ships—a destroyer, a cruiser, two frigates, and a corvette—were cut off from them completely.
They’re doomed. He was loathe to admit it, but stranded as they were, they would never reach the other ships in time. And neither could Thatcher reach them without risking their one chance to escape.
He forced himself to watch as one of the Anvil frigates blew apart, followed by the corvette, and then the cruiser.
When the last Anvil ships able to reach the main fleet did so, only a destroyer and a frigate remained of the five ships that had been cut off.
He hesitated with his finger hovering over the comm panel.
The pirate forces on this end of the jump zone have been weakened enough. We can leave.
But it took every ounce of willpower to tap the panel and give the order.
“All ships set sail for the Red River-Decamerous jump gate at maximum fleet acceleration. Lively and Opportune, prepare to execute omnidirectional sensor jamming.”
No one raised an objection to his abandonment of the two Anvil ships, not even Garcia. The man was no military commander, but anyone could see there was no chance of rescuing them.
Nevertheless, Thatcher opened a private channel with the Anvil CEO.
“Captain Thatcher.” For once, Garcia’s jocularity was absent, and he looked exhausted on Thatcher’s holoscreen, with dark bags under his eyes.
“Mr. Garcia,” Thatcher answered, his voice soft. “I think we should recommend to the captains of your destroyer and frigate that they surrender.”
“I’ve already made that recommendation. After consulting their crews, they’ve decided to fight to the last. To buy us more time to escape.”
Thatcher bowed his head, his lips firm. “Then may their sacrifice always be remembered.”
“Indeed.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Juniper System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“You certainly know how to make friends,” Emilio Garcia said as he entered the conference room off the Jersey’s CIC.
The man was five minutes late for the emergency meeting Thatcher had called—five minutes he’d spent making awkward conversation with the other captains present, from both Frontier and Anvil. They gazed out from holoscreens stacked so high around the conference table it was almost comical.
I should probably start letting only squadron leaders attend these things. But everyone in the fleet was nervous, and for this meeting at least, he’d wanted to include everyone.
“How do you mean?” he asked Garcia, already having second thoughts about inviting him, and also about letting him attend in-person. Then again, he could hardly afford to insult the man. His fleet’s situation was volatile enough as it was.
Garcia dropped into the only empty seat like a bag of cement. “I was being sarcastic. Tobias Vega has devoted what appears to be every last unit at his disposal to making sure you never leave Lacuna alive.” He shrugged. “Inspiring that level of animosity is…impressive.”
Thatcher’s mouth quirked. “I tend to doubt Vega’s going to such lengths solely to kill me. Frontier has been a thorn in DE’s side for—”
“Actually, you may want to give yourself a little more credit,” Commander Pearson of the Onyx put in. “If even half the rumors circulating amongst my crew are true, you’re the most important man in the Dawn Cluster.”
Thatcher froze. Billy Candle’s face materialized in his mind’s eye, paired with an urge to find the man and throttle him. “What rumors?”
Captain Duncombe spoke up from the holoscreen connected to the Minotaur. “Most Frontier employees now seem to think that, according to a certain four-star admiral, you’re destined to save the Dawn Cluster from the Xanthic. A few of them seem to believe you’re actually a time traveler from the future, come to help humanity in its hour of greatest need—but you can’t tell anyone, since it would mess up the timeline.” Duncombe sniffed. “Either way, the true believers view our retreat from Red River as a temporary setback. Because of your preordained path, you can’t help but escape Lacuna and go on to confront the Xanthic in a struggle to the death. They believe Tad Thatcher the Hammer will soon return to smash Degenerate Empire into bits.” She glanced at Pearson, whose holoscreen hung suspended across the table from her. “Does that about sum up the rumors that have been wafting up to you from your crew, Commander?”
Pearson nodded, a sardonic smile plastered across his thin lips. “It does indeed, Captain Duncombe.”
Thatcher cleared his throat. “I think we can all agree that the appropriate response would be to discourage such fanciful—”
“The hell you will,” Garcia said.
The entire room went silent, turning toward the Anvil CEO. For his part, Thatcher attempted to glare a hole through him. “Excuse me?”
“I’ve been surprised by just how well morale has been maintained, even though we’ve spent the last weeks fighting for our lives. This explains why.” Garcia pointed toward Pearson’s screen—presumably because he’d been the bearer of the news.
“Every captain has been doing their part to elevate crew morale,” Thatcher said. He drew a deep breath, tamping down his irritation enough to give the man the compliment Thatcher knew he deserved: “Your efforts in that regards are to be commended.”
“Thanks for choking that out,” Garcia said, chuckling. “But please, Captain Thatcher, never feel like you have to force yourself to praise me. I know when I’ve done something good.”
Thatcher felt himself stiffen—he didn’t like how Garcia’s words made him sound, especially in front of the other captains. But he forced himself to relax. If they don’t respect me by now, then they probably never will. And he already knew the majority of the captains present did respect him. At least, they respected what he’d accomplished…even if some of them did blame him for their present situation.
“Trust me when I say that my little broadcasts are nothing compared to this,” Garcia continued.
“Compared to what, exactly?”
“Why, Captain Thatcher…in you, our people have something to believe in, and that’s far more powerful than any frivolous ‘morale-boosting activity’ we might concoct. I know for a fact that similar rumors to those shared at this table have started on my ships, and some of ours are even crazier. One of them says you might be your own grandfather, aged in reverse using Xanthic technology the UNC stole from the aliens during their first war with them.”
In spite of himself, Thatcher reddened.
“You like that one, I can tell. Don’t try to pretend you don’t. Anyway, what I’m saying is, if there’s anything that’s going to keep this fleet together, it’s a belief in something greater than ourselves. Accept it or not, Captain Thatcher, you now represent that something greater. Do not screw it up.” Garcia looked around the table, at the other captains. “I suggest you do whatever you can to bolster the captain’s new image. Nothing overt, mind you. Keep it subtle. But consider how you might drop mysterious hints that set yours crews to jabbering about this even more.”
“Are you sure this isn’t about elevating Anvil Incorporated stock even higher, Mr. Garcia?” Duncombe asked. “We all know how good Captain Thatcher’s reputation has been for your bottom line.”
“It’s mostly about getting my freighters back to the warm regions, where I can offload their chock-full holds. Not to mention surviving long enough to make it back there myself in one piece.” Garcia stroked his soul patch with one finger. “Though now that you mention it, seeing a bump in our stock price would be nice, too.”
Thatcher shook his head. “Now that we have that nonsense out of the way—”
“It’s not nonsense,” Garcia said.
Thatcher locked eyes with the man. “Now that we have that nonsense out of the way….” This time, Garcia didn’t interrupt him, so he continued. “Before we left Red River, our sensors recorded the pirate force near the jump zone out of Caballine heading toward the jump gate into that system. Their numbers and ship profiles match Ben Baumann’s force—with the addition of seven ships—and their positioning seems to support that conclusion. Either way, I believe they’re going to swing around west to try to corner us. We need to decide how we’re going to prepare for that possibility. Any suggestions?”
“I have an idea.”
The conference room went silent once more. Thatcher reluctantly turned his gaze back toward Garcia, hardly able to believe the man was speaking again. His round, shaded glasses obscured his eyes, but Thatcher could tell he didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty for repeatedly interrupting a meeting attended mostly by actual military personnel.
The only ones who didn’t seem aghast at the man’s intrusions were his own captains. They seemed like they were more or less used to his behavior.
“Go ahead, Mr. Garcia,” Thatcher said at last.
“Well, dropping the last of our stealth mines in the jump zone out of Red River seems to have bloodied the nose of the force that was hard on our heels—and it slowed them enough that we haven’t seen any sign of them since.” Garcia spread his hands. “And we’ve already established that Vega brought almost all his forces to Red River. If he’s so intent on using his entire fleet to stopper up the Red River bottleneck, then we should make him pay for it. Let’s core out his little empire from the inside. That should make him a little more reluctant to continue sitting on his hands at the regional jump gate.”
Wilson spoke up from Thatcher’s right side, where he’d sat in silence for most of the meeting. “What do you propose our first target should be?”
Thatcher resisted the urge to glare at his friend.
Garcia favored Wilson with a smile. “My captains have been reporting increased activity in Ucalegon System—ever since you went there on your little field trip, Captain.” He nodded in Thatcher’s direction. “My guess is, you drew their attention to the Xanthic colony you found there. They’ve probably been scouring it ever since, looking for information that’ll help them get that Xanthic ship of theirs up and running. Hell, it wouldn’t surprise me if they had a permanent base there, kept well-stocked with supplies to help us continue our little campaign.”
Garcia’s smile broadened. “We never did recover those stolen Frontier ships like you wanted to, and getting thrown back into Lacuna has already forced us to tighten up rations even more. If that continues, not even your magnificent legendary self will keep spirits up.”
Thatcher resisted the urge to cover his face with the palm of his hand. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t find a single thing to disagree with throughout Garcia’s entire spiel.
“That…actually makes a lot of sense,” he admitted at last.
“Apologies, Captain. Sense-making is one of my many dirty habits.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Aboard the Ninth Dragon
Battledore System, Endysis Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Kong Hui surged to his feet from the command seat, thrusting a fist in the air. “Yes!”
His enthusiasm was infectious. All around the CIC, officers chattered and laughed, cheered by the sheer destruction being wrought across the main screen, which curved with the forward bulkhead to dominate the circular chamber.
There, a northern force was being ripped apart by CoG ordnance. A predictive algorithm had been programmed to anticipate whenever a ship was about to meet its end, and whenever it did, a zoomed-in optical feed popped up to show his crew what they and their fellow crew had wrought, in real-time.
The algorithm usually got it right, though yesterday it had missed a rather spectacular explosion after a mega-freighter’s flank had been ripped apart with solid-core rounds. The barrage must have struck something volatile, because all of a sudden the mammoth vessel had become a fireworks display against the void’s eternal night.
Yes, he’d been able to replay the sensor feed for the crew, but as far as he was concerned it was nowhere near the same as watching at the exact moment your prey perished.
Of course, it’s never the exact moment, is it? In space combat, one’s target was invariably too far away for that. The light that brought news of its destruction took time to arrive.
But the algorithm was the best he could do. He’d had his top programmers design it, and today it was working flawlessly.
Kong applauded his subordinates. “Excellent work, everyone. Operation Pendulum continues to yield amazing success.”
He beamed at them, and the sentiment was genuine. He knew his Coalition of Giants counterparts considered him crazy for accompanying this mission in-person—and for commanding it personally. But Simon Moll certainly wasn’t complaining, and his was the only opinion that truly mattered.
He and Moll were the only two CoG CEOs who also captained ships of their own. Indeed, PMC CEOs who actually participated in the battles their companies waged were rarities in general for the Dawn Cluster, and the fact that he and Moll had both ended up as significant players in the same super-alliance was a testament to their shared sensibilities.
Electra Balaska and Akio Hata both lacked military experience of any kind, and like most PMC CEOs, they’d risen to their positions of prominence through business savvy rather than military prowess. Hata in particular was a coward who normally knew better than to speak, though he’d certainly let himself babble on at that last meeting with Moll, doing serious injury to himself in the process.
Although Moll hadn’t mentioned anything, Kong Hui was sure that Hata’s blathering opposition to Operation Pendulum had sealed his fate. If Moll couldn’t make sufficient inroads with the Kibishii board of directors to have Hata fired and replaced, then the man would likely die an innocuous-seeming death. And so would his replacement, and then the next, until Kibishii finally had a CEO who was prepared to work within the principles on which the Coalition of Giants had been founded.
Excellence in battle. Bottomless fortitude. Our will, imposed using any means necessary.
CoG’s unofficial mottos, as Kong saw them. Perhaps he would submit a motion to make them official, someday.
“Sir, a new force has arrived in-system.”
Kong turned toward his Ops officer, his smile growing rather than fading. “Excellent. What are their numbers?”
“I’m not sure yet. I believe they’re still arriving.”
He nodded. “Update me once you have a count.”
Two new alliances were struggling to rise from the ashes of Daybreak Combine, whose fall still overshadowed the north. They were called Heimdall and Starworks, and they were currently vying with each other to fill the power vacuum left by the Combine’s destruction at the hands of Simon Moll and Tad Thatcher.
It wasn’t in CoG’s interests to let either of them succeed—at least, not fully. Instead, Operation Pendulum prescribed intermittent assaults on Heimdall’s territory, which covered most of Endysis and some of The Splay, while also extending into a few southern Yu systems.
Heimdall was by far the more powerful of the two alliances sparring for the north, and without CoG’s intervention, it would probably best Starworks in short order.
This was the second assault Kong Hui had led on its systems—and after his victory today, his fleet would again melt back into CoG space. The goal was to keep Heimdall on its back foot, never able to achieve its goal of completely overwhelming Starworks—and certainly unable to strike back at CoG, since the Norwegian-Scandinavian alliance couldn’t afford to wage a war on two fronts. 
Eventually, the rival northern alliances would sufficiently weaken each other for CoG’s armadas to storm northward, consuming multiple regions at once—Endysis, Yu, and The Splay, with Quadriga and Paraveil also falling into their hands, like ripe apples from a shaken branch. But until that day, it was Kong’s job to ensure the northern conflict remained meticulously in balance.
That was Operation Pendulum’s overt aim—the one understood by officers senior and junior aboard every CoG warship.
But there remained another, more subtle aim. One that had been discussed only within CoG’s uppermost echelon of power.
Operation Pendulum was designed to keep the employees of all four Coalition of Giants corps interested and engaged. Simon Moll understood the dynamics of a world where war was waged between corporations instead of nations, and he had made Kong Hui understand them as well.
Employee contracts bore expiration dates, and dedication to one’s employer paled when compared against the steadfast loyalty of soldiers who served only their nations’ interests. Moll saw that the day the wormhole collapsed, the Dawn Cluster had become one giant war zone. If an alliance failed to remain constantly active in this new paradigm, the employees of its constituent corps would eventually desert it for an alliance that made them feel better about their future prospects—and which also made them feel safer.
The Heimdall-Starworks conflict offered a perfect example. Every CoG employee knew that the situation developing north of their territory represented a significant threat to their alliance’s continued success. Left to their war, either Heimdall or Starworks would eventually prevail, and when they did, they would turn their attentions south.
But instead of waiting to see which alliance won out and then contending with the winner on the winner’s own terms, CoG instead surged north to weaken their enemies before they ever showed signs of hostility. In doing so, the employees of Sunder, Dynasty, Peyton, and even Kibishii were given battles to fight. A new cause, it might be said, to replace the last cause.
Intra-corporate propaganda had barely been needed to spur their warriors into action. They already understood the stakes. And now, they struck out against each target with fresh energy, looking on with relish at the fruits of their actions.
“The new Heimdall force appears to have arrived in its entirety, Captain. They number twenty-six, all warships.”
Kong’s lip quirked. “Very good, Lieutenant. Send orders to every ship to engage an intercept course.”
“Aye, sir.”
The plan was for each swing of the pendulum to attract greater and greater attention from Heimdall. And while twenty-six ships represented a much larger response to this incursion than Kong’s first one had elicited, he’d still hoped to see more.
Next time, he assured himself. The Pendulum swings, and our enemies tremble. The next period will ignite even greater fear within the breasts of our adversaries. They will overplay their hand.
Ultimately, he knew, it didn’t matter. Putting down the north was a mere diversion—a preamble to the conflict that would shake the Dawn Cluster’s very foundation.
Someday soon, CoG would go to war with Ascendant Horizon, the super-alliance led by Kong Hui’s own countryman.
It would be a pity to watch Li Jun’s life’s work go up in flames. Kong had never met the man, but he suspected they would have gotten along.
A pity, then, that the man had already been caught undermining CoG’s continued growth and dominance.
He clapped his hands together once more, to raise his officers’ energy levels in advance of the coming slaughter. “Look alive, ladies and gentlemen. Our next victory approaches. Let’s see if we can set a Cluster record, this time—the fastest twenty-six warships have ever been reduced down to their constituent atoms.”



Chapter Thirty
 
Aboard the Smith
Burgee System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Emilio Garcia met Wilson at the shuttle, sporting his usual shaded glasses along with a pair of brown suede loafers and a knitted green sweater.
“Admiral,” the Anvil CEO said, hands spread in one of his characteristic gestures. “Welcome to the Smith.”
“It’s captain, these days. Actually, I’m not sure what I am, with Frontier all but done for. Call me Fred.”
“Then you may call me by my secret nickname…Milo!”
“What an honor.”
“You had better believe it. Please—right this way.” Garcia gestured with both hands down the passageway before proceeding down it. “Tell me,” he said as they walked. “Does our friend Captain Thatcher know you’re visiting the Smith, specifically to enjoy a leisurely drink with yours truly?”
“He does.”
“You must tell me his reaction.”
“He seemed…perplexed. I don’t think he likes you.”
“Well, I gathered that much.” The CEO came to a stop in front of a hatch, which opened for him after scanning his biometrics. He waved Wilson in. “After you.”
Wilson nodded, stepping through the hatch into a well-appointed drawing room. Plush couches and chairs dotted the spacious chamber in clusters, and an electric fireplace in the center did its best job of imitating actual fire. The walls were red brick—another oddity aboard a starship.
“Well?” Garcia asked, stepping up beside him and scrutinizing his expression. “What do you think?”
“I was expecting it to be bigger.” Wilson continued deeper into the chamber, toward a sumptuous burgundy armchair that glistened dimly under the halogens. “Does it matter where I sit?”
“Make yourself at home. Though I should tell you, where I come from, when a man fishes for compliments it’s considered polite to humor him.”
“Where do you come from, anyway?”
Garcia crossed to the far bulkhead, where a compact wet bar was welded to the deck. “A tube colony planted deep inside the rock of the fourth planet orbiting Alpha Eridani.”
“Ah. The binary system.”
“Yes. The only one humanity has permanently colonized. I grew up surrounded by miners and technicians.”
“Do people fish for compliments very often in Alpha Eridani?”
“All the time. There’s not much else for them to do. They have to get creative, yes, because they don’t have much to fish for compliments for. But that creativity has served me well, if I do say so myself.”
“I could see it.”
Garcia held up a glass. “To myself.” He took a long pull from the amber liquid—what looked like rum. “You see, I poured myself a drink first, out of vengeance for your failure to compliment me on my living room.”
“Your hospitality knows no bounds.”
“Exactly. Now, what would you like to drink?”
“Scotch on the rocks.”
“Hmm. Took you for a gin man.”
“I can’t stand gin.”
A minute later, Garcia joined him in Wilson’s chosen furniture cluster, handing him his drink before taking a seat directly across from him, on the right-hand side of a long couch. “Our friend aboard the New Jersey has a healthy dose of the old Thatcher pride, does he not?”
Wilson paused on the verge of taking his first sip. “Wait. Did you meet Edward Thatcher?”
“No, no. But anyone could see from his public appearances that he had a stick up his ass even larger than the one lodged inside his grandson’s.”
“Tad does start to relax after you get to know him. Provided you don’t antagonize him constantly, that is.”
“Ah.” Garcia took another gulp of alcohol. “Yes, I suppose I could consider easing up a little in that department.”
“It’s worth mentioning that I have tremendous respect for the lad. Surely you can’t deny his accomplishments—and in such a short span.”
“Oh, he’s a boy genius, there’s no question about that. But that’s what makes him so fun to torment, isn’t it? Besides, how far can genius really get you in this cutthroat world we live in now?”
“Time will tell, I suppose.”
“It always does. You knew his grandfather?”
“I met him twice. Never actually got to work with him, since his heyday was a little before mine. Our approach to things differed, but he’s another Thatcher I have a great deal of respect for.”
“Had, you mean.”
Wilson raised his eyebrows and took another sip. “You really are a piece of shit, aren’t you?” he said mildly.
“I pride myself on it. I greatly prefer it to being a straight-laced tactical prodigy with a stick up one’s ass.”
“Well, unfortunately I have a higher tolerance for pieces of shit than Tad does. Though to tell the truth, I believe I detect a vein of jealousy that runs beneath all your mockery.”
“Jealousy?” Garcia’s apparent disbelief sent spittle flying from his lip. “Are you kidding? I adore the lad. And as for my stock price—”
“Yes, yes, your stock price. Tad is the best thing to happen to Anvil Incorporated’s valuation since the invention of the starship. I’ve already heard you mention it.” Wilson set down his drink on an end table and folded his hands across his stomach. “You play the role of the devil-may-care capitalist well, and it suits you. But if you ask me, underneath all the bluster there’s a boy who wanted to be the crusading military man instead. Except, life never took you down that path, and now you’re confronted with a man who’s everything you ever wanted to be. Respected. Feared, even. As for you, all you really know how to do is make a lot of money.”
“Good God,” Garcia said. “How much can I expect to be billed for the psychotherapy, Doctor Wilson?” He drained the rest of his tumbler.
“Oh, there’s no charge. Sense-making is just one of my many dirty habits.”
“Ha!” Garcia got up and crossed to the bar again. “Using my own words against me. That calls for another drink. How’s yours?” He glanced at Wilson’s scotch, sitting on the end table. “Disappointingly full, I see. Tell me, did you truly come to enjoy my company, or are you here only to castrate me verbally on behalf of Tad Thatcher?”
Wilson shrugged. “Tad doesn’t need my help. As for enjoying your company, giving you as good as you dish out is part of that enjoyment.”
Garcia returned to his seat, sipping prolifically from what looked like tequila, this time. For once, he seemed at a loss for what to say.
Leaning forward, Wilson rested his forearms on his thighs, wincing at the way his back creaked. “I’ll admit that I enjoy being around people who are unafraid to say the first thing that comes to their head. But you should know that I suffer from the same affliction, and it’s one I still don’t have full control of, even after all these years.”
“Why does that feel like the preamble to something?”
“Because it is.” Wilson sighed. “I’m not going to be around for as long as you.”
“Oh? You plan on leaving us?”
“I’ve already come out of retirement once. How long can I reasonably expect to stay in action? Being taken prisoner by pirates, and even now, lacking a ship to command…it’s made me realize how much I’ve missed the retired life.”
“These do not seem like kind times to retired folk.”
“You’re probably right. Still, the point stands.”
Garcia nodded. “What’s your next point?”
“Listen, I know you see in Tad exactly what I see in him. Whether these crazy rumors are true is beside the point. He’s going to have an important role to play in what’s to come.”
“And I’m going to be around longer than you, as you said. You can’t possibly mean—”
“But I do. Anvil isn’t just a mining and shipbuilding company. Your corp has teeth. And you’re going to be stronger if you can wed yourself to someone who has the brains to deploy your assets properly.”
“We’ve done all right so far.”
Wilson made a cutting gesture. “Your military operations have amounted to little more than system defense. Tad has done it all. Commanded entire fleets. Innovated endlessly. He’s led assaults and coordinated the defense of systems, all while keeping his enemies endlessly on their back feet.”
“Just what are you asking me, Fred?”
“I’m asking you to consider what becoming Tad’s ally can offer you. Consider it deeply. And if you do come around to what I’m saying, then you’re going to need to start truly supporting him. He needs friends surrounding him. True friends. Not jackals nipping constantly at his heels. He has enough of those already, not to mention a legion of enemies who all want to see him dead.”
“You didn’t come to enjoy my company, did you?”
Wilson chuckled, plucking his scotch from the end table and draining the rest of its contents. With that, he rose carefully to his feet. “I think you’re all right, Milo. Like I said, I have a high tolerance for shitheads.”
He held out his hand. After a moment, Garcia shook it.
“I’d best be getting back to the Jersey,” Wilson said. “We transition into Ucalegon in a few hours, and Tad might want someone to bounce ideas off of.”
“Well, it was an honor to host the famed admiral, even for such a short time.” Garcia rose to his feet. “I’ll see you back to your shuttle.”



