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        Aballava System, Castle Federation

        June 5, 2706 Earth Standard Meridian Date/Time

      

        

      

      

      Fleet Admiral Darius Moonblood was old. He could feel it in his bones most days, even in his nanomatrix-laced left leg and his completely artificial right leg. Almost a hundred and twenty years old, even twenty-eighth century medicine could only do so much and he was well past due to retire.

      Today, though, that argument hadn’t won yet and he stood on the observation deck of the Castle Federation Space Navy’s battle station Aballava Defense Seventeen and watched the latest addition to his command slowly decelerate into her parking orbit above the gas giant.

      The star system he stood in was one of the quieter systems available in the seventeen-system Castle Federation. Aballava was a daughter colony of Castle, a mere half-billion or so people. There was no way this system could have supported the fleet resting in orbit of the gas giant Llandudno.

      Vagabond was the newest arrival, the ship he was here to see, but she brought his Counter-Clockward Fleet up to six Alcubierre-Stetson drive battleships. Each battleship represented a full twentieth of the gross system product of a moderately well-off system.

      Which meant that his fleet had a price tag equal to roughly half of the annual income of the entire star system.

      “Admiral Moonblood,” a polite voice interrupted his thoughts. “Captain Michaud sends her regards and invites you to join her for dinner aboard Vagabond this evening if that fits with your schedule.”

      Moonblood quirked his lips in a slight smile.

      “And would you, Commander Itzel Barre, have let Vagabond arrive without having made sure I was available to dine with her Captain?” he asked.

      Senior Fleet Commander Itzel Barre was his operations officer, a tall and dark-skinned woman who took careful responsibility for everything her Admiral got up to.

      Once he’d convinced her not to babysit him, she’d become very useful. He was old, not broken.

      “Of course not,” Barre confirmed cheerfully. “I’ve been in communication with Captain Michaud’s XO for the last week, since they left Castle.”

      Quantum-entanglement communications and the immense q-com switchboards in major capitals had brought the galaxy closer together. If only that had resulted in the peace and commonality so many had expected.

      He sighed. His neural implant was advising him that he’d just received a briefing update from the Senate, probably the geopolitical update he’d been waiting for.

      “Arrange a shuttle, Commander,” he told Barre. “Assuming you haven’t already. We will join Captain Michaud for dinner.”

      “Of course, Admiral. Anything special I should arrange for?”

      “I want to see a demonstration of her lances,” Darius admitted. “But since they’re still so classified I believe we’re trying to pretend the stars themselves don’t know the beams exist, that isn’t happening.”

      He shook his head with that same small smile.

      “No, Commander Barre. I believe we will be fine with whatever Captain Michaud puts together.”
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        * * *

      

      Vagabond looked almost stubby in comparison to the rest of Darius’s ships. An immense, rough arrowhead, she was thicker at both the front and the back than the Crown-class battleships that filled out his fleet; she was also a hundred meters shorter.

      There were reasons for that. Both ship classes had spinal mass drivers running the full length of the ship. The kilometer-long Crown had three of them as the battleship’s main guns, using mass and gravity manipulation to fling a hundred-kilogram projectile across space at a third of the speed of light.

      Vagabond had a single mass driver that managed the same velocity by dint of being sixty percent larger than any of a Crown’s guns, but it was entirely a secondary weapon compared to her real weapons.

      The positron lances weren’t overly noticeable from the outside of the ship, the weaponry mostly concealed beneath the smooth layers of her neutronium-laced armor, but they were far more dangerous. A mass driver used the age-old method of flinging a high-speed chunk of metal into somebody.

      The newly developed positron lances took the antimatter output of a zero-point-energy cell, normally used for fuel for engines or reactors…and focused it into a coherent beam of positrons with a range of easily hundreds of thousands of kilometers.

      The guns might be “merely” rated as two hundred kilotons per second versus the hundred-plus megatons of the kinetic impact of the mass driver rounds…but Darius was grimly aware of all of the ways the lightspeed weapon was superior.

      He wanted a fleet of Vagabonds. Instead, he had one. Starships were far too expensive to be produced in vast quantities. If the handful of Vagabond-class ships being built proved their worth, the fleet would be refitted. But even that would take time…time the old man wasn’t convinced his nation would get.

      “She’s pretty, at least,” Barre said beside him.

      “Just pretty, Commander?” he asked.

      “I’d probably stab a friend in the back to command her,” she said with a chuckle. “I mean, not a really good friend…but an okayish one? Stars know, Admiral…antimatter guns?”

      “Someone was far too clever when they came up with that,” he agreed, his implant keeping a careful mental eye on the shuttle as it swooped around to the battleship’s shuttle bay. “I hope it’s enough for what’s coming.”

      Barre snorted.

      “Last intel suggests that the Imperium hasn’t even realized we’ve experimented with positron lances, let alone that they’re working on them.”

      “Look at the reports from Condor,” Darius said quietly. “The Commonwealth tested something similar to our positron lances against the defenses there. I don’t think anyone was supposed to see it, but one of our agents got the data out.”

      “Condor was a pirate base. The Commonwealth did everyone a favor clearing it out,” Barre replied.

      “They had reason to be there, yes,” he agreed. “But there always seems to be a reason for the Commonwealth to invade, doesn’t there? And each system they annex brings them closer to us and the systems we’ve promised to protect.”

      “The Senate won’t pick a fight with the Terran Commonwealth,” his right hand woman told him. “Would they?”

      Darius grimaced.

      “Every one of our trade treaties for the last two centuries has included a promise that the Castle Federation would defend our partners in the face of attack,” he noted. “Most of the multisystem powers do that—it helps encourage everyone to keep the peace, and it’s an easy giveaway that gets us better terms and we never expect to have to honor beyond fighting pirates.”

      He ran a hand over his right thigh, the sensors in the plastic and metal not quite responding the same way as if he touched his left leg. He’d lost it in a fight against excessively clever pirates a long time before.

      Even ten years later, his particular reaction to regen had been identified and they might have been able to regrow his leg…but nobody was going to remove a perfectly functional prosthesis for might.

      His companion was quiet. She’d known him long enough to know that if he was drawing his own attention to the prosthetic, he was being melancholy.

      “We won’t pick a fight with the Commonwealth, but I’m not sure nearly as many people pick fights with Terra as their propaganda would have us believe.”

      “But sir…it’s the Terran Commonwealth,” she replied. “Not the bogeyman.”

      Darius chuckled as their shuttle slid aboard Vagabond, automated shutters sliding closed behind them.

      “I may be an old war horse jumping at shadows,” he admitted, “but the Commonwealth not being a bogeyman, Commander Barre, is starting to feel like an opinion contrary to the facts.”

      He rose with the ease of decades of practice as the shuttle slowed to a halt.

      “Come on. Let’s see what Captain Michaud has prepared to feed us.”
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      Violetta Michaud was almost as tall as Darius himself with platinum-blonde hair to his pure white. She also put on an amazing table and Darius was impressed with the food as her stewards delivered and cleared away plates in rapid succession.

      When the last dessert plates were cleared, wine was poured and the stewards retreated. Only the four senior officers remained, and Michaud hesitated for a moment before nudging her XO.

      “The Senate, the Navy, the Castle,” he reeled off in practiced tones after realizing that, Senior Fleet Commander or not, he was the most junior officer left at the table. “I give you the Federation!”

      “The Federation!” the other three officers replied, and Darius sipped his wine.

      It was as good as the rest of the meal, and he studied Michaud and her XO carefully as they sipped their own wine. Senior Fleet Commander Easton Adema was a broad-shouldered man, probably only young to eyes like Darius’s. He kept his focus on the wine—but Michaud returned his gaze calmly.

      “I have a verbal briefing from Joint Command,” she finally told him. “Including the note from Fleet Admiral Carson to me that you are, in fact, senior to every officer in the Joint Command.”

      “And some day, they’ll haul me off a flag deck and give me a desk job like that,” Darius replied with a chuckle. “Until then, I stand on our most threatened frontier. What does Bob have to say?”

      He used Fleet Admiral Robert Carson’s nickname with an intentional edge. Michaud took it in stride—but Adema had to swallow quickly to keep his wine under control.

      “The Chief of Naval Operations,” Michaud replied calmly, “wanted to let you know that we believe the Imperial detachment at Mossflower has been reinforced. Admiral von Santiago is believed to be up to eight battleships now.”

      “That should have been in my formal briefing,” Darius pointed out. “Which says she has six battleships.”

      “Carson didn’t tell me why this was going verbally,” the Captain admitted. “Only that it wasn’t reliable data that he wanted you to have anyway. ‘To keep his eyes on the prize,’ I believe were his words.”

      “He wants me watching Coraline, not Terra,” Darius agreed. “He knows I’m not as readily distracted as some think, but he worries.” The old Admiral shrugged and grinned. “He doesn’t need to,” he told the other three officers. “I can watch two ways at once.”

      “If von Santiago has been reinforced to eight ships, that leaves us outnumbered and outgunned if she moves, doesn’t it?” Adema asked.

      “Not with Vagabond,” Darius replied. “If the positron lances work as advertised, she has no idea what she’d be walking into. However, she wouldn’t move, anyway. Aballava and Caerleon have significant fixed defenses. Von Santiago would want at least twelve battleships before she’d move against either—or absolute certainty that she knew where we were and that we didn’t know she’d deployed.”

      “It’s a shell game,” Barre added. She knew the strategy. “We have three systems at risk on this front: Aballava, Caerleon and Celliwig. All three are daughter colonies from Castle—we’re on the Counter-Clockward frontier of the Federation and we’re too damn close to the Imperium.

      “But Aballava and Caerleon are both fortified sufficiently to stand off half a dozen battleships on their own. Caerleon is ten light-years from Celliwig, five from Aballava. Aballava is six from Celliwig, which means that we’re three days from either here, but it’s five days between Caerleon and Celliwig.”

      “So, we sit in the middle with the assumption that we likely deploy to Celliwig,” Michaud concluded.

      “Exactly,” Darius agreed. “We’re only six days’ travel from Castle, so its not like we’re isolated out here. But luring us away from the defenses and jumping on us with half again our tonnage is von Santiago’s dream.

      “It’s about the only way the Imperium is going to open up our Counter-Clockward flank short of picking up their entire fleet and coming right at us,” he concluded. “They’ve got fifty-eight battleships to our fifty-four. I’ll take those odds, given that I know we’ve got two Vagabond-class ships and have reequipped the fleet with antimatter-warhead missiles.”

      “That was the other thing Carson wanted me to warn you about,” Michaud said after a moment to process. “Like the reinforcements at Mossflower, it’s not certain yet…but he thinks there’s weight to the reports that the Imperium is deploying their own antimatter missiles.”

      Darius leaned back in his chair with a long exhalation.

      “What I’m hearing, Captain, is that our CNO is having a pissing match with JD-Int and making his own decisions about what is and isn’t valid intelligence,” he noted.

      “I can’t speak to the Joint Department of Intelligence, sir,” Michaud said carefully. “Or to Admiral Carson’s relationship with them. Only the messages I was asked to pass along.”

      “I know,” he conceded with a throwaway gesture. “The Federation has only fought pirates for a long time, Captain. We’re not exactly the most efficient of military machines. Shit like this happens.” He grimaced. “It’s why I don’t have Carson’s job. He can handle Senatorial politics. I can’t.”

      It wasn’t even that Robert Carson played the political game and Darius didn’t—nobody became a Fleet Admiral in a peacetime navy without playing politics. Carson just enjoyed it more than Darius did—and Darius trusted the other man to have Castle’s best interests at heart.

      Which left the navy with an energetic politician in charge at home and a capable old war horse on the critical frontier. They both figured it was a win for everyone.

      “Anything else my old friend decided to hand me, Captain?” Darius asked.

      “Just those two bits, sir,” she noted. “I’d prefer not to get caught up in Admiralty politics, sir.”

      “Don’t count on that for long,” he warned her. “And I doubt you managed command of our newest and shiniest battleship by not playing politics, either.”

      Darius grinned at the moment of displeasure that crossed Michaud’s face. He’d got her in one. She played disinterested in politics, but she wouldn’t have her command without getting involved.

      That meant she was one of Carson’s protégés. Darius could do worse.

