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            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      The best defense is building something so terrifying no one dares to attack.

      

      With Beta Magellan rising from the ashes, Cole finally has something to protect. Refugees flood in. Warships roll out. And if the Coalition has any sense left, it’ll think twice before picking another fight.

      

      But power comes with a cost.

      

      As old enemies resurface and new allies arrive with uncertain motives, Cole must balance diplomacy, warcraft, and the burden of leadership. Some think he’s a warlord. Others call him a messiah. Cole? He just wants to keep people safe—and maybe get five minutes of peace.

      

      Unfortunately, the galaxy isn’t finished with him yet.

      

      Massive ships. Growing responsibilities. And a captain who never asked for a throne.

      If you’re craving smart space opera with heart, humor, and high-stakes strategy, Haven Ascendant will keep you turning pages deep into the night.
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        Cole: Bartholomew James Coleson is the heir to the immensely wealthy Coleson Trust; indeed, some star systems compare their GDP to estimates of the Trust’s worth as a metric of economic growth and achievement. The source of this wealth is his family’s ownership of Coleson Interstellar Engineering (CIE), the company that owns and maintains the interstellar jump gate network used for transit between star systems, and he is captain/owner of the battle-carrier Haven.
      

      	
        Srexx: Srexxilan is the self-aware AI inhabiting the computer cluster aboard the battle-carrier Haven.
      

      	
        Sasha: Sasha Thyrray is the middle child and oldest daughter of Paol and Mira Thyrray. She is the first officer aboard the battle-carrier Haven.
      

      	
        Harlon: Colonel Harlon Hanson commands the marines aboard the battle-carrier Haven.
      

      	
        Emily: Commander Emily Vance is the daughter of Sevrin Vance and the commander-air-group (CAG) aboard the battle-carrier Haven.
      

      	
        Sev: Sevrin Vance is the second child and oldest son of Carl and Lindsay Vance in Tristan’s Gate. He is Cole’s Director of System Infrastructure.
      

      	
        Painter: Julianna Painter is the former owner/captain of the freighter Beauchamp. She is now Cole’s Director of Everything Else; if it’s not related to the actual construction process of re-building Beta Magellan (which is Sev’s responsibility), it falls under Painter’s aegis.
      

      	
        Garrett: Garrett is Cole’s oldest friend. He found Cole shortly after the massacre of Beta Magellan and raised him until Cole was ready to go out on his own. Garrett now serves as Cole’s spymaster… er, that is… Director of Intelligence.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      In Transit to the Oriolis Jump Gate

      The Freighter Jezebel’s Hope

      Zeta Creoris System

      Former Aurelian Commonwealth

      14 June 3003, 10:57 GST

      

      “It’s no good, Captain,” the comms tech announced. “The jamming is too strong.”

      Captain Adrienne Narvou did her best not to sigh. It was looking like this would be her last run… ever. With eleven successful refugee runs to Tristan’s Gate already in the log, she came back into the former Commonwealth—now, part of the Coalition—for another, but it seemed her luck had finally run out. A destroyer and two frigates pursued her freighter, repeating orders to heave to and prepare to be boarded. She had a good head start, so she might make the jump gate, but it was just a matter of time at this point. Her pursuers surely sent word ahead to the new Oriolis garrison.

      “Contacts!” the sensor tech announced, his voice anxious. “Multiple contacts dead ahead at five light-minutes!”

      The best civilian sensors on the market had a range of one light-day with any kind of resolution, and Narvou hadn’t been able to afford even fourth-best the last time she took her ship in for a refit. The sensors aboard Jezebel’s Hope exceeded the minimum requirements to be space worthy but not by much. Fortunately, even though five light-minutes sounded really close, it was still almost thirty minutes away at one-fifth-light.

      “Show me the plot,” Narvou said.

      The viewscreen activated, displaying over thirty ship codes. The new ships were arranged in a rough line-abreast formation, creating a wall between her and the jump gate. As Narvou examined the plot, the computer began adding data to the ship codes as the comms system communicated transponders. Fifteen frigates. Ten destroyers. Six cruisers. Three battleships. And one dreadnought.

      Narvou’s focus flicked back to the ships pursuing her. Hounds for the hunters.

      Narvou wracked her mind for what she knew of her passengers, trying to figure out why in the stars the Provisional Parliament would dispatch a dreadnought battlegroup for her dinky, old freighter. As far as she knew, none of her refugees were special; they were farmers, artisans, factory workers. Okay… there were a couple scientists, but they had assured her they were minor faculty at a system university.

      “Captain! Message broadcast! It’s coming from the dreadnought,” the comms tech announced. “I can’t believe they’re overpowering the jamming at this range.”