Chapter Thirty-One
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Burgee System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
He found Doctor Cruz at his desk, busily tapping at a datapad. When Cruz looked up to see Thatcher in his doorway, he started, as the man often did when he first saw him. Thatcher knew it wasn’t out of guilt over doing something wrong—Cruz was hardworking and meticulous to a fault. He just also happened to be a little jumpy.
“Captain Thatcher. What can I do for you?”
“Tad’s fine, Tony. I came by for an update on Seaman Tiller.”
Cruz leaned back in his office chair, which creaked back on its gimbal ring. “If you can believe it, he’s never been better. I don’t know what you said to him, but according to Chief Wainman, Tiller’s never been more engaged in his work.”
“That’s excellent news.” Wainman wasn’t one to make things out to be rosier than they actually were, either. Thatcher was sure that if Tiller was showing any sign of relapse, Cruz would be the first to know. And Thatcher would be the second, since it would then be his job to discharge the seaman.
He felt glad he didn’t have to do that. He hoped he never had to—especially considering the way he’d handled Tiller’s first breakdown. After that, the man had deserved another chance.
Though I don’t think I can afford to give him any more chances. “Well, I’ll let you get back to work,” he said, turning with a wave.
“Sir—uh, Tad—there was one other thing.”
Thatcher turned back with eyebrows raised. “Oh?”
“It’s Lucy Guerrero. To my eye, she’s been showing warning signs ever since we were turned back at Red River. I know you can’t afford her to have another episode at a critical moment.”
Thatcher studied Cruz’s face, waiting for the punchline. “Lucy? Wait—are you recommending I remove her from duty?”
“It might be best. Barring that, you might consider bumping her down to second watch. Having the fleet’s busiest Ops officer break down in the middle of battle won’t help anyone.”
“Yes, well she’s also the fleet’s busiest Ops officer. So it’s not that easy.” Thatcher leaned with his forearm against the hatch frame, staring into space as he contemplated what Cruz had told him.
Am I that out of touch with my own crew, that I haven’t noticed these warning signs Cruz mentioned?
It was a dismaying though, given how much effort he’d put into getting to know his crew more these past months.
And Guerrero was probably the officer he felt closest with. “I find it hard to believe I’ve missed this.”
Cruz shrugged. “All I can do is give my professional opinion.”
“I know. And thank you. I’ll talk to her. For now, I don’t want you to take any action.”
“I understand.”
Thatcher left the med bay for the CIC, knowing the Jersey was due to transition into Ucalegon in a little over an hour. As he walked through the cruiser’s passageways, he racked his recent memories for evidence of Cruz’s assessment. He supposed Guerrero did seem stressed, but no more than any of them. Being trapped in Lacuna by Degenerate Empire for so long was causing tons of mental strain, for every member of the fleet.
Lacuna was where Lucy had her first breakdown. Maybe being here again, in such dangerous circumstances, is triggering something from the first time.
There was another alternative: Doctor Cruz might have a lot less faith in Guerrero because she’d already had one lapse.
Reflecting on it made Thatcher realize that, after Guerrero had rallied so strongly in the wake of that episode—after she had proven herself time and time again—he’d come to trust her even more than before. To come back into her full powers after such an incident required a remarkable strength of spirit. Guerrero had probably come to earn more of his trust than any other crewmember.
She was already at the Ops station when he arrived in the CIC, having relieved her counterpart early to prepare for the imminent system transition.
“Lucy, can I speak to you a moment?” Thatcher tilted his head in the direction of the conference room.
“Of course, sir. One moment.” She tapped at her console, probably closing out whatever she’d been working on, since it was Frontier protocol not to leave any work open—in order to avoid it being accessed by crew with a lower clearance level.
With that, she joined him at the conference room hatch. He opened it for her, and she strode in, stopping at the corner of the table to turn toward him. “What is it, Tad?” she asked once he’d closed the hatch.
He cleared his throat, unsure how to begin. There’s nothing for it except to start. “Lucy—have you been feeling all right?”
“Yes. Why do you ask?”
“Has anything been…bothering you at all?”
Her face fell. “Oh. I think I know what this is about.”
“Er, you do?”
She nodded. “You’re worried that I might have another breakdown, aren’t you? The last one happened pretty close to this system.” Disappointment danced in her brown eyes.
“If I’m being honest, it’s not me who’s worried. Doctor Cruz brought it up to me.”
That seemed to brighten her mood a little. “Oh!” She chuckled. “You know, I was having a rough day the last time I had a checkup with him, so I’m not surprised he’s concerned. I’d dreamed about Ron and the kids the whole night before, worried about how they’re doing without Frontier there anymore to run security for Oasis. I’m sure the UNC is looking after New Houston, but you know how it is with mothers. We worry.” She gave a small smile, and shrugged. “I probably should have mentioned the dreams to Doctor Cruz. Maybe then he’d know why I seemed off.”
“Lucy, I…I trust you. But it’s my job to make sure the stress—of being stranded here, and over your family’s safety—that it isn’t all becoming too much.”
“It isn’t, Tad. I got this.”
He smiled, feeling relieved. “I know you do. All right. Let’s do this.”
They returned to the CIC, and Thatcher settled into the command chair. First-watch personnel trickled in, and all around him could be heard the tapping of officers diligently preparing for the coming system transition.
“The Burgee-Ucalegon jump gate checks have all come back green, Captain,” Guerrero said, and to Thatcher’s ear her voice carried just a little extra energy than usual.
“Acknowledged, Lucy. I’d like the New Jersey to transition in first, this time, with the North Star coming in tight behind us. I don’t think it’s likely we’ll encounter immediate resistance at the jump zone, and I’d like to have as much time to assess the tactical outlook as possible.”
“Aye, sir.”
Thatcher checked his restraints in preparation for the transition, then realized he was doing so for the second time. He forced himself to rest his hands on the armrests.
A lot rode on their performance in Ucalegon, just as it had the last time they’d come here. The trip from Red River System had been hard on supplies, even with the strict rationing he’d ordered throughout the fleet.
They’d been able to restock at the Kava shipyards before destroying them, but the goods they’d salvaged there came well short of fully replenishing his ships’ larders.
At times like this, he felt especially inclined to curse the UNC for hoarding so many technologies to themselves. In particular, right now it would be useful to have access to the suite of technologies they’d developed to enable off-planet living. Space aboard warships was limited, of course, but being able to produce food without reliance on planetary farms would open up a lot of options—and it would certainly come in handy for however long DE managed to keep him trapped in this region, fleeing from system to system like a desperate rat trapped in a labyrinth.
Right now, I’d almost be willing to trade a module or two to better feed the crew.

Or, even better: each fleet could have one or more ships devoted solely to producing the goods needed to sustain it. Military campaigns would be able to run for a lot longer, then.
He knew why they refused to share such technologies, of course. If humanity’s nations managed to free themselves from planets altogether, then how would the UNC maintain such tight control over them?
They couldn’t, he reflected. And that’s what scares them.
“Transition in thirty seconds,” Guerrero announced.
Thatcher shook himself from his reverie, his eyes locked on the holotank, which currently showed the feed from a visual sensor on the New Jersey’s bow.
At last, the gate’s first ring gripped the cruiser, and then the stars became streaks of light, melting together into a white soup before quickly becoming discrete lines once again, and then compacting back into single points.
The holotank switched to a tactical display of the entire system, and Thatcher breathed a sigh of relief. Only four pirate ships were stationed in orbit over the Planet Recept—and all of them were converted civilian vessels. None were true warships.
He already knew what he would do, provided the tactical situation remained the same: go to Recept, chase off or destroy those enemy ships, and deploy marines to the planet’s surface while holding orbit overhead. They’d be working on a deadline, since the Degenerate Empire forces pursuing them could arrive in Ucalegon at any minute. But until they did, Thatcher would breathe a little easier.
They’d caught glimpses of those forces during their trip south from Red River—scout ships and sensor drones that slipped in an out of systems, clearly tracking the Frontier-Anvil fleet as it progressed through the region. But none of them actually made a move.
That was good, but it also steadily raised Thatcher’s tension levels. The longer the pirates waited to strike, the longer they had to maneuver against him. And they were getting smarter. That become clearer each time he met them across a battlespace.
The rest of the fleet entered the system with rapid efficiency—including the Anvil ships, with whom he’d been working closely throughout the journey in order to improve their combat transition times. Each vessel sailed smoothly into formation, with the Jersey serving as the anchor. Thatcher watched the fleet’s tight configuration take shape with mounting satisfaction.
The last few ships were transitioning in when Guerrero went stiff at her console. “Sir, a ship just transitioned in from Larrigan System.” Her eyes locked with his. “I believe it belongs to Ben Baumann’s fleet.”
Thatcher nodded, his lips tight as he shifted his gaze back to the holotank. There, another pirate ship entered the system from Larrigan. And then another.
Looks like our timeline just got much tighter.



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
Planet Recept
Ucalegon System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
 Stuckley paused near the bottom of the canyon, looking up to watch his marines leap and rappel down the sheer cliff face.
They descended toward the canyon’s bottom with an efficient professionalism—leaping without fear when the distances involved were short enough, trusting their power suits to engage aerospike thrusters to soften their landing. Shorter descents could be handled by the suits’ shocks alone. But longer ones required each marine to use the launcher built into the suit’s right arm to send a hook into the rock and then rappel down.
For what might have been the first time since he’d taken command of the New Jersey’s marine company, Stuckley allowed himself to stop and appreciate just how proud he felt to command such skilled warriors.
He wished he’d never had the opportunity in the first place, since he wanted more than anything to have Major Avery back. But since that wasn’t possible, it was nice to stop worrying about his performance, even for just a few seconds, and enjoy the good parts of the role fate had assigned him.
“Sniper!” someone yelled over the comms—a glance at the readout in the corner of his HUD told him it was Corporal Wilson.
Stuckley spun around, crouching on the ledge he’d stopped on as he yanked his assault rifle from the magnetic holder on his suit’s back and brought it around to peer through the scope.
His HUD directed him to the source of the contact, using information passed to him from Wilson via their integrated comms. As his crosshairs settled on the correct location, a man wearing black body armor rose from behind the rock he was using for cover.
The timing was perfect. Stuckley twitched his reticle slightly upward, drew a sharp breath, and squeezed the trigger.
His burst caught the man in the throat as he fired off a round of his own.
“Tango down.” More weapons fire sounded, from multiple points—the snap-crack of sniper rifles, repeated several times over. Stuckley swept his helmet’s sensors over the area, letting his HUD register and label any movement it detected in the otherwise still and barren landscape. “At least five more in the canyon beyond.”
These seemed to be more mindful of their exposure than the hostile Stuckley had taken down. They stayed hunkered down, darting up to take pot shots at his marines before crawling to new positions. Minutes passed without any more pirates being neutralized, and Private Carlson took a grazing hit in his helmet that ruined the audio on one side and sent spiderweb cracks though his visor.
“I can take my squad along the cliff face,”Vickers answered. “Leapfrog sideways, and get an angle on them while the rest of you continue on down to the canyon.”
“Get it done,” Stuckley said. “Everyone else, let’s go. First Squad, provide covering fire.”
“Roger that, sir,” Sergeant Brooks answered.
Vickers’ squad kept the enemies’ heads down while Stuckley and the others continued their descent to the canyon floor. They were moving in full view of the pirates shooting at them from a few hundred meters away, and Stuckley knew a lot of the marines—probably most of them—were ignoring their suits’ warnings about dropping more than a hundred and fifty meters without using their rappelling hooks.
He would have admonished them for that, under ordinary circumstances. But right now, he respected their right to choose one risk over another: the impact that would follow an under-performing thruster over the pirates’ sniper rifles.
Meters away from touching down in the canyon, a pirate fired again on Carlson. The private’s faceplate shattered this time, and he tumbled over the ridge he’d just landed on, his power armor landing heavily on the ground and sending puffs of dust in every direction.
Stuckley landed on the canyon floor nearby. Keeping his head down, he ran to Carlson’s side, turning him over.
He gasped, and for a beat or two his heart stopped pumping. Carlson’s face was a ruined, bloody mess. He wasn’t breathing.
Checking his vitals only confirmed it.
“Marine down,” Stuckley said over the comms, his voice coming out a hoarse whisper.
“Damn it,” Wilson came back immediately. “Who is it?”
“It’s Carlson. He’s KIA.” His voice cracked on the last word, and he shook himself. These marines need a commander who’s a lot more together than that.
“Damn it,” Wilson said again. “Let’s make these assholes pay.”
“We’re in position,” Vickers confirmed. “Are you ready, sir? Peters has his RPG out and he’s ready to rock. We can start flushing them toward your position the moment you say so.”
Stuckley looked around at his marines, who’d already taken up positions spanning the broad canyon. “Do it.”
Crossbow 790s and KS 7.62 snipers whined and cracked from ahead and above, followed by the bang of Peters’ RPG.
As Vickers had promised, the pirates were forced out of their positions. They tried to run for more cover, keeping their weapons up to provide their own covering fire, but Stuckley and the squads with him already had them right where they wanted.
Tracers lit up the canyon, causing shadows to flicker as pirate after pirate succumbed to the marines’ fire.
“Cease fire,” Stuckley said. “Cease fire. We got ’em.” He sniffed sharply, as though he could inhale his own emotions deeper inside him, where they wouldn’t disturb him until the battle was over. “Sergeant Vickers, can you see the enemy base?”
“I can. There’s not much to it—I guess they’ve only had a few months to work on it. Looks like a lot of it’s under construction. But there are two turrets on the roof that could give us grief.”
“Can Peters hit them with the RPG?”
“That’s affirmative,” Peters answered.
“Do it. We’re coming now.”
“What about Carlson?” Wilson asked.
Stuckley looked back at the fallen private, racking his brain for how the hell they would get his body up several kilometers of cliffside, where Attack Shuttle One awaited them. Especially if they were under fire while making the attempt.
“We’ll figure that out after we deal with that base.” Though he was already trying to reconcile himself with the idea that they might have to leave Carlson here. The last he’d heard from command, Ben Baumann’s fleet was gunning for the Frontier-Anvil force at top speed, and Captain Thatcher had decided they couldn’t afford to engage them, since a second pirate force could enter the system at any moment.
That put a strict deadline on their mission. Thatcher wanted them to infiltrate the pirate base Lieutenant Guerrero had spotted from orbit, extract whatever data they could, destroy the base, and then return to orbit, all within two hours. And they’d already spent over a third of that time budget.
If only the Jersey could have just blown the base apart from orbit. But even if the cruiser could find the right angle to make the shot, it would have prevented them from extracting anything useful from the pirate base. Stuckley also felt pretty sure Thatcher wanted to avoid destroying any targets from orbit, ever. It never played well with the public, since it brought back memories of the Chinese government bombarding the Colony of Yidu, slaughtering hundreds of thousands of civilians. Even though these were pirates, not civilians, if the UNC caught wind of it there’d be even more hell to pay than there already was.
Luckily, the pair of rooftop turrets went down in quick succession to three rounds from Peters’ RPG, and whatever degenerates were inside the base knew better than to try coming out to defend it. With Fourth Squad on the cliffs above, even the base’s roof was a compromised position.
After losing Carlson, it felt odd—wrong, even—to stroll up to the front door unopposed. But that’s what happened. Stuckley ordered Vickers and his marines to remain on overwatch while Rugger set some charges to blow open the reinforced steel door.
First Squad stacked up at the door, and Rugger activated the charges. The waiting marines rushed in with weapons raised, clearing the first chamber as though by rote—which was, in fact, exactly what they were doing. By now, they’d cleared enough rooms, both in training and in combat situations, that they could probably do it in their sleep.
“Clear,” Brooks yelled, and Stuckley lined up with Second Squad to head inside, while Third remained outside to watch the exit.
By the time Stuckley made it inside, Brooks’ squad was already clearing the next room, and soon after that they cleared the next.
Inside the front room, a group of technicians cowered under Second Squad’s muzzles, shaking on the floor, where the marines had forced them to lay with their hands on the backs of their heads. It felt odd to be reminded that sophisticated folk like the techs worked with Degenerate Empire. Stuckley always expected every degenerate to be a dimwitted grunt.
A few minutes later, Brooks returned, shaking his head. “The place is almost empty. Looks like those snipers amounted to the entire garrison, unless they have more in the colony underground. Maybe escorting some lab coats, something like that.”
The sergeant sounded almost disappointed—and Stuckley couldn’t blame him. He felt the same way. After losing Carlson, he’d been itching for some kind of reckoning inside this shithole. Now, the private’s death felt even more pointless.
He sighed, then activated his comm once more. “This is a good thing. Means we can get out of here quicker, and figure out moving Carlson back up to the shuttle.” Provided the rest of this played out as smoothly as it looked like it was going to, they could probably get the private out the same way Major Avery had extracted the Xanthic terminal for Ms. Rose—airlifting it using Attack Shuttle One’s nanofiber cable.
“Scour the place for anything that looks like it could hold data related to the Xanthic,” Stuckley continued. “We don’t have time to sift through computer files. Gather together whatever drives and data cards you can lay your hands on, as well as any supplies we can drag outside and airlift within a reasonable time frame. Then set the charges to blow the place. Make it quick, marines. We need to get the hell out of here.”
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Well, the Ucalegon mission certainly succeeded in inciting the pirates.
In ten minutes, Thatcher was due to meet with the other captains in the conference room, but right now he perched on the edge of his command chair, his gaze riveted to the holotank, which showed Degenerate Empire forces already streaming into the jump zone behind them.
A marine private had been killed on Recept, and the mood on the New Jersey had been somber for the rest of the day. Thatcher detested losing anyone, though he had to concede that they may have gotten off lucky.
The station had been lightly defended, and before destroying it they’d made off with not only airlifted supplies, but also a trove of data the pirates had apparently recovered from the Xanthic colony—from deeper, presumably, than Rose and the marines had gotten before the aliens had driven them back. Analysts sent over from the Minotaur had been poring over that data ever since, and what they’d found would provide the meat for the meeting to come.
At this point, it had better hold a miracle for us. They’d managed to leave Recept orbit in time to stay well ahead of Ben Baumann—but a second force had entered Burgee shortly after the Frontier-Anvil fleet had reentered the system. Getting his people out of the system without getting tangled up with this second force—which Guerrero identified as the remnants of the one they’d encountered at the Decamerous-Red River jump zone—would be tricky. The faster ships already dogged them closely.
It seemed obvious the pirates were attempting to funnel them somewhere. But where?
Nankeen, most likely. If they can make it so returning there is our only option, and they blockade the jump gate north into Quad, there’ll be nowhere left for us to run.
Garcia’s idea of harassing Degenerate Empire enough to draw them south appeared to have worked…but it did them no good if Thatcher couldn’t lose their pursuers and make it back to Red River ahead of them, in the hopes he could break through the thinned-out force there.
I doubt we’d have time to resupply anywhere, let alone put enough distance between us and the fleets chasing us to make a difference.
He needed to figure something out, and for the moment, he was at a total loss. Which was why he was hoping against hope that the Xanthic data might hold something useful.
Sighing, he rose to his feet, having realized he was about to be late for his own meeting. He trudged across the CIC, trying not to look dejected—or reluctant to meet with the other captains. He wasn’t sure how well he succeeded.
The columns of stacked, suspended holoscreens had already been set up inside the conference room, and each held the face of one of his fleet’s captains, from Frontier and Anvil both.
He hadn’t planned to invite Garcia this time, but Wilson had insisted on it for some reason. In the end, the Anvil CEO had declined the invitation anyway, claiming he was busy.
Busy with what? Coming up with new ways to irritate me?
Aside from Wilson, who nodded to him from the opposite end of the chamber, the only other person physically present in the conference room was Petty Officer 1st Class Toni Quinn, who’d been given command of the team that had been analyzing the data the marines had harvested from the base on Recept. She stood just behind Thatcher’s seat, at a large display that already showed the first slide from her presentation.
“As everyone can appreciate,” Thatcher said as he settled into his chair at the head of the table, “we’re extremely short on time. For that reason, we’ll skip the usual formalities and cut right to the chase. Petty Officer?”
“Sir.” If being in front of the men and women in command of the intercorporate fleet bothered Quinn, she didn’t show it. She pointed a slim, cylindrical device at the screen, where a red circle appeared, hovering near a line of text in Xanthic script, which to Thatcher looked like an assortment of jagged squiggles, dots, and lopsided, angular brackets.
Quinn cleared her throat. “It seems Degenerate Empire has been conducting research similar to that which we found necessary after recovering the alien terminal. Based on our analysis of the pirates’ findings, they’ve managed to translate enough of the Xanthic language to make sense of much of what they recovered from the underground colony. It’s worth mentioning that according to DE’s records, that colony has been abandoned ever since Frontier departed—the aliens have vanished, just like they did on Oasis following their attack on New Houston.”
“Captain Thatcher said to cut to the chase,” Loretta Duncombe said from her holoscreen. “So far I haven’t heard a single thing that might help us in the here and now. Did you uncover any new technology we can deploy against Degenerate Empire within the next seventy-two hours?”
Quinn shook her head, and continued in the same level tone as before. “I’m afraid not, ma’am. After the last Xanthic data trove brought us so much technological value, I’d hoped this one would as well. But it appears what the pirates found was of mostly…um, anthropological value.”
“Good Lord,” Commander Pearson said, dutifully performing his role as Duncombe’s echo. “I thought I was attending a meeting about how to get out of this cursed region. Not a social studies class.”
“Let the petty officer speak,” Wilson said from where he sat with his arms crossed. “The more we can learn about the Xanthic, the better. It’s bound to become relevant at some point. Frontier has prided itself on being the first to answer the alien threat since they reared their ugly heads last year. Let’s not forget that. Either way, we don’t know how valuable the information Petty Officer Quinn has for us is until we hear it.”
“Good point, Captain,” Thatcher said with a slight grin for his friend. “Go ahead, Quinn.”
“Yes, sir.” She pressed a button on the tip of her controller, and the next slide appeared, showing several paragraphs of text in the Xanthic language. “This is a transcription of a conversation between two Xanthic, both who bear the title ‘Disrupter’—at least, that’s the closest English word we were able to find.” The slide switched again, this time to show the transcript’s English translation. “I won’t read the entire thing to you, but this and other transcripts have proven invaluable when it comes to drawing inferences about how the Xanthic conduct themselves. There were also long screeds written by individual aliens, which supplemented our knowledge. I call them ‘screeds’ because of how rambling they are, but they seem to be the closest thing to books the Xanthic have.”
Quinn switched the slide again, which showed a single bullet point. It read, “While human societies value order, Xanthic societies seem to prize what might be called chaos, or at the very least unpredictability.”
“This came as a bit of a surprise,” Quinn continued. “To me, anyway. I’m a data scientist, not an anthropologist, but my first thought was that it makes no sense that any society could actively seek disorder and remain a society for very long. Except, it seems there’s something about Xanthic nature—or maybe about their physiology—that naturally pushes them toward a state of order. To the extent that it becomes excessive.”
Thatcher shook his head. “I’m not sure I’m following, Petty Officer. Can you go over that point again?”
Quinn nodded. “To be frank, sir, we haven’t been able to figure out why this is true of the Xanthic—just that it is. But whatever the reason, their social structures tend to…um, calcify, over time. To become rigid. So that innovation and progress become all but impossible. Unlike human society, where we have to work hard to maintain the institutions and structures that lend our day-to-day lives predictability and peace, the Xanthic seem to form those structures naturally. Except, they’re too good at forming them. For example, their default system of government appears to be a totalitarian dictatorship, and that’s only gotten truer over the course of their history, unlike humanity, which has gravitated toward freer, more open societies over time.”
“Hmm.” Thatcher found that point extremely debatable, given the ever-increasing controls imposed by the UNC, but he knew not everyone felt that way.
Quinn tapped her controller again, which made the next bullet point appear: “Xanthic interpersonal relationships tend to be extremely short-lived.”
The petty officer circled the point with the red dot. “So, Xanthic relationships don’t last very long. Again, this seems to have to do with those relationships becoming overly patterned and predictable, so that the participants tend to lose interest quickly. The most popular Xanthic tend to be those who defy expectations—for example, a Xanthic who presents a compelling public image which they constantly undermine in private will probably have a lot of friends.”
She clicked the controller again, bringing up the next bullet point: “The Xanthic religion follows a similar trend.”
Quinn sniffed. “This is probably the best example of what I’ve been talking about. We could only find evidence of a single, monotheistic religion, whereas of course we have many different faiths. The Xanthic worship what I think can safely be called the God of Chaos. A lot of what we found about him—or her, or it—was contradictory. He’s said to exist everywhere and also nowhere. One screed said the concept of existence makes no sense where their deity is concerned. Another claimed he regularly takes a physical form, and whenever he does he becomes Chaos Incarnate, or That Which Cannot Be Tamed. Their god is beholden to no code, and embodies true spontaneity. In one transcript, this god is actually referred to as the Redeemer—like our Christ, it represents an unattainable ideal that all Xanthic strive to embody.”
Quinn clicked again. “The Xanthic culture is masochistic, and fundamentally death-obsessed.”
“Here’s where it gets a little more disturbing. The practice of suicide is elevated in Xanthic culture. That seemed too dark and strange to be true, so I had my team corroborate it with multiple cross-references. But they did corroborate it, and I have to admit this seems to be undeniable. They seem to find it especially praiseworthy when a Xanthic seen as a happy and successful member of their society commits suicide, since it’s utterly unexpected. Except, so many Xanthic elites have now killed themselves that even this has become a popular cultural trope, to the extent that several passages we translated appear to contain jokes about how a Xanthic who’d become recently influential was bound to kill himself any day now.”
The petty officer turned back toward the conference room, which had grown utterly silent. With a glance back over his shoulder, Thatcher saw that the others in attendance looked just as aghast as he felt.
He turned back to Quinn to find her wearing a grim expression of her own, in seeming recognition of how her audience was feeling. She clicked the remote once more, and a final bullet point appeared. “This is consistent with observations made during military engagements with the Xanthic.”
“If you think about what we’ve seen from the aliens in battle,” she said, “this all actually starts to make a lot of sense. The Xanthic don’t follow any sort of formation, or even any discernible strategy. Their actions are unpredictable and sudden. That’s clear from the limited video the UNC has made publicly available from our first war with them, and Frontier has seen it again during our own clashes with the aliens. The Xanthic welcome death. For them, it’s the ultimate release. The final embrace of chaos. So their actions in battle have little to do with avoiding it.”
Pearson snorted. “If the Xanthic love death so much, why haven’t they all killed themselves yet?”
Quinn shook her head. “As best we can tell, in a way they do fear death pretty strongly, since it’s antithetical to their order-driven nature. It takes a lot for them to end their own lives. But that doesn’t seem to translate into a lower tolerance for risk. If anything, they have a much bigger appetite for it than we do.”
Thatcher shifted in his seat. “Thank you for your presentation, Petty Officer. You, uh…certainly gave us a lot to think about.”
“There was one other thing, sir.”
“Go ahead.”
Quinn clicked the controller, and another slide took the place of the bullet points.
It read, “Dawn Cluster
Xanthic colonies are in remission.”
He shook his head. “Remission? What does that mean, in this context?”
“We’re not sure ourselves, sir. Only one source discussed this, but it seemed important enough to include despite that. According to that single source—another transcript between two lower-level Xanthics, called Splinters—after something they call the ‘Catastrophe,’ their colonies here went into remission. And they will soon awaken.”
Thatcher felt a chill as he thought of the colony that had erupted beneath New Houston—and the one they’d found on Recept, too. “Does this mean we can expect more attacks?”
“I’m afraid I don’t feel informed enough to draw that conclusion with certainty, sir. But it does seem like a distinct possibility.”
He remembered the heat map of the Dawn Cluster they’d found in a cavern deep under New Houston. Made of bio-luminescent moss, it had provided warning of the Ucalegon incursion. What would that map show him now, if he could see it? Would it still look the same…or would it have changed to show other Cluster locations about to erupt with Xanthic?
There was no way to know now, with the UNC effectively occupying Freedom System—not to mention the fact his fleet was cut off from the rest of the Cluster, while Degenerate Empire hunted them through Lacuna.
He rose to his feet. “Let’s all take some time to digest the information Petty Officer Quinn has shared with us today. Let me know if any of you derive anything from it you think I should know.”
With that, he tapped the panel inlaid in the tabletop before him, which made every captain wink out from their holoscreens at once.
“Wow,” Wilson said. “You really meant it when you said you were skipping the formalities.”
Thatcher grinned. “It felt even better than I expected it to.” He turned back to Quinn. “Thank you again.”
“Yes, sir.” She saluted, then excused herself from the conference room.
When he opened the hatch to return to his command seat, he found Billy Candle waiting outside for him, leaning against the bulkhead.
Brow furrowed, Thatcher cast his eye across the CIC, where he caught several officers sending curious glances their way, before refocusing on their consoles the moment Thatcher’s gaze fell on them.
I’m curious, too. “What is it, Billy?”
“Sir, I need to speak to you in private.”
Thatcher looked at the empty command seat again. “I should probably get an update on the fleet’s situation first.” We do have pirates nipping at our heels, after all.
“I—I think it should be now, sir. I think you’re going to want to hear this.”
Wilson raised his eyebrows as he passed them on his way out of the conference room, giving a tight smile before continuing toward the exit.
“Okay.” Thatcher motioned toward the now-empty chamber he’d just left. “After you.”