      “Dinner has been a pleasure, Captain, but I need to get back aboard Seventeen,” he told her. “I’m old and I need my sleep. Experience says the q-com will have delivered a small legion of snakes into my inbox by morning.

      “I’ll let you know which ones I’m sharing with you once I’ve seen them.”

      “Of course, Admiral. I appreciate you taking the time to join us,” Michaud replied.

      “There are just over twenty-five thousand officers and crew aboard the battleships of my fleet, Captain,” he pointed out. “I can’t know them all, but it is my business to know as many of them as I can—and my Captains, Captain Michaud, are the hands through which I control enough firepower to devastate worlds.

      “I must know those hands. So, here we are.”

      He was halfway through turning to leave when the Priority-Alpha-One alert hit his implant like an angry lightning bolt.
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      Getting a secured pod aboard Vagabond to link into the q-com network was easy enough. Captain Michaud’s office was only a few steps from the woman’s dining room, and she readily placed it at his disposal.

      That, Darius had expected. He hadn’t expected to find himself facing an equal number of Senators and Admirals when he answered the call. The three uniformed officers represented the core of the Castle Federation’s High Command—and including him, the call now held eighty percent of the Fleet Admirals in the entire Federation.

      The three Senators, equal members of the Federation’s thirteen-person executive, were linked in from a different location. All three Admirals were in one place and all three Senators were in one other place…and even managing to get those six people into two rooms was an achievement.

      Darius’s intended demand of Robert Carson died unspoken on his lips as he absorbed the situation, falling back on clipped recognition of  everyone.

      “Carson, Laurent, Bhattacharya,” he greeted the three Admirals. He knew all of them. The Senators were less known to him, but his neural implant connected the faces to the histories and memories he did have of the three women.

      “Senator Pan, Senator Christensen, Senator Falk,” he continued. “I’ll admit, I’m only used to meeting Senators one at a time. What’s going on?”

      “You’re familiar with the Boudicca System,” Senator Falk said immediately. The dark-haired woman was the current Senator for Castle itself, the first-among-equals of the Federation’s executive branch.

      “A long-standing trade partner of ours,” Darius replied instantly. “Current trade volume around two trillion annually, twenty-five light-years from Castle and sixteen from Aballava.”

      “And, like most of our trade partners, operating under a promise of protection from the Federation in the face of major threats,” Falk completed. “They have activated that part of their trade agreement with us.”

      “And the Counter-Clockward Fleet is the closest major military formation, of course,” Darius agreed. “Have they briefed us on what kind of threat they’re facing? I’d prefer to deploy the correct level of force.”

      “It’s not clear,” Carson cut in. “The only solid data we have is that someone ambushed and destroyed Defiant while she was patrolling the outer system. She was an older vessel but still an A-S battleship.”

      “So, they’re running panicked,” Darius said crisply, considering the situation. “Are we showing the flag or seriously attempting to handle the problem?”

      Falk closed her eyes for several long seconds, then focused her gaze on him. Everyone else on the call waited to let her field that question.

      “I appreciate your frankness, Admiral,” she finally said. “And to be equally frank, were the situation different, I would leave the force levels entirely to you and Admiral Carson.”

      That didn’t sound like someone who was going to let him decide his own force levels. Darius leaned back in his chair and studied the images of the people around him. Those images looked present, but they weren’t even projected holograms. For a call at this level of security when he was away from his secured base, the entire meeting was inside his head.

      They were seeing him behind Michaud’s desk, the visuals pulled from the battleship’s computers. Given that everyone else was in their usual secured facilities, they probably had a hologram of him.

      “What is the situation, then, Senator Falk?” he asked.

      She gestured to Pan. The pale Senator for Aballava smiled thinly.

      “The most important part is that Boudicca has a similar agreement with the Coraline Imperium,” Pan told him. “Intelligence has confirmed they’ve sent the same request to the Imperium.”

      “Which is risky as hell, since we think that the Imperium is the most likely culprit,” Carson cut in. “Boudicca is being used as bait. Von Santiago wants to lure a portion of your fleet out and ambush it.”

      “Potentially,” Pan said coldly.

      Darius got the unspoken message there. Fleet Admiral Carson was, once again, going off on a tangent civilian intelligence didn’t support. Quite probably, even JD-Int didn’t agree.

      Of course, everyone tolerated Carson’s flights because he was right at least as often as he was wrong.

      “Von Santiago has a larger fleet than I do,” Darius pointed out. “Head-on, I think the Counter-Clockward Fleet is a match for hers, but these kinds of games are dangerous.”

      “Regardless of how much the Imperium is involved in these attacks, we have every reason to believe that von Santiago will sortie to Boudicca with a significant portion of her fleet,” Pan said. “Imperial policy would be to overawe the locals with force—but the Coraline Imperium is far from immune to opportunism.”

      And a battleship fleet in orbit of a planet without battleships of its own just screamed opportunity to Darius.

      “If we send nothing, the Imperium will likely deal with Boudicca’s problem…and then annex the system,” Pan concluded. “They’ll have invited the viper to their own home. To counter that, we need to show the flag in force. In enough force, Admiral, to make certain that von Santiago does not act against our friends in Boudicca.”

      “That will take my entire fleet,” Darius told them. “Von Santiago is doing the same calculation. She probably doesn’t think we’ll take the system by force if she lets us, but I don’t see any scenario where she won’t send at least six battleships.”

      “Agreed,” Falk told him. “And those are your orders, Admiral Moonblood. You are to take the entire Counter-Clockward Fleet to the Boudicca System. You are to intimidate Admiral von Santiago into refraining from any extreme actions, and you are to find and deal with whoever is threatening the system—be they Imperial or otherwise.”

      “And if they’re Commonwealth?” Darius asked softly. “If it’s not the Imperium, there aren’t many others likely to challenge us here.”

      There wasn’t anyone. There were only a handful of single- or multisystem powers in the region who’d even dream of it—the Renaissance Trade Factor and the Star Kingdom of Phoenix came to mind—but they were closer to allies than enemies.

      It was just the Imperium…and the nine-hundred-pound gorilla looking for its next banana.

      Falk sighed loudly.

      “There are no grounds to believe the Terran Commonwealth is poking at a minor system on the edge of nowhere with enough force to kill a battleship,” the Senator pointed out. “Let’s not jump at ghosts, people.”

      She was clearly including Darius’s fear of Terran involvement in with Carson’s certainty of Coraline involvement.

      “Given the age and maintenance status intelligence tells me that Defiant suffered from, it is entirely possible that she suffered a catastrophic failure,” Falk continued. “Our worst-case scenario is local pirates with a flotilla of sublight gunships or maybe an old battlewagon.

      “But the Boudicca System is a point of tension and contest between us and the Imperium. Coraline will act, which means we must act. Sending your entire fleet appears the best way to protect our ally and avoid a potential war.”

      She shook her head.

      “Do you think you can manage to get us through this mess without a war, Admiral?”

      Darius smile grimly.

      “Senator Falk, so far as I am concerned, avoiding a war is my job,” he pointed out. “The decision to start a war generally rests with you and the Senate, not Admirals.

      “What are my rules of engagement if I find the ‘pirates’ and they are agents of a hostile power?”

      “Our promise to Boudicca is that we would protect them,” Falk told him. “You will do so. I would prefer not to end up in a war with anyone over that star system, Admiral, but the Castle Federation does not break its promises.

      “Am I clear?”

      Darius inhaled and nodded.

      A blank check, then. Because that was always a good sign.
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      Sixteen light years was eight days’ flight at the maximum acceleration Darius’s Alcubierre-Stetson drive battleships could manage. If someone had destroyed the Boudicca System’s only major warship, there was a significant chance the system would already be screwed by the time he arrived.

      The only good sign was that Darius was certain von Santiago was still in her anchorage in the Beschel System. That put her just over twenty-two light-years from their likely shared destination, which bought him a bit over a day of leeway.

      That wasn’t enough in his mind, and he walked back into the dining room with a plan already taking shape in his mind. Barre, Michaud and Adema had clearly been waiting for him to finish his call, the three of them sitting in silence around the room as he returned.

      “We’re deploying,” he said flatly. “Captain Michaud, congratulations; Vagabond is now my flagship. I need the flag deck online ASAP.

      “Barre, I need my staff and my travel gear aboard Vagabond as soon as you can arrange it,” he continued, turning his attention to his operations officer. “Once you have the wheels turning on that, I need every Captain in a virtual conference in one hour.

      “If there’s anything stopping them from warping space immediately, they need to bring it to that meeting,” Darius concluded. “I’ll brief everyone in that meeting, but assume that we need to be underway in three hours or less.”

      Barre turned to Adema instantly.

      “Commander Adema, can I borrow an office?” she asked. “I imagine the flag deck offices aren’t fully on—”

      “We shipped out directly from our testing,” Michaud cut the Senior Fleet Commander off. “The systems were suspended, but I just issued the activation commands. Everything should still be in place and ready for you and the Admiral’s people to set up without preparation.”

      Adema was silent for a thoughtful moment, probably reviewing Michaud’s messages and his own files on the flag deck.

      “It might have been egotistical,” the XO admitted, “but we kept the furniture and everything in place. Vagabond is, after all, the most advanced warship in the Counter-Clockward Fleet. We hoped to be made your flagship, though admittedly I expected less urgent timing.”

      “Well done,” Darius told them. “In that case, I’ll pull directions to the Admiral’s office from the ship’s network. Captain Michaud—you just arrived. I know you’re going to have supplies you need restocked before we move. Have a list for Barre by that meeting.

      “Any questions, people?”

      Everyone in the room was already multitasking with neural-implant coms while they listened to him.

      “Then let’s get moving. I’ll brief you in an hour.”
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      Darius spent most of the hour assembling a briefing packet that was fired into everyone’s neural implants the moment the meeting began. It took a few seconds for the fleshy part of his subordinates’ minds to pick up and process the new “memories,” but it was still faster than spending thirty minutes explaining it all.

      “Questions?” he asked as the virtual images of his Captains refocused on him. Even Michaud was on her bridge. The conference table he sat at the head of was entirely fictional, with most of the Captains who appeared to be sitting at it actually on their bridges.

      “What’s our expected threat level?” Captain Dusko Jamison, commanding officer of Croatia asked. “We’re deploying the entire fleet?”

      “Our worst-case scenario at the moment is that this is a Coraline ambush, the opening move of the war we’ve been building towards for the last twenty years,” Darius replied. “In that case, we can assume a threat specifically calibrated to wiping us out. That’s von Santiago’s fleet plus a couple of extra battleships.

      “I’m expecting von Santiago with six to eight battleships,” he continued. “My worst case is ten.”

      His true worst case wasn’t something he could share with his subordinates. The Admiral had to watch the sprawling and expanding imperium based on humanity’s homeworld and regard them as a threat. His subordinates needed to focus on more immediate threats.

      “Someone jumped and destroyed an A-S battleship without leaving enough behind for long-distance scans to resolve her attacker,” Darius pointed out. “That means modern stealth and ECM.”

      “They’ve got to know what happened, at least,” Michaud argued.

      “Everything we’ve got from Boudicca is in the packet I sent you all,” he said. “Their best guess is that between one and three vessels of indeterminate size and energy signature ambushed Defiant at close range and engaged her with heavy mass-driver fire. Nothing unusual, not even antimatter warheads.”

      Just cee-fractional slugs with impact energy measured in the dozens to hundreds of megatons.

      “Even the energy signatures of the impact should give us more than that,” Barre said. “I’m looking at the data and it’s frustratingly limited. Shouldn’t they have live q-com data?”

      “Boudicca doesn’t have their own q-com switchboard,” Darius reminded them. “They purchased entangled blocks from us and from Coraline, but they don’t trust either of us enough to run military telemetry through our hardware, whatever promises we’ve made.”

      Quantum entanglement was inherently a two-point communication system. That meant that, for example, Vagabond carried several hundred thousand entangled particles whose other half lived on a station in Castle orbit.

      Any change to the particles on Vagabond was reflected at the switchboard station. There, routing codes would tell the system control who to send the data to and would then relay the change to the particles entangled with the intended recipient. The largest delay was the fiberoptic cabling in the switchboard station, providing an instantaneous communication link across any distance people could transport the particle blocks over.