      “Play it,” Narvou said.

      The bridge speakers came alive. “May I have your attention, please? I am Admiral Jennings Trask⁠—”

      Narvou’s concentration on the message evaporated. One of her passengers must have lied to her. Jennings Trask was a legend among the spacer community, widely whispered to be the next Chief of Naval Operations for the Commonwealth. Having almost more decorations than places to put them on his uniform, Admiral Jennings Trask was the officer the Commonwealth sent to solve the unsolvable.

      Cheers from her people pulled Narvou from her anxiety-riddled musings, and she blinked as she realized she had no idea why her people were celebrating.

      “Play that back,” Narvou said, hoping the cheers were related to the message.

      “Aye, Captain,” the comms tech said.

      The speakers once more carried Trask’s voice. “May I have your attention, please? I am Admiral Jennings Trask. Task Force 42-Bravo, you are executing illegal orders. I advise you to stand down and withdraw, or we will defend the freighter with all necessary force.”

      A high-pitched wail erupted, and the sensor tech almost screamed, “Missile launch! Three hundred—that is, three-zero-zero—birds incoming! They’re locked on and are homing!”

      Narvou watched the dots representing the missiles on the plot as her mind ran the probabilities. The ships of the former Commonwealth used two types of missiles: energy-signature and transponder tracking, and IR-profile tracking. The IR sensor packages were older and cheaper; when the civil war broke out, the Commonwealth had been phasing them out. There was a chance—however slight—that those three hundred missiles were IR trackers… at least some of them.

      “Helm, turn off the Attitude Control System,” Narvou said, “and kill the engines. I want us to drift. Comms, kill the transponder and signal the engine room: stop all heat radiation possible. I want to be a hole in the night.”

      Sparing a glance at the plot, Narvou saw a mass of dots fast approaching her ship from her pursuers. Just as she looked up, though, she saw a throng of frigate and destroyer data codes leap forward from Trask’s line of battle. The larger ships were slower to show their movement, but the cruisers, battleships, and dreadnought were moving as well.

      The next minutes were the longest of Narvou’s life. The wall of missiles bore down on her defenseless freighter as Trask’s destroyers and frigates raced to reach her in time. There was no chance the battleships and dreadnought—with their massive missile defense—would make it, so everything depended on the smaller, fleeter ships.

      

      Collision alarms shrieked throughout the ship, some destroyers’ and frigates’ passage so close they triggered the warning. Narvou’s anger spiked at such reckless ship handling, but then she understood what they’d done. By passing so close to the freighter in such a tight formation, those specific destroyers and frigates tried to fool the incoming missiles into locking onto them instead.

      Dots appeared around each destroyer and frigate, followed shortly by her sensor tech announcing, “Trask’s ships are firing interceptors.”

      The missiles still bored in toward the freighter, and Narvou realized why the gambit had failed: the missiles’ IFF. Trask’s ships must have been marked as ‘friendly’ by the missiles’ targeting firmware.

      The red dots representing the closing missiles began vanishing in puffs of pixelated destruction as interceptors took them out. Narvou watched the count. Two-fifty. Two hundred. One-fifty. The interceptors were taking a toll, but Jezebel’s Hope wasn’t a warship with combat-grade shields and armor; her shields were just enough to protect against micrometeorites. One missile—just one—would see to her well enough.

      “Trask’s ships are engaging the missiles with point defense,” the sensor tech announced.

      The count now started dropping at a much greater rate. Almost in the blink of an eye, the count went from one-twenty-five down to twenty-five, but the destroyers and frigates passed out of range of the missiles, their vectors carrying them beyond the reach of their missile defense.

      Narvou took a deep breath as she attempted to settle her mind. Twenty-five missiles. It was a death sentence. She started to apologize to her people for bringing them into this, but her sensor tech’s exclamation stopped her.

      “Holy shit!” the tech shouted.

      “What is it?” Narvou asked.

      The sensor tech swiveled to face her, a huge grin spreading across his young face. “The dreadnought is pulling a Haven!”

      Narvou blinked at the non-sequitur. Yes… Haven was also something of a legend among the spacer community by now, but she couldn’t think of a specific maneuver that could be called ‘a Haven.’

      Her sensor tech saw she wasn’t following, so he swiveled back to his console, saying, “Here… look.”

      He reconfigured the plot on the forward viewscreen, and Narvou gaped at the new data. Trask’s flagship had moved into an escort position behind her freighter, rotating so that the ship itself served as a massive wall between the freighter and the incoming missiles. The dreadnought was just far enough away that it wouldn’t trigger the freighter’s collision alarms.