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Malchus System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Thatcher closed the hatch behind him and turned to Candle. “Go ahead, Billy.”
The XO swallowed visibly. “You…may want to be sitting for this, sir.”
Narrowing his eyes, Thatcher studied the man for a long moment. Then, with deliberate movements, he pulled out a chair and sat.
Candle sat too—in the chair where Thatcher had been sitting moments ago. He folded his hands and studied them. “I’ve been putting this off for a while. I’ve known I needed to tell you for weeks. After you told me what Admiral Ward said—I knew it for sure, then. But I still don’t know how to say it.”
“What is it?” Thatcher asked after several moments of silence.
The XO exhaled in a long whoosh. “I guess the best way is just to say it.” He raised his eyes to meet Thatcher’s. “I’ve been spying on you for Simon Moll.”
Thatcher blinked, his train of thought shattered, his mind a blank as he struggled to process what Candle had just told him. Even to latch on to it.
Slowly, he rose to his feet, and his hand twitched. Never in his time aboard the Jersey had he wished he was carrying a service pistol—he trusted the crew completely, and the idea that a captain would need to carry a weapon to maintain authority aboard his vessel repulsed him.
But just now, he wished for one.
Instead, he removed his comm, never taking his eye off Candle. I knew there was something off about you, you bastard. I sensed it the whole time, didn’t I? Why didn’t I trust my instincts?
“Sir…please. Give me a chance to explain.” Candle raised his hands off the table, palms facing Thatcher as he glanced nervously at the comm. “Consider the fact I’m telling you this.”
“Give me one reason I shouldn’t have the marines put you under arrest right now,” Thatcher said through gritted teeth. His fingers clenched around the comm.
“He has my family.”
Thatcher’s heart felt like it skipped a beat. “What?”
“There’s a lot I need to tell you, sir. If you’ll just give me a chance. After you hear me out, I’ll accept whatever consequences you deem fit for my actions.”
“You’ll do that either way.”
“Yes, sir.”
Thatcher drew a deep breath, and forced himself to truly see Candle. What he saw was a man who’d been through hell. A man near his breaking point, and casting desperately about himself for a lifeline.
He said Moll has his family. If that was true, then Candle deserved some sympathy, at the very least.
He sat back down. “All right. Go ahead.”
“I believe Moll is working with the Xanthic.”
Thatcher drew his head back, squinting in disbelief. “What?” He still held his comm, trapped beneath his palm on the tabletop.
“He has the means to travel through time. It sounds crazy, I know. But maybe it doesn’t sound all that far-fetched to you, considering that according to Admiral Ward, you traveled through time too.”
“He must have proved that to you somehow. I’m to understand he blackmailed you, yes?”
Candle nodded. “A few months ago, you asked about my family, and you probably found my answer evasive. I know Guerrero did, at least, because she told me. I told you they live in a lunar colony in Antelope System, and well…that wasn’t true. I didn’t want to tell you the truth, because I was afraid it would lead to you finding me out. That was probably irrational, but it was my instinct.”
“Where are they, then?”
“They’re dead, sir. My parents and brother died in a shuttle explosion, on their way out to visit me at a refinery in the outer system, where I’d taken a job. I lived and worked on-site, and they’d wanted to surprise me. The first I heard of them leaving the colony was when I got the news of their deaths. I was eighteen.”
Thatcher’s lips tightened. “I’m sorry to hear that, Billy. But you said Moll has your family.”
“He does. At least…he offered to bring them back. He said preventing the malfunction that took out that shuttle would be a simple thing. And he proved he could do it by showing me evidence of a timeline where they were alive. He had videos and photos of me together with my parents in my thirties.”
“Those could easily have been doctored.”
Candle shook his head. “He knows things he couldn’t possibly know. Like the time my brother and I stole a couple pressure suits too big for us and spent the day out on the regolith. No one ever caught us—but Moll knew. He knew a lot of things he shouldn’t have. Not unless he had the power to go back and find them out.”
Thatcher pulled his comm across the tabletop, holstered it, then folded his hands in his lap. “There are a lot of holes in this story, Billy. Like the fact that if your family died, any future photos or videos of them shouldn’t exist. Their deaths would have prevented them from ever being taken. It violates cause and effect for them to exist.”
“I had them professionally analyzed, by multiple experts. None of them found any evidence they were fake. Even the metadata showed they were taken on the right dates. I asked Moll exactly that—about violating causality. He said he has a way of accomplishing it.”
Candle fished for something in his pocket, and Thatcher stiffened. But the XO only pulled out a data card, and slid it across the table. “Copies of what Moll gave me are on there. You can have them analyzed yourself. As for my family’s deaths, they’re on the public record, and you’ll be able to confirm them by instant comm. Rufus and Deiondre Candle—and my brother, Steven Candle.”
Thatcher took the card and put it in his own pocket. “I’ll see if anyone in the fleet has the expertise to analyze the photos’ authenticity. I doubt there’s anyone aboard any of the Frontier ships who can do it, but maybe Anvil has someone. In the meantime, I’ll need to place you under marine custody, Billy. For me to do otherwise after what you just admitted would be insanely irresponsible.”
Candle hung his head. “I understand, sir.”
Thatcher sighed. “In your defense, it’s all crazy enough that I’m not sure why anyone would bother making it up. I mean, I guess it could be possible that you’re telling the truth about spying, but not about your reasons for doing it. Your motivations could be much worse. Except, who would try to invent something so far-fetched to justify their actions? Even the story you’ve given me could use improving, if it is a fabrication. Moll didn’t actually take your parents, according to you. Based on what you’ve told me, you did what you did for a chance at getting them back. That’s not as persuasive as it would be if Moll really did have your parents, so if you were lying then you probably would have said he did.”
Candle didn’t answer.
“Tell me something. Why come out with this now?”
“Because I don’t want to help Moll anymore. The more I hear about what he’s doing, the more convinced I become that he’s planning something truly evil. And I don’t see how he could have the powers he does without getting them from the Xanthic. So my guess is he’s in league with them.
“I’ve come to accept that I’ll never get my parents and brother back. I no longer believe Moll can be trusted to deliver on his promise. I think he’s an enemy of humanity…and now, I believe you’re our best shot at stopping him.”
Good Lord. “I need to get us out of Lacuna, first.”
“You will, sir.” Candle’s eyes shone with certainty, and maybe a touch of fervor.
Time to end this. “I’m going to contact Lieutenant Stuckley, now.” Thatcher took out his comm once more.
“There’s one more thing, sir.”
Of course there is. “Go ahead.”
“Hans Mittelman figured out that I was passing information to Moll. And he used that as leverage to make me become his informant, too.”
“Wait. Mittelman wanted you to spy on the New Jersey?” 
Candle nodded.
“How do you even know his name? He always went by Harold Mills.”
“More people know his name than you might think. He’s not as covert as he likes to pretend. Egos as big as his always struggle with staying anonymous.”
“Right.” Thatcher was sure things had never been this complicated in Space Fleet. Unless, of course, that had gone over his head too. “Well, Billy, you’ve certainly given me a lot to think about. But for now, I’m removing you as XO of the New Jersey. Effective immediately.”



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
On Ladon Station
Schöllenen Gorge System, Milne Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Mittelman slouched low in the back of the speeder he was paying to idle on one of Ladon Station’s residential lanes. He fiddled with the controls of the micro spy drone he’d purchased after reactivating a long-dormant black market contact, cursing the thing under his breath as the signal cut in and out.
Foolish of me to assume Ladon’s criminals would maintain the same standards as their more legitimate counterparts. He sniffed, then corrected himself: Somewhat more legitimate.
He checked to make sure the top of his head wasn’t peeking over the bottom of the passenger window, then slouched lower.
Speeders were a rarity on any space-bound station, where the options were normally limited to either mass transit or walking. But a place like Ladon had enough upperclass executives to insist on a mode of travel that would separate them from the unwashed masses—protecting them from their filth and disease.
The risk of bioagents was always heightened aboard a station, where the ecosystem was delicate enough that one administrative misstep could topple the entire thing into chaos. In such an event, Ladon’s moneyed classes would stand the best chance of isolating themselves in time.
They used speeders to traverse the station using dedicated tunnels, and they mostly kept to themselves inside modest, sealed-off dwellings located in what passed for the station’s suburbs. The neighborhoods that took up much of this level were deep enough to guard against space’s harmful rays and solar-energetic particles, while far enough from the station’s core that the simulated gravity was nearly a perfect match for Earth-normal.
Despite the prevalence of speeders, it was unusual to see one parked anywhere, for any length of time. The vehicles were offered under a rideshare model—few people actually owned one, even among Ladon’s uppermost economic echelon. The rich balanced their germaphobia with the realities of station-based space constraints by insisting each speeder be thoroughly sanitized between passengers. When he’d first gotten in, Mittelman’s nose had wrinkled at the acrid smell of the cleaner.
As a precaution against Newman’s wife detecting him, he’d parked one street over, and was making himself as small as possible to reduce the risk of an over-vigilant neighbor spotting him. With any luck, anyone who took notice of the parked speeder would assume someone had ordered it, and was running late for their ride.
He was sure it had to happen, from time to time, even among Ladon’s schedule-enslaved wealthy. And I’m sure the rideshare company doesn’t care. In fact, they probably like it when their customers are late. They make more money that way, and probably save a little on energy in the bargain.
Getting the spy drone inside the residence of Gloria Lindberg—she’d hadn’t taken Newman’s name first nor last—had posed the first challenge. Infiltrating any of these houses wouldn’t have been easy, even with something as small as the drone. It wasn’t as simple as flying in through a window that had been left open. None of these units had windows. The air circulation systems inside them were no worse than the ones that pumped oxygen throughout this entire section, and the same went for their vitamin D-producing sun lamps.
An airlock-like porch fitted with a host of decontamination technologies provided the only ingress into any of the units—porches that could even act as airlocks in the event of pressure loss throughout the section. And so, Mittelman had needed to wait for one of the Lindeman household residents to come or go through that porch.
He hadn’t had too long to wait. He’d chosen a time toward the end of trading hours to begin his stakeout. Predictably, Lindeman had worked four hours past the close of Hanging Garden Finance’s business day, but Mittelman had needed to wait for much longer periods in the past. Patience was the currency of spycraft.
Several times during those hours, he’d instructed the speeder to leave the area and then return to a new location within a one-block radius of Lindeman’s home. Luckily, Axel’s speeders all looked the same, so unless someone was paying an unusual amount of attention, the fact it was the same speeder should have escaped notice.
Another stroke of luck came when Lindeman passed through her fancy decontamination porch without bothering to engage any of its procedures. Mittelman chuckled to himself as he dogged her with the drone, which was designed to resemble a common housefly, the only difference being that its buzz was slightly more subdued. Such an insect was hardly out of place aboard any station, even one as upscale as Ladon. The tenacious bug that had eaten from humanity’s table for thousands of years had apparently been unwilling to miss out on an opportunity like the colonization of space.
After that, his luck ran out.
“Katie.” Lindeman’s voice cut through the silence that blanketed the unit. “Get out here.”
Mittelman had landed the drone on a black display table halfway down a hall, and from that vantage point, he watched a girl trudge reluctantly down the hall, toward the sound of her mother’s voice. She looked to be around twelve.
“What?” she said as she passed out of view, her voice soft, with a note of resentment.
“Don’t give me any attitude,” Lindeman snapped. “My day’s been stressful enough as it is. Tell me who left these dirty dishes all over the place. Are they yours?”
Mittelman ordered the drone to lift off and fly down the hall for a better view of the room where they were talking, which sounded like it must be a kitchen.
Katie wasn’t answering, and her mother spoke again, her words carrying a dangerous edge. “Answer me, young lady. Now.”
The drone passed into view of the kitchen, offering Mittelman a glimpse of the scene inside, where Katie stared at the floor with her shoulders slumped and Lindeman’s hand was raised threateningly.
Then, the feed cut out.
“Damn it,” Mittelman spat, slamming his fist into the speeder door. He wasn’t sure why he cared so much, or even why he was here in the first place. All he knew was that he’d lost contact with the drone just as he’d been about to collect the evidence he needed. Worse—it had happened just as his fly had reached the kitchen entrance, which could mean it was now lying on the hallway’s hardwood floor, waiting to be stepped on.
Typically, this kind of hardware had a hover-in-place feature it executed whenever contact was lost. But he doubted he could count on his supplier to have ensured that level of quality.
“Return directly to our previous location,” he told the speeder.
“It is recommended that you first fasten your safety belt, sir.”
“Shut up and drive.”
“By declining to fasten your safety belt, you assume any legal liability for—”
“I accept responsibility for not wearing the belt. Now drive. Fast.”
The speeder surged forward, accelerating to the maximum speed limit and not a bit more.
Before they were parked, Mittelman reestablished contact with the drone. To his surprise, it was indeed still hovering in place, though he could see right away that he’d missed his chance. Katie was sitting at the kitchen table, her head in her hands, her long brown hair spilling onto the tabletop as she quietly sobbed. Lindeman was nowhere to be seen.
Mittelman glanced at his comm, which displayed a map of the surrounding streets. He frowned. At this remove, he risked losing coverage of the other half of the residence. What if the next incident happened in the living room instead? If it happened at all.
He had a good feeling that it would, though. Lindeman seemed irritable enough to give him what he needed…and her daughter downtrodden enough that the abuse probably happened frequently.
He just needed to make sure he was positioned to capture it.
Closing his eyes, he told the speeder to move onto the next street—directly outside Lindeman’s home.
Once he was there, he found he could fly the drone wherever he wanted. Sending it down the hall once more, he located Lindeman sitting in the living room balancing a drink on her knee, the lights dimmed enough that she was barely visible.
That’s good. Drink up.
Hours passed without incident—unless you counted Lindeman walking back and forth to the kitchen to top herself up from what looked to be a bottle of Agersian whiskey. Eventually, she brought the bottle with her to the living room.
My, my, Mittelman thought, a smile curling his lips. It has been a rough day, hasn’t it?
Her kids seemed to know well enough to stay in their rooms—to avoid reminding her of their existence. But eventually she remembered anyway. Without warning, she surged to her feet, swaying alarmingly.
She staggered toward the hall, catching herself on the door frame before calling out her children’s names. “Katie. Thomas. Come here.”
Nothing stirred from within the unit.
“Get out here, now!” The final word was a banshee’s shriek. Mittelman knew these units would be designed not only to keep germs out, but sound in. Everything that happened in here would be out-of-sight, out-of-mind as far as the rest of the community was concerned.
Community. If you can call it that. Mittelman realized that right now, he was the children’s only hope of salvation from their mother’s tyranny. He found that pleasing, for some reason.
Doors creaked, and the sound of slowly approaching footsteps followed. Katie appeared first, seeming almost to shield her brother, who stood half a head shorter than her.
“What?” she asked, with the same subdued defiance as before.
“Do you realize how hard I work for you two?” their mother slurred. “The things I have to put myself through, just to feed you and keep a roof over our heads? The disgusting compromises I have to make?”
Katie and Thomas eyed her warily, saying nothing.
The banshee returned, screaming out of Gloria Lindeman’s mouth. “Answer me!” She lurched toward them, and they recoiled.
A sharp rap on the speeder window pulled Mittelman out of the scene. Hiding his comm’s display, he glared through the left window to find the thin face of an old, rich busybody. Mittelman recognized the type straight away. His face, ravaged by too much cosmetic surgery, was a dead giveaway.
“Roll down the left rear passenger window,” he ordered the speeder.
It did so.
“What?” Mittelman barked.
“I’ve been watching you for twenty minutes now, huddled over your comm like that—like some sort of creepy spook. Just what are you doing here, exactly?”
“I’m exactly what you said,” Mittelman growled through clenched teeth. I’m a creepy spook. And I’m investigating a ring of designer drug smugglers. If you continue to disrupt my investigation, I’ll be forced to investigate you as a possible suspect.”
The man whitened, and appeared on the verge of retreat, when he seemed to rally. “Can I see some ID?” he said, apparently as some sort of last stand.
Mittelman snatched a billfold from his breast pocket, flipping it open to reveal a card that named him an agent from one of the UNC’s better-known investigative bureaus. “Satisfied?” he hissed.
The sight of the ID card turned the old bastard into a mewling kitten. He held up both hands, palms forward, as if Mittelman had pointed a pistol at him. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m sorry. I won’t bother you again.”
“Roll up the window,” he told the speeder. Turning his comm’s display up, he saw that he’d once again missed what he needed. He skipped back two minutes and replayed the feed.
He pressed his lips together as the footage showed him Lindeman acting exactly as he’d needed her to act.
The success brought him no satisfaction. Though he had a feeling that burning down Lindeman’s life would.
He flew the drone through the kitchen sink’s garbage grinder, not caring whether it activated the mechanism and risked alerting Lindeman that she’d been found out.
Let her panic. He ordered the speeder to take him back to his hotel, then called Newman.