      But the people in control of the switchboard station could access your data. They weren’t supposed to—the Federation switchboards weren’t allowed to access civilian coms without a warrant—but they could. And very few nations provided legal protection to foreign powers renting their communications equipment.

      “So, because Boudicca doesn’t trust us, they don’t have the data that could actually let us help them,” Barre concluded aloud. “Messy. Do we have a plan, sir?”

      Darius smiled thinly. His operations officer was calling out the obvious problems and softballing him the questions he needed to answer for everyone. They were a well-oiled machine at this point, and he was going to miss her when the promotion he’d already recommended went through.

      Rumor said there were some very odd things going on in JD-Tech’s weapons R&D programs. If he had his way, Captain Barre was going to be at the heart of an entirely new generation of warfare—but that was the future.

      “Our mission is threefold,” he told them all. “First, we are showing the flag in serious force. We are going to reassure Boudicca and our other trade-partner protectorates that we mean our damn promises. We will protect them in the face of external threats and will do so without annexing them as unwilling true protectorates.”

      The Federation already had three of those: a daughter colony, a religious colony with minimal spaceborne industrialization, and a star system that was one wrong word from another civil war. All three would hopefully eventually become full members.

      But hopefully and eventually were risky words.

      “Secondly, we show the Coraline Imperium the same thing,” he continued. “Whether this is an Imperial ploy or not, von Santiago will be present with a major fleet. We’ll discourage her from opportunism and remind the Imperium that we both agreed to protect systems like Boudicca.

      “It’s our one common ground with the Imperator, people. We want to use it to avoid a war if we can,” he told them.

      “Of course, our official mission doesn’t include either of those priorities,” he told them, his thin smile not even twitching. “Officially, we are being deployed to secure the sovereignty and security of a trusted friend and trade partner against a clear and present threat.

      “That is the third part of our mission but, sadly, in many ways the least important.” Darius shook his head. “Our most likely scenario is either local sublight warships or a rogue battleship.”

      There weren’t supposed to be any of the latter, and pirates with A-S ships were a recurring nightmare for any government. An Alcubierre-Stetson warp drive required multiple Class One Mass Manipulators, boson-manipulating systems capable of creating black holes from nothing and preventing those black holes from eating the solar system around them.

      A Class One Mass Manipulator required years to grow its exotic-matter coils. They were probably the single most expensive technology known to humanity—and an A-S drive required a minimum of four of them. The drive was forty percent of the price tag of a warship and almost ninety percent of the price tag of a civilian freighter.

      Most star systems that couldn’t build Class Ones couldn’t afford to buy someone else’s. The corporations that fielded A-S freighters were immense entities, but even they would blink at the price tag of a private warship.

      “Wouldn’t the locals know if their battleship had been jumped by local ships?” Jamison asked.

      “I would assume so, but they don’t have enough data,” Darius pointed out. “Boudicca has asteroid belts and clusters that are relatively easy to hide in with a bit of work, and our hostiles have already demonstrated modern image-baffling systems.

      “Boudicca doesn’t have those systems, so I’m still leaning towards a third-party actor,” he concluded. “That might be Coraline. It might be someone else—though I couldn’t see, for example, the Trade Factor trying to pull a stunt like this. It could well be the ‘mighty Black Syndicate!’”

      That got a chuckle from his officers. The “Black Syndicate” was often the opposing force in their training simulations, an entirely fictitious crime syndicate with the resources to deploy battleship squadrons against the Federation.

      They couldn’t run all of their simulations with the Coraline Imperium as the enemy, after all, and Darius felt like the only person who regarded the Commonwealth as a threat most days.

      “It doesn’t matter who they are,” he concluded. “Our orders are clear: we will secure the Boudicca System against any and all threats.”

      There was a long pause, then Jamison coughed delicately.

      “To be clear, sir, that includes the potential of starting a war with the Coraline Imperium,” he pointed out.

      “It does,” Darius agreed crisply. “And that is explicitly covered under my orders.”

      From the expressions on his Captains’ faces, everyone else registered the problem with being handed a blank check.
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      “You have no idea how glad we are to hear that you are coming, Fleet Admiral,” the woman on the other end of the link told Darius. The data flowing along with her visual told him that she was Princess Admiral Alexa Burgundy, the heir apparent to the Boudicca System and one of their seniormost military officers.

      She was at least fifty. There was just a point, somewhere around a hundred, where everybody started looking like children.

      “The Federation does not break its promises, Your Highness,” Darius told her. Not lightly or without reason, anyway. “My current ETA is just over four days. You’ll forgive me if I keep the magnitude of my force to myself for the moment in case there are leaks along the way of our communications channel.”

      Stars knew there was no way Burgundy was alone, whatever she was presenting on the call. Darius was comfortable with the security on his coms until they reached the Boudicca System, but he could be polite and suggest there could be problems anywhere along the way.

      “I hope your force is significant, then,” she told him. “A guardship squadron will reach Defiant’s position today, but without the A-S drive, reaching the outer asteroid belts is a time-consuming endeavor.”

      The reports told Darius that Defiant had been over a light-day out from Iceni, Boudicca’s inhabited planet. Getting sublight guardships that far in four days was impressive. They would only be capable of the same hundred and twenty gravities as his battleships at most and had far more limited fuel, after all.

      “I am comfortable in the ability of my force to engage any threat to your system,” Darius told her mildly. “Do you have any more data on just what kind of threat we’re looking at?”

      “The scans suggest a minimum of two vessels, but unless the guardships can retrieve datacores from Defiant’s wreckage, we’re unlikely to learn much more.”

      “I’ll need the complete telemetry from your guardship sweep,” Darius said. “Even the damage pattern can help my people decipher what we’re looking at, Your Highness. A sublight guardship has a far different weapons fit than a battleship.”

      Even the largest guardship was unlikely to have more than a hundred-and-fifty-meter mass driver. The physical dimensions of the smaller sublight ships didn’t allow for them. Without antimatter missiles or a positron lance, they would have had to badly surprise Defiant to be a threat.

      Which, again, brought Darius back to battleships. Which meant Coraline or Terra, really.

      “We should be able to arrange that,” she allowed. “We are currently relaying a q-com link from the squadron via Castle. I’ll have the CO forward you the information as well.”

      He smiled thinly. It was a near-certainty that Burgundy had either had or was planning to have the same conversation with Admiral von Santiago. It was even possible that her father, King Wessex III, was having that conversation with the Imperial officer right now.

      “I would appreciate it, Your Highness,” he said. “The better we work together, the more likely we are to be able to find the people who killed Defiant and avenge her.” He paused. “Why guardships, though? Wouldn’t there have been civilian vessels closer to the wreck able to retrieve survivors?”

      “A few, but none were willing to take the risk for the rewards we could offer,” Burgundy said levelly. “Without knowing our enemy, my father and I were hesitant to send unarmed ships into a battle zone. The civilians might have been able to save some lives that have now been lost…but we could also have simply managed to get more people killed.

      “The life-support craft and safety bunkers aboard Defiant are rated for thirty days without central power or life support,” she concluded. “Anyone who survived the initial attack should still be alive.”

      Darius nodded. She wasn’t wrong but he suspected at least one captain had named a price they’d go out for…and he’d have paid it, no matter how egregious. The Burgundies owed their people that.

      “We’ll see what your guardships discover,” he told her. “We can certainly drop out of warped space and study the wreckage ourselves, if that would be helpful.”

      “Absolutely not,” Burgundy snapped. “Once we have finished sweeping for survivors, Defiant becomes a war grave under Boudiccan law. Further prodding of the dead is disrespectful and unnecessary.”

      “I see,” Darius allowed. He doubted Burgundy knew what he saw—but the theory that this was a local faction had just cut to zero. Burgundy didn’t know who’d killed the battleship but she suspected…and the suspicion terrified her.

      “I look forward to your arrival at Iceni, Admiral,” the Princess told him. “Once you have arrived, my father and I would be delighted to host you and one of your senior officers for dinner. I presume you wouldn’t want to remove more than one officer from your ships, given the unknown threat.”

      “You presume correctly,” he agreed. A dinner sounded like a solid opportunity to try and sort out the Burgundies’ thoughts on what was going on. He knew they hadn’t told the Castle Federation everything, but it sounded like there was more going on under the surface.

      “I would be delighted to join you and your father for dinner when we arrive,” he told her. “I look forward to seeing the sensor data on Defiant. Is there anything we can provide prior to our arrival?”

      “What assistance can be provided without a physical presence has already been offered by your government,” she demurred. “We’ll speak more in person, Admiral. Four days, you said?”

      “Four days, one hour and thirty-two minutes,” he told her, pulling the data from his implant. His fleet would be making turnover in that hour and thirty-two minutes, reversing the one light-year per day per day acceleration that flung them across the stars.

      “Hopefully, we’ll all be here to greet you,” Burgundy said grimly. “The lack of activity from Defiant’s killers is worrying me, Admiral.”

      “You have a significant sublight defense fleet, Admiral,” he reminded her. “I’m certain you will be fine.”

      He had to say it, after all, even if he didn’t believe it.  Boudicca was going to be fine, after all—at least until he and von Santiago arrived.

      Whoever was playing this game wouldn’t want to damage their bait, after all.
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      “That was not sublight gunships.”

      Fleet Commander Rhianna Diamond was Darius’s logistics officer, the black woman in charge of making sure that every one of his six battlewagons was fully equipped and prepared for any task the Admiral put before them.

      Most relevantly in the staff meeting reviewing the data from the guardships surveying Defiant, she was the person in his staff with the most engineering experience.

      Darius had made the same assessment of the damage pattern they could see on the shattered battleship, but he made a go-ahead gesture to the logistics officer. There were few opportunities for the fleet’s logistic officer to shine in front of her colleagues. He needed to give her this one.

      “Explain, please,” Captain Michaud asked. “I see a wrecked battleship and fifteen hundred dead. I’m not sure what’s ruling out gunships.”

      The gunships had still been sweeping for survivors and escape pods when Darius had called the meeting, but he doubted they were going to find enough survivors to change Michaud’s math. Six hundred and eighteen people had been pulled from the wreck—all too junior or in the wrong roles to have had access to the ship’s sensors.

      Defiant had been overstrength for her crew, a normal consequence of a generally undertrained and underequipped single-system military. The Boudicca fleet’s data said that she’d had twenty-one hundred and seven souls aboard.

      “You haven’t seen a wrecked battleship before, Captain,” Darius pointed out softly. “I have. So has Commander Diamond. Rhianna?”

      “The impact points are the key,” the logistics officer told them all. “Look here and here.” Chunks of the wreck highlighted. “Those are single-impact fractures of the neutronium matrix. Usually, if the neutronium lattice breaks, it’s from multiple impacts.”

      The “neutronium” in the ship’s armor wasn’t really true neutronium, but it was so compressed that it made no real difference. It was also expensive enough and hard enough to make that even battleships had only so much to armor themselves with. A single thin layer of the near-impenetrable material coated a modern battleship—and made up multiple megatons of the ship’s mass, thin as the layer was—but it was suspended in a shock-absorbing matrix and reinforced with simpler armors.

      “To overwhelm the armor and break it with a gunship’s three-hundred-meter mass driver takes multiple hits in a small area,” Diamond continued. “You overwhelm the support matrix and force a crack in the neutronium layer, then shatter it with the final hit. It’s a question of probabilities and sustained fire—usually, you’re looking at twenty or more hits inside a hundred square meters.”

      She gestured at the highlighted chunks.

      “The armor broke here to a single high-power hit,” she repeated. “A battleship’s main guns will do that one time in ten. No guardship mass driver is going to do it.”

      Darius had drawn the same conclusion. Now he watched it dawn on a group of officers—Barre, Michaud, and the other half-dozen members of his flag staff—who’d never seen real capital-ship-on-capital-ship action.

      The Federation had fought roughly fourteen of those in the last century—a time period that roughly coincided with Darius’s own career. He’d served in or commanded eleven of those actions. Diamond had been in the engineering teams cleaning up after the last one.

      “Those ratios are included in our engagement parameters,” Barre noted. “I never thought about them in the sense of the damage left afterwards, though.”