      

      It wasn’t long before the dreadnought moved out of its defensive position, and the freighter’s computer could update the plot from the sensor feeds. While serving as a shield, the dreadnought’s radiation had been so strong the freighter’s sensors couldn’t read anything behind them but the dreadnought. The first thing Narvou saw was that Trask’s destroyers and frigates raced to re-join the formation. The second was that there was no sign of the hostile task force.

      “Captain, we’re being hailed,” the comms tech announced. “It’s Admiral Trask.”

      “Put him on,” Narvou replied.

      The forward viewscreen switched from the plot to a view of an older gentleman in the jumpsuit Aurelian spacers wore aboard-ship.

      “Captain,” Trask said, “how do you and your people fare?”

      “Very well,” Narvou answered. “Thank you for defending us, Admiral. What happened to the task force?”

      Silence extended for a moment before Trask said, “Unfortunately, they would not see reason. The ships under my command defended themselves when the task force fired on them.”

      A heavy weight settled in the pit of Narvou’s stomach. There’d be no coming back to the Commonwealth now… not after being involved in the destruction of a task force.

      “I see. I’m sorry.”

      “As are we,” Trask replied. “What is your destination?”

      “I was planning on taking the refugees aboard to Tristan’s Gate,” Narvou said, “but I’m not sure if we can make it that far. We have to cross five more systems just to leave Coalition space.”

      “If I may,” Trask said, “I would argue it’s unwise, even if you could make it. Tristan’s Gate doesn’t have sufficient defenses if the Coalition follows.”

      “Where would you suggest we go, then?”

      “There’s only one safe harbor for any of us now: Beta Magellan.”
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      Citadel Station

      Beta Magellan System

      14 July 3003, 09:23 GST

      

      Citadel Station was the name chosen for the new station upon its completion; it led Beta Magellan IV in its flight around the star at the planet’s L5 LaGrange point, and the Coleson Clanhold trailing along at L4 was now an empty shell. Several people suggested making the old clanhold into a museum, but Cole wasn’t sure about that. The new Hall of Remembrance down on the planet was enough of a museum for his taste.

      Cole grinned as he looked out the viewport of the station’s shuttle. Sev piloted. Painter sat in the seat behind Sev. They were touring the completed shipyard, starting with the civilian bays. Every bay held ships in various states of construction.

      “How are we doing for raw material?” Cole asked.

      “In all truth?” Painter asked before sighing. “We’re keeping ahead of demand, but just barely. If we weren’t recycling the military ships for raw material to use in their replacements, we’d have supply shortfalls. It will be better, the more mining ships we build… but that’s more of a long-term solution than a short-term bandage.”

      Cole nodded. “How about advertising for shipping-container loads of anything freighters want to deliver? We did it in Tristan’s Gate and Centauri. I don’t want random people cruising through Beta Magellan until we’ve built our defenses, but they could deliver the containers to Gateway.”

      It hadn’t taken very long for the system that linked to Beta Magellan to become known as Gateway. The original name was on a star chart somewhere, but those associated with Cole and the revitalization of Beta Magellan never bothered with any name but Gateway.

      Painter nodded. “We haven’t done it yet. Someone brought it up in a meeting not too long ago, but it looked to be a morale issue for several of the mining teams.”

      Cole blinked and swiveled to face her. “What? A morale issue? Seriously?”

      “Yes,” Painter replied. “Several of the mining teams felt that it was the teams’ collective responsibility to ensure you had the raw material you needed for your operations. If they were doing their jobs, you shouldn’t need to buy regolith or whatever from anywhere else.”

      Cole sighed. “That’s just stupid. We have… what… nine mining teams right now?”

      “Eleven, actually. We replaced the last two traditional mining ships with Gyv’Rathi designs just about a month ago.”

      “Okay, eleven mining teams,” Cole conceded. “If they worked every hour of every day, could they provide enough raw material to support all our construction programs… even leaving aside the fact that trying to do so would probably be a death sentence?”

      Painter shook her head. “No, but they don’t seem to recognize that. Plus, I think some of them that are new to mining are afraid they’ll lose their jobs; many of them are refugees and recent arrivals at that. The veteran miners are taking them under their wings, so to speak, but the newbies seem the most driven to prove themselves.”

      Cole sighed. He knew what needed to be done, but he didn’t like it. He didn’t like that it would take the miners out of commission for the better part of three days, maybe five.

      “Okay,” he said. “Tell them I want to call an assembly of the mining teams. But I’m not going to call it until we have a five-day supply of feedstock for the recyclers. I’ll pay double overtime rates for anyone who puts in the extra hours without safety violations. Once we have that buffer, call everyone in. I want to have a word with them.”