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Halation System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
For hours, Thatcher had struggled with how to message Candle’s removal from his position as the New Jersey’s XO.
As much as he detested the thought, he knew he had to get better at wielding what power he had access to. Rose had led her company to greatness by using rhetoric to shape events to her will—and it had been Moll’s deft maneuvering that had allowed him to strike the fatal blow that destroyed Frontier.
Thatcher needed to get on their level if he was going to have a hope of extricating humanity from the mess it had created for itself in the Dawn Cluster. And to do that, I first need to work some sort of miracle to get us out of Lacuna alive.
But did that mean he had to massage words the way that Rose had—to selectively deploy the truth in ways that served his ends?
Did it mean he had to outright deceive and bully those whose help he needed, like Moll did?
In the end, he simply told the members of the Frontier-Anvil fleet exactly what Candle had told him: that he’d betrayed both the New Jersey and Frontier, and his stated reasons for doing it, as bizarre as they seemed.
Thatcher had enough on his mind without trying to figure out how to navigate the PR bramble of terminating his second-in-command. So instead he opted for the plain and simple truth of what had happened during that closed-door conversation with Candle. What the man had said, as well as Thatcher’s reasons for placing him under arrest because of it.
He’d trusted the people under his command to process and react to the information like adults. Like spacers. And as far as he could tell, that trust had been well-placed.
As for what Candle had told him…it chilled him to the bone even to contemplate that it might be true. If Moll truly was working with the Xanthic, what hidden powers might he wield?
After Moll’s betrayal, nothing the man did could shock Thatcher, as he felt convinced the bastard was capable of stooping to any low. But the idea that he might have hidden reserves of power to draw on in carrying out that depravity….
The thought that any CEO might be aligned with the aliens would be disturbing enough. But the leader of one of the Cluster’s two largest super alliances?
Better to assume Candle was lying. Or delusional. Better, at least, until Thatcher got his people out of this region. He could look more deeply into his former XO’s claims if and when that happened.
He went to the wardroom for his fourth coffee since waking, and found it empty, which suited him. He needed the space to think up a way out of the mess his fleet was in.
Tactically, nothing had changed since they’d departed Ucalegon chased by a pirate force that did nothing but grow as new units joined it along the way.
Yes, they’d learned a lot about the Xanthic, and maybe even about Simon Moll, if half of what Candle had said was to be believed. But none of that helped them, right now. And if he couldn’t figure out a path that didn’t lead to him and his crew either dead or in thrall to pirates, then there would be nothing they could do with the information they’d gained.
He sighed as he stared into the brown-tinged coffee that filled his mug. Every fiber in his being rebelled against the conclusion he knew he would soon be forced to draw.
It’s exactly as Moll said. Tactics only get you so far in the Dawn Cluster.
No tactic he knew of—or was capable of inventing—would cancel out the fact that an enemy with overwhelming numbers was boxing him in, slowly but surely.
There was no secret passage out of Lacuna Region. No reinforcements that would charge through Vega’s blockade to save them.
Except, I’ve already learned this lesson. Nankeen taught me it, in the harshest way imaginable. Would God really let me learn it, only for me to die without ever having had a chance to truly use the information?
Unless he had had that chance already. Could he have done things differently since Nankeen—in a way that would have led to any other outcome?
He racked his brain for the answer, until he finally became convinced that it was “no.” He’d done everything he could, and exploited every opportunity. Even so, he was being ushered back into the system where Frontier Security had met its end—the same system where the pirates apparently meant to finish the job.
His comm beeped, and he fished it from its holster. “Thatcher.”
“Sir.” It was Frampton, the Ops officer on-duty. “I have someone on the line waiting to speak with you.”
Thatcher’s heart skipped a beat. “Not the pirates, surely?” They couldn’t be within range for real-time communication. Not yet.
Unless a third force has emerged from Paraph, cutting us off before we get there….
“No, sir. This is an instant comm call. From someone whose name I don’t recognize—Mittelman, he called himself.”
Thatcher narrowed his eyes. What does he want? Then, another thought occurred to him: He gave his real name. That was why Frampton hadn’t recognized it. The Ops officer probably knew Mittelman as Mills, if at all.
“I’ll take it in my office.”
Five minutes later he sat at his desk, his coffee barely steaming now. Frampton rerouted the call to his holoscreen—though he could only hear Mittelman’s voice.
“Captain Thatcher. It’s been too long.”
“Has it? My understanding is that your spies aboard my ship keep you very well updated on my doings.”
A silence came over the line. Then: “I only have one spy on your ship.”
That confirms part of Candle’s story, anyway. “Who is it?”
“It’s bad form to reveal one’s sources. And a particularly bad idea for me. Who would want to pass information to someone liable to roll over on them? That said, I suspect you already know.”
“Billy Candle.”
“I’m not going to confirm it, Captain.”
“Fine. It’s something of a moot point anyway, given he already confessed. Tell me, though, why would you feel the need to spy on employees of the same company you work for? Where I come from, people only spied on those they considered adversaries.”
“Not adversaries, per se. More like mutually symbiotic parasites. Even friendly parasites sometimes withhold valuable information from each other. And you have to admit, Captain Thatcher, you’ve been a wild card ever since you arrived in the Dawn Cluster. My informants aboard the Jersey stopped working with me soon after you took command. They respected you too much, if you can believe it. It’s not the respect that surprises me, mind you—but how principled PMC employees were capable of being. Anyway, it took some time to find a replacement for them, and in the end, I had to resort to blackmail.”
“You used the fact that Candle was already spying for Moll. Do you have any information on why he was doing that?”
“I’m afraid not. In fact, I didn’t even know Moll was the recipient—just that Candle was passing information to someone, using a digital dead drop. Thank you for that extra intel.”
Thatcher grimaced, acutely aware that Rose never would have let such a thing slip. “Why are you contacting me?”
“It’s come to my attention that your situation is deteriorating rapidly. And I have some information that could help you alter your fortunes.”
Thatcher gave a dry chuckle. “Please remind me why I should trust a single word you utter, Mittelman.”
“Because you have no choice.”
Thatcher nodded, even though the man couldn’t see it. That’s a pretty good point. “All right. What’s your angle, then? What do you want in exchange for helping you?”
“Nothing.”
He blinked. “What game are you playing here?”
“No game. I don’t want anything in return. You won’t believe this, but hearing about…Frontier’s destruction has affected me more than I expected. It’s made me rethink some things.”
“You’re right. I don’t believe it.”
“Then take it at face value. I’m offering you something that can save your fleet, Captain.”
“What is it?”
“The very last thing Ms. Rose’s techs were able to dig out of the console she and your marines extracted from the Xanthic colony on Recept: how to operate an Entropy Drive.”
“What in God’s name is that?”
“I’m not totally clear on that myself, exactly. But I can tell you that whatever it is, it’s what’s been preventing Degenerate Empire from sailing the Xanthic ship they’ve been so desperate to operate. I can tell you a few things, based on my limited understanding, though for your sake I hope there are people in your fleet that can clarify things further. For one, every Xanthic vessel has an Entropy Drive. For another, the technology is unlike anything humanity has dreamed of, let alone deployed. The field the drive generates isn’t visible to any type of sensor we have, which is why we only know about it from the terminal. But unless you know how to use it, there’s no way to operate any ship of Xanthic make.
Something popped up on Thatcher’ holoscreen—an invitation to share data.
“I’ve just initiated the transfer of everything on Entropy Drives that Rose’s techs extracted. I’m afraid you’ll have to take it from there, Captain.”
Thatcher inhaled deeply, staring at the transfer invitation. Even if they could get the Xanthic ship up and running, there was still the matter of infiltrating it first—and defending it from the pirate fleets that would be homing in on them from every side.
But Mittelman had offered him a lifeline, however tenuous. He didn’t believe the man’s claim that he expected nothing in return—not for a second. Even so….
“Thank you, Mittelman.”
“You’re welcome. Oh…there’s one other thing I should mention. Something not exactly relevant to you now, but it will be if you manage to escape Lacuna.”
“What is it?”
“Simon Moll claimed that the UNC was investigating Sunder for using nanofab tech at the same time it launched its investigation into Frontier. But that was a lie. I have it from multiple sources that their Corporate Weapons Commission didn’t go anywhere near Sunder.”
“That’s…very interesting.”
“Isn’t it? Anyway, I should be going. I’m using Beatenberg Capital’s only instant comm unit, and while one of their portfolio managers does owe me a favor, such things can only be stretched so far.”
Thatcher furrowed his brow. He’s in Milne Region. Why would Mittelman tell him that? Unless…had the man meant that “extra intel” as an olive branch?
“Thanks again.”
“By all means. That transfer will complete independently of the unit I’m using, and afterward the data will self-corrupt, so that you have the only copy. I’ve already destroyed mine. So do take care with it, won’t you?”
Feeling truly baffled by Mittelman’s behavior, Thatcher only nodded. “I will.”



Chapter Thirty-Seven
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“All ships, set a course for the Nankeen-Quad jump gate.” Thatcher tapped the panel to take himself off the fleet-wide and switched his gaze to his CIC’s holotank, where the last Anvil ships had just transitioned in from Farrago.
As expected, Guerrero turned to him a few seconds later. “Sir, the Minotaur is hailing us. It’s Captain Duncombe, seeking to speak with you.”
“Rout the call to the holotank—but keep the tactical display up on one half.” He wanted the ability to monitor things as Duncombe berated him.
When she appeared, the Minotaur’s captain looked about as irate as he thought she would. “Captain Thatcher, surely you realize the force guarding the jump gate into Quad System is too large for us to break through without suffering devastating losses.”
Thatcher shifted his gaze to the tactical display, as if considering the idea for the first time. Then he met Duncombe’s eyes once more. “It appears you are right, Captain Duncombe.”
Her eyes widened, making her look slightly crazed as well as angry. “And yet you plan to sail directly into them even so? To be brutally outflanked by them and the warships chasing us?”
“Those are the orders I’ve given.”
“Are you suicidal, Captain Thatcher? Do you intend to attempt to bargain with the pirates? Or surrender to them? None of these seem like wise choices.”
“I agree.”
“Then can you please tell me what it is you plan to do?”
“I’m afraid I can’t.”
“Why not? And why did you refuse to call a meeting of the captains prior to entering Nankeen? Did you not think our input might prove valuable?”
“I value the input of any member of this fleet—enlisted crew and officers alike. Indeed, dozens have contacted me with suggestions for the coming engagement, through channels I set up for the purpose. I took them all into consideration, and tweaked my plans based on some of them. But as for the plans themselves…Commander Candle’s betrayal has reemphasized for all of us the importance of OPSEC. As much as I trust and value the spacers in this fleet, it would be foolish to assume it’s completely free of spies. And so I find it necessary to hold my cards close to my chest, for the time being. I hope you can understand that.”
“I understand the concept of OPSEC. But there’s a difference between withholding your battle plans from your subordinates and withholding them from this fleet’s ranking officer. By seniority, I should be in command of this fleet. I also command its most powerful ship. I’ve deferred to you until now, but I find this blatant display of distrust intolerable.”
“Veronica Rose put me in command of this fleet,” Thatcher said quietly. “And Emilio Garcia put his ships under my command because of my reputation—which stems in large part from the trust Ms. Rose showed for me. Tell me, Captain Duncombe. Would you risk throwing the fleet into chaos? Will you risk it now, with enemies closing in on all sides? Or will you trust me as Ms. Rose did?”
“Why should I answer mistrust with trust?”
“Do you seek to command this fleet, Captain Duncombe?”
A long, tense silence followed. “No,” she said at last, her lips white from pressure.
“Very good. As for trust, I do trust you. I trust your judgment, and I trust your experience. But I don’t know you, Captain Duncombe. Not well. I thought I knew Commander Candle well, and he turned out to be Simon Moll’s informant. So as distasteful as it is to me, I have to assume there’s at least some chance that anyone around me could be an enemy spy.”
“I see.”
“Is there anything else you’d like to discuss?”
“Not at this time.”
“Very well. Please let me know if anything comes up.” Thatcher nodded at Guerrero, who cut the transmission.
He suppressed a sigh. I think I handled that about as well as I could have. But as certain as he’d sounded, he’d needed to resist the urge to fidget throughout the entire conversation.
The fact was, he hated admitting the need to hold anything but complete trust for the people under his command—especially in front of his officers. But it had been a necessary conversation, no matter how damaging it proved for morale.
He’d expected Duncombe to challenge his leadership for a while now, and he simply couldn’t tolerate it. Certainly not in the hours before engaging the enemy.
Morale will recover once we start winning again. The words sounded good in his head. He just wished he felt as confident as they sounded.
Even if he managed to capture the Xanthic super-ship without a hitch, he would still need to deal with the massive force Vega had sent after him, to pincer him from multiple directions.
Just how powerful could he expect the alien craft to be? As powerful as a dreadnought? He wasn’t completely confident that even the might of a UNC super-ship would make up for how outnumbered they were, barring some nigh-miraculous success in battle.
Which raised the question: could he really count on the Xanthic ship to save them?
I’ll just have to wait and see. Given it’s our only option. Currently, the Xanthic ship wasn’t visible, since it had entered the part of its cycle during which it was ‘phased out’ of existence. But Thatcher had studied that cycle well, and had carefully timed his actions around the vessel’s return.
“Sir, Emilio Garcia would like to speak with you.”
Thatcher considered that for a moment. The man had been unusually quiet, lately, having dialed back on his off-the-cuff, fleet-wide speeches. For better or worse, he’d left the task of maintaining fleet morale almost entirely to Thatcher.
That didn’t mean he was particularly eager to let his entire CIC hear their conversation. Besides, they had their own tasks to focus on, which he considered more important than hearing from someone who wasn’t even military.
“Put him through to my console, Lucy.”
Thatcher set the audio to rout through his eyepiece, for his ears alone. With that, he accepted the transmission request waiting on his holoscreen.
Garcia grinned up at him from the display. “You made the right call, keeping us in the dark about what’s coming. But I think I might have guessed. Let’s hope the pirates haven’t.”
Glancing at the tactical display shown by the holotank, where the first ships of their pursuers were appearing in the jump zone out of Farrago, Thatcher pursed his lips. “You think you’ve guessed, do you?”
“Indeed. Let’s just say I believe the pirates will come to regret choosing this system to corner you in.”
Thatcher looked back at Garcia sharply.
“Anyway, that’s all from me, Captain. I just called to tell you good luck. And that I trust you to get us out of this mess alive.”
A brief silence passed as Thatcher waited for the inevitable jab, or the inappropriate remark designed to make him feel uncomfortable. But nothing came.
Really? He’s actually giving me a break, today? “Thank you, Emilio.”
“By all means.” Garcia raised his right hand into view, which held a tumbler that contained what looked like a neat whiskey double—possibly a triple. “Here’s to a long partnership.” With that, he drained over half the glass’ contents.
Apparently I’m not the only one feeling stressed today. He hadn’t known Garcia was capable of experiencing stress. “I’ll have to drink to that later.”
“A sip of coffee, perhaps?” The man grinned, showing teeth.
“Maybe even a non-alcoholic beer.”
Garcia gave a hearty laugh. “God speed, Captain Thatcher.” With that, he disappeared from the console.
Two hours passed, as tense as they were uneventful. When Thatcher’s fleet stopped, the pirate force chasing them would reach them inside of sixty minutes.
He drew a deep breath. It was nearly time. The pirates guarding the Nankeen-Quad jump gate hadn’t budged…meaning they hadn’t guessed his true intentions. As for the pursuing force, they’d left several battle groups’ worth of warships guarding the jump gate into Farrago—the only other egress from the system. A sizable force still gave chase, no doubt meaning to pressure him. To keep him moving as his ships’ fuel and supplies slowly depleted. He expected the waiting fleet to dispatch a similar force soon.
They think they have me.
And they might be right.
“Lucy, get me Captain Wilson.”
“Aye, sir.”
Frederick Wilson soon appeared on Thatcher’s holoscreen, wearing a pressure suit. He held his helmet in the crook of his right arm, and behind him was the hatch where Attack Shuttle One was docked.
“Are you ready, Fred?”
“If I’m not now, then I never will be.” Behind Wilson’s words, Thatcher could hear the chatter of marines trading quips as they waited for the mission to come.
There was one person in the fleet who Thatcher trusted without qualification, and he was looking at him. Wilson had had full access to the data on Entropy Drives, within an hour of Mittelman sending it.
He would be the one to captain the Xanthic vessel. Provided he and his crew—all spacers from his old command, the Triumph—were able to get it up and running.
 “You’re about to make history,” Thatcher said. “How many times is this for you now?”
“I’ve lost count. But if you want the truth, I have a feeling this will be the one I’m remembered for. Either for being a hero, or a colossal embarrassment.”
“If it’s the latter, then I’m not sure you’ll have much opportunity to be embarrassed.”
“Because the pirates will turn me into space bits? Maybe. On the other hand, I think I’d make a pretty valuable prisoner. Hopefully that’s not just my ego talking.”
“Either way…let’s go for the hero option. I think that would make things simpler for everyone.”
Wilson gave a sardonic smile. “You got it.”
Thatcher ended the call, and then turned to Guerrero, once again drawing a steadying breath. She was already looking at him.
“Change course for Nankeen’s fourth planet, Lucy. Forward the new course to the rest of the fleet, and instruct them to engage it at once.”
“Yes, sir.” Guerrero didn’t look surprised. In fact, Thatcher gave it even odds that she’d been expecting the order.
He sat back in the command chair as his fleet turned on its heel. With almost perfect timing, the Xanthic ship phased back into existence just as his force was completing its course change.
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Wilson’s nephew kept glancing down the row of seats at him, where he sat against the starboard bulkhead.
“How you doing, sir?”
Wilson inclined his head. “Fine, Jordan. Looking forward to having a starship to order around again.”
“We’ll have your back, when we go in there. You won’t have to use that.” He gestured toward Wilson’s Crossbow 790, which he cradled in his lap, with the muzzle pointed at the deck.
“That’s a pity. I’ve been practicing my aim in VR.”
His nephew’s hand jumped where it rested on his knee. It hovered for a second in the air before he replaced it.
He’s nervous, and trying hard to hide it. Wilson wondered if the other marines could see it. Maybe it was only because they were blood, but he saw through the corporal’s confident veneer.
Surely his brothers know him better than I do. Before coming out of retirement to fight Veronica Rose’s wars, Wilson had seen his nephew no more than yearly, if that. The marines he sweated and bled with had to be able to read him better than he could.
And yet, they seemed to look up to him instead. Most of the privates wore expressions of admiration whenever their eyes fell on the corporal. Wilson could almost see them replaying Jordan’s legend in their brain: hit by a Xanthic round, he’d had his arm hacked off by the late Major Avery before the resulting tumors could consume the vital organs housed in his torso. And then he’d carried on the fight. That counted for a lot, and perhaps it blinded the other marines to the boy’s anxiety.
But Wilson saw it, and it worried him. The idea that any of the marines might be experiencing combat fatigue by now was far from unbelievable. Their employers had sent them on mission after mission after mission, for almost two years. Unlike the warship crews, who waged war across the sterile expanse, marines got up close and personal. It was a marine’s jobs to reach deep into the enemy’s guts, to pull out his blood-slick innards.
That was hard enough. Losing an arm in the middle of a firefight, and forcing yourself to soldier through it, in the face of unknowable alien murderers….
That only tended to make things worse.
“Lieutenant Stuckley.”
The New Jersey’s marine commander—Major Will Avery’s successor—turned to face him from his seat two rows ahead. “Sir?”
“Once the Xanthic ship is secure, do you have the authority to pull every single marine back to the shuttles, and send them back to their respective ships?”
“Uh…yes, sir. Captain Thatcher gave me command of the mission.”
“Then that’s what I want you to do.”
“No way,” his nephew said, drawing a sharp glance from Stuckley. “That thing’s too big to make sure it’s free of degenerates in the time we’ll have. We need to stay with you, sir.”
Wilson’s eyes met Stuckley’s again, who shrugged. “He does have a point, sir.”
“Then select two squads to stay with my officers in the CIC. Or the bridge, or whatever chamber the damn aliens put in to steer that thing. Two squads of marines, Lieutenant. From another ship.”
His nephew protested once more. “Sir, I want to—”
“What you want isn’t relevant, Jordan,” Wilson said, keeping his tone just as calm as it had been before. “I’ve given an order.”
Jordan slumped back in his seat, clearly fuming. But he had the sense to keep his mouth shut.
“We’ve leaned on the Jersey’s marine company far too much, over the past months,” Wilson said, to soften the blow. Even Stuckley looked a little affronted by his order. “After this engagement, I’ll be recommending to Captain Thatcher that we give you a break.”
“The New Jersey marines are ready for anything, sir,” Stuckley said, his expression stoic.
“I know it. But you’re also human.” He shook his head. “Two squads, from another Frontier ship. And even they should be ready to evacuate at a moment’s notice. Once we’ve secured that super-ship, I expect it to become the enemy’s primary target. There’s no need to risk more marine lives needlessly.”
A brittle silence followed, leaving Wilson feeling like he’d crashed their birthday party and spilled beer all over the cake. All the same, he knew he’d made the right call.
Lieutenant Hodge’s voice came to them through the overhead speakers, from where he piloted the shuttle in the cockpit. “Might want to call up a feed from one of the forward optical sensors, folks. The show’s about to begin.”
Wilson had already stowed his eyepiece underneath his pressure suit, and accessing it now would be a pain. Instead, he lifted his helmet from the deck between his feet and lowered it over his head. With a hiss and a click, it mated with the suit’s neck, and the HUD flickered to life.
Tapping the control on the side of the helmet, he called up a visual feed just as bright beams sprouted from projectors on every Frontier and Anvil ship that had them. They cut through space, dividing it into a drunken spider’s web, and converging on one of the seven Degenerate Empire ships that had been left to guard the Xanthic vessel—a token force that Thatcher would quickly put paid to.
The seven enemies were defeated in moments, with two of them offering their surrender. Thatcher accepted, of course, and would no doubt crew them with personnel that had once been under Wilson’s command, prior to his capture by the pirates.
The Frontier-Anvil force refocused their laserfire on the Xanthic ship. The pirates within had raised her forcefield the moment the light had reached them from the course change Thatcher had ordered. But the same shield that had prevented Rose, Avery, and the other marines from boarding her stood no chance against the combined might of dozens of warships.
Even if she was a super-ship.
The shield bucked and shuddered wildly before abruptly collapsing. The marines sent up a cheer that filled the shuttle’s interior.
“That’s that,” Hodge said. “Can I get confirmation to move in?”
Stuckley glanced at Wilson, and it took him a moment to notice it, fixated as he was on the view of the magnificent vessel he intended to command.
He gave Stuckley the nod.
“Bring us in, Hotdog,” the marine commander said.
The shuttle surged forward, along with fourteen other attack shuttles, all sent by Frontier ships. Most of the crew he’d need to sail the alien craft were distributed across those shuttles.
Time to make history, I suppose.
But the question raised by his conversation with Thatcher remained, of exactly what sort of history he was about to make.
The thought was obliterated by a stream of laserfire from a hard point on the Xanthic hull—aimed straight at Attack Shuttle One.
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Thatcher could all but feel the tension humming throughout the CIC as they watched the advancing wave of Degenerate Empire warships.
Three different pirate forces had eventually joined in on the chase that had begun in Ucalegon—Ben Baumann’s fleet, and two battle groups, one of which was almost large enough to called a fleet in its own right.
At least they’re fairly strung out along their trajectory. In his haste to finally corner Thatcher and catch him, Baumann had made the same mistake he’d made before, of allowing his fastest ships to range ahead of his fleet’s main body. To the pirate commander, that choice probably didn’t seem like a mistake this time, given Thatcher had nowhere to run, and that his fleet was badly outnumbered by the force coming after him. If you counted the ships locking down the Nankeen-Quad jump gate, the combined pirate fleet dwarfed his. And some of those ships were now streaming out to join their fellows in stamping out the Frontier-Anvil fleet.
While the fast attack ships had sailed well ahead of the other DE ships, their numbers were still substantial: roughly twenty percent bigger than the force that had pursued him into Galago System, only to be ravaged by Garcia’s stealth mines.
Except, this time we don’t have mines. All we have is a Xanthic ship we haven’t actually taken yet, with no guarantee we can operate her.
Worse, he couldn’t order the Nav officers under his command to use transverse velocity to compensate for their smaller numbers. The number of units in play was simply too great for that. If a ship tried to establish an artificial orbit around an adversary, making it difficult for that adversary to hit it with weapons fire, then it would likely be offering some other ship a conveniently lined-up shot during several sections of its orbit.
Even if using transverse velocity to his advantage had been an option, the fast attack ships they were about to fight were capable of accelerating well beyond his fleet’s maximum velocity. If he tried to play that game with them, they would win.
He tapped the comm on his chair’s armrest. “All ships, separate into predesignated battle groups. I’ll pass along which coordinates I’d like each group to occupy soon, through my Ops officer, Lieutenant Guerrero.”
Guerrero glanced at him from her station, nodding. Till now, the fleet had been formed up in a Funnel Formation—a reasonable choice, given that the enemy was sailing toward them in what was more or less a straight line.
Except, Thatcher didn’t expect the pirates to hold that line. Whether he liked it or not—and he decidedly did not like it—the pirates now had too much space combat experience to be counted on to make blunders on that level. 
As such, even his Funnel Formation would likely prove too concentrated. He needed something far more versatile.
So he’d invented a formation of his own.
I think I’ll call it “Dispersed Formation,” he reflected, with some measure of pride. Naming it before now wouldn’t have been wise, since it would have made his plan that much easier to leak.
Guerrero was familiar with his invention, and she worked with Ortega to find the optimal place to send each battle group, adapting it to the enemy fleet’s posture.
Dispersed Formation amounted to several small “blobs” of ships, distributed almost at random across a battlespace, from edge to edge—along the ecliptic plane as well as perpendicular to it. Each blob was a battle group consisting of one primary damage dealer, four secondary damage dealers, a logistics ship, and an eWar ship. Some of the battle groups lacked such support, since there weren’t enough logistics and eWar vessels to go around, and so to those groups Thatcher had assigned a scout ship each. That wouldn’t do much more than offer some minor additional fire support—and maybe help them recover from any sensor fog quicker. But it was better than nothing.
To Emilio Garcia’s credit, he hadn’t raised a single objection to Thatcher folding Anvil ships into Frontier formations, and placing them under the command of Frontier captains. The Anvil military personnel did whatever Garcia told them to do, and Garcia had instructed them to follow whatever orders Thatcher cared to give.
Which was nice, considering he’d already faced opposition from within his own corp today.
Guerrero spoke from the Ops console, her words clipped. “Sir, our shuttles are taking fire. The pirates appear to have activated a laser point defense system.”
Thatcher’s gaze fixated on the enlarged tactical display shown inside the holotank. “Send November and Zulu squadrons to provide backup.” They were the closest battle groups to the harried shuttles.
“Y-yes, sir.”
Thatcher glanced at her again, wondering what had caused her to stutter. It wasn’t like her to let the tension of battle get to her like that—not anymore, at any rate.
Then, he realized it had probably been because he’d forgotten to use his armrest comm panel to give the order directly to the squadrons in question. In his haste to react to the new threat, he’d defaulted to the old, less efficient way of doing things.
He gave his head a brisk shake. That should be muscle memory, by now. Get your head in the game, Tad.
Inside the holotank, the icon representing Attack Shuttle One jagged sharply to starboard, narrowly avoiding a volley of laserfire that had been aimed at its bow.
Two other laser batteries took aim at the shuttle that carried Wilson, but the pilot dodged them too, the bright beams passing within no more than a hair’s width of the hull. At least, that was how it looked on the tactical display—in fact, it had probably been dozens of kilometers, at minimum.
Good work, Hotdog. Losing that shuttle would have been disastrous.
The squadrons he’d sent didn’t have far to travel—they’d already been just outside firing range of the Xanthic craft, having finished taking down her shield mere minutes ago. They opened up with railgun fire as they drew near once more, taking out the laser batteries in position to do harm to the shuttles.
Don’t do too much damage, Thatcher urged them. We’re going to need those weapons soon enough.
But he needed to trust the commanders of November and Zulu to exercise the necessary restraint. If they hadn’t developed the composure to do so now, he wasn’t likely to cultivate it in them in the middle of an engagement.
More pressing: the pirate fast attack ships were about to enter firing range.
As predicted, the enemy formation morphed a mere five thousand kilometers before drawing within reach of Frontier and Anvil weapon systems. Their line formation quickly became a broad spiral that aimed into the heart of Thatcher’s fleet.
He blinked at the holotank. That’s a much more sophisticated choice than I expected from them. While the Spiral Formation was one that received mention in the few manuals that had been written on space combat, it had never actually been used, to Thatcher’s knowledge.
That was mostly because those manuals had been written well before engagements involving forces this size had ever become a reality. But even the writers had known that executing a formation like the Spiral would require deft ship handling and above-average levels of intra-fleet coordination.
The speed with which the pirate commanders formed up shocked Thatcher, too. And now that they had, their spiral would offer them good versatility, as well as an unpredictability that would translate into a solid defense against any attack Thatcher cared to launch.
How best to tackle a spiral? Chin resting on his palm, he ran a finger across his cheek in thought, which surprised him by producing a slight rasp. Has it really been that long since I shaved? He’d been pulling longer hours than he’d thought, during their desperate flight through Lacuna Region’s south.
He scanned the battlespace one last time, then nodded to himself.
The pirates’ spiral formation was impressive, there was no doubt about that. It offered them good versatility. But his Dispersed Formation, he decided, would prove superior.
Now to demonstrate that. He tapped the comm panel. “I want Uniform, Kilo, India, Golf, and Alpha squadrons to converge on the first twenty enemy ships, allocating Hellborns as efficiently as possible. All other battle groups will standby for further orders. Let’s kick this off by bloodying their nose for them.”
 The five battle groups he’d named accelerated toward the front of the enemy formation, missiles already launching from every available tube. The others, he would keep in reserve, to sail in from their dispersed locations to provide support wherever it became needed.
Turrets blazed on pirate hulls, and they returned fire with missiles of their own.
The showdown had finally begun.
As Thatcher watched the weapons fire exchange, a strange calm descended over him. Part of him felt relieved by the fact he’d finally turned to face the ones who’d harried him all over this region, threatening the lives of the people under his command—killing many of them.
But a much larger part was taken up by a cold determination, and that part was intent only on making them pay.
For the first time in weeks, the guilt he felt over his relations with Veronica Rose was gone. So was wondering whether he was good enough to do what Admiral Ward had claimed he must.
For the time being, all that had been washed away, and everything had become very simple:
He would either win, or he would die.
But he didn’t plan to die. He planned to claim victory. And he intended that victory to be total.
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Stuckley’s assault rifle jammed, and he cursed, falling back under his marines’ covering fire to the intersection behind him.
Had the master-at-arms given him a weapon that hadn’t been broken in yet? Normally new guns were put through their paces at the two-lane firing range near the Jersey’s main arms locker, but it was possible there’d been a mix-up. Otherwise, it was strange for a weapon fired by an experienced operator to jam.
He crouched with the muzzle pointed at the bulkhead and looked into the ejection port. Double feed. He pulled the bolt back, released the magazine, and as it clattered to the deck he racked the slide four times to clear the chamber, then slammed a fresh magazine home. The last one had been almost spent anyway.
Ultimately, there was only one way to make sure the jam was cleared. Stuckley leaned slowly past the corner, into the corridor, and fired in the enemy’s direction. It accomplished nothing except to add a little suppressive fire—and to confirm that his weapon had been cleared.
Before he could fire again, the shooting had stopped.
“There are still two tangos hiding behind cover,” Wilson said over Fourth Squad’s comms. “I think they’ve had enough.”
Stuckley activated his power suit’s broadcast mode, and his words boomed from a chest speaker. “Put down your weapons and come out with your hands raised over your heads. You have five seconds to do so. Do anything else, and we’ll be forced to kill you.”
The sound of weapons clattering to the deck followed, and two pirates stumbled into view, nearly colliding in their desperation to comply.
Stuckley nodded to Wilson, who tagged a private. They both rushed forward and seized the pirates, easily forcing them to the ground with their suits’ enhanced strength. Within seconds, both pirates’ wrists were bound together behind their backs using zip ties. Their ankles were next.
As the two marines worked, Stuckley took the opportunity to glance behind him, checking on Captain Wilson, who was being escorted by First Squad. Second Squad trailed behind First, taking up the rear.
They were making good time, and judging by the reports coming in from squad commanders all around the mammoth alien vessel, resistance so far had been minimal. That might change once they moved on the CIC and engine room, but so far, so good. It seemed the pirates mostly had researchers and technicians here—not fighters.
Even so, Stuckley had felt disoriented ever since setting foot on the ship. He’d seen video of the inside of the Xanthic station, transmitted by Major Avery in the minutes before the thing had blown, taking everyone on that mission with it.
It had looked nothing like the inside of this craft.
The word “alien” hardly seemed to apply, here. If someone had blindfolded him and led him aboard this craft, then told him it was of human make, he almost would have believed it. While the station had been full of crazy angles, with deep crevices and sharp protrusions that often obstructed the corridors, the warship’s passageways all met at clean right angles, just like on human vessels.
Stuckley honestly would have preferred to fight aboard the station, with the ample cover provided by its bizarre angular design. Here, they needed to take the ship intersection by intersection—a slower process that involved overwhelming the enemy each time with superior firepower and technology. The Frontier marines had plenty of both, but it still took time, with a much higher risk of casualties.
Captain Wilson caught up to him, giving voice to his thoughts. “If this thing’s layout is as close to human ships as it looks, we should be close to the CIC. Do you have contact with the rest of my officers?” Wilson’s Nav and Ops officers stood behind him, but the rest of his CIC crew were with another platoon, who also had Mehta with them—Wilson’s XO. Other platoons escorted the Triumph’s second and third watches. If any one of the CIC officers was lost, they would have a replacement, barring a complete catastrophe.
Let’s make sure that doesn’t happen. Stuckley examined his HUD’s incomplete map of the ship, which the AI was filling in as marines advanced through her. “Commander Mehta is two passageways over, sir, about as close as we are. We should be able to sail her within minutes of taking the CIC.”
Wilson nodded. “Provided she wants to do what I ask of her.” He tapped the bulkhead with two fingers, then shot Stuckley a grin through his pressure suit’s faceplate. “Either way, your job will be done.”
Stuckley didn’t answer, keeping his expression as neutral as he could. He didn’t like being ordered away after they’d taken the ship, but he hardly had the authority to challenge Wilson’s command.
The surrendered pirates were secured, so Stuckley got on the platoon-wide channel. “Let’s push on through, Vickers.”
“Yes, sir.”
They drew within sight of the hatch that gave access into the CIC without encountering further resistance. At least, I’m assuming it’s the CIC hatch. Following Wilson’s line of reasoning, the location seemed right, and the fact it was sealed tight seemed to support the conclusion.
Vickers was looking at him.
“You know what to do, Sergeant.”
The marine nodded. He did know, clearly, but he’d also needed confirmation from his commander. They had minimal time, here, and the CIC would hold sensitive, vital equipment.
There was nothing for it but for Fourth Squad to stack up and wait for Corporal Wilson to blow the hatch, then storm the chamber beyond. So that was what they did.
Wilson set the charges, and his squadmates stood in line closeby. Probably too close—Stuckley felt sure their HUDs were shooting them strident proximity warnings, about now. But Wilson didn’t question it, and Stuckley didn’t call them back.
The heavy door blew, rocking the first marine backward, but he recovered quickly, his power suit keeping him safe. Fourth Squad rushed in, each marine peeling off to either side as he entered.
Weapons fire roared, and Stuckley waited for the outcome, holding his breath. This was the most delicate part of the mission: neutralizing any resistance inside while making sure not to damage anything.
The marines knew the stakes—knew what they had to do. They did it as well as they could. But like so many objectives, achieving it came with a steep cost.
Stuckley patched in Vickers’ feed to his HUD just in time to watch Wilson take a round to his faceplate. It punched cleanly through, and he fell to the deck, limp.
“No,” someone croaked, their voice strangled and unrecognizable. It took Stuckley a few seconds to realize he’d been the one to speak. He gripped his weapon so hard it shook, and blind rage filled him, along with the sudden desire to brutally kill every pirate on this ship.
But before he could join his men inside the CIC, they’d finished the job. Twenty pirates lay slain, some of them strewn across consoles, others slumped against bulkheads, or laid out on the deck.
“Check to make sure they’re dead,” Stuckley growled at Vickers, then rushed to join Fourth Squad’s corpsman as he knelt beside Wilson.
“The round’s inside his brain, sir,” Lance Corporal Myoh said. “He’s still holding on, but barely. He needs to be evacced, now.”
Myoh looked blurry, and Stuckley realized he was looking at the corpsman through a curtain of tears. He blinked them fiercely away, and forced himself to breathe. “Get it done.”
Someone pushed past Stuckley and knelt at the fallen corporal’s side. Stuckley was about to rip the idiot away when he realized it was Captain Wilson.
“God damn it,” the former admiral whispered, apparently not realizing he was speaking over the platoon-wide channel—or maybe not caring. “God damn it,” he said again, his voice shaking, his gloved hand hovering over his nephew’s frame, as though uncertain whether he should touch him.
“Are you good, sir?” Stuckley felt awkward asking the question, and the words came out more abrasive than he’d intended. But Wilson was vital to this mission, and if he was about to fall apart, then everyone needed to know.
A ragged breath came over the comm, and then the captain straightened, turning toward Stuckley with his jaw set. “I’m good,” he said, sounding mad.
Not sure that’s good. Calm would be better. Then again, maybe mad is just what we need.
“All right, then. The CIC is secure, and it’s all yours.”
“Get my marine guard in place, and get your men out of here. Get my nephew back to the Jersey, and see that he’s taken good care of. See that he recovers.”
“I will, sir,” Stuckley said, though Wilson’s recovery seemed far from certain.
With that, the captain stalked over to the command console. “Get my crew in here. I want this thing operational yesterday.”
Stuckley could understand that. He could also understand the murderous undertone he heard in Wilson’s voice.
In fact, he felt jealous. Provided Wilson’s people got the super-ship working, he’d soon have the chance to extract his revenge from the thousands of pirates crewing the vessels closing in on them, seeking to end them. All while Stuckley and the other marines had to go back to their respective ships and sit on their hands.
Well, that’s how it goes. We’ve done our part. The words were true, but they did nothing to quell his anger.
He stopped just shy of the hatch, where marines were carrying Corporal Wilson out on a stretcher. He turned back to the downed marine’s uncle.
“Give them hell, sir.”
Wilson stopped his work long enough to turn and meet Stuckley’s eyes. “I mean to.”
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“Captain Wilson and his team have run into trouble getting the Xanthic ship up and running, sir. Apparently the pirates managed to install some security measures on top of the alien OS that’s stopping them from accessing the controls.”
Thatcher gritted his teeth, lending his breath a hissing quality. He forced himself to unclench them. “Acknowledged, Lucy. Thank you for the update.”
Why would Degenerate Empire restrict access to those stations? They couldn’t have expected us to break through to them.
As soon as he’d asked the question, the answer hit him, seeming immediately obvious. Trust among the various factions that made up the pirate Empire would be in short supply, and Vega likely didn’t trust any of his commanders any farther than he could monitor them. What would stop one faction from figuring out how to operate the vessel, get it working, and use it to seize power from Vega?
Nothing. And so he’d locked everyone out of her systems, except for people he no doubt had complete trust in.
Right now, the upshot for Thatcher and the fleet he commanded was that the bulk of the pursuing pirate force was inching closer across the tactical display’s expanded view of Nankeen System. Soon they would be close enough to engage—and Thatcher still lacked the superior alien firepower he’d hoped to have by now.
Even after Wilson managed to crack the pirates’ security, he would need to figure out whether he could meaningfully employ the information on Entropy Drives provided by Mittelman’s data dump. Luckily, a crack team of physicists and computer scientists—mostly from Anvil ships—and engineers and cryptographers—mostly from Frontier ships—accompanied Wilson.
He’ll get it done. But until he did, it seemed things would get a little hairier than expected.
The initial engagement, against the pursuing force of fast attack ships, had gone off almost without a hitch. Their use of a spiral formation had spooked him, initially, but the pirates had quickly proved themselves incapable of fully leveraging the technique’s enhanced versatility.
Instead, they’d rigidly tried to cling to their spiral, and Thatcher’s battle groups had picked apart their forward section. The next section of the spiral had fallen into disarray soon after, and by the time the Frontier and Anvil warships got to targeting the pirates’ rear guard, they were already turning tail to flee back to their slower ships.
That had worked wonders for fleet morale—at least, if the New Jersey CIC was any judge. Winning for the first time in a while had felt good, good enough to move his officers to send up enthusiastic cheers as their targets fled before the Griffon-class cruiser’s weapons fire.
But the mood had grown more somber, since then. The same ships that had retreated before now approached again, with their bulkier, more powerful cousins in tow. The tactical display told the truth, with its cloud of enemy icons, and the Frontier-Anvil fleet’s comparatively smaller size: the next fight would be a lot tougher.
“Sir, the force out of Farrago is decelerating.”
Thatcher frowned at the holotank. Why hesitate now? They have the clear numbers advantage.
Then, he understood. But he wanted to confirm his analysis. “Sullivan, estimate how long it will take them to reach maximum firing range, given their present velocity—and compare it to the arrival time of the ships approaching us from the Quad jump gate.”
Sullivan spent the better part of a minute tapping at his console, compiling the necessary figures. Then he looked at Thatcher wearing a morose expression. “They’ll arrive at the same time, Captain.”
Of course they will. The fact that the larger fleet would bother to wait for the smaller force’s flank showed immense respect for their Frontier and Anvil adversaries. But right now, Thatcher didn’t much care for the compliment. They want to make absolutely certain they will crush us.
The deceleration did give him more time to respond. Enough time to arrange his ships in whichever defensive formation he considered optimal. But the fact he was contending with two enemy forces complicated things by a lot. Especially if the commanders of those respective forces continued to behave more intelligently than Thatcher expected.
If he’d been in command of the enemy ships, he would have ordered each force to adopt a radically different formation from each other, with one’s weaknesses canceled out by the other’s strengths. That way, it would make it much harder for Thatcher to surprise them by changing up his own formation at the last minute.
But the deadline for the two pirate commanders to communicate on that level was fast approaching. Assuming they didn’t both have instant comm units—a safe assumption—then they’d need to sort out their strategy via time-lagged transmissions very soon. And given all three forces’ positions, those transmissions would have to pass through the space occupied by Frontier and Anvil ships.
“Lucy, I’d like you to check in with your network about whether any of our ships has intercepted transmissions sent from one of the pirate fleets to the other.”
“On it.”
By “network,” he’d meant the network of Guerrero’s counterparts, which now included Ops officers aboard Anvil ships as well as Frontier ships. Both as a show of good faith and a smart strategic decision, Thatcher had chosen to share Frontier’s new comm protocols with Garcia back in Galago. There had only been time to integrate the Anvil Ops officers and their consoles, but that alone was a huge upgrade to the combined fleet’s responsiveness.
“No enemy transmissions have been intercepted, sir.”
“Thank you, Lucy,” he said, resisting the urge to shake his head in disbelief. Fools. The missed opportunity probably shouldn’t have surprised him—maybe he’d been giving the pirates too much credit.
Though it’s much better to do that than underestimate them.
Either way, while the lack of coordination between his enemies would help, it wouldn’t be enough to survive against their numbers. Not without the Xanthic ship coming online soon.
I need to use this time to think.
How best to arrange his forces? His grandfather spoke into his thoughts, as he often did: There’s always an optimal plan. And when that plan falls apart in the chaos of battle, there’s even an optimal response to that happening.
The closer he got to making optimal choices, the more of his people’s lives he would spare.
Then, the solution struck him, as solutions so often did amidst the mounting pressure of an impending engagement. Something about the stress—and yes, the adrenaline—greased the gears of his mind, causing answers to spring from the machinery, almost miraculously.
Since speaking to Admiral Ward…and since losing Rose…he’d allowed that stress to get to him. It had clogged his mind’s machinery instead, causing it to operate sluggishly, if at all.
But today, his mojo seemed to have returned. Here’s hoping it sticks around, this time. I have a feeling I’ll need it.
“Guerrero, tell Wilson to have his people focus on breaking into the Xanthic vessel’s weapons systems first—that’s to be their main priority, to the exclusion of everything else.”
“Aye, sir.”
He would have given the order himself, except that he had other commands to give. He tapped the panel inset in his chair’s armrest, putting himself on the fleetwide.
“All ships, reassemble into your respective battle groups. Squadron commanders are to coordinate so that our forces are distributed around the Xanthic vessel, with it as our focal point.”
He called up the command applet on his holoscreen, which was already lighting up green as every ship in the fleet acknowledged his orders. Almost at once, the ships began to rotate, pointing their sterns toward the advancing enemy force and engaging primary thrusters.
Once all squadrons were in position, he spoke over the fleetwide command channel once again. “We will defend the Xanthic vessel at all costs. Now that we have it, the pirates will likely make it their main target. Let them think they have a chance of getting within striking distance of it. Exploit their eagerness to take it from us. And as they draw close to it, punish them harshly.
“The Degenerates have numbers on their side. Their forces are far more numerous than ours. But we have the benefit of better technology; newer, more powerful ships; and most importantly…we have you. The best-trained crews in the entire Dawn Cluster. We’ve endured so much to get to this day, and now the filth that crew those ships will learn what it means to go through what we’ve all gone through together. They’ll taste our wrath for every hardship they’ve sought to impose on us and on the people we’re charged with protecting.
“This day will rock Degenerate Empire to its core. It will be a day they remember forever—a story they repeat again and again to each other, in breathless whispers. A tale that will make them tremble at the thought of ever challenging us again.
“And it all begins now.”