      “We need to,” Darius replied. “Sometimes, what happened is almost as important as what we need to do about it. This mess”—he indicated the ship—“is worse than you’re thinking, too.”

      He had everyone’s attention now and he smiled thinly as he highlighted more impact points.

      “These four points are potential single-impact fractures as well,” he told them. “Hard to say, as the ship broke apart in these locations, but look at the angles.”

      Michaud saw it first, the Captain swallowing audible as it sank in.

      “That’s at least three different attack vectors,” she noted.

      “With battleship guns,” he agreed. “The Boudiccans’ data already suggested that Defiant was jumped by multiple enemy vessels, but we all assumed that meant multiple gunships. My assessment is that she was attacked by at least three battleships.

      “Given that we can only really confirm three attack vectors, three ships is probably lowballing it, too,” he continued. “It’s possible that three ships came in from three different angles with minimal mutual support. It’s more likely that they had support.”

      “Six battleships, sir?” Barre asked. “Defiant wasn’t worth that.”

      “She was if you needed her to die and die hard without telling anyone who hit her,” Darius told his people. “Defiant was the bait. The Boudicca System is the trap. What I don’t know is whose trap or what the mechanism of the trap is.”

      “It has to be the Imperium, doesn’t it?” Michaud asked. “There’s no one else out here with six battleships.”

      “Both the Renaissance Trade Factor and the Star Kingdom of Phoenix field fleets of approximately twenty A-S battleships,” Darius pointed out. “We and the Imperium are both hovering around fifty. The Terran Commonwealth, on the other hand, fields a fleet of approximately six hundred.

      “There are also a number of single-star nations in the region that have fleets of between three and five battlewagons. An alliance of several of them could also assemble a six-ship fleet.”

      Darius shook his head.

      “The likelihood of most of these scenarios is low,” he conceded before any of his staff pointed it out. “Most likely, we are looking at a Coraline Imperium operation. Which raises a distinct problem, people.”

      “We know von Santiago’s battleships were still at their anchorage when Defiant was attacked,” Barre interjected. “Intelligence has now verified her strength at eight capital ships, all modern battleships.

      “So, if this is an Imperial operation, we are likely looking at fourteen battleships.” His smile thinned to a pale white line. “I believe that we can face those odds, with the aid of Vagabond’s weaponry and the traditions and skill of our officers and crew.

      “But we need to realize that those are the odds we face and prepare ourselves for them. It may be necessary for us to abandon the Boudicca System to the enemy—but if we do so, people, we will do so officially at war with the Coraline Imperium!”
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      Looking at the Boudicca System, Darius could see at a glance what it had to offer its trade partners. Trade between the stars wasn’t easy, but the nature of A-S ships—immense and expensive—meant that most things that were traded were both expensive and available in large quantities.

      The sheer amount of radiation boiling off the systems’ two immense asteroid belts provided a clue. Radioactive fissionables could be found in any star system, but readily available and easily refined radioactives allowed for an excess that could be exported for less than many systems could extract and refine their own resources for.

      The planet probably also had the usual half-dozen refined products that their neighbors thought they made best and bought in bulk, but the asteroid belts gave them a reliable fallback.

      They also meant that someone could actually be hiding an entire battle squadron in the system without anyone being any wiser. The presence of two asteroid belts radioactive enough to hide starships left an icy chill crawling up Darius Moonblood’s neck as he sat at the center of Vagabond’s flag deck.

      “All ships have completed emergence, Cherenkov flares are dissipating,” Barre reported. “We have both direct and q-com links with all units.”

      “Good,” Darius said distractedly, studying the star system chart and checking the astrographic map in his neural implant. “ETA to Iceni orbit?”

      “Six hours, unless we have a reason to push?” the operations officer asked.

      There was nothing, theoretically, stopping Vagabond or the rest of the ships in the Counter-Clockward Fleet accelerating at hundreds or even thousands of gravities. Her engines and inertial compensators played a terrifying precise game with Newton and Einstein, however, which had distinct plateaus in its efficiency.

      At the first of those plateaus, a properly built ship could accelerate for months on relatively limited fuel. That only gave them a “mere” thirty to forty gravities. The second plateau, known by the imaginative label of “Tier Two Acceleration,” allowed a modern warship to achieve a hundred and twenty gravities.

      Tier Three acceleration allowed around four hundred gravities but would empty the battleships’ fuel tanks in hours instead of weeks. A fourth tier was being studied but would empty a warship’s fuel tanks in seconds.

      The theoretically secret antimatter missiles tucked away in Darius’s magazines had Tier Three engines. His ships could push to the same thrust if they needed to—but he wasn’t that certain he could refill his antimatter and hydrogen fuel supplies there.

      “My math says that von Santiago will arrive between six and eight hours from now,” Darius told Barre. “I would prefer to be in orbit already when she does so, but beyond that, no. There’s no need for a rush.”

      Boudicca couldn’t stand off his fleet or von Santiago’s, but the fortress and guardships could easily tilt the thin line of balance between their fleets. In orbit of Iceni, all of those weapons were available to back Darius up if von Santiago did something stupid.

      Hopefully, that would be enough to keep everything aboveboard—but that was assuming there wasn’t a hidden Imperial squadron in the asteroid belts.

      “We can do that,” Barre confirmed. “Anything else I should set up?”

      “I’m supposed to meet the King and Crown Princess for dinner on arrival,” Darius replied. “Get in touch with the locals and get that organized.”

      His gaze rested on the closest approach of the asteroid belt to Iceni. Four light-minutes was probably a safe distance if someone was hiding there, but the warning signs on his displays still made him uncomfortable.

      Defiant had been ambushed by at least three modern battleships, and those ships hadn’t been seen since. Somewhere in this star system, someone was watching him. Waiting. Deciding on their next move…and he wasn’t even certain who they were.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You’ll be meeting with King Wessex III and Crown Princess Alexa Burgundy, as you expected,” Barre told Darius as the two of them made their way through Vagabond’s corridors toward the shuttle bay.

      Both of them had shed the single-piece shipsuit that mimicked slacks and a collared shirt in favor of their dress uniforms. Those were black slacks with a white dress shirt and black jacket, with both the slacks and jacket piped in gold to mark their service as the Castle Federation Space Navy instead of the Castel Federation Marine Corps.

      “Just the two of them?” Darius asked. “They invited us both. I was expecting a larger affair.”

      “The diplomatic files suggest that the Princess acts as Minister of Defense as well as the third-ranked officer of their Fleet,” the ops officer told him. “They haven’t sent us a guest list, but nothing in my communications suggested that the dinner was going to include anyone else.”

      “I wonder if they were hoping to include von Santiago and get us to play nice,” Darius murmured. It’s what he would have done if the two local heavyweights had both sent real fleets to his system. “On the other hand, she’s late.”

      Her earliest arrival time would have been just as his ships entered Iceni orbit half an hour before. He had expected her to arrive exactly as early as she could without obviously having known something was coming.

      Instead, it looked like she’d left the Imperium over an hour later than he’d left Aballava. With the extra travel time, she’d be there…shortly. But not soon enough to join anyone for dinner.

      “Works to our advantage either way, sir,” Barre told him. “I would have expected the Imperium to have factored that into their plans when they set this up.”

      “Never underestimate luring your enemy into a false sense of security,” Darius warned. “Michaud and the others will be keeping the ships at Status One. They’ll be at battle stations before we’re off the ground, let alone in orbit.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. It would be nice for this all to have been a misunderstanding, not the opening shots of a war.”

      “I’m not sure luring us away from Aballava’s defenses would be worth trashing the Imperium’s reputation with the potential neutrals,” Darius replied. “I just can’t see any reason why the Commonwealth would play these games.”

      “Even if they are as actively expansionist as you think, sir, we’re still a long way from the nearest Commonwealth system,” his ops officer countered as they reached the shuttle bay. “You’re jumping at shadows.”

      “I know,” he conceded. He linked his neural implant in to the battleship’s scanners, projecting an image of the space above Iceni in front of him. There was no hologram and no one else could see the virtual display as he looked at the floating daggers of his fleet.

      A dozen fortresses and thirty guardships orbited Iceni, a powerful defense force by most standards. Against the six arrowheads of his battleships, they looked like toys. Even the fortresses were limited to six-hundred-meter mass drivers. If it came to a fight, his older battleships could take them all on their own.

      But still, those fortresses were the real barrier there. They were the only thing the Boudiccans had right now that could threaten a battleship, so they became the focus of his attention as he brought up their stats on the virtual display.

      Long practice allowed him to cross the hangar deck to the shuttle without being distracted by the display only he could see. One of the stations was larger than he’d thought, he realized. There was an eight-hundred-meter-wide platform in geostationary orbit above the capital, with three of the largest mass drivers he’d ever seen on anything other than a battleship.

      His attention to the crown jewel of Iceni’s defenses meant he saw the moment its secondary weapons opened fire on their own capital.
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      Even if Darius had been on the flag deck and expecting it, he couldn’t have changed what happened. The command lag between running the fleet from a virtual system projected by his implant and being in the physical command center wasn’t that long, after all.

      There was no time. Even if his ships’ defensive lasers had been online, they were optimized to stop mass-driver fire coming at his battleships—and their efficiency in that role already left much to be desired.

      A dozen slugs fired from the station before someone managed to regain control, plummeting into the atmosphere like the fists of an angry god. They took just over twenty seconds to travel from the station in its forty-thousand-kilometer-high geostationary orbit to the capital city that station was supposed to protect, and no power in the galaxy could have stopped them.

      Each of the slugs hit with the force of a fifty-kiloton nuclear bomb, crashing their way across Iceni’s capital city with boots of fire and death.

      “What the hell is happening?” Barre demanded, realizing her boss had stopped in his tracks and bringing up her own display. Her shocked silence after the question told Darius she’d seen the answer for herself—and his orders to check in with the locals died unspoken as the battle platform that had just murdered its capital city exploded.

      It didn’t die alone, either, and Darius swore aloud as the reports trickled in. Every battle station in Iceni orbit had just exploded in the actinic blasts of matter-antimatter reactions.

      “We need to get back to the flag deck,” he ordered. “Barre, get the fleet to battle stations and get every tactical analyst we’ve got on working out what in Starless Void just happened.”

      “Someone fucked Iceni,” Barre told him. “And us. Stars guard us. There are twenty million people in that city and fifty thousand on those battle platforms.”

      “Get everyone moving!” he barked, linking his implant com to Michaud as he turned back to the flag deck.

      “Captain, you saw this?”

      “I’m not sure what the hell I just saw,” Vagabond’s Captain admitted. “And I’m supposed to know when it happens this close to me. Our defenses are online, I’m scanning for threats, but…”

      “There will be a follow-up,” Darius said grimly. “It’s a question of what kind. Get your coms people on raising the Boudiccan Fleet’s guardships. They’re the last thing this system has in orbit, and they’re going to be panicking.

      “The last thing we can afford is for them to panic at us.”

      “We didn’t do this,” Michaud snapped. She paused. “Right?”

      “I didn’t order it,” he told her. “I’m reasonably sure no one else did. We control the situation, Captain, and that means we keep the locals from shooting at us while we work out the best way to help them.”

      “Vagabond has twenty-two shuttles that are capable of search and rescue and a six-hundred-Marine strike battalion,” she reeled off crisply. “I can’t speak to the rest of the fleet, but I can put those boots on the ground for rescue efforts in under sixty seconds.”

      That contingent was standard. Darius had over a hundred shuttles and thirty-six hundred Marines ready to go. It was overkill for most situations that required Marines and underkill for any situation that would require more than a few hundred.

      For this, however, those thirty-six hundred pairs of hands—hands clad with radiation-impervious power armor—could save lives. Potentially hundreds of thousands of lives.

      “Thank you, Captain,” he told her. “I needed that reminder.”

      He flipped from the channel with Michaud to a channel with the Majors who commanded those battalions.

      “Marines, I assume you are following the unfolding disaster around us,” he said crisply as he finally walked back onto his flag deck. His people were already filling the central display with updates on the status of Iceni City.