      By now, the shuttle drifted above the military construction bays, specifically the slips for frigates. Citadel Station had thirty construction bays each for frigates and destroyers, fifteen for cruisers, and twenty more bays that Cole assumed were for battle-carriers. Twenty battle-carrier construction bays seemed a bit much, by Cole’s estimation, but he’d taken a strictly hands-off approach to the system’s infrastructure design.

      “About half the frigate and destroyer bays are finalizing the last of the Oriolis Fifty-Seven,” Sev said. “We’re starting to recycle the ships we claimed or bought after the first battle of Tristan’s Gate, and once we recycle those, we’ll move on to our ships from the second battle of Tristan’s Gate. The ships that didn’t go into forming Haven’s carrier battlegroup are patrolling the systems we’ve claimed, especially those with active mining operations. Yes… the mining ships do carry weapons, but a decent pirate fleet could still swarm them.”

      Cole grinned at the reminder that he had his carrier battlegroup. He wasn’t sure he needed a carrier battlegroup, per se, but he’d wanted one ever since he’d processed just what Haven was. The thought took him back to watching ancient movies with his grandfather that featured carriers and carrier groups, fictional military films or documentaries.

      “I have a meeting later today with Sasha and Admiral Sato,” Cole said. “They want to discuss where this navy we’re building fits into everything… and then, there’s the inevitable meeting with Paol. Yes, I want Beta Magellan to have a system of laws and governance, but why does it all have to be so boring?”

      Sev chuckled. “Just think what it would be like without those laws and governance. You can survive a little boredom if it protects your citizens in the long run, right?”

      Cole laughed. “Yeah. I suppose I can. So, want to tell me why you built twenty construction bays for battle-carriers?”

      Sev’s expression was unreadable. “Wait till you see them. Then, you tell me.”

      Cole frowned. That response didn’t really make a whole lot of sense, but he’d see soon enough.

      

      The shuttle was most of the way through the fifteen cruiser bays when the furthest ten bays appeared on the sensor feed. They were massive—way too massive for battle-carriers—and inactive. Cole blinked as he stared at the sensor feed, his mind locked. His jaw worked as if he were trying to speak, but no sound came.

      “Dreadnought bays?” Cole said at last. “You built ten dreadnought bays? I can’t imagine circumstances where one star system would need one dreadnought, let alone ten. A fleet of battle-carriers would allow me to conquer Human space. Dreadnoughts would just add insult to the injury.”

      Sev shrugged. “We discussed it, and I felt it was better to have them and not need them than need them and not have them. You’re correct. Right now, we don’t need them, but it’s impossible to predict what operational requirements you might find yourself facing. I’d like to think I’ve come to know you fairly well over the last year and the months before your trip to Centauri. You seem intent on defending people, especially those who would have trouble defending themselves, and the day might come when you’re faced with a threat that requires building dreadnoughts. You have no idea how much I hope I’m wrong, but I wouldn’t be doing my job as your Head of System Infrastructure if I didn’t consider the possibility.”

      Cole nodded. “You make a very good point. Thank you for looking out for me.”

      Sev chuckled. “It’s one of the many reasons you pay me.”

      “How are we for the jump gate defenses?” Cole asked.

      “They’re coming along nicely,” Sev replied. “Citadel Station also doubles as a defensive emplacement for the planet, and by the time we’re finished, Beta Magellan will be one of the most heavily defended systems in known space.”

      “Good. Once the system defenses are in place here, start moving the construction teams out into the space we’ve claimed. In addition to the system patrols, I want all of the jump gates in systems we control to have defenses in place.”

      “You know,” Painter said, “there are some who would say fortifying the jump gates will lead to escalation between other star powers.”

      Cole chuckled. “They’re welcome to build system defenses around the jump gates; I don’t care about that. Honestly, it makes perfect sense to do so. They’d just better be sure they don’t try to control who uses them; the jump gates aren’t theirs to control.”

      Coleson Interstellar Engineering had a reputation for the most ironclad, draconian legal contracts in known space. The penalties associated with breaking the contracts or violating their terms were such that the offender would be better off committing suicide than trying to survive them. Even worse, the contracts spelled out in no uncertain terms a level of corporate warfare CIE would levy against whoever committed the breach of contract that would make hostile takeovers look downright friendly. In the almost three-quarters of a millennium the company had existed, no one had chosen to test the contracts.

      Cole nodded, gazing out the viewport as they passed over the inactive dreadnought bays, saying, “You and your people have done well, Sev. I appreciate you, and please ensure all of your people know I appreciate them, too. We should probably be getting back, so Sasha and Admiral Sato can have their time with me.”