Chapter Forty-Two
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Nankeen System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
The pirate forces converged, cleanly flanking the Frontier-Anvil Fleet. The battlespace lit up with laserfire.
He’d given each squadron commander the latitude to make decisions about how to deploy the ships they were responsible for. That freed Thatcher to monitor the entire battlespace, looking for opportunities as they presented themselves—in addition to commanding his own squadron.
“Barb, you’re being targeted at maximum missile range,” he said, speaking over his squadron’s command channel. “Withdraw back into the formation, with the aim of luring the enemy into the New Jersey’s Hellborns.”
The frigate lit up green on his command applet, and the tactical display showed it pulling back into Bravo Squadron. The pirate cruiser targeting her inched dutifully closer, her crew apparently intent on taking out the weaker Frontier vessel.
Thatcher tapped the comm panel to mute himself over the squadronwide channel. “Helm, take us forward at full acceleration. Stand by to launch Hellborns, Ortega.”
“Aye, sir.”
Thatcher frowned at the tactical display on his holoscreen, then tapped the comm panel again. “Onyx, tighten up your position in the formation.”
Unlike Barb, the command applet did not show Onyx acknowledging his order. On the display, the frigate continued her wayward course.
A moment later, Guerrero spoke. “Captain Pearson is requesting to speak with you, sir.”
Thatcher suppressed a frustrated sigh. He could deny the request, occupied as he was. Under the new comm protocols, superiors could reach out directly to subordinates, but permission was needed in the opposite direction—otherwise Thatcher would constantly be fielding concerns and suggestions from officers, and actually commanding a battle would quickly become impossible.
“Patch the commander through to my console,” he said at last.
“Sir,” Pearson said once he was on the line, “I strongly suggest you allow the Onyx to continue on her present trajectory. If November Squadron had just a little more help, they could defeat the ships they’re fighting. We can offer that help—there’s no better time, since we’re not being pressured nearly as much right now.”
“Commander, I need you to follow my orders. I’ll welcome your feedback after the battle, and I’ll give it due consideration. But right now I can’t afford to take the time to explain every decision I make.”
“But sir—”
“Commander,” Thatcher said, stabbing his holoscreen with his index finger to indicate three different pirate battle groups. “I’m forwarding you designations for three different groups of enemy ships currently on an intercept course with Bravo Squadron. Unless one or more of those battle groups deviate from that course soon, we’re going to have our hands full. I need Onyx to maintain tight formation, and I need you to follow my orders without question.”
“Yes, sir,” Pearson said, though his tone was grudging.
Thatcher ended the transmission, and realized he was gritting his teeth.
He’d intentionally placed Onyx in Bravo Formation, so he could keep Pearson close. As ridiculous as it seemed, Thatcher suspected that the man might not have heeded a squadron commander with less authority than Thatcher.
Loretta Duncombe was professional enough that Thatcher trusted her to strictly uphold the chain of command, especially after the exchange they’d had beforehand. But Pearson was a wild card, and he seemed to interpret Duncombe’s opposition to many of Thatcher’s decisions as a license to flirt with insubordination.
“Hellborns are ready to launch, sir,” Ortega said.
Thatcher glanced at the tactical display, then nodded. Ortega’s statement had been a gentle reminder, Thatcher knew, and he appreciated it. “Launch Hellborns, Tim.”
The Jersey bucked with each missile’s departure, and Thatcher watched as they sailed toward the target. The pirate ship didn’t change its trajectory, but it did react quickly enough to try to shoot down the incoming missiles.
It failed to stop either of them. Both Hellborns slammed into its bow in quick succession. The second sent chain explosions ripping through its superstructure.
No one cheered. The target’s destruction hardly seemed to affect the battlespace at all, given the sheer number of enemy ships that remained.
Thatcher studied the three pirate battle groups converging on his squadron, then cast his gaze across the rest of the battlespace. Multiple squadron commanders were already in the situation he would soon find himself in, beset by enemies on all sides. Echo Squadron looked to be in particular trouble. Even as Thatcher looked on, they lost two damage dealers in quick succession—a pair of corvettes—and their main damage dealer, the Frontier destroyer Ruby, came under heavy fire.
His plan to use the Xanthic ship as bait was falling apart in the face of Degenerate Empire’s numbers. As tempting a target as the alien super-ship provided for the pirates, it was still vital that Thatcher’s forces protect it. That meant his squadrons needed to intercept any pirate battle groups that drew too close to it—and that had already amounted to far too many ships to contend with.
He compiled a channel that included only the commanders of Echo and India Squadrons. No need to damage morale by letting the entire fleet know Echo is already falling apart. “Echo and India, I want you to merge. Captain Morris, have North Star bolster Ruby’s shields as soon as she’s within microwave beam range.”
“Aye, sir,” said Morris, the commander of India Squadron.
“Sir….” Guerrero said.
Thatcher returned his attention to his own part of the battlespace. The first of the three incoming enemy battle groups had nearly arrived.
“I see them, Lucy.” He tapped the armrest panel. “Bravo, adopt Arrowhead Formation with the Jersey at the tip.”
The command applet lit up green, this time with the Onyx as one of the first to acknowledge the order. Maybe Pearson had taken their little talk to heart.
“Enemy ordnance incoming,” Guerrero warned less than a minute later.
As Thatcher had hoped, most of the enemy fire was aimed squarely at the Jersey, which was capable of absorbing the most damage—especially with Lightfoot directly behind her, feeding energy into her aft receiver array.
Even so, the cruiser was down a capacitor module, and she could only withstand this level of punishment for so long. The arrival of the second and third groups of incoming pirate ships would likely tell a much different tale.
“All Bravo damage dealers, fire railguns at the three foremost enemy ships.” He tapped the panel, then added: “Ortega—have the missile bay crew reloaded the tubes yet?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. Fire them both at that converted freighter.”
“Aye, sir.”
The Jersey shuddered twice more, and the birds sailed into space, seeking their targets with a predator’s doggedness.
The targeted pirate ship soon redirected her fire at the incoming missiles, and one of them went down. If her companions had been able to help, their combined fire might have taken down the second Hellborn—but they were too busy evading Bravo’s railgun fire.
The missile slammed home, its onboard AI targeting a section of hull that had already been compromised by a Frontier railgun. It plunged deeply into the target’s hull, and ate her from the inside out. An explosion blossomed, to be promptly smothered by the airless void.
“Bravo, focus your fire on the pirate frigate whose designation I’m forwarding now.”
The squadron captains responded promptly, and the target went up even quicker than Thatcher hoped. With that, the enemy formation broke apart, its constituent ships fleeing in three different directions. But the other two groups were hard on their heels, and Thatcher suspected the retreating vessels would soon be back to help avenge their fellows.
“Sir, the Minotaur is taking heavy fire,” Guerrero said. “I recommend merging her squadron with one that has a logistics ship.”
Thatcher blinked. His attention had been on Ruby, whose shields finally seemed to be stabilizing—though more pirates were converging on the combined Echo-India Squadron.
“Good idea,” he said. “Send an order to that effect, Lucy.” He tapped the comm panel. “Bravo, assume Wall Formation, with Opportune and Lightfoot at the rear. Opportune, prepare to jam enemy targeting.”
The jamming should help withstand the coming barrage, but it could only do so much. And an omnidirectional jamming burst was out of the question, surrounded as they were. The Degenerate Empire forces had much better sensor coverage, and they’d recover from any sensor fog far faster.
“Sir, the Ruby!”
Thatcher looked in time to see that it wasn’t the destroyer who was in the most trouble—at least, not yet. Instead, the pirates had had the wherewithal to focus all their fire on the North Star, whose shield spasmed wildly. She was the only logistics ship protecting both Echo and India.
Her shield fell, letting in all the weapons fire it had kept at bay just a second ago. Missiles and railgun rounds cratered her hull. Then, she exploded.
Thatcher desperately scanned the battlespace near Echo and India Squadrons, searching for anyone who could come to their aid. But there was no one.
The pirates had already switched to targeting Ruby. And moments later, they blew her apart as well.
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With Ruby destroyed, Echo and India Squadrons rallied around Calypso, the light armored cruiser that had become their primary damage dealer.
Combined, they were still larger than any of the other eight battle groups under Thatcher’s command. But now they lacked shield support, and the pirates seemed to have gotten a taste for their blood. More Degenerate Empire forces were swarming in, to surround them completely.
But as much as it pained him, he couldn’t pay attention to that now, since Bravo Squadron was also about to face overwhelming opposition.
“Divide your fire between these two converted mining vessels, Bravo,” Thatcher said, sending out the designations as he spoke. The targets he’d chosen were among the closest, and should be fairly easy to take out. If he could destroy several enemy ships in quick succession, it could shake the remaining captains’ confidence.
Anything that reduces the amount of fire we’re about to take has to be good.
The shooting commenced, and just as he’d expected, most of it was focused on the New Jersey. It was no secret to the pirates who commanded the light armored cruiser—or likely to anyone in the Dawn Cluster, for better or worse. They knew the value of taking out Jersey.
It had been suggested to him at one of the captains’ meeting that he switch commands with the captain of another cruiser—the Calypso, in fact—to avoid being lost to the enemy and leaving the Frontier-Anvil fleet without a commander.
He’d immediately vetoed it, saying he wasn’t about to paint a target on another captain’s back just to protect himself.
The real reason, he kept to himself: that he didn’t trust any other captain with the Jersey. By now, he considered her almost an extension of himself, and he refused to leave her.
With the Lightfoot tucked safely behind, and focusing all her capacitor power on bolstering the New Jersey, the shield was holding up fairly well. It was slowly depleting, however. And more enemies were drawing within range.
The Bravo damage dealers worked together to destroy DE ships as fast as they could, smoothly switching from neutralizing one target to working on the next one Thatcher had indicated.
But the pirate formation held firm. Both enemy battle groups were now within firing range, and the stragglers from the first group they’d defeated had returned as well, to bolster the enemy ranks even further.
“Let’s soften up the next target,” Thatcher said, glad for how level his voice sounded. “Ortega, fire Hellborns at the converted mega-freighter.”
“Aye, sir.”
Seconds later, the missiles’ departure shook the cruiser’s frame. Only one of them made it to the target, obliterating a shuttle dock. While that reduced its usefulness as a freighter, it didn’t much affect the ship’s warfighting capabilities. It continued to send everything it had at the Jersey, and so did its fellows.
“Shields are nearly down to fifty percent, sir.”
“Acknowledged, Lucy,” Thatcher said, even though he’d already been watching the falling shield readout like a hawk.
Then, something caught his eye. Oh, no.
A fourth enemy battle group was closing in on his formation’s rear.
“Sir—”
“I see them, Lucy.”
“Yes, sir.”
Damn them. The newcomers no doubt sought to do the same thing their comrades had done to Echo and India squadrons: destroy his logistics ship. That would cripple his battle group, leaving them vulnerable against so many adversaries.
“Vox and Ontario, move to the rear of our formation and protect Lightfoot from the enemy ships approaching from that direction.” He turned to Ortega, tapping the comm panel to mute himself as he did. “Have two more Hellborns loaded, Tim. And Kitt—stand ready to bring us about.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” both officers said in unison.
The flanking pirate force drew within range…and instead of firing on Lightfoot, they all targeted Vox. The corvette’s shields began shuddering immediately under the combined fire.
Jaw clenched, Thatcher stared at the number the Jersey’s shield readout now displayed: thirty-nine percent.
He tapped the comm panel. “Lightfoot, use your beam splitter module to bolster Vox’s shield as well.”
The acknowledgment came, and Lightfoot split its maser beam to feed both ships’ capacitors. As a result, the Jersey’s shield dropped faster.
“Twenty-five percent, sir,” Guerrero said.
Thatcher didn’t answer. He was breathing deeply, almost gasping, racking his brain for what to do. The holotank drew his gaze, which showed almost every other Frontier-Anvil squadron in similar situations.
We’re on the verge of falling apart. Where’s our supporting fire, Fred?
He considered contacting Wilson, but decided against it, wary of interrupting the man. If something was wrong, he’d tell me. Otherwise, I need to let him work.
The shield reached nineteen percent just as Vox’s gave way entirely. Enemy laser and railgun fire converged on her, and she blew apart startlingly fast.
With that, they started working on Ontario.
“Onyx, join Ontario in protecting Lightfoot. Lightfoot, begin bolstering Ontario’s shield.”
Pearson acknowledged the order via the applet as his ship moved to join the beleaguered corvette, whose shield already shook just as wildly as her sister ship’s had in the moments before its collapse.
The Jersey’s shield fell to thirteen percent.
Eleven percent.
Nine….
Laser batteries flared to life all along the mammoth Xanthic ship’s hull.
Whether by chance or by Wilson’s design, the pirate ships pressuring the Lightfoot were among the first to be targeted. Immediately, the fire battering Ontario’s shield lessened, and it began to stabilize. The attacking pirate ships reversed course, seeking to distance themselves from the leviathan striving to kill them.
Bright beams split space into countless fragments as the super-ship dumped heat into multiple pirate hulls at once. A blinding energy buildup appeared at her nose, so bright that the holoscreen washed it out.
Next, a thick blue line connected it to the converted super-freighter Thatcher had attempted to take out before.
It was instantly vaporized.
That was all it took for the enemy fleet to fall into total disarray. They scattered in every direction, but the ravening beams emanating from the Xanthic vessel’s hull did not cease, claiming three and four ships at a time.
Its laser turrets were just as powerful as any primary weapon Thatcher had ever seen…and its main laser was awesome to behold. Seconds passed between each shot, as it charged up to fire again, but with every discharge another enemy ship was converted into a cloud of fine debris, spreading quietly through space.
Thatcher hammered his fingers on the comm panel three times, putting himself on the fleetwide. “Chase them down,” he told the captains and crews under his command. “Do not let them escape. Accept the surrender of any who offer it. But destroy the rest.”