      “Well, I was sleeping, but someone blew up a city and suddenly I was magically in power armor and halfway into a shuttle,” Major Dimitri O’Neill replied dryly. The Marine commanded England’s Marine contingent and he was the senior Marine officer in the Counter-Clockward Fleet.

      He’d also served under Darius for almost twenty years in one unit or another, and had a better idea than most of what he could get away with.

      “That’s where you need to be,” Darius replied. “How long to drop, people?”

      The responses were nonverbal, transferred along the datalink, and he was surprised by the results. Three-quarters of his Marines were already in armor, and half of the armored Marines were in shuttles.

      None of his battalions were going to need more than another sixty seconds to drop.

      “Drop simultaneously in seventy seconds,” he ordered, giving them the extra few seconds. “There are millions of people in the blast zones alone, tens of millions in the shrapnel zones. We’ll attempt to make contact with rescue authorities from here, but the local government is gone.

      “Coordinating the disaster response across Iceni City may well fall on you. Can you handle that?”

      He was expecting the wolf-howl that answered, and it still hurt his mental “ear.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he concluded. “Get going, people. I look to you to save the innocents tangled up in this mess.”

      “We’re Castle’s damned Marines, sir,” O’Neill told him. “We’ll save everyone we can.”

      The channel dropped and Darius shook his head sadly as he closed the channel and took his seat.

      “Barre?” he said softly.

      “I’m here, sir,” his ops officer replied. “Fleet is at battle stations and all scanners are sweeping the area. There is nothing to suggest that the battle stations were fired upon.”

      “No,” Darius confirmed. “That was antimatter containment failure, Commander. I’ve seen it before. Someone got bombs—potentially quite small ones—into the most critical and secured portions of those stations.

      “The Boudicca System was betrayed and I’m not convinced they’re even the target.”

      He was searching the scan displays for what he knew had to be there.

      “What’s the radius of our q-probe net?” he asked softly. The q-com-equipped sensor probes were the closest thing he had to FTL scanners. By getting the robotic spacecraft out into space, they gave him real-time eyes wherever they were.

      “We’ve established a net at one light-minute, sir,” Barre told him. “We didn’t want to expend the drones for more.”

      “I want a net out to ten light-minutes,” he ordered. “I want a maximum thirty-light-second delay for anything that happens in that radius.”

      “Understand, we’re on it,” the woman replied. “What are we looking for, sir?”

      “The only other invitee to this party I know of,” Darius told her. “Admiral Trinh Hoa von Santiago.”

      The Coraline Imperium.
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      “Alcubierre emergences!”

      Darius had been waiting for the report. Now he waited patiently for the expanding network of sensor probes and his tactical teams to tell him just what he was looking at.

      “We’ve got eight emergence signatures,” Barre reported as the data flowed to her console and implant. “Engines are online; we’re looking at about eleven million tons apiece. Resolving volume as they close, but that sounds like neutronium-armor battleships to me.”

      “And me,” Darius confirmed. “And the right number of ships to be Admiral von Santiago.”

      “What do we do, sir?” Barre asked.

      “What we have to,” he said calmly. “Formation Delta-Zulu-Nine on their approach vector. Maintain battle stations and get me an ETA for their arrival.”

      “Understood.”

      DZ-9 appeared straightforward enough, but its true purpose was to conceal Vagabond from the Imperium. For the opening salvos, at least, the rest of the Counter-Clockward Fleet would cover the new battleship from the enemy.

      Even as Barre was passing his orders, Darius was running the timeline of von Santiago’s arrival. Something didn’t add up.

      “Barre, take a look at this once the orders are passed,” he told her quietly, tossing what he was looking at onto the main display. It was timing. It was all timing.

      She blinked away the coms and studied it.

      “They would have arrived just in time to see us launch the Marines,” Barre noted. “Gives them quite the casus belli, sir. Whoever set this mess up for them did a damn good job.”

      “Indeed,” Darius murmured, considering the situation. “I need the q-probe net adjusted as so,” he continued, sending her new layout. “Standard battle focus on the Imperials—but let’s keep our eyes on the asteroid belts. As we move out to intercept von Santiago, we become more vulnerable to an A-S ambush.”

      “I don’t think anyone is foolish enough to thread the needle like that, sir,” she replied.

      Taking a warp-space bubble within about ten light-minutes of a star or a couple of light-minutes of a planet or gas giant was dangerous. Activating one in that gravity shadow was effectively impossible, but you could take a ship into the shadow under the Alcubierre-Stetson drive.

      It required a careful balance of power, gravity and navigation. Meeting the perfect requirements to do so without wrecking your ship was possible, but incredibly difficult—hence “threading the needle.”

      “An in-system jump like that would be preprogrammed,” he noted. “You wouldn’t be jumping into the shadow of Iceni, just pushing the edge of Boudicca’s grav well. It would be safe enough.”

      “Short-range jumps take days to get calculated. It wouldn’t be worth it,” she argued.

      “Except they hit Defiant days ago and haven’t done anything since,” Darius countered. “That fleet has had days to program their jump. And if they’re coordinating with von Santiago, they knew where she’d come in from.”

      “Even if they didn’t,” Barre admitted, “there was no reason to do anything fancy. Sir…what do we do?”

      “Von Santiago’s sensor data is going to be pretty damning,” he told her. “She arrives at a planet that’s clearly been bombarded, with the fortresses wrecked and the capital burning—and then sees us drop Marines.”

      He shook his head.

      “What’s the local fleet doing? Is anyone sufficiently in charge that I need to be talking to them?”

      “They’re in full SAR mode,” Barre told him. “I don’t think we’re getting a guardship out of Iceni orbit, even in the face of an active threat.”

      He felt as much as saw her grimace.

      “At this point, they’d probably surrender to the Imperium for the two hundred shuttles on board von Santiago’s fleet.”

      “Any coms from von Santiago yet?” he asked, feeling Vagabond shiver beneath him as the battleship began to move. All six of his ships were accelerating now, moving away from the planet to protect it from its potential conquerors.

      In the long run, the truth would probably come out about what had happened there. By any rational standard, though, von Santiago would be justified in finding out that truth through the wreckage of his fleet.

      Where he, on the other hand, had every justifiable reason to think the whole mess stank of a setup. He couldn’t let von Santiago’s fleet approach Iceni.

      “Nothing yet,” Barre reported. “She came out six light-minutes away and is burning in at a hundred and twenty gees.”

      “We’ll match that shortly, which puts us two and half hours or so from weapons range,” Darius noted.

      “Far less for missiles and positron lances, sir,” she pointed out.

      “I know,” he conceded. “But…let’s hold off on those unless they use them, shall we?”

      “Admiral? Surely, an alpha strike before they expect us to engage is an advantage we can’t give up?”

      “It also commits us to a battle before they can act,” Darius said softly, his thoughts running away with him. “If we fire first, if we assume they are the enemy, the war forever rides on us.”

      “Sir, who else could it be?” Barre demanded.

      “I don’t know, Commander. Not with certainty. But it comes to one simple question of faith.”

      “Sir?” Barre repeated, a tired-sounding echo. She shared his own Stellar Spiritualist beliefs, a path that didn’t lend itself to much faith in any active divinity…only in the strength of humanity, seemingly alone in the universe.

      “Would the Coraline Imperium, expansionist as it is, murder this many people they promised to protect?” Darius asked softly. “Do I believe they have fallen that far? Or do I have faith in their humanity—in their honor—and believe they meant the promises they made?”

      He gestured at the star map in front of them.

      “Because if the Coraline Imperium isn’t responsible for this, Admiral von Santiago thinks we are—unless she, in her own terms, faces that same question of faith in our honor.”

      “We would never bombard a neutral capital!” Barre snapped.

      “I know. So tell me, Senior Fleet Commander Itzel Barre…you have faith that we didn’t do this. That our officers would defy those orders. Why would you expect the officers of the Imperium to do any different?”

      She was silent for a long time as the velocity and range numbers on the displays continued to change.

      “I don’t know them,” she finally asked. “And they are threatening my fleet, my comrades. To assume they are innocent…”

      “Requires faith,” Darius said softly. “And it requires a new question, as well. If I know that we didn’t do this and I have faith that the Imperium would not sink so low…who would?”

      He sighed.

      “Unfortunately, I can far too easily see what our mysterious player wants.”

      “I don’t, sir,” Barre snapped. “This still looks like an Imperial plot to take Boudicca and ambush our fleet to me.”

      “Look at the screen, Commander, and realize that we are hours away from turning the cold war between us and the Imperium hot,” he told her gently. “Unless you and I and Admiral von Santiago can find the faith to find a different way, the two most powerful nations in this sector of space are about to expend that power fighting each other.

      “If you were an outsider, someone planning a war to bring this region under your control, what could you desire more?”

      She was silent again.

      “If this wasn’t the Imperium, why isn’t von Santiago contacting us?” she asked softly.

      “Because according to her sensor data, my Marines are currently assaulting Iceni City,” he told her. “Given time, she’ll realize her error. But I don’t know if she’ll realize it in time.”

      “What do we do, sir?”

      Darius looked at the red icons of the incoming fleet and sighed.

      “Move the q-probes closer to the asteroid belt,” he ordered. “Do it quietly. I’m not sure how close we need to get to see a fleet hidden in those rocks, not with that much radiation in play.”

      None of the asteroids were putting off a lot of radiation, but the aggregate effect of billions of tons of slowly decaying material over millions of years left a lot of confusion in the belt.

      “There are eight battleships bearing down on us, sir,” she pointed out calmly. “Our missiles have a range of over fourteen million kilometers against them. Even Vagabond’s positron lances can rip them up at three or four light-seconds. Add ten percent of cee to our main guns, and we and the Imperium have a range of about two light-seconds there. We’re giving up a massive advantage if we hold to mass-driver range.”

      “I know,” Darius conceded. “But I think, Commander, that we need to have faith. And we need to make our mysterious third party dance.”

      Barre studied the screen for a few more seconds, then turned to look at him.

      “You may have faith, sir, but if I may make a suggestion?” she asked.

      “Carefully, but certainly.”

      “Make contact with von Santiago,” she told him. “We’ve got two hours before we’re in any kind of weapons range—and we’re blowing through mass-driver range in seconds, if it comes to that. If we’ve got a third party in play, we can’t radio her without attention.

      “But there’s an Imperial embassy on Castle with a q-com to their switchboard. I wouldn’t want to bounce tactical coms through that many relays, but you can at least talk to the woman and tell her that we didn’t blow up Iceni.

      “Let’s put the question of faith to the test before the only failure state is fire and death!”
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      “The situation in the Boudicca System is—”

      “Far too complicated for us to play diplomatic games, ambassador,” Darius snapped, cutting off the man in the insignia-less black uniform in his head. Ambassador Reto von Argent was a classic member of the Imperium’s Elector class. There were strong expectations of military and civil service that came along with the “von” in the middle of the man’s name, and Reto von Argent had met them all.

      “Insufficient data is making it back to either of our home systems for a final decision to be made. Only the people here and now have enough information to decide the fate of a star system that could change everything.”

      The Federation had strict policies over how much intervention the Senate would take in an active engagement. By making contact with the home system, Darius was putting his entire plan—all of his decisions and actions—at risk of being countermanded.

      Only tradition was protecting him now—tradition and the fact that his potential delusion was the only chance to avoid a war.

      “I cannot provide you with a q-com link to a military officer in an operational zone, Admiral,” von Argent finally said. “Your request is beyond unreasonable. I’m surprised your government even put you in contact with me.”

      “They didn’t,” Darius told the other man. “I’m linked to you thanks to a personal favor. I am risking everything, Ambassador, in a grand gamble. On faith.”

      “Then I really don’t think I can help you,” the ambassador replied, but his tone had shifted. The tragic hero, sacrificing everything for the greater good…that was an image with weight in Imperial culture.

      “My faith is in your Imperator’s honor, Ambassador von Argent. If you share that faith, you have to realize that the best chance for peace is for von Santiago and me to speak directly and avoid a conflict.

      “Or do you know that your Imperium has set us all on a course for war?” he asked gently.

      Von Argent had clearly been about to disconnect but he stopped now, leaning back in his chair and studying Darius Moonblood’s image.

      “We have fought your Federation before,” he said quietly. Like Darius, von Argent had served in at least one of those battles. “We know your blood, your iron.”