      “You make that sound like they’re going to torture you or something,” Painter said, grinning.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion they’re going to come at me again about formally organizing something like a Department or Ministry of Defense, and they’re not wrong. I just don’t want us to get bloated with all kinds of bureaucracy. I want Beta Magellan’s government to be as light and agile and flexible as possible.” Cole’s voice trailed off for a moment as he swiveled around to face Painter. “Have you given any thought to my promise of building you a new freighter?”

      Painter nodded. “I have, and honestly, I’ve come to enjoy my job more than I enjoyed being a freighter rat. The piece of bridge bulkhead you insisted I save from the Beauchamp? It’s now a plaque that lists the freighter’s name and years of operation, and it hangs on the bulkhead of my office. It’s right above another plaque that has my grandfather’s and father’s picture with an abridged history of the freighter. I’m happy where I am, and I’m grateful you gave me the opportunity. Who knows if I’d ever have found this if you hadn’t saved us from that frigate?”

      “Well, you’re very welcome,” Cole replied. “I know I certainly could not have accomplished everything I have without you and Sev and everyone else supporting me. I don’t ever want to forget all the contributions people have made to my goals.”

      Sev chuckled, saying, “Don’t worry. We won’t let you.”

      Painter broke out in laughter.
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      Cole’s Office

      Citadel Station

      14 July 3003, 11:00 GST

      

      Cole welcomed Sasha and Himari Sato into his workplace. Like his office aboard Haven, the space was spartan at best. No decorations adorned the walls, nor did any personal effects color the space. It was a place of work, of pursuing goals. And besides, there was always the chance Cole would one day meet with someone who didn’t work for him, so there was no reason to give such an outsider any insight into his psychology.

      “Let me guess,” Cole said, once social preliminaries were satisfied. “You want to discuss a Ministry of Defense.”

      “You don’t have to sound so defeatist about it,” Sasha replied. “It’s not like you don’t agree with us.”

      Cole nodded. “You’re right. I do agree with you. I said that very thing to Sev and Painter while they were showing me the shipyard. You also know my objections. I do not want a government so inflated and bureaucratic that it cannot respond effectively to sudden concerns or threats. Some governments on Old Earth—before the jump gates—were so locked into their bureaucracy that they couldn’t keep pace with technological improvements. I will not have that. Yes… I want training facilities for new spacers. Yes… I want the ISA’s proficiencies and ratings incorporated into our promotion and compensation schedules. Yes… I want the families of any spacer or soldier who dies or is disabled to be taken care of. The problem is how we do it in a streamlined, flexible system. Get with Paol. Heh… pull in anyone you want for the discussion; I don’t care. Just find a way to do it without creating a convoluted military-industrial complex like what was so prevalent back on Old Earth.”

      “There are rumors that you’re considering taking Haven off on another trip,” Sato replied. “Will you be available for us to present any ideas we develop?”

      Cole grinned. “That’s the beauty of the quantum comms network. I could be in Zurich, and the comms lag would only be fifteen seconds or so… if that.”

      “Very well,” Sato replied, adding one nod. “There is another matter I’m reticent to discuss, but I have reason to believe you will encounter it soon enough elsewhere.”

      “Oh?” Cole asked. “That sounds rather ominous.”

      Sato’s expression quirked toward an almost-rueful smile. “Yes. It could very well be. A number of forward-thinking people have come to me, asking if you have any children or when you plan to have them.”

      Sasha jerked her head around to stare at Sato, her eyes hard and her mouth agape.

      Cole blinked. When Cole spoke, his tone carried a harshness most uncommon, especially with those he considered his friends, “Excuse me? What business is it of theirs? My life is mine alone.”

      If Sato felt any concern about Cole’s tone, she didn’t show it. “No, Cole, it isn’t… not anymore. CIE alone is an empire all on its own. Step back and consider what we’re building here in Beta Magellan. You personally own the system, the entire system. What happens to it, to all the people living here, when you die… especially if you die without an heir? What happens to CIE? This is something you need to be considering, and you need to deal with it soon, whatever course you choose.”

      “And just what am I supposed to do about it?” Cole asked. “Announce I’m seeking a wife and invite anyone who wishes to apply to present themselves before me? Just who—or what—do you think I am?”

      Sato sighed. “I think you are a young man who might just be woefully unaware of the vast influence he has, and that influence is both increasing and spreading. It’s already common knowledge throughout this part of the galaxy that anyone who wants to be safe from all the upheaval right now should make for Beta Magellan. Why? Because of you and what you’re building. Yes… Haven and Srexx and the schematics he kept are how you’re building, but the fact remains that you are driving it. None of this would be here if you hadn’t chosen to pursue this goal, and planning for what happens to it once you’re dead is part of your responsibility. You owe it to all the people depending on you to have a plan and to publicize that plan.”