Chapter Forty-Four
 
Aboard the Xanthic Super-Ship
Quad System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Finally, Thatcher reflected as he stepped off the shuttle onto the Xanthic vessel’s deck.
Mopping up after the battle had seemed to take forever, and even then, it took Wilson’s team four hours more to implement the information from Mittelman well enough to actually operate the ship.
But here they were, one system north of Nankeen, and well on their way toward the confrontation that awaited them in Red River System. Despite his fleet’s best efforts, a few pirate ships had escaped to the south, though Thatcher intended to make it back to Red River long before they did.
He’d taken a shuttle to join Wilson aboard the gigantic craft, to hear his team’s findings. Wilson had wanted him to come a lot sooner, insisting there was information he needed to hear, but until now Thatcher had been occupied with getting the fleet underway.
For the duration of his visit aboard the super-ship, its Entropy field had been deactivated, out of fear of any mutating effects it might have on human cells. In the meantime, the vessel coasted across Quad on its previous acceleration.
Thatcher didn’t like the idea of avoiding the risk of adverse effects while Wilson and his team were fully exposed to that risk. But they’d known what they were signing up for, and Thatcher knew the precaution made sense, as much as it bothered him.
Apparently, it had taken Wilson and the others more than a day to feel comfortable being on the ship without their pressure suits on, afraid that it would ‘phase out’ at any moment. But now that they had control of the Entropy Drive, that had thankfully stopped happening.
“It’s just like I said.” Wilson waved a hand at the bulkhead as they walked together through the super-ship’s passageways. “This thing could have been built by humans.”
Thatcher inclined his head. “Except for all the alien technology.”
His friend gave him a wry smile. “Yes. Except for that. But look at its design. Its clean right angles, as compared to what we’ve seen in their colonies—and especially compared to the vids Avery transmitted to us before that station blew up. The Xanthic don’t think like this.” Wilson ran his fingers along the bulkhead to his right. “What’s more, every system we have aboard one of our ships, the Xanthic have either a close analog or the same damn thing. You’d expect more deviation from an alien species, wouldn’t you?”
“What about the Entropy Drive?” Thatcher asked as they passed through an intersection.
“Let’s save that for the eggheads to explain. Because the drive is where things get especially nuts.”
Someone cleared his throat, and Thatcher glanced to his left to see Doctor Rapino standing near the bulkhead of the intersecting corridor with his hands folded in front of him. If he resented being called an “egghead” by Wilson, he didn’t show it.
“Doctor,” Wilson said, without a hint of embarrassment. “We were just talking about you. I want you to tell the captain here what you told me.”
Rapino headed the team of experts Anvil had sent to accompany Wilson aboard the Xanthic ship. Thatcher had pictured him wearing a lab coat, but he wore the usual slate-gray Anvil service uniform.
“It would be my pleasure,” the doctor said with a light Italian accent. “If you would join me in walking this way.” Rapino indicated the passage behind him.
“Oh—the briefing room’s down there?” Wilson said. “We were about to pass it!” He looked at Thatcher. “It’s easy to get lost inside this thing. Even with the map the marines compiled.”
Thatcher followed Rapino into a chamber almost as big as the New Jersey’s CIC. Mushroom-like stools marched in rows back from the center, which was dominated by a massive holotank, of all things.
“More technology identical to ours,” Thatcher muttered.
“Yep,” Wilson said. “Though for whatever reason, inside the CIC there isn’t a holotank or holoscreen in sight.”
Odder and odder. “Doctor, have you encountered any evidence that begins to explain why the Xanthic appear to have so much of our technology?”
“I’m afraid not, Captain Thatcher. But if you asked me to guess, then I would say they’re stealing it.”
Thatcher raised his eyebrows. A sobering thought. Frontier had gained nanofab tech from a Xanthic terminal—but that was another human technology, wasn’t it? The UNC had discovered nanofabbers decades before the Xanthic had been found to have it. Did the aliens steal that, too?
 “Tell him what you think the Entropy Drive means,” Wilson said.
Rapino nodded, then approached a control interface on the holotank’s side. He used the touchscreen to navigate past three menus, then selected a file.
The blackness of space filled the holotank, with the super-ship at the center of the display, surrounded by unblinking stars. The massive vessel looked especially majestic, shown like this in crisp 3D.
Rapino tapped in a command, and a spherical field appeared around the ship. Unlike forcefields, which were usually represented in translucent white on such displays, this one was red.
“The field produced by the Entropy Drive takes a spherical shape, similar to our shields, except this field manifests at a much greater distance from the hull—it’s twenty kilometers in diameter, as opposed to our shields, which range from one to four kilometers.” Rapino tapped the touch controls again, causing a shield to appear, its white shell nestled well within the red orb. “The Xanthic vessel’s shield falls in the upper range of our shields’ diameters, but it does appear to be constrained by the same technological limits that humans have encountered.
“The reason the Entropy field seems to be necessary comes down to the way the vessel’s drive achieves motive power, which doesn’t appear to involve propulsion at all.”
“A reactionless drive, then?”
“Not exactly. There is a reaction mass—it just behaves differently than anything known to us. Energy is produced by converting a gaseous fuel into its crystalline form, which is then discarded from the system…but as waste as opposed to propellant. We’re assuming this process interacts with energy fields in some way to actually displace the ship. But we don’t yet know for sure.”
“You don’t know how the drive works, yet you say we’re ready to use it?”
Rapino shrugged. “We’ve succeeded in sailing the ship. Without extra months to do more research, possibly years, then I think we’re going to need to satisfy ourselves with that if we’re to take this ship out of the region.”
“Tell him what you think it means,” Wilson repeated.
“Ah. Yes.” Rapino tapped the control, and the red bubble disappeared. “Without the field produced by the Entropy Drive, Captain Thatcher, it appears the drive wouldn’t function at all. That is why the pirates weren’t able to move the ship from where they found it. The Entropy Drive remained a mystery to them, and I believe that’s because they hadn’t yet realized it was designed for a different universe entirely, with a different set of physical laws.”
“Wait. You’re saying the Xanthic are from a different universe?”
“Precisely.”
Thatcher shook his head. “That makes no sense. We’ve found their colonies. Clearly they’re from this universe.”
Wilson reached out and tapped the side of the holotank, inside which the red sphere had reappeared. “The entire reason for that field’s existence is to allow the ship to operate in this universe, under its physical laws. Rapino’s people believes the field creates conditions similar to those that exist wherever they come from.”
“Explain the colonies, then.”
“Could be they’re outposts. Forward operating bases.”
Thatcher turned the prospect over in his mind, but decided he wasn’t going to make heads or tails of it today. Probably not anytime soon.
He turned back to Rapino. “You mentioned the pirates couldn’t move the ship from where they ‘found’ it. Are you suggesting they simply happened upon the ship, abandoned and undefended?”
“That’s exactly what he’s suggesting,” Wilson said. “Because that’s what the on-board records show.”
“If the Xanthic simply abandoned a super-ship, leaving it fully operational for pirates to find…then what’s there to say that won’t happen again, elsewhere in the Cluster?”
Wilson’s expression was grim. “Now you understand why I was so impatient to talk to you.”



Chapter Forty-Five
 
Aboard the Shtriga
Unknown Regard System, Quisle Region
Earth Year 2291
 
You have to show them that there is a hope. Even just a tiny one. Just show your people that there is a little tiny hope that exists.
The main screen showed two forces: Volkov’s, consisting of the forty Red Sky ships that had not yet been destroyed, and Penta Syndicate’s massive fleet, which stalked through the asteroid field toward the lone Helio base he’d chosen as the site of his last stand.
The enemy fleet numbered two hundred and thirty-three. A full fifteen of them were destroyers.
I’ve lost so many to these dogs. Yet more scars, left by another heartless enemy.
Simon Moll, Penta Syndicate. What was the difference between them? He hated them both equally. And today, he was determined to channel that hatred into a weapon that would make Penta pay a dear price for all they’d done to him.
He took a long pull from the coffee he’d brought to his command chair with him, then slammed it back onto the armrest with perhaps more force than was necessary. His eyes felt grainy, but he refused to wipe them.
He’d stayed up during the watch when he should have been sleeping with his head together with the other thirty-nine Red Sky captains. Together, they’d devised a strategy that should give the enemy a shock, at the very least. Provided it worked as well as they hoped it would.
Why wouldn’t it? It’s solid. And they won’t expect it. Not Penta. What with their superior numbers, and their bluster.
He’d come to know the enemy well, these past weeks. Yes, they were mighty. Yes, their numbers were vast, and their ships state-of-the-art.
But they were also cocky. They felt assured of their victory, and that made them sloppy. Even as they chased a pressured adversary, they took losses that Volkov would have considered unacceptable.
“Alexei, put me on the fleetwide channel.”
“Aye, sir.” Ivanov tapped efficiently at his console, and it was done.
“Brothers and sisters, look around you. The spacers you see at your side are among the most experienced warfighters in this entire Cluster. The cruel crucible of combat has taken from us, and taken from us, and taken from us, until only a hard kernel remains. But that kernel is as hard as diamond, my friends, and its edges are sharp. Let us use it to lay our enemies open.
“I chose this system because it is a jewel in the rough. Laden with resources, and connected to fully seven other star systems, it will become an important hub for whatever developments take root in southern Quisle. Abandoned mere months ago by Geocore Mining, Unknown Regard already has the infrastructure for us to quickly ramp up our own mining efforts. Yes, it lacks refining capabilities, but once we’ve gained those we can build up the system fast. Build up its defenses, so that we continue to hold it.”
He sniffed. “Quisle Region is perhaps the most unrecognized treasure throughout the Dawn Cluster. But word of its bounty will spread, and the Cluster’s corps and super-alliances will always eye it jealously, no matter who owns it. If Penta Syndicate stamps us out today, they will not sit easily on this metal-rich throne.
“But forget about that—because in the vision I see in my head, the Penta bastards are nowhere to be seen. In the future I see, Red Sky has reclaimed all of Devil’s Arm, and built its budding empire atop the corpses of the enemy it slew here.
“That no doubt seems impossible to you, with nearly six times our number approaching to destroy us. Lesser corps would agree with you, that it is indeed impossible.
“But I have spoken to you of the bounty that awaits us. Such reward will be hard-won, and splashed with blood—ours, and our enemies’. We are already exhausted, but to arrive at the future I speak of, we cannot yet rest for a long, long time.
“Even so…that future does exist, if we can only muster the will to make it so.” He gestured toward Ivanov. “Cut the broadcast, Alexei.”
“Yes…Mikhail.”
It took Volkov a moment to realize what his old friend had said. He’d used his first name, after years of refusing to do so.
Tears leapt to his eyes as they locked onto Alexei’s. They shared a nod, then returned to their work.
In the time it took the enemy to finally reach the Helio base, a solemn silence reigned inside the Shtriga’s CIC. Each man and woman remained intently focused on their final preparatory work. Each one alone with thoughts of the struggle yet to come.
At last, Ivanov spoke again. “Mikhail, the enemy will enter firing range in ten minutes.”
“Then it’s time. Order the fleet to split, and commence combat operations.”
“Aye.”
The forty-strong force divided itself into eight groups of five…and all eight groups began to move.
In the long hours that preceded Penta’s arrival, Volkov had ordered his Ops, Nav, and Helm officers to collaborate in order to precalculate hundreds of courses that orbited nearby asteroids—as well as the most efficient transitions between those courses.
Now, each battle group followed a different course, weaving through the asteroid field, vanishing and reappearing from the tactical display as sensors lost them and picked them up again. None strayed far from the Helio base…but none stayed too close, either.
The Penta ships lumbered closer, the destroyers at their fore. Shtriga was a destroyer, too, and would normally be as sluggish as the enemy ships were. But the upgraded afterburners he’d had installed in the outskirts of Steppe Mortalis Region meant his ship could be almost as versatile as a regular fast attack ship.
“Maintain maximum transverse velocity as we exit cover, Kuznetsov. Belevich, instruct our gunner teams to prepare to offer the nearest enemy destroyer a helping of our artillery shells. Alexei, have the other ships do likewise.”
The three officers acknowledged his orders. Less than a minute later, they swung around the asteroid, lateral thrusters working overtime to supplement the rock’s weak gravitational pull. All five ships in his battle group opened fire on the lead destroyer, peppering its hull. With their new tracking computers, also acquired in Steppe Mortalis, a satisfying percentage of the artillery shells found their target, sending gouts of flame and debris shooting upward in answer.
“Good Lord,” Ivanov muttered from his station. “They haven’t even bothered to put up a shield.”
Three of the enemy destroyers responded with laserfire, but the Red Sky ships’ superior transverse velocity meant that every shot missed.
“Translate into an orbit around the asteroid I’m designating now, Nav,” Volkov said, tapping his console to highlight the rock he meant. The maneuver would bring them back closer to the Helio base. “They’ll have shields raised for our next pass. We must lure them closer.”
Across the battlespace, Red Sky squadrons appeared from behind asteroids, fired on the advancing enemy fleet, then dove back behind cover. So far, neither side had taken losses.
Closer…
At last, the first destroyers drew within range of the Helio base’s weapon systems. “Give the signal, Alexei.”
“Aye, sir.”
Two Red Sky squadrons emerged from behind asteroids near the Helio base and focused laserfire on two separate targets. The base’s laser weapons also lashed out, supplementing the volley.
Almost before the enemy could react, both destroyer’s shields fell. With immaculate timing, two more of Volkov’s squadron swooped in, peppering both ships with artillery fire. Two more followed, then two more.
In the space of a minute, both destroyers blew apart.
The forward enemy ships were slowing, but they couldn’t reverse course—not with the massive bulk of their fleet sailing after them through the crowded asteroid field. And so bright beams found the next two destroyer’s shields, which began to shudder.
The Penta ships within range fired on the harassing Red Sky battle groups, but their upgraded afterburners kept them safe, exposing them to only glancing blows. The extra armor plating—for which Volkov had traded cargo space to keep his ships nice and agile—largely protected his ships from the hits that did land.
Meanwhile, the Russian ships kept up their assault, succeeding in taking down their new targets’ shields as well. It took four passes by separate squadrons to take down the first destroyer, and five to take down the second. But they fell all the same.
The Penta destroyers now split in two, seeking to escape the Helio base’s laser weapons by surging forward and away from them, since they couldn’t reverse.
The maneuver would work…eventually. In the meantime, the Red Sky battle groups savagely exploited their window of opportunity.
Five more destroyers fell by the time it took them to sail beyond the Helio base’s reach. But Penta’s weaker ships had to run the same gauntlet—the frigates and cruisers that had followed close behind the destroyers. Red Sky ships continued along their sweeping courses, looping in and around the asteroids, and hammering the enemy ships relentlessly with artillery fire.
As Volkov looked on, it seemed the smaller Penta ships were popping like fireworks. The rest of the fleet was finally getting the hint, and were diverging from their course much earlier, to avoid entering the meat grinder Volkov had set up around the Helio base. But dozens of ships did enter it, and dozens of ships fell.
They racked up thirty-seven kills before losing their first ship—to the combined fire of three frigates and two corvettes, which managed to achieve a superior firing angle on their target.
Another Red Sky squadron lost a cruiser minutes after, and soon after that a frigate fell, which had already been crippled by a destroyer’s missile.
Volkov winced at each loss, knowing how damaging they were to his diminished fleet. But he could not deny that his losses paled in comparison to the ones they’d inflicted on the enemy.
He knew he likely couldn’t expect to have such an outsized effect, going forward. He’d already played his best card. But that didn’t mean circumstances had come to favor Penta—not by a long shot.
His battle groups continued to sail expertly among the asteroids, their training and experience keeping them in tight formation. The fact each ship had near-identical loadouts meant that each crew was kept on the exact same page. Their battle plan was simple, but effective. And they executed it ruthlessly.
The Red Sky fleet expanded its sphere of operations, moving out to harass the Penta Syndicate ships that had shied away, and drawing them in again. When they couldn’t tempt the enemy ships inward, they simply moved out and killed them. The unusual local density of asteroids meant it was easy to isolate each target, or even to separate it from its fellows. And once a target became separated, the squadrons made quick work of them.
Hours passed, and Volkov sometimes caught himself swaying in his seat as wave after wave of adrenaline coursed through his overtaxed body. Each time, he fought off the exhaustion and returned his focus to the battle, directing his ships more deftly than he ever had before.
He did not know from what reservoirs he continued to draw energy and resolve. But somehow, he found the will to fight on. He felt like he was in the middle of a myth—like he could feel the fabric of a legend being woven all around him. He felt he was channeling the will of the gods.
This did not feel like hubris to him, but simple fact. Songs would be written about this day.
 In the end, Penta lost over half its fleet before finally withdrawing. Volkov had lost seven ships.
Too many. The next battle would be even more desperate, and if he managed to win it as well, then that victory would be even more miraculous.
Penta Syndicate would come again, he knew. It was only a matter of time. Still, he found himself smiling broadly—and then laughing. Laughing hard, and long, until tears streamed down his face.
Before long, his officers joined in. They laughed together. The laughter of men and women who had gone nose-to-nose with death, and won.
“They will be naming you Death once more, after today, my friend,” Ivanov said.
Volkov wiped the back of his hand across his eyes. His smile fell away.
“It is well that they know my name,” he said.