      “You’ve fought me, Ambassador,” Darius pointed out. “Trust my honor, if nothing else. I have faith in the honor of Coraline. I don’t believe your people killed tens of millions that they were sworn to protect. Do you for one void-cursed second believe we did?”

      “The conversation you suggest could easily be read as treason by all three of us,” von Argent told him, his voice still soft and quiet.

      “Von Santiago doesn’t have to take my call,” Darius replied. “You’re the ambassador. Desperate grasps for peace are your job.”

      He smiled.

      “And I am very old. If my career, my freedom—even my life are the price my Federation demands for a desperate attempt at peace, so be it. I have given my life to the Federation. Why should I stop now?”

      Von Argent was silent for a good minute.

      “How long until you’re in weapons range, Admiral?” he asked.

      “You know I can’t answer that question,” Darius replied.

      “No time, then, to ask others or get permission,” the ambassador concluded. “What’s the Montrose quote, Admiral? Your people have always been fond of it.”

      “‘He either fears his fate too much, / Or his deserts are small, / That puts it not unto the touch, / To gain or lose it all,’” Darius quoted. “You’ll connect me?”

      “I might well still hang for this, Darius Moonblood. But I know Jacob von Coral—and you are right. I have faith in his honor.

      “I will connect you to Admiral von Santiago.
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        * * *

      

      The connection took less time than Darius was expecting. Despite von Argent’s recognition of the time constraints, he’d still expected the ambassador to run the effort by someone.

      Instead, he found himself looking at the rotating seal of the Coraline Imperial Navy battleship Resolution while the computers connected them.

      A moment later, a stunning pale-skinned woman with raven-black hair appeared in front of him. Like his own image, it was separated from her surroundings to conceal the flag deck she was sitting on, but he recognized her from file footage.

      “Ambassador, this is not the time for…” She trailed off as she processed his image. His uniform was probably the most immediate thing she recognized, but Darius doubted that Admiral von Santiago didn’t know who he was.

      “This is the only time for talking, Admiral von Santiago,” Darius told her. “Before one or both of us makes a mistake that cannot be undone and sets our nations on a course that we cannot retreat from without bloodshed.”

      “This is a diplomatic override channel,” von Santiago snapped. “What the fuck are you doing on it? This is treason!”

      “It’s treason if I’m wrong, maybe,” Darius replied. “But then, if I’m wrong, I have misjudged your Imperator, your nation and you—and blasting your fleet to debris would be my moral duty.

      “So, I must ask, Admiral von Santiago. Is the wreckage behind me an Imperial covert operation?”

      She stared at him.

      “I arrive in this system to a bombed ally and Federation troops landing in the wreckage, and you have the gall, the audacity, to ask if I am responsible for your atrocities?” she snarled. “You will pay for the blood you have shed, Moonblood. I will burn you down and dance in your ashes.”

      If von Santiago was lying, she was one of the better actors he’d ever met. With the diplomatic override channel, Darius was getting a level of emotional sideband that would never be shared with a potential enemy—and as he realized that, he consciously activated it on his side.

      Because if she wasn’t his enemy, he needed to make her see that. The fact that the channel was still open suggested there was a chance.

      “I didn’t do this, von Santiago,” he said, his words soft and urgent. “Someone hijacked and sabotaged the Boudiccans’ orbital defenses. I’m here for the same reason you are: to investigate the destruction of Defiant and honor our promises to protect this system.

      “My people are convinced you did this, that all of this is a false-flag operation to justify you attacking us. Since they know we didn’t do it, they only see one player.”

      “I only see one enemy on my screens, one man who burned a city and lies to cover—”

      The neural implant recorded everything. There was no line between Darius’s organic memory and his molecular circuitry chips that augmented it. Pulling everything he’d seen while the platforms fired on Iceni from his memories was the work of moments—the moments he was using to convince von Santiago he wasn’t a villain.

      A military channel wouldn’t have let him dump that recording through it. But this was still a diplomatic channel, and von Santiago’s voice cut off as she processed what he’d sent.

      It wasn’t just what he’d seen and heard. It was what he’d felt. A recording could be faked, even the emotional channels…but she was in a channel with those same emotional sidebands talking to him at that moment.

      Either she would believe him or she wouldn’t. He had nothing else he could provide, not without more time.

      “My god in heaven,” she finally whispered. “This was not us, Admiral Moonblood. But if I accept that it was not you, I am left with more questions than answers…and still with a shattered city that cries out for vengeance.

      “I want to believe you, Admiral Moonblood,” she told him. “But there is no one else. These lies are…”

      “You know I’m not lying,” he said. “Someone else did this. Someone who destroyed Defiant. Someone who wants a war between the Imperium and the Federation. I believe that your people didn’t do this. I know mine didn’t.

      “Someone else is here.”

      “We need to prove that.”

      “I know. I have a plan.”
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      At the speeds the two fleets were closing, it would take over twenty minutes to cross missile range and less than a minute to cross mass-driver range.

      While Darius wished for a missile that could survive the multi-million-gravity of a capital-ship mass drive for long enough to be fired from his main guns, right now they were secondary to the calculation at play. Not a single missile dotted the display as the two fleets, fourteen battleships in total, lunged toward each other.

      “Have I mentioned this is an incredibly stupid idea, sir?” Barre said calmly, watching the range numbers tick down.

      “You have,” Darius confirmed, his tone equally calm.

      “Then may I reiterate that this is the most Voids-told awful, potentially insane plan I have ever heard anyone come up with?”

      “We have the positron lances. They don’t,” he pointed out. “Are the targeting parameters laid in?”

      “They are. I may have received an unexpected lesson in old Czech, German and Lakota profanity along the way,” Barre replied. “I don’t think your Captains are impressed with your plan either.”

      Darius smirked.

      “I did not live to be the Federation’s oldest and most respected admiral to be intimidated by Captains a third of my age, Commander Barre,” he told her. “But I am the Federation’s oldest and most respected Admiral, so they will obey my orders.”

      “Eloquently, but yes.”

      “Good.” The range was now just over a million kilometers and shrinking at over twenty thousand kilometers a second. “Get me the Captains on a channel. Fleet orders.”

      She nodded to him a moment later.

      “Captains, you have most of your orders already,” Darius told them. “We flip once we pass the Imperials and begin emergency deceleration at Tier Three thrust levels to sustain weapons range for as long as possible.”

      “Best case, sir, we’re going to spread out to hell and gone over a couple hundred thousand kilometers,” Captain Jamison pointed out.

      “Stay inside the range of Vagabond’s lances,” Darius ordered. Ten seconds left. “I know you all think this plan is mad, but I assure you of this: Captain Michaud is ready to correct affairs if they go off script.”

      Five seconds. Only silence answered him on the channel.

      “To the right war, Captains. Stars guide our way.”

      Range.
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      Even with the powerful mass manipulators playing games with the mass of the projectiles and the gravity around them, a thousand-meter mass driver accelerating a projectile up to a hundred thousand kilometers a second was a loud and obvious event.

      Vagabond vibrated around Darius as her solitary spinal gun opened up. New icons flashed across the big holodisplay on the flag deck and his own virtual displays. None of those icons were certain, not with an inactive projectile, but they could at least estimate impact time.

      Lasers flared across the screen, thin white lines drawn in by computers to represent invisible beams. Some slugs were knocked aside. Others were going to hit their targets, and Darius winced as Vagabond’s armored hull rang like a bell.

      “Eleven-degree deflection hit, no damage, we’re venting deck seven gray-water tanks,” a voice said in his mind from the ship’s tactical network.

      Both his fleet and von Santiago’s were spewing gases and volatiles now, the gouts of superheated steam that could mark critical damage.

      “Denmark is dark. Poland is dark.”

      Barre’s litany of names was a grim reminder. Each name was marked by a grayed out icon on the screen and gouts of further volatiles.

      He didn’t know the names of the ships on von Santiago’s side suffering the same fate, but three of the Imperial battleships were out of the fight as the two fleets slid past each other at just over a hundred thousand kilometers’ separation. Secondary mass drivers were in play now, and several more impacts shook Vagabond.

      “No damage, no damage,” the engineering officer on the tactical net announced. “Venting atmosphere from nine decks.”

      “England is dark,” Barre announced, then exhaled a sigh a moment later. “Out of range. We’re accelerating to reclose the engagement. Von Santiago is down three as well. We made a righteous mess of things, sir.”

      Darius nodded silently, his attention riveted somewhere else. The battle had been a show. Had the right people been watching?

      “Did we learn anything?” he asked.

      “Yeah. You know that assumption that the Imperium doesn’t have positron lances?” his ops officer asked. “Resolution might be a flying egg instead of a proper arrowhead, but she’s only got one main gun. Just like Vagabond.”

      Egg was a rather dismissive description of the elongated ovoid that was the Imperium’s standard ship design, but the point stood. If Resolution only had one mass driver, she’d traded the mass for something.

      But, like Vagabond, she hadn’t fired those guns. The entire engagement had been “fought” with old-style weapons.

      “We’ve got them!”

      Darius’s gaze and mental attention snapped to the speaker, a junior tactical analyst in Barre’s department who probably shouldn’t have shouted so loud.

      “I have twelve battleships moving in the asteroid belt,” the analyst reported. “Q-probes have confirmed power up of Class One mass manipulators, A-S jump imminent.”

      “They’re not running,” Darius said aloud.

      “Every sensor in this system that can see what happens next is focused on Iceni,” Barre replied. “If we and von Santiago die, they get their war.”

      “They’d have to wipe out a lot of civilian shipping to be sure, but there are no other A-S ships in the system and the only q-coms left are aboard our vessels,” Darius agreed. “If they do this right, both of us would think the other side had reinforcements.”

      “Estimate jump in ten seconds,” the analyst reported. “The asteroids are screwing up vectors, but they’re definitely coming in-system toward us and the Imperials.”

      “What do we do?” Barre asked softly.

      “Order all ships to load missiles and set Imperial IFFs as friendly in our systems,” Fleet Admiral Darius Moonblood ordered, his voice level and calm. “If our real enemy is so kind as to show themselves, let’s teach them why you don’t fuck with our protectorates!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Darius didn’t even know for sure who the strangers were. He could guess—the list of people with a reason to send a dozen battleships to try to start a war between the Imperium and the Federation was short. The list of people at least theoretically able to was longer…but the overlap was very, very small.

      At least in his head, it consisted of one name: the Terran Commonwealth. The wonderfully democratic, egalitarian and aggressively expansionist nation at the heart of human space. The people absolutely convinced it was their righteous duty to bring all of humanity into one unified state.

      No matter how many had to die to create their ideal world.

      “Bandits have entered warped space, estimated emergence…now.”

      Barre had it perfectly. So, it appeared, did their presumably Terran opponents. With twelve ships against eight, they’d had enough overwhelming firepower to split their forces. Seven ships appeared a quarter-million kilometers away from von Santiago’s five “survivors.” Five appeared a similar distance from Darius’s fleet.

      There was no call to surrender. No attempt to negotiate. Mass drivers fired the moment they emerged…and Darius didn’t even need to give an order.

      “All ships engaging,” Barre reported. “Missiles launching.” She paused. “System requires validation for positron-lance deployment.”

      “Verified.”

      The single word hung in the flag deck like the Sword of Damocles—and then Vagabond’s true main battery fired in anger at last.

      Each of Vagabond’s four broadsides was equipped with six quarter-megaton-per-second positron lances. Twenty-four beams of pure antimatter flashed across space at the speed of light, and the closest unknown battleship died.

      And Darius’s people didn’t let up. Even as the three “survivors” of the clash with the Imperials unleashed their missiles on the fleet attacking them, the ships that had gone dark brought their systems back online.

      The Terrans had been watching from light-minutes away, unable to move q-probes close enough for certainty without giving away the game. When a dozen-plus ships had vented atmosphere and volatile gases, it had created enough confusion to cover the fact that the ships shutting down their engines hadn’t been disabled or destroyed.

      There hadn’t been a single real hit in the entire “battle” against von Santiago’s fleet, and the six ships that had supposedly died now came back online with a vengeance, flinging mass-driver and missile fire into the teeth of their new enemies.