      Cole sighed and leaned back against his chair. “Well… this certainly isn’t how I expected this meeting to go.”

      “I don’t imagine it was,” Sato replied. “One downside to all you’re doing is that you’ve been the most eligible bachelor in Human space since you accepted your inheritance as the Coleson Heir. I don’t know if that has truly worked its way through the minds of the unmarried women in Beta Magellan, but when it does… well… I’m very conflicted. I don’t know whether to stay and watch or flee the system to avoid the mass of women who will descend upon you.”

      “That thought isn’t comforting at all,” Cole replied.

      “The way I see it, your only reprieve is that you’re not truly accessible. StationNet’s directory doesn’t register your comms code, so outside of someone seeing you, there’s no way to know exactly where you are. And if you are planning on taking Haven out on some kind of excursion, any interested parties will just have to pine away for you.”

      Cole scoffed. “You make an excellent case for taking Haven on some kind of excursion.”

      Sato’s expression quirked into a small, neutral smile. “Just don’t leave without setting up some kind of chain of command for the system’s defenses. I have no reason to believe we’ll be attacked anytime soon, but if we are, having no clear lines of command would be disastrous.”

      Cole nodded, sighing heavily before he asked, “Do you have any more bad news for me?”

      “No,” Sato replied, shaking her head. “I think we’ve covered all of it.”

      “Well, thank you for your time and concern,” Cole said. “If you’ll forgive me, I have a lunch appointment.”

      Sato nodded once and rose, Sasha standing with her. Cole also stood, shaking their hands, before Sato and Sasha walked to the office’s door. By the time they reached the door, Cole’s focus was already elsewhere, or he might have noticed Sasha directing an unsettled look his way before she followed Sato out of the office.
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        * * *

      

      The station’s commercial levels held a number of restaurants in addition to all the other businesses. These restaurants ran the gamut of styles, from the seedy places certain spacers preferred to upscale establishments even the most aristocratic person would appreciate. One such enterprise was the Sinking Ship, a mid-range restaurant featuring maritime décor from the ancient Age of Sail in Old Earth’s distant past. Aside from its excellent menu, the Sinking Ship prided itself on providing an undisturbed experience for its customers. While there was a general level of background noise, anyone raising their voice enough to impact other diners’ experiences received a warning from their server, with a second offense resulting in the manager asking the offender to leave and not return until they could achieve behavior more in line with the intended ambiance. One would expect the Sinking Ship to go out of business with such a policy, but it was uncommon to find the place without at least three-quarters of their seating occupied.

      

      Motion near his table attracted Cole’s attention, and he looked up to see his lunch guest standing in front of him. Cole grinned and stood, extending his hand in welcome. Amelia Obrist accepted the handshake, and Cole gestured for her to sit.

      “So… have you enjoyed your explorations of the station?” Cole asked.

      “I have,” Amelia replied. “It’s far busier than I expected. I even visited the freight docks, and I was very surprised that they didn’t have the dodgy, unsafe ambiance so common anywhere else.”

      Cole grinned. “We don’t have much of a criminal element yet. Everyone in the system wants to be here, and there are—frankly—more jobs than there are people. Until that changes, I highly doubt we’ll have much crime. I know I’ve said this at least twice, but thank you for accepting my offer. Leland Graf called me a few names the last time I was in Zurich, but he also complimented me on my choice. He said I couldn’t have found a better person to take over as Chief Financial Officer of CIE.”

      “That was very kind of him,” Amelia remarked, blushing just enough for Cole to notice. “I’m looking forward to the job. I understand the company has been without a CFO since its relocation from Centauri?”

      Cole nodded. “Yes. I’m afraid I had to implement some personnel cuts. I consider myself a very open-minded individual, but I simply cannot countenance people trying to kill me or steal my family’s company.”

      “No, I can’t imagine anyone who would,” Amelia replied.

      “After we finish lunch, we have a board meeting, where I’ll announce and introduce you. Everyone should be on their best behavior—today and in the future—but if anyone gives you any problems whatsoever, I want to know about it.”

      Amelia sat for a moment or two before she shook her head. “No. No, I don’t think so. ‘Running to daddy’ every time someone gets out of line will only serve to undermine my authority, and I don’t think it would do yours any favors either. Besides, I’m no stranger to establishing myself. Anything egregious, of course, I’ll tell you… but unless whatever it is presents a physical threat to me, my coworkers, or the company, I’ll handle it.”

      “Have you met Garrett yet?” Cole asked.