Chapter Forty-Six
 
Aboard the Occult
Red River System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
“They’ve arrived, sir,” Captain Badeaux said. “The light is just reaching us now from the jump zone.”
“I see them.” Vega stroked his beard, which he’d allowed to grow wild. He liked the fierce look it gave him. If not for the ingrown hairs, he would have loved it.
He stared at the main screen, waiting to see whether his advisers’ worst fears would prove true. The forces he’d sent to corner Thatcher hadn’t been heard from in weeks, and yesterday a scout had arrived to report on the northern advance of the intercorporate fleet.
They should all be dead. And he had to admit, the explanation his confidants had suggested for that did make sense: that Thatcher had somehow managed to operate the Xanthic ship, where Degenerate Empire had failed. The scout ship hadn’t spotted the vessel…but that ship was also crewed by cowards, and had fled the system before the entire Frontier-Anvil force had transitioned in.
If Thatcher’s keeping his new prize at the rear of his fleet, to minimize its detection….
Vega shook his head. He knew enough by now to respect the man’s resourcefulness, but getting that useless tub to work would amount to a miracle. My people tried everything. At least, they claim they did…but it’s not like it was in any of the factions’ interests to delay our success.
As large as Vega’s Empire had grown, it had suffered too many defeats at the hands of corporate adversaries. They still hadn’t proven they could hack it against superior technology, sleeker warships, and bigger budgets.
We need that ship. To prove our legitimacy, and to make sure we survive.
They also needed to kill Tad Thatcher. That would go a long way toward making others pause before even thinking about coming at Vega.
Badeaux spoke again. “Looks like several of their ships have taken damage since our sensors last registered them, Admiral. They’ve been in a fight of some kind.”
Vega only nodded. He’d decided recently to style himself “admiral,” and to name Occult—one of the few actual destroyers at his disposal—as his flagship. Calling himself “emperor” would never have flown. The name “Degenerate Empire” was more a joke than anything else. A way of thumbing their noses at the more ‘respectable’ spacers who mostly stuck to the Cluster’s warm regions. Besides, the factions never would have tolerated the level of hubris it would take for him to try making “emperor” catch on. But he’d needed some way to cement his authority, and for now, “admiral” seemed to do the trick.
“That has to be all of them,” he said a few minutes later, when a frigate with extensive hull damage entered the system and limped to join its fellows in what looked like a completed formation. “See? No super-ship. Of course our friend the ‘Hammer’ couldn’t figure out how to make it work. It’s not his area of expertise.”
The Occult’s captain glanced at Vega, and though he said nothing, Vega could almost hear the question that look was meant to ask:
Then what happened to Baumann and the others?
It was a valid question. If Thatcher had managed to win against Baumann when so grossly outnumbered, that would almost be scarier than if he’d gained the Xanthic ship.
But maybe Baumann and the other commanders Vega had sent to hunt Thatcher down had allowed the man to isolate them, and to confront their forces one at a time. That would have been contrary to the orders Vega had given, but he had learned long ago never to underestimate the willful stubbornness of pirates. If they thought they saw a better path, they would likely take it, orders be damned.
If that’s what happened, then the lesson they learned cost them dearly.
As a precaution, he’d ordered all his remaining forces to gather at the regional jump gate into Olent, forming a blockade the likes of which had never been seen before in Dawn Cluster history.
The fleet he now commanded represented almost the entirety of the remaining forces left to Degenerate Empire. But it was vast indeed—almost quadruple the number of the combined forces he’d sent with Baumann.
Tad Thatcher would not leave this region alive. No matter what he had.
Lost in his thoughts, Vega barely heard the collective gasp that rose up throughout the CIC.
“Admiral….” Badeaux said, then trailed off.
Vega’s gaze found what had caused such a reaction: the Xanthic super-ship had appeared in the jump zone out of Decamerous.
He rarely gave himself to anger, but right now his blood surged through his veins, pounding in his ears. His fists were clenched, he realized, but he did not unclench them. “We will focus everything we have on that ship,” he growled. “Take it out. Once we’ve done that, we’ll pick apart what’s left.”
“Aye, sir,” Badeaux said.



Chapter Forty-Seven
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Red River System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Thatcher stared at the tactical display over the tops of his knuckles, his chin planted on his palm.
Ortega was shaking his head. “Vega must have called even more units in from…somewhere.”
“Yes,” Thatcher said. “And every single one of them is gathered around that gate.”
He sighed, doing so as quietly as he could to mask his distress from his officers. Then he tapped the comm panel. “All ships, set a course for the regional jump gate and engage. Stand by for further instructions.”
He ended the transmission, as he wouldn’t have any further instructions for them until he took some time to think.
Just as he’d had the advantage of having a single point of interest to defend in Nankeen, this time the pirates enjoyed that benefit. In fact, his current situation was much worse than Baumann’s had been.
There was the obvious fact of being grossly outnumbered, of course. But aside from that: in Nankeen, the pirates needed only to destroy the Xanthic super-ship, and they could have done so from any direction. Here, Thatcher could only approach the jump gate from a single direction. And it wasn’t the gate’s destruction he sought, but to pass every one of his ships safely through it, all while under overwhelming fire from the enemy.
It wouldn’t do to break up his fleet in squadrons as he had in Nankeen, he realized. That would only make it even harder to get everyone through the jump gate into Olent, since the pirates could easily pick off each battle group as it made the attempt.
No, his ships would need to stay together. A Shortspear Formation, perhaps. Or maybe a Wedge, with the Xanthic ship on point.
Yes, that was the correct formation—he felt sure of it. The “optimal choice,” as it were. But as certain as he was of what formation to employ, he felt just as certain that it wouldn’t be enough.
There were simply too many pirate ships. The dense cluster of icons representing them in the CIC’s holotank bled together into a red blob, no matter what angle they were viewed from.
He would have ordered his logistics ships to focus solely on bolstering the Xanthic vessel’s shields, in the hope that the pirates would focus only on it, and that the tactic would get them through to the jump gate. Except, the alien super-ship lacked the necessary receiver arrays. As many human-like technologies as the thing seemed to have, she lacked the ability to receive a maser energy transfer. And so its shield, however robust, was all she had. Once it fell, her hull would be exposed to enemy fire.
Even if I was willing to sacrifice her to get the rest through—which I’m not—I doubt it would be enough. She would go down well shy of the gate, and the rest of the fleet would soon follow.
So what, then, should he do? Fall back? Return to Lacuna Region’s interior, in the hopes of happening on another supply cache—and of resupplying quickly enough to avoid Vega’s armada catching up?
If they manage to corner us a second time, we’re done. No more tricks up our sleeves.
But there was a bigger factor preventing such a move. According to Rapino, the Xanthic ship used gaseous cesium fluoride as its reaction mass, his best guess being that it generated a motive field by crystallizing it and then harnessing the compound’s lattice energy, except in reverse. Lattice energy wasn’t supposed to work like that, and it was typically only meaningful as the energy required to separate an ionic solid into gaseous ions. But that was under the physical laws Thatcher had grown up with—not the bizarre ones apparently generated by the super-ship’s Entropy field.
The hydroxide and fluorite needed to produce cesium fluoride could be mined from practically any system with an asteroid belt…but the pollucite needed for cesium production was only abundant in a handful of Dawn Cluster regions, and Lacuna wasn’t one of them.
Even if they could easily obtain the necessary elements, they’d also need to find a refinery with the facilities needed for cesium fluorite production. All with the pirates chasing close behind.
Rapino had told him they probably had enough onboard fuel to reach either Dupliss or Gabelle. Neither were great options. Gabelle was well within Vega’s reach, and Dupliss was effectively under UNC control.
Barring something unforeseen, he would still choose Dupliss, despite the massive headaches that no doubt awaited him there. But before he had the luxury of making that decision, he had to get this fleet out of Lacuna. And the Xanthic ship simply didn’t have the fuel to flee from system to system as they’d been doing for weeks.
We have to do this today, or not at all.
He tapped the comm to activate the fleetwide channel. “All ships, form up on the Talos in Wedge Formation.” Talos was the name they’d given the Xanthic ship—well, the name Wilson had given it. Apparently it was a giant from Greek mythology, but Thatcher hadn’t had the time to look any deeper into the name, chalking it up to one of Wilson’s quirks.
“Logistics and eWar ships should remain at the center of the formation, ready to bolster the shields of any damage dealers that need it. Damage dealers, stand ready to take out any enemy units doing significant damage to the Talos’ shield. We must prevent it from falling at all costs.”
He ended the transmission, knowing he should have said something more rousing than that. There was still time, he knew, to give a more inspiring speech.
But what would I say? Anything that sounded hopeful would feel too much like a lie. Thatcher himself felt no hope. For the first time since he’d taken command of the Jersey, he saw no route to victory—not even an unlikely one. Not even a gamble that could see them through, as the Xanthic ship’s activation had in Nankeen.
Pull yourself together, his grandfather admonished him, from what felt like the ancient past. Your people need you.
It was true, Thatcher knew. But it changed nothing. I don’t know what to tell them, he answered. I don’t know what to do.
To his memory, it was the first time he’d ever tried to actually converse with his grandfather, out of all the times Edward Thatcher had spoken into his head.
But the legendary war hero had no reply for him.
“Sir,” Guerrero said, her voice halting. “Did you order the Talos to accelerate?”
Thatcher narrowed his eyes at the holoscreen, where the Xanthic craft had indeed begun to outstrip the rest of the fleet. He tapped the comm panel, establishing a direct line to Wilson.
At least, he tried to. His console informed him that the connection had been blocked.
“Sir, I’m registering several dozen people in pressure suits evacuating the Talos,” Guerrero said, clearly struggling to keep her voice level.
Thatcher shook his head in disbelief. “Have shuttles sent to pick them up.” He turned to Sullivan. “Bryce, am I right in thinking she’s accelerating much faster than our fleet maximum?”
Sullivan tapped at his console, compiling the requisite data. “Yes, sir,” he confirmed. “None of our ships are capable of accelerating that quickly.”
“Did we know she was capable of that?”
“Not to my knowledge, sir.”
Thatcher frowned. Apparently, he hadn’t been briefed on the Entropy Drive’s full capabilities. Moving a ship so large that quickly would require massive amounts of energy…unless the field generated by the drive allowed for much more efficient operation.
Did Rapino not know it could do that, or did he simply choose not to tell me?
Another possibility occurred to him: Was he ordered not to tell me?
His last moments in Wilson’s presence came back to him, then. Before boarding the shuttle back to the New Jersey, the man had embraced him, then mentioned—seemingly out of the blue—that he thought Emilio Garcia would prove a valuable ally. Thatcher had given a distracted nod, and then forgotten the seemingly irrelevant comment as he contemplated the battle ahead.
Wilson had also told him that he was proud to have fought alongside him. He’d said he had faith in him, and that as long as Thatcher could keep careful track of who his friends truly were, as well as his enemies, then he would accomplish what needed to be done.
Was that his way of saying goodbye? Am I really such an idiot that I missed that?
He jabbed the comm panel once more. This time, Wilson’s face appeared on his console. The man wore an easy smile, but beneath that was something else. Sadness?
“Hi, Tad.”
“Fred, what the hell are you doing?”
“I’m exercising the only option we have available to us.”
“Return to your position in formation. Now.”
Wilson chuckled. “You know, I honestly didn’t expect to be the one who went rogue today. Hopefully this doesn’t encourage people like Pearson. Or others in the fleet, who might be less vocal about their opposition to your leadership.”
“Just what do you think you’re going to accomplish? You’re going to get yourself killed.”
“That’s probably true. I’ll get myself killed, as well as everyone else here in the CIC with me. But they all knew what they were signing up for. They volunteered for this. We should be able to operate the Talos from where we sit, as long as we don’t run into any major problems—then we might wish we’d kept some crewmembers on board with us. As it stands, everyone other than the five officers with me just evacuated the ship.”
Tears sprang to Thatcher’s eyes, unbidden. He refused to wipe them away. “Explain yourself, Fred. Explain this insubordination.”
“You already know what it’s about. I’m going to buy the rest of the fleet a chance at escape. If I don’t do it, then we all die. You know that.” His features tightened. “Just do me one last favor, Tad. Don’t be an idiot. Take the opportunity we’re giving you, and get the fleet out. We only need one of us to play the suicidal hero, today. If you try to do it too, then you’ll only get us all killed.”
With that, Wilson vanished from the holoscreen, and refused to respond to any further transmission requests.
Thatcher slammed a fist on the armrest in frustration, blinded by a veil of tears.



Chapter Forty-Eight
 
Aboard the Talos
Red River System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Ending the transmission with Thatcher was one of the hardest things Wilson had ever done. Even after he vanished from the holoscreen, the image of his stricken face was burned into Wilson’s memory.
Will those be the last words I ever speak to my friend?
In all likelihood, they would be. There had been no time to help Thatcher understand the necessity of what Wilson was about to do—and therefore no time to say a proper goodbye.
If all this “timeline” nonsense actually turned out to be true, maybe they would meet again, in another version of this life. If not, may we cross paths in the hereafter.
“Ops, how’s that Entropy Drive holding up?”
Lieutenant Kelly tapped at his console, calling up multiple readouts on his station’s holoscreen. A few seconds later, he shook his head. “I’m…not totally sure, sir. It appears to be doing what it’s supposed to. The field is still up, and we have full motive power.”
“That’s good enough for me. Burkov?”
Dusan Burkov gave a grim nod from the Tactical station. “The primary and secondary laser controls have been slaved to my console, sir, and all weapons are fully operational. Without gunner teams manning the secondary lasers, target selection won’t be as efficient, but there’s an installed algorithm I can use to help with that.”
“That’s good. Also, chin up, Burkov. You’re probably about to operate the most powerful weapon systems humans have ever touched. There are a lot worse ways to go out.”
Burkov gave a tight grin. “Yes, sir.”
“That’s better.” Wilson turned back to his own console, suppressing a sigh. He’d always tried to keep the mood light in his CIC. But there was nothing light about what he’d asked these young men and women to do. Not even Burkov could be cheered up by the idea of firing bigger guns. There’s truly no hope for it, then.
As the super-ship raced ahead of the Frontier-Anvil force, Vega’s fleet rearranged itself to confront the Xanthic vessel barreling toward them. They formed a rough cone beginning at the regional jump gate, its wide end facing their target.
Not one ship seemed positioned to answer the eventual arrival of the vessels under Thatcher’s command. Vega hopes to deal with us first, then destroy the others. The sight of so many warships lined up to kill him was a daunting sight—but it was also exactly what he’d wanted to see.
A determined silence settled over the officers who’d volunteered to go down with him. Such a somber atmosphere stood in stark contrast to what Wilson was used to, but he also knew it was appropriate. He doubted another forced joke would help these officers make peace with their fate any more than they already had. Besides, he wasn’t feeling very funny.
Even with the super-ship’s superior acceleration, the journey across the rest of the system felt like the longest wait he’d ever endured, throughout his entire career. He tried not to think about the engagement ahead, and what ‘victory’—if you could call it that—would actually mean. Instead, he thought about his late wife, Martha, who’d been taken by pancreatic cancer years ago, well before her time. Perhaps we’ll meet again sooner than we thought, my dear.
“We enter maximum firing range in ten minutes, sir,” Kelly said at last.
“Thank you, Pete. Nav, prepare to engage the course we discussed on my mark—I’ll want it done within two minutes of our first shot.”
“Aye, sir,” Ensign Harper Jones answered. Wilson knew from Kelly that she had a husband back on Oasis, and that they’d been trying to get pregnant for a few months.
Stop it. Stop thinking about how sad this is. Focus on what you need to do to make sure the others get out.
He drew breath deep into his lungs. One of the things they’d learned from studying the Xanthic ship’s capabilities was that her maximum firing range extended much farther than any human ship. Indeed, for almost five minutes, they would be able to fire on the pirate fleet with impunity.
Judging by the fact the enemy fleet hadn’t come out from the jump gate to meet their foe, Wilson guessed Vega didn’t know about the longer firing range. He’s gonna be so pissed.
“We have entered firing range,” Kelly said.
“Excellent. Hit them, Burkov.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
The deck beneath Wilson’s feet thrummed with the massive energy discharges, the vibration changing in intensity as the super-ship’s secondary lasers fired in twos, and threes, and fours.
Then, the primary fired, and it felt like a low-level current was passing through Wilson’s hands as they shook atop his armrests.
The hurricane of laserfire flashed across the intervening space, blanketing the enemy formation. Most of the shots missed, as targets managed to move out of the way.
But the pirate vessels were packed tightly together, and Burkov’s coverage had been comprehensive. Wilson watched with satisfaction as two ships blew apart at once, lasers having melted through their hulls until they struck something vital. Three more exploded, then one, then two, then four. Pirate vessels popped like fireworks going off in quick succession.
“Engage the course now, Harper.”
“Aye, sir.”
The ship lurched to port, her bow sweeping several degrees in that direction, but Wilson barely felt the maneuver. Apparently, the Xanthic inertial dampening technology was top-notch.
Their new course pointed them away from the enemy fleet—but not too far away. Just enough to skirt their formation, continuing to torment them at a farther distance then their weapons could reach.
With that, the enemy’s posture shifted. The massive cone warped sideways, one side collapsing in on itself as the closest ships chased after the Xanthic behemoth, as though desperate to destroy it.
Probably, they were desperate. Wilson could only imagine the threats Vega was spewing over their comms, verbally lashing them to take down the superweapon that had been stolen from him.
“Adjust course five more degrees to port,” Wilson said.
“Aye, sir.”
If he’d wanted to escape, he would have had his Helm officer bring them fully about, using the vessel’s superior acceleration to keep them out of the pirates’ range while picking them off with her aft weapons.
But he knew the pirates would wise up quickly to that approach, and they’d just return to guarding the gate. He needed to let them catch him instead. Only the hope of taking out the super-ship would lure them away.
The primary lanced out again, cutting through two pirate ships at once, destroying one and bruising the second ship’s nose. Meanwhile, the secondary lasers continued to rack up kills.
A few of the pirates had shields, but not many, and Burkov didn’t bother aiming for those. Instead, he exploited the fact that most of the enemy units lacked shields. When the powerful beams met those exposed hulls, extensive superficial damage was the best their crews could hope for. But more often than not, each laser that didn’t miss cut through its target deeply enough to fatally compromise her.
It’s happening, Wilson thought as he watched the tactical display. I’m giving you a chance, Tad. It’s a slim one, but it’s the most I can do.
Now do what you do best.



Chapter Forty-Nine
 
Aboard the New Jersey
Red River System, Lacuna Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Thatcher’s eyes burned as he watched one of his last friends in the Dawn Cluster take a bullet for him.
Not just for me—for everyone in this fleet. And for their families, who pray for their safe return.
The pirate blockade crumbled as dozens upon dozens of ships abandoned the jump gate to chase the fleeing Xanthic super-ship. Wilson had decided to make the ultimate sacrifice. He’d disobeyed orders to do it, and he wasn’t giving Thatcher a choice.
Worst of all, Thatcher couldn’t even take a moment to process the magnitude of it. If he was going to accept and honor Wilson’s gift, then he needed to focus on the engagement with every atom of his being.
He sniffed sharply, wiping the back of his hand across his eyes. Focus, he commanded himself. And he did.
The first thing he noticed was that the blockade was still far too strong. Even with a large portion of the Degenerate Empire armada chasing after Wilson, too many had remained in position. If Thatcher tried to take the Frontier-Anvil fleet through those forces, they would be torn apart.
Maybe a handful of us would make it through to Olent. But we’d have no control over which handful survived. Either way, so many losses simply wouldn’t be acceptable.
They also couldn’t take on so many ships. Even if they somehow managed to hold their own against the hundreds of warships that had remained guarding the gate, it would only be a matter of time before the force chasing the alien super-ship returned to outflank them, making quick work of them.
“Sir, the Talos’ shield is taking heavy fire. I’m not sure how much longer it’ll hold up against such a massive barrage.”
“Acknowledged, Guerrero,” Thatcher said, eyes on the holotank, where Wilson was doing everything he could to draw away the pirates preventing the allied warships from leaving.
There was nothing that could be done about the Xanthic ship’s failing forcefield, of course. Guerrero had no doubt told him in order to keep him updated on how little time they had to take advantage of the window Wilson had opened for them.
If indeed he’s opened a window for us at all. The thought horrified him—the only thing that would be worse than the fact of Wilson sacrificing himself was if he did so in futility.
Good God. I need to figure this out.
Then it hit him, and he immediately felt like an idiot for not thinking of it sooner.
Of course. The tactic that had started his tumultuous Dawn Cluster career—the one he’d contrived the first time he’d battled pirates so far north—would be the same tactic that got them out of this mess.
He’d assumed the pirates had an advantage in only needing to guard a single point. And that was partly true, just as it had been true for him in Nankeen, when he’d needed to defend the Xanthic super-ship.
But the pirates didn’t have the missile stores he did—nor were they as desperate as they’d made him.
He tapped the armrest comm panel, putting himself on the fleetwide command channel. “All ships, spread out into Wall Formation and commence a Hellfire barrage. Use every last missile we have—and lead with the laser-warhead Hellborns first.”
It took longer than usual for the fleet to respond, probably because Frontier Tactical, Nav, and Ops officers needed to brief their Anvil counterparts on the particulars of executing the tactic.
But after less than a minute, they abandoned their conical formation, spreading out to maximize the firing angles they had on the vast enemy armada.
The first wave of Hellborns launched, and the number of assets being tracked on the tactical display nearly doubled. Thatcher took a moment to marvel at the already-massive cloud that had populated inside the holotank. Not all of the leading missiles were those with laser warheads, since not every ship stocked them, but most were.
As one, the formation accelerated to maximum fleet velocity, catching up to the ordnance they’d loosed into the void. Once they did, they fired again, doubling the number of Hellborns in flight.
It took the better part of an hour for light to reach the Jersey’s sensors showing the enemy reacting. By the time they’d been alerted of the attack, the barrage had already been built to an intimidating size.
They had no choice but to react, spreading their fleet out around the jump gate, thinning it out to present a less inviting target.
But that wouldn’t be enough, and the pirate commanders knew it as well as Thatcher did.
In fact, their best bet might have been to cluster together, concentrating their fire on the missiles as they closed with their targets. Except, such a response would have required a level of mutual trust the pirates lacked completely. Given that fact, their only option was to spread out further—to flee, hoping they could take out the Hellborns targeting them as they did.
But at first, they did not flee. They stood their ground, and Thatcher wondered what hold Vega truly had on them.
How many of you are willing to die for him—like Wilson is willing to die for us? Will you really stand your ground when it means getting blown to smithereens?
It did not take long for the answer to materialize: a resounding no. The pirates scattered, mostly heading out beyond the regional jump gate, hoping to lose the pursuing missiles in deep space.
Thatcher doubted the barrage was big enough to take out more than a third of their ships, if that. It would have done even less damage if the pirate captains had coordinated their defensive fire.
But clearly none of them wanted to risk being that one-in-three that perished. Instead, they’d apparently decided to try their luck in the outer system—well away from the jump gate Vega had ordered them to guard.
“Our course to the jump gate is clear, sir,” Guerrero said, her tone one of wonderment.
“Very good. Engage it at maximum fleet acceleration, and instruct the others to do the same.”
“Aye, sir.” She raised a hand to tap her console, then dropped it again, her body going rigid. “Sir—” she said, her voice sounding strangled. “Sir, the Talos’ shield just fell.”
At this distance, there was nothing Thatcher could do but watch. The pirate vessels swarmed the Xanthic super-ship, lasers and railgun fire ripping into her hull.
It took much longer than he would have expected for the super-ship to go down—and for a moment, it looked like she might escape.
But before she could outstrip her pursuers, their weapons fire exacted their deadly toll. A cascading explosion tore through her super-structure, blowing out compartment after compartment, from stem to stern.
Tears streamed freely down Thatcher’s face. “Any survivors?” he asked through them, his voice ragged.
Guerrero tapped at her console. “No, sir,” she said quietly. “No one made it off the ship before she went down.”
“I see.” The words came out barely louder than a whisper. He sucked in a breath. “Then get us out of this hellhole.”