      “Imperial missiles look equivalent to ours,” Barre reported as gigaton-range explosions pocked the force attacking von Santiago. “Resolution’s positron lances are lighter, if that makes anyone feel better.”

      “Not really,” Darius murmured, watching as von Santiago’s flagship lunged at two Terran battleships, absorbing direct hits from their main guns to line up her positron lances and obliterate both ships.

      Vagabond was doing equally deadly work. The two positron-lance-equipped ships were worth more than the rest of the combined fleets. As Darius watched them cut through the Terrans, he was grimly certain he was watching a revolution in action.

      The missiles were helping…but the lances were carrying the day.

      “Enemy missile launch!” Barre snapped. “Remaining enemy ships are launching AM-drive missiles; I have over sixty new contacts.”

      “Lasers?” Darius asked calmly.

      “Already tracking,” she reported as a third battleship died under Vagabond’s guns. “Last bandits are turning to run. Your orders, sir?”

      In a perfect world, he’d disable those ships. Interrogate their crews, learn why they were there and confirm the Commonwealth’s aggression.

      It wasn’t a perfect world. He needed to make certain Boudicca was safe…and there was one way to very definitively do that.

      “Order to the Fleet and inform von Santiago,” he said coldly, watching the Terran ships run.

      “No one escapes.”
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      “Coraline Imperial Fifth Fleet, arriving!”

      Those were not words Darius had ever expected to hear aboard one of his ships—let alone aboard one of the Federation’s most advanced, most classified ships. Even he had actually asked permission before inviting Admiral von Santiago aboard Vagabond.

      He’d got it, and now the raven-haired woman with the slightly aslant eyes stopped at the end of the shuttle ramp to salute the honor guard.

      Those guards weren’t Marines. The Navy Military Police did a passable job, but Darius suspected von Santiago could tell the difference.

      Of course, her Marines had joined his on the surface hours before. Between their two fleets, they’d put over ten thousand power-armored troops on the surface. The search-and-rescue teams Iceni’s shattered government had mustered might have had five thousand suits of equivalent hazmat gear.

      Those Marines were saving lives, and Darius was grateful the Imperials were down there. It couldn’t hurt that his people were working alongside their Coraline equivalents to save lives instead of fighting each other.

      “Welcome aboard Vagabond, Admiral von Santiago,” Captain Michaud greeted her new guest with a crisp salute. “We’re not quite in the shape we’d want to be to be receiving guests, but I hope you’ll forgive us.”

      Vagabond might have been the deadliest ship in the fray, but her enemies had registered that. Even the neutronium-laced armor of a modern battleship failed in the face of antimatter explosions. They were functionally intact, but they’d paid for their victory.

      “Resolution is in worse shape,” the Coraline Admiral admitted. “Our enemies might not have had positron lances of their own, but they adjusted their threat parameters for them quickly enough.”

      Darius stepped forward and bowed slightly.

      “You’ll forgive us if I don’t tell you how many ships like Vagabond we have,” he said drily. “Welcome aboard, Admiral. It’s a pleasure to meet you face to face at last.”

      “Instead of glaring at each other across twenty light-years of space and wondering which of us would get the attack order first?” she asked. “I think that question, at least, might be laid to rest for a while.”

      “That’s at a higher level than even mine,” Darius replied, offering his hand. “But I look forward to the thought, it’s true.”

      She smirked and he had to remind a portion of his hindbrain that he was sixty years her senior and still, arguably, her enemy.

      “I understand we have a call scheduled with Ambassador von Argent,” she replied. “I hope that may give you some assurance.”

      “I can hope,” Darius agreed. “But I am very old, Admiral von Santiago, and I did not get that way by false hope.”

      “And yet you trusted me to help you fake a battle to lure out a potentially nonexistent enemy?” she murmured. “I’m not sure I’d share your fortitude without hope, Admiral.”

      “I lay little weight on hope, Admiral,” Darius conceded, gesturing for her to walk with him. “I lay everything on faith. Faith in the honor of the Imperium. Faith in my people. Faith, Admiral von Santiago, in everything I had read on you.”

      He saw her shiver at the thought.

      “I did not think that kind of faith in humanity was a Stellar Spiritualist teaching,” she noted.

      “The stars are far-off, uncaring things,” Darius observed. “They watch, but it is only humanity who can act. Only humanity who can have faith—and in the end, the only thing we can have faith in is each other.”

      “You sound more like an atheist than a Spiritualist, Admiral.”

      “I do not believe that we require guidance,” he told her. “I do believe that we are judged and held to a higher standard by the stars who watch us. I have faith in that, Admiral von Santiago. The question was whether I could have faith in you.”

      “Please, Admiral Moonblood,” she replied. “We have risked treason and failure together to answer your question of faith. Please call me Trinh.”

      They shared a smile.

      “Then I must insist you call me Darius.”
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      Barre and Michaud joined them in the small conference room, Darius’s operations officer leading her Imperial counterpart in with them.

      A few seconds after they took their seat, Resolution’s Captain linked in virtually, a holographic image of the man filling the empty seat next to Barre. Lord Captain Khayyam Kariuki had the rare trait of being even darker-skinned than Darius’s operations officer.

      “Ambassador von Argent asked to speak to us all,” von Santiago told him. “Von Coral and I were already supposed to be here.”

      Darius concealed his surprise at the name and took a second look at the operations officer. The dark-haired woman sitting across from Barre was not who he’d been expecting. The last report had said that von Santiago’s operations officer had been a man.

      Captain Samantha von Coral was the Imperator’s cousin. Technically, she was on the list of potential replacements if he died—though the Electors did tend to pick from the previous Imperator’s adult children if available.

      Before he could say anything more, the link from Castle came live and the holographic image of the Coraline Imperium’s Ambassador appeared standing at the end of the table.

      Von Argent looked exhausted…but also like the cat that ate the canary. A moment later, Senator Falk’s image joined him from yet another location. The two politicians were standing, facing the seated officers.

      “Senator,” Darius greeted her. “I wasn’t expecting you to join us on this call.”

      “Once I found out that von Argent was reaching out to von Santiago and she was supposed to be on your ship, I added myself to the discussion,” she told him. “Much of what we have to tell will remain classified on the part of both of our nations.

      “You and von Santiago would have been briefed regardless, but your staffs will also need to be read in, and I believe your Captains deserve to know what their sacrifice and courage purchased.”

      The Battle of Boudicca had been a massacre in the end, but most of the ships had been damaged and three battleships had been completely lost.

      “I serve the Senate and the Federation, Senator.”

      “Far beyond any rational request on our part, yes,” Falk agreed brightly. “At the end of this conversation, Ambassador von Argent will be meeting an aircar to bring him to the Senatorial Chambers. There, he and I will present the document we’ve been working on since your victory.”

      That was less than eight hours earlier. They’d worked fast.

      “The Senate will approve it. Jacob von Coral has already indicated his approval. While we intend to keep it secret for the immediate future, by this time tomorrow, the Castle Federation and the Coraline Imperium will have concluded a draft treaty of mutual nonaggression and defense.”

      Darius was glad he was already sitting. He might have fallen in sheer shock.

      “The presence of what appears to have been an entire Commonwealth battle fleet in territory both of us regard as under our protection is intolerable,” von Argent told them. “Examination of the ships and interrogation of the survivors will give us more answers, but my Imperator feels that we cannot wait for certainty.

      “The risk is too great. We must act now, to agree to stand together against this threat. He has suggested that both of our nations begin to send envoys to the various small nations around us. A larger alliance is needed here—neither of our fleets can stand off the Commonwealth.

      “Not alone. Not together.”

      “But if we bring in the Trade Factor, the Star Kingdom, and the other single-system nations around here with fleets, we might be able to change that,” Falk told them. “Both of us intend to begin a crash rearmament program to update our ships with positron lances.

      “Officially, those programs are targeted at each other. Our alliance will likely become an open secret quickly enough, but the longer we can keep Terra in the dark, the safer we all are.”

      “I almost wish I was wrong,” Darius admitted, considering the industrial and military might of the Commonwealth. “Stars as my witness, I wish I was wrong.”

      “So do I, Admiral Moonblood, but you were correct to suspect a third party at Boudicca—and there is no one else. If the Commonwealth comes for our stars, we will be ready. Will you, Admiral Moonblood? Admiral von Santiago?”

      “My life is the Imperator’s,” von Santiago noted. “I will stand against any enemy. I’ll admit, though, that it’s reassuring to not be watching our closest neighbor.”

      Darius nodded, bowing slightly to Falk’s image.

      “I serve the Senate and the Federation,” he echoed his earlier words. “If the Commonwealth comes, they will have a rude awakening.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Commonwealth began their invasion by assaulting the Star Kingdom of Phoenix on August 3, 2708.

      

        

      
        Thanks to the secret treaties forged in the two years prior to that invasion, the Alliance of Free Stars was ready for them and Admirals von Santiago and Moonblood led a relief fleet that prevented Phoenix from falling to the Commonwealth.

      

        

      
        Admiral Darius Moonblood did not survive the victory at Phoenix, but he left an entire region of space with a hope for freedom.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for reading A Question of Faith. Read on for a preview of Space Carrier Avalon, book 1 in the Castle Federation series, or click to check it out in the Amazon store.
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      Enjoyed the A Question of Faith? You may also enjoy the first book in the Castle Federation series, Space Carrier Avalon, available now!

      
        
        
        A bygone legend with a washed-up crew

        A crack team gathered for one last tour

        A cold war that has simmered to its final hour

      

        

      

      When the Castle Federation deployed the first starfighters, they revolutionized war and drove the Terran Commonwealth from their space. The first of the carriers for those deadly strike craft was Avalon, a legend that turned the tide of a dozen battles.

      That was decades ago. Now Avalon is obsolete, a backwater posting—but still a legend to the Federation and her allies and enemies alike. Wing Commander Kyle Roberts and a cadre of officers are sent aboard the old carrier to take her on a final tour along the frontier.

      Aboard, Roberts finds outdated fighters, broken pilots…and key subordinates who just might be traitors. He and the others will get Avalon ready for war once more regardless. Show tour or not, the old enemy has been seen near the border and no matter what, when the call comes, Avalon will answer!
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        New Amazon System, Castle Federation

        18:00 July 5, 2735 Earth Standard Meridian Date/Time

        On approach to DSC-001 Avalon

      

        

      

      

      Wing Commander Kyle Roberts did not enjoy being flown by someone else. It was always a struggle for the red-haired pilot to keep his hands and implants away from the controls and overrides when he was a passenger in a shuttle. To make everyone’s lives easier, he normally stayed out of the cockpit.

      Today, however, he wasn’t feeling quite so magnanimous, and had unceremoniously shunted the small craft’s normal co-pilot into the bucket seat that was supposed to be reserved for an observer like him. The burly Commander already felt a little bit guilty over that, but that slipped from his mind as the shuttle began its final approach and Avalon came into view.

      “There she is, sir,” the pilot told him, her amused tone revealing at least some understanding of her much-senior passenger’s anticipation.

      Avalon would not be the first of the Castle Federation’s Deep Space Carriers that Kyle had served on – but she was the first whose starfighter group he’d command in its entirety. Avalon was a legend, the first modern space carrier ever built by anyone, and her SFG-001 had a list of battle honors as long as Kyle’s arm.

      The abbreviated arrowhead of the carrier slowly grew in his vision, and he twigged his implants to zoom in on her. The computer in his head happily threw up stats and numbers as he scanned along the length of his new home.

      The carrier was small compared to her modern sisters, a mere eight hundred meters from her two hundred meter wide prow to her four hundred meter wide base, angling from a hundred meters thick at the prow to two hundred meters at the base. She was smoother than more recent ships as well, with her weapons and sensors clustered together in the breaks in her now-obsolete neutronium armor.

      Several of those clusters were currently open to space, weapons dating back two and three decades, according to his brief, being ripped out for replacement with the super-modern systems delivered by the transport he’d arrived on.

      “I never expected to see Avalon fly again,” the co-pilot observed from behind Kyle. “Rumor had it that her assignment as guardship here was just a quiet way of placing her in the Reserve.”