      “Yes, I have,” Amelia replied. “Nice enough fellow, and he gave me a list of comms codes to record in my implant and then destroy. He called it ‘insurance.’”

      Cole chuckled. “He would call it something like that. For right now, Beta Magellan is not open to anyone who hasn’t been vetted by Kiksaliks. Eventually, that may change, and there’s nothing saying someone couldn’t go on vacation outside the system and be compromised. Those comms codes give you a recourse, in case worse comes to worst.”

      Their server materialized out of the crowd, asking, “Are you ready to order?”

      Cole looked to Amelia, and she nodded. Cole gestured for her to proceed, and after the server departed, conversation turned to less weighty matters.
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      Conference Room

      Citadel Station

      14 July 3003, 13:00 GST

      

      Cole led Amelia Obrist into the conference room and held back what he was sure would’ve been a very gloating smile. The executive board of CIE awaited him, with an empty seat or two. He’d brought the C-level executives of CIE to heel back in Centauri, and ever since, not one of them had been late for a meeting Cole himself attended.

      Cole stopped at the head of the table and, gesturing for Amelia to sit at his left, assumed his seat. CEO Jefferds and the rest of the executives ran down the right-side of the table from Cole’s perspective, and Cole nodded in acknowledgement.

      “I’d like to thank everyone for coming,” Cole said, his way of calling the meeting to order. He didn’t hold to all the pomp and circumstance claptrap, either. “The first order of business is to introduce you to Amelia Obrist, the new Chief Financial Officer for the company. I poached her from Credit Suisse, and I’ve been called some names for doing so.”

      Cole waited for everyone at the table to bid Amelia welcome and directed his attention to CEO Jefferds, saying, “And how goes the deployment of the quantum comms nodes?”

      Jefferds nodded once and said, “It’s going well, all told. The comms nodes have been added to every jump gate within one hundred light-years. I’m afraid we had to give those techs heading toward Coalition space hazard pay and war-time rates, but the roll-out continues.”

      Cole nodded. The Coalition evolved out of the old Aurelian Commonwealth (under the so-called ‘Provisional’ Parliament), the Carnelian Bloc, the Sirius Imperium, and the Eridani Corporation. Cole wasn’t exactly sure who the dominant players were in that convoluted relationship, and Garrett worked to obtain that intelligence… among other information.

      “That’s fine,” Cole replied. “Ensure our people know we will take care of their families if the Coalition decides to do something stupid, and if that does indeed happen, I will personally see to the Coalition’s education on why it should never happen again.”

      Heads bobbed in nods around the conference table. Each of them had seen Haven… and the ships coming out of Citadel’s shipyard.

      “So, what’s next?” Cole asked.

      The rest of the meeting progressed as an informative—yet thoroughly boring—status update on CIE and its various projects or initiatives. Cole felt his mind starting to wander at various points, but he gamely rallied to focus (mostly) on whomever was speaking at the time.

      

      At the end of the meeting, Cole stood to leave when Jefferds said, “Sir, would you have a moment?”

      “Of course, Jefferds,” Cole replied, resuming his seat. “What do you need?”

      Jefferds watched the rest of the executives file out of the conference room before turning back to look at Cole. He took a breath and said, “Sir, forgive me. This is not easy for me. A number of the executives have expressed concern that you do not have an heir.”

      Cole sighed. “Not this again.” He rubbed his face with his hands and leaned back against his chair.

      “Sir, I⁠—”

      Cole held up his hand to forestall Jefferds, saying, “Admiral Sato already gave me the lecture this morning. I don’t have a solution right this moment, but I promised her I’d think on it.”

      “Very well, sir,” Jefferds replied. “It’s just that we really do not wish to return to the bank managing the Coleson Trust. It was a very… stressful… time.”

      Cole’s thoughts flicked back to the period he thought of as the ‘Jax’ years and chuckled. “Yes, Jefferds, it was. Is there anything else?”

      “No, sir, and thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. If you need me, find me.” That said, Cole pushed to his feet and left the conference room.
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        * * *

      

      Talia stepped into her sister’s apartment on Citadel Station and held back a sigh. Sasha sat on the sofa, legs curled under her as she clutched a throw pillow to her chest. Her expression was a blank stare.

      “Hey, Soosh,” Talia said, “you okay?”

      Sasha jerked and looked at her. “Oh, Tallie… I’m sorry. I thought we weren’t meeting until dinner.”

      “I thought we were, too, Soosh. I came looking for you after you were forty-five minutes late.”

      Sasha blanched. “Forty-five minutes? Tallie, I’m sorry.”

      Talia shrugged. “It’s all right. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. You were giving the decking a thousand-yard stare.”