Chapter Fifty
 
Heaven’s Bounty Primary Shipyards
Canvasback System, Recto Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Li Jun drifted toward the gargantuan vessel’s hull, feeling dwarfed by its magnificence. In his right hand he clutched a bottle of Icaco Merlot, poised to smash it against the beast’s steel skin.
He’d practiced the maneuver dozens of times already, using shuttles suspended near the side of the great, gravity-less construction berth. At least a third of the time, he’d failed to smash the bottle, and had to try again. Once, it had taken five tries to get it to shatter.
Not today. He’d kept up the practice until he’d succeeded ten times in a row, without fail. He wouldn’t allow anything to put a damper on the spectacle of his super-ship’s launch. Certainly not with the entire Dawn Cluster looking on.
As he neared the hull, Li spread out his arms and engaged both his suit’s wrist thrusters, giving himself enough centrifugal acceleration to bring the bottle down on the surface with sufficient force.
He closed his eyes. Glass connected with metal and shattered—the pleasing sound of it reaching his ears, since the compartment was pressurized and he wore no helmet. When he opened his eyes again, he saw the red cloud of wine expanding outward, along with crystal slivers that flashed in the light of the distant halogens.
Before the wine could reach him to splash his face, he kicked both feet against the hull, propelling him backward. At the same time, the cable attached to the back of his suit went taut, drawing him back toward the waiting chamber at a steady velocity.
Deafening applause greeted him as his feet touched down in the great conference room, where normal gravity took hold of him. He grinned into the clamor, which was produced by the hundreds of executives and local dignitaries gathered there. They’d all stood from their chairs, and they continued their ovation as workers rushed forward to unfasten Li from his tether.
That done, he strode to the podium at the front of the room, the applause following him the entire way.
“Thank you,” he shouted, both palms raised toward them. “Thank you.”
Still, the clapping persisted. For nearly a minute more.
When it died down at last, he had a single word for them. 
“Behold.”
The entire bulkhead he stood in front of flashed to life, revealing itself to be a deck-to-overhead holoscreen. His audience gasped. The screen showed Ascendant Horizon’s super-ship, finally emerging from its berth.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Lotan, a Leviathan-class dreadnought, equal in size and weaponry to the super-ships fielded by the United Nations and Colonies. Since our alliance’s inception, Ascendant Horizon has claimed many ‘firsts’ for itself. This is yet another. We are now officially the first private entity ever to construct a super-ship.”
He fell silent, allowing them to drink in the majesty as the dreadnought made its stately way into space. This same view was being broadcast to instant comm units throughout the Dawn Cluster. Everyone would bear witness to history being made in real time.
Li wondered briefly how Simon Moll was reacting to the news. He’d given the Sunder CEO advance warning that Ascendant Horizon would be making a big announcement today—and he’d assured him that it changed nothing, as far as relations between his alliance and the Coalition of Giants were concerned.
The man had sounded amiable enough when he’d said, “Whatever it is, as your staunch ally I’m sure I’ll be very happy for you.”
Li knew there was a very good chance that wasn’t true. Moll had already made clear his feelings on any alliance constructing a super-ship. They’d launched a joint attack on Xebec Alliance for daring to attempt it, after all.
But the very fact of the super-ship changes things. Surely Moll will see that attacking us now will cost him too dearly.
Tsu Wei was sure today’s unveiling would hasten CoG’s inevitable assault on Ascendant Horizon space. But Tsu was pessimistic about everything. Li believed it would instead delay that attack, through pure shock and awe. He’d done everything he could to make sure today’s presentation achieved that effect.
He snapped his fingers, and the view changed to an optical sensor on the shipyard’s exterior. This brought another gasp.
The visual feed showed a fleet hundreds-strong, which extended far into the void, so that the most distant ships looked like mere specks.
“The Lotan is a testament to everything that makes Ascendant Horizon great,” Li said. “In all of Dawn Cluster’s history, there has never been a force that has built an alliance to the strength and accomplishment of Ascendant Horizon. Never has an alliance of alliances been established in such a way that they act as one, like that of Ascendant Horizon and Verity Guild. Never has one organization been able to create a feeling of belonging to something bigger than their own corporation like this alliance has. Never has any organization ever done this and remained honorable, honest, fair and respectful to all the Cluster’s peoples.
“Let Lotan be a symbol of what we can accomplish when we use our talents and our will to achieve a common purpose. And let the entire Dawn Cluster feel secure in the knowledge that she will only ever be used to promote the common good, and to resist evil.
“Many people are to be thanked for this massive project. To begin, I must thank my childhood friend and president of Heaven’s Bounty, Mr. Tsu Wei. Please.” He gestured, and the audience erupted into applause once more. “Mr. Tsu will address you a little later. So will Ms. Zhao Chenguang, this shipyard’s lovely dockmaster, who oversaw the construction of the Lotan. Let’s hear it for Ms. Zhao.”
More applause.
“She will give you an overview of exactly how we managed to construct the Dawn Cluster’s first privately owned super-ship—without divulging any company secrets, of course!” He winked at Zhao as the crowd tittered.
“Indeed, everyone who speaks today will give you another piece of the epic tale that is the Lotan’s birth. It is important that we get it right. After all, the Cluster’s historians will want every last detail we can give them.”
Li beamed into the spontaneous applause that thundered in response to that statement.
They can feel how momentous this day is. We can all feel it.
He inhaled deeply, drinking in the moment. 



Chapter Fifty-One
 
Hayward Park, Rupert’s Colony
Sanguine System, Aorta Region
Earth Year 2291
 
Thatcher caught himself planting his foot firmly on the trail with each step, as though it was liable to lurch, vibrate, or buck at a moment’s notice.
This was an adjustment he needed to make each time he left his ship. Despite the fact that it was mostly smooth sailing aboard the New Jersey, there was always the chance one’s footing could be thrown off by an unexpected impact, or an abrupt maneuver.
Somehow, he trusted the ship’s deck more. A planet seemed suspicious to him, in its solidity. Its inexorability.
Can’t properly respond to anything, on a planet’s surface. He shot the sky a nervous glance through the redwoods, then realized what he was doing: watching for enemies. As though he’d be able to see them from down here.
“You can’t just enjoy nature, can you?” Mittelman asked, a note of amusement in his voice.
Thatcher glared at the man, but the spy didn’t even have the decency to notice. Mittelman was too busy studying a tiny gray bird sitting on a fallen trunk a dozen meters or so ahead.
“This is hardly nature,” Thatcher said. “We planted this forest here, nearly a century ago.”
“And here we’ve made a lovely park of it. It’s just like us, isn’t it? We can’t let things simply be what they are. We need to put roads and trails through them, and tramp all over them, even if our aim was to mimic Earth’s nature as closely as possible.”
Thatcher sniffed. “What’s the point of planting a forest if you’re not even going to enjoy it?”
The spy made a noncommittal sound, coming to a stop at the side of the trail, still studying the bird.
Thatcher drew level with him, also stopping. “That’s a…starling?”
“A dark-eyed junco. At least, that’s what we’re to believe it is.” He squinted at Thatcher. “You know starlings looks nothing like that, right?”
He shrugged. “What do you mean, ‘that’s what we’re to believe?’”
“I mean that surveillance drones come in many shapes and sizes. They could be housefly-shaped, for example. Or junco-shaped.”
“You think someone’s spying on us? I thought that was the entire reason you wanted to talk out here. To avoid bugs.”
“It is much harder to monitor our conversation here. But not impossible. And if someone is going to the necessary lengths, then at least that tells us something.” He pointed at the bird. “As for this ‘creature,’ it seems awfully tolerant of humans standing so near.”
Thatcher took a rapid step toward the thing, and it flitted away through the trees. “Shit.”
“Good work. Now we’ll never now.”
“How were you planning to find out before it flew? Ask it?”
“Come on.” Mittelman folded his hands behind his back and continued down the trail.
A silence stretched between them, and Thatcher relished it. The time he spent captaining the Jersey was many things, but peaceful wasn’t one of them.
Not normally, anyway. The journey back to Tempore had been fairly uneventful, though extremely tense. In every system, Thatcher couldn’t help monitoring each jump zone obsessively—even the ones ahead, as though Degenerate Empire ships were liable to pop into the space in front of them at a moment’s notice.
Looking back, it didn’t seem like much of a surprise that the pirates hadn’t seemed to give chase at all. After Thatcher’s Hellfire barrage had caused them to scatter, in direct defiance of Vega’s orders, it had likely been challenging for the man to exert command authority to the extent he had before.
Between that and the damage Wilson had inflicted before going down, Thatcher had no doubt he’d left the pirate armada in complete disarray. That brought him a measure of satisfaction—but not nearly enough to compensate for the loss of the dearest friend he’d had in the Dawn Cluster.
Rose and Wilson, in the space of a couple months. He still couldn’t believe they were gone.
After they’d reached Tempore, a choice confronted Thatcher: return to Dupliss to confront the UNC, or head east through Gabelle, and then south through Iberis, skirting the Cluster’s farthest reaches.
He’d chosen the latter, and prayed he was making the right decision. Returning to Freedom System seemed like folly. He wasn’t about to take Rose’s place and attempt to resurrect Frontier. Even if he’d been willing to try, he doubted the UNC would allow him to succeed.
“What if I told you,” Mittelman said without turning, “that the future of the Dawn Cluster lay not in the south, but in Quisle Region?”
“Quisle is in the south.”
The spymaster shot him an annoyed glance over his shoulder. “Yes, but it’s only accessible from the middle of—” He shook his head sharply. “You know what I mean.”
“You’re under the impression that I believe the future lays in the south, then?”
“That is where you’re headed, isn’t it?”
“Says who?”
Mittelman shook his head in apparent exasperation. “Says process of elimination, Thatcher. You just left Penta territory, and somehow I doubt you’ll head to the cold regions next, where the UNC will put you through endless bureaucratic hell. And I really doubt you’re headed to make nice with Moll in CoG territory. So that leaves Ascendant Horizon.”
“If I wanted to go there, why wouldn’t I have headed south from Modal Pique? That would have been the quickest route.”
“Because I asked you to meet me here.”
Thatcher laughed. “You really think I’d divert an entire fleet just to meet with one man?”
“When that man is the reason that fleet wasn’t blown into the next century by Degenerate Empire? Yes, I think you just might. I think you feel like you owe me, and I doubt this meeting will make you feel much less indebted.”
“Wow, Mittelman. You’re just full of assumptions this morning.”
“If I’m wrong, then tell me why you did come to Aorta.”
“I didn’t say you were wrong.”
The spymaster turned to face forward a moment too late to conceal the smile that had sprouted on his lips.
“Why don’t you tell me why you think Red Sky is the future, of all corps?” Thatcher asked. “Since you’re clearly dying to.”
“Because they burn with the same thing you do. The thirst for vengeance. And like yours, I suspect it will take a lot for their thirst to be quenched.”
“A thirst for vengeance isn’t much good without the means to quench it.”
“They have the means. Or rather, they will. And in the meantime, they’ve already managed to repel Penta Syndicate twice more, after waging the battle everyone’s calling the Miracle of Unknown Regard.”
“So they’ve repelled them from the single system they hold. That still doesn’t leave them with much.”
“Unknown Regard is not just any system. Until very recently, it was Galactic Minerals’ main site of operations. They maintained a planetary corporate colony there of middling size, complete with its own agriculture, and dozens of their facilities are scattered throughout the system. They abandoned it all just a year ago, forced to flee by the increasingly aggressive pirate presence in the area. Once the wormhole collapsed, everything went to shit for them. You know how that goes.”
“So Red Sky has food, power, and equipment. That’s something. But it won’t be enough to hold off Penta forever.”
“That’s where I come in.”
Thatcher raised his eyebrows. “Do tell,” he said dryly.
“Mikhail Volkov doesn’t know it yet, but by standing up to Penta Syndicate, he’s created the perfect opportunity to launch a little project I’ve had in mind for some time, now. A project Veronica Rose wasn’t willing to go along with.
“Do you realize how terrible Dawn Cluster life has gotten, if you’re a civilian? Think about it. Abandoned by the UNC, who played the role of doting mommy state for so long. Completely at the whim of corps who care for nothing beyond their bottom line. And in many cases, out of a job. With so many disruptions to commerce and trade, the economy has become worthless for anyone who isn’t a PMC.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“What if those people were given a chance to take back some control? To step up to the looming powers that threaten to squash them like bugs, probably without even noticing the sound of their bodies popping underfoot? A chance to meaningfully oppose those ruthless giants?”
“Graphic.”
“What if there existed a PMC willing to take all comers? Rose was never willing to even consider applicants who lacked military training of some kind. Not for combat roles. Same goes for CoG—their whole philosophy amounts to excellence through exclusion.”
“What about Ascendant Horizon? Li runs the thing like a tech startup.”
“He runs his half like a tech startup. But the military branch of the alliance, Verity Guild, is almost as picky as CoG. So who does that leave? Penta’s hiring standards aren’t as high, but they also have one of the most cutthroat reputations in the Cluster. Then there are the corps in the north, but who wants to join a PMC based in the middle of a powder keg? That leaves Degenerate Empire, if you want to count them, and not much of anyone else.”
“Last I checked, Red Sky’s hiring policies are roughly the same as Frontier’s were.”
“That’s because Volkov hasn’t met me yet.”
“What makes you think he’ll be so keen to trust you?”
“Because he’s desperate. And because what I’m selling makes sense.” Mittelman held out his left hand, counting off points on its fingers. “We open the alliance to all comers. We train them. We use nanofabbers to pump out warships as fast as humanly possible. And we take over the Cluster.”
“It sounds so easy when you put it like that.”
When he turned to face Thatcher again, Mittelman’s eyes were afire. “I will make this happen, Thatcher. You shouldn’t doubt me.”
Thatcher met the spymaster’s eyes, and realized belatedly that they’d stopped walking again. “Somehow, I don’t doubt you.”
“Good.”
Mittelman resumed their hike, and Thatcher followed behind. After a few minutes more of silence, the spymaster spoke again. “Honestly, the hardest part will be actually getting to Unknown Regard.”
Here we go. “Let me guess. That’s where I come in.”
“I’ll admit the thought crossed my mind.”
“I bet it did.” Thatcher sighed. “I hope your plan to conquer the Cluster doesn’t involve the fleet I command, Mittelman.”
The spy shrugged. “Having the Hammer join the cause would go a long way. So would the warships you command.”
“Well, there’s the small detail that I have no interest in conquering the Cluster.”
“No, but you do want to destroy CoG. Do you not?”
“Yes,” Thatcher said quietly.
“And if you accomplish that, where do you think it will leave you? Toppling Moll would create perhaps the biggest power vacuum in human history. Someone would need to fill it.”
Thatcher shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mittelman, but right now, Li Jun seems a lot likelier to get me to my goal than you. Besides…Veronica liked him.”
Mittelman winced, then seemed to regain control of his features. “Yes, she liked him, and trusted him. Then he stabbed her in the back.”
“Still. As long as our goals align….”
“You do realize CoG and Ascendant Horizon are still making nice with each other?”
“Don’t tell me you seriously believe that will last. Their nonaggression pact’s days were always numbered. And that number has surely plummeted, now that Li’s unveiled his super-ship. They’ll be at each other’s throats soon.” And the fact that you would pretend otherwise makes me trust you even less than I already did.
Yet another long silence passed between them. When Mittelman spoke again, he sounded almost…defeated. “You’re making a mistake, here. You’ll realize that, sooner or later. I just hope it isn’t too late once you do.”
“I’m sorry, Mittelman. I can only follow the course I consider optimal.”
“Ever the starship captain.”
Thatcher grunted. “How will you get to Unknown Regard System, now?”
“I’ll figure something out.” The spymaster’s words came out bitter, and after he spoke them, an awkwardness settled between them. They walked in silence several minutes more.
Thatcher sighed. I have to give him something. “Emilio Garcia has stealth mines.”
“Oh?”
“Well, he doesn’t have any right now. But he gave me the technology. I’m going to give it to you, to help with whatever you’re planning to do in Unknown Regard System.”
Mittelman seemed to consider this for a few moments. Then, he nodded. “That will help. Perhaps you’ll leave this planet less indebted to me than I thought.”
Two hours later, when they’d finished their hike and returned to the only starport in Rupert’s Colony, Mittelman called to Thatcher as he took his first step down the catwalk that would take him to his shuttle.
“Go easy on Candle,” he said. “Try to look past what he did for me. He’s definitely your ally, with good reason to hate Moll—and to work against him with every fiber of his being.”
Thatcher paused. “I’ll take that under advisement.” With that, he turned and headed toward the shuttle that would lift him to the skies, and return him to the Jersey.



Epilogue
 
Unknown Location
Unknown Time
 
Rose glanced across the capsule’s single console at Pascal, who was working at the only other interface. “Any luck?”
He shook his head, his frustration written clearly across his face. Major Avery sat behind him, using his comm to translate for Pascal as needed between the Xanthic script and English.
The marine commander looked about as nonplussed as his corporal. Pascal was trained on most navigational systems, as a precaution against the event that marines needed to secure their own transport after a mission that had gone south.
“I’m about as ready as I think I am going to be, Ms. Rose, to say that this thing has no propulsion to speak of.”
She nodded. “I suppose we should count our blessings. The fact that we stumbled into a capsule capable of surviving the station’s destruction is miracle enough.”
“Kind of a lousy miracle, though,” Sergeant Ermey put in, “if we can’t find a way off this thing before the oxygen runs out.”
That drew a sharp glance from Avery, and Rose studied the sergeant with raised eyebrows. “Are you always this good at keeping up your squad’s morale, Sergeant?”
Ermey turned red, and said nothing.
Rose sighed, then turned to Avery. “Still nothing on any of the comms? No message from the fleet?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Well, I think I have something.” Several of the twenty-four marines who’d made it into the capsule turned their heads toward her. “Not anything that’ll help us with navigation, or escaping, I’m afraid. Just some Degenerate Empire records that suggest something…strange about the station we destroyed.”
She frowned at the display. “According to what I’m reading, the pirates discovered this after the first time they boarded the station. They spent hours investigating its various systems, and installing their own UI over the existing interfaces. Then the station disappeared, leaving the pirates floating in space, though it seems they had the sense to leave their pressure suits on as they worked. Hours later, when the station reappeared, they boarded it again…only to find every modification they’d made erased. It was as if they’d never boarded the station in the first place.”
“How is that possible?” Avery asked slowly.
“I don’t know. But apparently it happened with each cycle of the station’s disappearance and reappearance. And so they learned to reinstall all of their mods as the first thing they did upon reboarding the station. They got pretty efficient at it, it seems—eventually they reached a point where they could just load a specialized data card into each console, which automatically loaded everything they needed.”
“Ma’am,” Pascal said, his words urgent. “Sorry to interrupt, but this seems important. I managed to get sensors online…and I’m not seeing good things.”
Rose got up and circled the console. “Show me.”
Pascal gestured at the display. The first thing she noticed were the stars: there were too few of them. She’d looked through enough optical sensors to gain an intuitive sense of how the surrounding galaxy should look, from pretty much anywhere in the Dawn Cluster’s northern reaches.
“Here.” Pascal tapped the display, which zoomed in on one spot, enlarging a speck until it took on a recognizable shape.
Or rather, a recognizably irregular shape.
“A Xanthic warship,” she said grimly.
Pascal nodded. “And it’s headed straight for us.”
 
Thank you for reading Empire Space, the fifth book in the Spacers series.
 
Tap here to get the next book in the series, titled Thatcher’s Gambit
 




Glossary of Dawn Cluster Corporations
 
Anvil Incorporated
 
CEO: Emilio Garcia
 
In an era of narrowly specialized space-based corporations, Anvil Incorporated stands out as one of the most diversified economic organizations in the Dawn Cluster.
Anvil started life as a mining company with facilities in Unity and Dupliss, but when CEO Emilio Garcia exercised his controlling interest to make the unilateral decision to expand the company into Lacuna, Anvil’s security needs became truly unique. Instead of paying PMCs exorbitant rates to protect operations deep in pirate-ridden territory, Garcia decided Anvil would become a PMC in its own right. He invested a large percentage of the company’s cash reserves into the construction of a small but state-of-the-art military force—a battle group that has since grown into a modest armada.
The fact the company was able to secure its own operations in Lacuna led to enormous profit margins, born from mining the region’s bountiful rare metals and deuterium-rich gas giants, and bolstered by the fact so few competitors had the appetite for risk necessary to operate in such volatile territory. Garcia built on that success by constructing a number of orbital shipyards in northern Dupliss, where he used the resources gathered by Anvil mining ships and purified in Anvil refineries to construct military vessels for other PMCs.
Anvil Incorporated now numbers among the Dawn Cluster’s fifty richest corps, and in the words of its CEO, “We’ve only just begun.”
 
Celeste Security Solutions
 
CEO: Selene Williams
 
The emergence of Celeste Security Solutions represents a number of innovations, for space warfare generally and Dawn Cluster geopolitics specifically.
Celeste’s CEO, Selene Williams, formerly worked as an engineer for Neptune Gases, a startup seeking to disrupt the atmospheric mining industry through its proprietary tropospheric aerostats—buoyant stations designed to weather the harsh conditions of gas giant tropospheres in order to harvest the denser, more valuable gases found there.
Following the wormhole’s collapse, shareholder anxiety over mounting instability prompted Neptune Gases to relocate its operations from Dupliss Region’s Mislit System to Paciferous System in Unity, where they would enjoy the heightened security of operating in a cold region, under the protection of UNC super-ships.
In Williams’ own words, “Where the shareholders found reasons to be afraid, I saw opportunity.”
She quit her job with Neptune and immediately began seeking funding for a new type of corp: one that would specialize in providing consulting and military services to corps interested in bolstering system defense, primarily in order to secure their headquarters.
Most investors Williams approached turned her down, unwilling to tolerate the risk that the UNC would continue to enforce its prohibition of corp-on-corp warfare throughout the Cluster. Many investors also cited Williams’ lack of experience commanding military operations, unimpressed by her eight years with the British Royal Space Fleet, which included five years as a senior rate.
However, Williams soon attracted an enthusiastic funder in trillionaire August Ducas, a man with a reputation for investing in socially unpalatable businesses that go on to quickly generate enormous dividends.
At the time of writing, Celeste has found its first client. In a move that shocked analysts, Frontier Security, a corp that has staked its own reputation on upholding the public good, hired Celeste to defend Freedom System against the attacking Daybreak Combine. While the move was almost certainly borne of desperation, Frontier was perhaps the last company anyone would have expected to hire what was essentially a mercenary corp. The contract between Frontier and Celeste sent a signal to interstellar markets that a new trend was developing, and Celeste’s stock rose faster than that of any other space-faring corp in modern history.
Celeste’s successful defense of Freedom System drew heavily on Selene Williams’ knowledge of gas giant tropospheres, and the requirements for operating there. However, in an interview given since the engagement, Williams insisted that “Celeste is not a one-trick pony. We’re already developing new methodologies and technologies in order to give each new client the edge they will need to protect operations from aggressors.”
Whether Celeste’s emergence truly represents a developing trend in Dawn Cluster space warfare remains to be seen.
 
Dynasty
 
CEO: Kong Hui
 
The Brush is as famous for instability as it is for abundant resources, and the Chinese corp Dynasty was the first PMC ever to provide security services for corps operating there. Within the first decade of its formation, Dynasty managed to establish a virtual monopoly over security contracts in the region. On several occasions, competitors have attempted to carve out market share for themselves, but none of them have Dynasty’s resources or financial backing.
Dynasty’s marketing efforts also successfully casts its rivals as not truly committed to the contracts they take on, emphasizing the fact that their executives rarely accompany their ships on military operations, whereas every member of Dynasty’s C-suite is also a warship captain.
In addition, the company’s PR specialists frequently touts Dynasty’s record of never retreating from an engagement, contrasting it with its rivals’ records, which are generally littered with capitulations whenever company assets came under serious threat.
 
Frontier Security
 
CEO: Veronica Rose
 
CIO: Hans Mittelman
 
Frontier is a security firm that prides itself on upholding American values. Founded in Earth Year 2259 by Rear Admiral Gregory Rose, his daughter Veronica now runs the company. Her stated intention is to stay true to her father’s vision.
Currently, Frontier forms part of the Oasis Protectorate, a conglomerate formed for the purpose of servicing and protecting American colonies located throughout the Dawn Cluster’s Dupliss Region.
 
Heaven’s Bounty
 
CEO: Li Jun
 
President: Tsu Wei
 
Heaven’s Bounty is an asteroid mining corp founded by Li Jun and Tsu Wei, who together have maintained a controlling share in the company, each owning twenty-six percent of its stock. (Li and Tsu invariably vote in lockstep at shareholder meetings.)
Judging by the corp’s rapid expansion, this arrangement has worked out well. In the space of a year, the company went from a small mining outfit facing existential threats from pirates to the most prominent member of the new super-alliance Ascendant Horizon.
Ascendant Horizon’s rise has effectively given control of trillions of dollars’ worth of industrial assets to the Heaven’s Bounty executive, as they lead the super-alliance’s corps on joint projects that bring enormous profit to all involved.
 
Kibishii
 
CEO: Akio Hata
 
COO: Theodore Xu
 
Kibishii is a Japanese PMC (private military company), incorporated in Earth Year 2279. The company specializes in stealth troop mobilization as well as stealth detection technologies, and in EY 2288 it opened an asteroid mining division, the expansion of which is now one of Kibishii’s primary focuses.
 
Meridian
 
CEO: Oliver Breckinridge
 
CIO: Ezra Yates
 
Headquartered on Valkyrie Station, in the Herward System, Kreng Region, Meridian has positioned itself as the only Dawn Cluster corporation with such a narrow focus on stealth technology, which it both implements on its own warships and sells to client PMCs and governments. Its main competitor in the north is the Japanese company Kibishii.
 
Analysts suggest that Kibishii’s pursuit of stealth detection technology has recently spurred Meridian to innovate wildly, with expectations high for whatever its next product offering will be.
 
Paragon Industries
 
CEO: Herwin Dirk
 
Paragon Industries began in Earth Year 2262 as an asteroid mining company with a specialty in exploiting planetesimals. However, after repeated attacks disrupted their operations, they acquired a small fleet of warships for protection. The attacks that prompted this move were ostensibly perpetrated by pirates, though CEO Herwin Dirk has gone on the record with claims that the true culprit was a Russian PMC operating in the area at that time.
 
As it gained years of experience defending mining operations, Paragon Industries gradually transformed into a highly successful, multi-stellar PMC that now mainly offers security services to mining company clients.
 
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.



Thank you for reading! Want more Spacers?
 
Meet the founders of Ascendant Horizon, the new super-alliance emerging in the south.
 
TAP HERE: Give me this scene now!
 
You’ll also receive 2 free military space opera books.
 

 
Tap here to get the Spacers Extended Epilogue, plus 2 free military space opera books.
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