      Kyle nodded his silent agreement. He’d heard the same rumors, and he’d seen the rough brief of the work they were doing to make her fit for duty. If nothing else, Avalon was a carrier, and the starfighters she’d carried had been three generations out of date.

      That was his job to fix, of course. He’d spent his trip babying six entire squadrons – forty-eight ships – of brand new, barely out of prototype, Falcon-type starfighters. The new ships strapped mass manipulators and engines rated for five hundred gravities to four three-shot launchers firing short-range missiles with gigaton antimatter warheads and a positron lance rated for fifty kilotons per second.

      The number of ships told the story of Avalon’s age, though. His last command, the fighter wing aboard the battlecruiser Alamo, had also been forty-eight ships. That ship, however, been almost thirteen hundred meters long, and had carried a broadside of ten half-megaton-per-second positron lances in each of the four sides of her arrowhead shape, plus missile launchers and the seventy-kiloton-per-second lances generally used as anti-fighter guns.

      Avalon was less than two thirds the size of modern ships, as the technology behind the Alcubierre-Stetson Drive had advanced significantly in the forty years since she had been built. Past her, he could see the twelve ships of the Castle Federation’s New Amazon Reserve Flotilla – the smallest and oldest of them twenty years newer than Avalon, and a quarter again her size.

      “She’s a special case,” Kyle said finally, continuing to eye the old carrier. “The Navy’s Old Lady, gussied up one last time.”

      After that, Kyle was silent, considering his new ship and his new command. One last time was true – rumor had it that the tour of the Alliance that they’d been assigned to carry out was Avalon’s last mission. Once they were done, they would deliver the old lady to the shipyards of the Castle system itself, where she would be gently laid to rest.

      

      
        
        
        New Amazon System, Castle Federation

        19:00, July 5, 2735 ESMDT

        DSC-001 Avalon – Flight Deck

      

        

      

      

      Exiting the shuttle, followed closely by the two Flight Commanders he’d brought with him, Kyle found the ship’s Captain waiting. He was a tall, gaunt man with iron-gray hair who looked like he’d gone best out of three with Death – and the Reaper had kept an eye.

      Modern prostheses could be almost indistinguishable from the real thing, but Captain Blair’s was an older model, an emergency implant Kyle had most commonly seen on men and women injured in the War who were proud of the plain but extremely functional metal eye.

      “Welcome aboard Avalon, Wing Commander Roberts,” the Captain greeted him with an extended hand. Like Kyle, he wore the standard shipsuit that, despite imitating the appearance of slacks and a turtleneck, was a single piece garment capable of sealing against vacuum and sustaining the wearer for at least six hours, underneath his formal uniform jacket – piped with gold in the Captain’s case for Navy, blue for the Space Force in Kyle’s.

      “I am Captain Malcolm Blair,” Kyle’s new commanding officer continued. “I wanted to welcome you aboard in person, though your Flight Group is waiting to show you the song and dance.”

      Blair gestured slightly behind him, where the four Flight Commanders leading the squadrons currently aboard the carrier stood at rigid attention.

      “Thank you for the welcome, Captain,” Kyle replied. “I understand we have our work cut out for us.”

      “We do,” Blair confirmed. “Uniform of the day is shipsuits until further notice,” he continued cheerfully with a tug at the gold-banded sleeves of his uniform. “We have enough work going on throughout the ship that an accidental loss of pressure isn’t impossible.”

      “Understood, sir,” the Wing Commander replied, glancing past the Captain again to the men and women he would command.

      “Allow me to introduce you to your Flight Commanders,” Blair asked, stepping aside and leading Kyle and his two trailing officers forwards to where the Flight Group waited. “Your senior squadron leader is Flight Commander James Randall.”

      Randall stepped forward with an Academy-precise salute and inclined his head slightly.

      “Welcome aboard, Wing Commander Roberts,” he said smoothly. “May I say that it’s an honor to serve under the hero of Ansem Gulf?”

      Kyle shook Randall’s hand calmly, gauging the man with an appraising eye. The Commander was blond, blue-eyed, and easily ten years older than Kyle himself. His uniform jacket was decorated with the neat blue and gold square ribbon of the Space Force Combat Badge, a badge only earned by flying a starfighter under fire. Technically, Kyle’s jacket should have borne the same badge, next to the tiny gold icon of the Federation Star of Heroism, their second highest award for valor, but only dress uniform required even the ribbons.

      “Thank you,” Kyle said quietly, and turned to the remaining officers.

      “Flight Commander Michael Stanford,” Blair continued after allowing the silence to drag a moment too long. “Flight Commander Russell Rokos. Flight Commander Shannon Lancet.”

      Stanford was a short, pale man with a firm grip and watery blue eyes. He met Kyle’s gaze levelly and nodded his silent greetings. Rokos and Lancet each murmured pleasantries, the former a stocky man of Kyle’s own bulk without the height, and the latter a willowy blond woman.

      “These are Flight Commander Wang Zhao and Jose Mendez,” Kyle told the assembled officers, introducing the woman and man who had arrived with him. Wang shared Lancet’s height, but was dark-skinned and haired to the other officer’s fair blondness. Mendez, despite his name, shared every ounce and inch of Kyle’s own imposing height and bulk, with close-cropped blond hair and the brown eyes of his Hispanic ancestors. “Both are recently of SFG-074, aboard Alamo.”

      “I will leave you to the formalities of your command,” Blair told Kyle. “Once you’ve read yourself in and the Commanders have given you the tour, please do me the courtesy of stopping by my office.”

      “Of course, Captain Blair,” Kyle confirmed. With a firm nod, the gaunt Captain drifted away from the group as Kyle turned to face his command.

      The Flight Commanders had managed to gather up all ninety-six of the flight crew for the four squadrons already aboard Avalon, and those officers had been waiting in relatively graceful silence as the Captain had introduced their squadron leaders. Along with Kyle and his two squadron leaders, six more members of the two squadrons he’d arrived with had arrived on the shuttle with him. As they saw Kyle draw up to face the Flight Group, all eight of the new officers quietly moved over to join its ranks.

      “Deck Chief, please report,” Kyle said calmly and clearly, projecting his voice across the deck. The projection was unnecessary, as the Senior Chief currently responsible for the Flight Deck had been hovering about ten feet away since he’d stepped off the shuttle.

      “Senior Chief Marshal Hammond, sir,” the burly and grizzled non-commissioned officer, a stereotype of any space navy for all that the man wore the blue piping of the Space Force.

      “Please record for the log,” Kyle instructed, pulling a sheet of archaic parchment from inside his jacket. Under the parchment was an electronic chip that he would deliver to the Captain when they met later, but for tradition, the parchment was vital.

      “To Wing Commander Kyle Roberts from Vice Admiral Mohammed Kane, Joint Department of Space Personnel, June Twentieth, year Two Thousand Seven Hundred Thirty Five Earth Standard,” he read crisply. “Upon receipt of these orders, you are hereby directed and required to proceed to the New Amazon system and report aboard the Deep Space Carrier Avalon, hull number DSC – Zero Zero One, there to take upon yourself the duties and responsibilities of commanding officer of Starfighter Group Zero Zero One in the service of the Castle Federation. Fail not in this charge at your peril.”

      At the completion of the formal words, every officer standing in front of Kyle seemed to relax slightly except for Randall and Stanford. The former remained at a perfect attention stance, and the latter seemed surprisingly nervous for a senior squadron commander.

      “I assume command of SFG-001,” Kyle informed the Flight Group. “We still have flight crews and deck personnel aboard Sphinx and Chipmunk who will be reporting aboard today. Our starfighters will be coming over sometime tomorrow, so everyone should expect a busy day.”

      He glanced around his people, and gestured for the Flight Commanders to attend him.

      “Flight Group, dismissed!”
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        * * *

      

      After the collected personnel had cleared the deck, Kyle found himself standing with his six squadron commanders and Senior Chief Hammond.

      “Chief, can you have someone take care of our gear?” he asked the Deck Chief, gesturing at the duffel bags he, Mendez and Zhao had brought with them.

      “Of course sir,” the NCO replied, moving away to police up someone junior to deal with the luggage.

      Kyle turned back to the Flight Commanders. “All right,” he began briskly. “I need to meet with Captain Blair in short order, but we have some time. I presume most of you have duties to be taking care of,” he hinted, “but if someone can give me an abbreviated tour of the Flight Deck, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Of course, sir,” Randall answered immediately, living down to Kyle’s expectations of the most senior Flight Commander. “I can show you around while Commanders Mendez and Zhao get themselves settled in.”

      Kyle turned to the two officers he’d brought with him. “I want you two to do a more detailed sweep than I’ll have time for,” he instructed them quietly. “Check where your flight crews will be berthed; make sure you’re on hand as our people arrive.”

      A pair of salutes answered him, and the two officers from Alamo allowed themselves to be guided away, leaving Kyle standing with Randall and Stanford.

      As soon as they were alone, Randall turned to the other Flight Commander. “I’m delegating the ready squadron to you, Stanford,” he said brusquely. “Don’t scratch my paint.”

      “Sir,” the pale man confirmed stiffly, and then stalked away towards what Kyle presumed to be a ready room.

      “Don’t mind Stanford too much,” Randall advised Kyle after a moment of watching the other officer walk away. “He has a stick up his ass, but he’s a decent pilot.”

      “I see,” the Wing Commander replied noncommittally. “Your squadron is the ready one?”

      “Yeah,” the Flight Commander confirmed. “My flight crews at least. We moved most of the starfighters over to the Reserve Flotilla’s guard station, so we only have a single squadron of Badgers aboard. We’re trading off which squadron’s personnel are on-call to man them though.”

      “Badgers,” Kyle repeated slowly. “This ship is still flying Badgers.”

      The Badger-type fighter had been the last product of the wartime crash development programs, deployed to the Navy eighteen months after peace was declared – twenty years ago now.

      “I thought Avalon was assigned Typhoons,” he continued. The Typhoon type was ten years old, two generations behind the brand new Falcon, but still at least a usable fighter.

      “She carried Typhoons when she arrived,” Randall agreed. “At some point, those ships were pulled to fill out a sale to an ally, and we got the Badgers in trade. We’re all looking forward to seeing the new ships you’re supposed to be bringing, sir.”

      While they’d talked, Randall had guided his new superior from the side-portion of the bay set aside for shuttles to an observation railing from which they could view Kyle’s new domain. Avalon’s main flight deck was thirty meters tall, eighty meters across, and stretched four hundred meters deep into the carrier’s hull.

      Right now it was an echoing, empty, space. Equipment designed to service and move five-thousand-ton ships was neatly stored away against the sides. A handful of crewmen were rolling up the hoses they’d used to quickly refuel the shuttle from the Sphinx and Chipmunk. From the observation deck, Kyle could make out four hatches, sized to take starfighters, spaced evenly along the opposite side.

      “We have four launch tubes per side,” Randall explained, pointing them out. “We kept the Badgers aboard in the tubes – they’ll be easy to deploy out that way once the new birds are aboard. With a full deck load, we can load new birds into the launch tubes every forty seconds.”

      The pilot sounded proud of that, and given the age of the equipment they had to work with he was probably right to be. A forty second turn-around on the launch tubes meant a total of over three minutes to put the entirety of SFG-001 into space – three times the design requirement for a modern carrier to deploy its even larger fighter group.

      “That… isn’t fast if we have an emergency,” Kyle observed.

      Randall nodded.

      “I guess they didn’t realize how important rapid launches would be when they built her,” he agreed. “They did retrofit in an alternative, but I’d be terrified to use it.”

      “What’s the alternative?”

      “There’s mass manipulators mounted all along the deck,” Randall explained. “All carriers have them to catch the returning birds, but ours are also wired so they can run in reverse – theoretically, we can turn the center twenty meters of the deck into a single massive launch tube and blow the entire Group into space in one shot.”

      Kyle shook his head, eyeing the deck askance. The ability to blast everything on his flight deck into space at the push of a button wasn’t entirely appealing to him, though he’d prefer it over having to wait three minutes to put his fighters into space in an emergency.

      “Any other old tricks I should know about?” he asked.

      The Flight Commander shook his head with a grin.

      “That’s the thing about Avalon, sir,” he replied. “I’m not sure any of us know all of her tricks.”
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