      Sasha sighed. “It’s out there, now, Tallie. Sato just blurted it out there like it was nothing.”

      “Uhm… she just blurted what out there?” Talia asked. “I’m not sure I know what we’re discussing.”

      “She told Cole he needed an heir, which presumably means he needs a wife.”

      Ah. So, that’s it. Talia walked over to sit in a chair facing her sister. “And you’re afraid someone else will get him.”

      “No, of course not. I⁠—”

      “Soosh, don’t you think this has gone on long enough? You were ready to murder Scarlett when she came aboard Haven, and you still grit your teeth when you see her sometimes. No matter what you tell everyone else, you need to be honest with yourself at least. So, you might as well ‘fess up. Just when did you fall for your captain?”

      Sasha jerked again and gave Talia a fierce glare. “I have not…”  The ire faded from her gaze, and she took a deep shuddering breath, releasing it as a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry, Tallie. I… I don’t know, really. I still remember what it felt like—the icy claws in my chest—when I heard them shout Cole was down at that station in Iota Ceti. That means it happened before then, right?”

      Talia shrugged, breaking into a grin. “How am I supposed to know? How much time for dating do you think I’ve had as a med student and resident? Besides, I think a lot of my peers were intimidated by the family name.”

      “Yeah… boys are weird like that. Over three thousand years, and they’re still fighting that patriarchal, alpha-man urge. You’ve had genetics classes; do you ever think it’ll go away?”

      “Hard to say,” Talia replied, “but you’re evading the subject.”

      “That used to work, you know,” Sasha retorted, just above a mutter.

      “Still evading, Soosh…”

      Sasha shot a grimace her way. “Fine, fine. Like I said, I don’t know, and it would never work anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, for one thing, I’m his first officer. Officers aren’t supposed to fraternize with people under their command, and I really don’t like the idea of being anywhere other than Haven. I’m not sure Cole would listen to anyone else when he gets one of those harebrained ideas.”

      “Harlon and Emily don’t show any interest in moving on. They could keep an eye on him for you.”

      “Yeah, but would Cole listen to them? I mean really listen? Harlon talks it up how he was the one to talk Cole out of doing any more ‘Lone Marine’ nonsense. But, Tallie… it wasn’t him.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      Sasha shook her head. “It was blindingly apparent to everyone in the conversation that Cole just wasn’t listening… not to Harlon or Emily. All three of us were there. They finally got frustrated and walked out. After they left, I talked him out of it.”

      “Really? How?”

      “I asked him what would happen to us—you and me specifically—if he left the ship and got himself killed. I asked him what would happen to Srexx. That’s when he backed off from going, Tallie. That’s what stopped him.” Sasha sighed. “Harlon and Emily came to me and asked what had happened after Cole told them he’d step back. I didn’t want to go into specifics, so I told them I didn’t stop talking until he saw reason.”

      Talia nodded. “Okay. That makes me wonder if maybe he doesn’t have feelings for you, too.”

      Sasha shook her head. “I’m not going there, Tallie. I’m just not.”

      “Okay, Soosh. Okay. I’ll let it go for now, but you need to do something about it. The day will come when it will be too late, and how will you feel then?”

      Without waiting for her sister to reply, Talia stood and left the apartment.
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      Cole’s Apartment

      Citadel Station

      14 July 3003, 17:45 GST

      

      Garrett moved to the second armchair and turned it to face Cole straight-on. The spymaster leaned back and cracked his knuckles before draping his arms over the sides of the chair and resting his left ankle on his right knee. Cole wasn’t expecting a visit from Garrett that evening, especially not at such an odd time. But Garrett always had marched to his own beat. That was one of the reasons Cole enjoyed the friendship.

      “I suppose if we were more formal about this,” Garrett said, “the conversation we’re about to have would be termed ‘System Security Briefing’ or some such. But bureaucrats always spend too much time naming and classifying things in my view, so we’re just going to talk. That okay with you?”

      Cole grinned. “When has talking with you ever not been okay with me? Besides, I owe you a lot, Garrett. For that alone, my door will always be open to you, no questions asked.”

      “You should be careful before making statements like that… could get you into trouble,” Garrett replied with half a grin. “Anyway. So, the short of it is that things are a mess out there. A one-hundred-percent, messed-up-beyond-all-recognition mess. The Coalition is still focused on bringing order to the chaos that is the corpse of the Commonwealth, and it’s anyone’s guess as to how successful they’re being. I think everyone is just sort of waiting to see which way they jump once they’ve finished… or give up. The Duchy of Musilar is still fighting the good fight, though I don’t know how. They must’ve turned their entire GDP over to defense efforts, because they’re burning through ships like there’s no tomorrow.”
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