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      The galaxy’s about to change—again—and Cole is right in the blast radius.

      

      Cole’s growing Protectorate is walking a razor’s edge. The Coalition is fractured, pirate attacks are escalating, and rumors of ancient powers stir beyond the stars. But it’s the unknown task force hammering the outer systems that threatens everything he’s built.

      

      As enemies close in from all sides—some hiding in plain sight—Cole must unravel a mystery buried in forgotten history. One that could reignite the fires of a long-dead war… or start something even worse.

      

      Old enemies are watching. New threats are testing their strength. And Cole’s allies are starting to question whether one man should hold so much power.

      

      Ancient tech. Shifting loyalties. A captain no one dares underestimate.

      

      If you’re craving sharp space opera with heart, politics, and punch, The Fires of Aurelius fans the flames of everything Cole & Srexx have become.
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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


          

        

      

    

    
      Translated from captured archives

      Sub-Legate Uxilor’s personal log

      It was a yellow star, edging toward orange. Might achieve it in another hundred million cycles or so. Primitive craft of many shapes and sizes dotted the system. Polluted it. The system was less than nothing to us. We would never have cared about it or whatever savages lived there.

      Except for the lost Gyv’Rathi battle-carrier…

      The Science Directorate allocated an entire regiment to translating every scrap of data that remained of our hated nemesis, and it was only in the last cycle or so that they uncovered fragmentary records of a battle-carrier lost or abandoned or…something. So few references remained of the ship that it was nigh impossible to construct a complete understanding of its existence and fate.

      The only datum of any certainty so far was its name. Vilaxicar.

      In just one file across thousands of fortams of data, they found a set of coordinates, and that discovery seemed sufficient for the Science Directorate to send a task force to locate and destroy the lost ship. Recovery preferred, but even they knew such was not always possible.

      Then… with the final piece of the nemesis’s legacy secured, we will have truly wiped them from the face of the galaxy. At long last.
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        * * *

      

      Defense Platform Gamma-5

      Kelvin System

      6 September 3004, 08:27 GST

      Xavier Huertas interlaced his fingers and cracked his knuckles. It was his first day back from visiting home, and not even three hours into his first shift, he found himself questioning once again his commitment to the System Defense Force. It was a thorny problem. On the one hand, he came from a long and storied military legacy, but on the other, he could not support the new Coalition, especially given everything he heard as whispers in the spacer bars. Often offered amid furtive looks for anyone trying to overhear.

      The Kelvin system sat on the coreward-most edge of what was now Coalition space, at the extreme anti-spinward corner of the old Aurelian Commonwealth. It wasn’t quite a stub system, but it was close. The system’s two jump gates created an isosceles triangle with the system’s star.

      But even as remote as Kelvin was, unofficial news still reached its people. While the Coalition portrayed itself as a fresh new start for the former Commonwealth and its other members, those furtive whispers told a far different story. Then, there was talk of a new power growing on the opposite side of the old Commonwealth space, but Xavier didn’t think he had the right of it yet. Thought maybe he was still missing crucial information. All the stories of the new power pointed toward it growing out of the ghost system, Beta Magellan. He couldn’t see how those tales held any truth at all; everyone knew the Beta Magellan jump gate hadn’t worked in something like fifteen years, not since someone massacred the colony there.

      It all came down to one thing. The galaxy was changing around him, and he wanted to be in the heart of the change. Not stuck at a sensors station on a defense platform in the hind-end of space. Nothing worthy of galactic headlines ever happened here, and he didn’t see how that would change.

      A beeping alert ended Xavier’s musings, and he frowned at the display. There was now a cluster of contacts at the coreward fringe of the system that the computer classified as a probable ship formation. But how could that be? The system’s jump gates were something like two days away, on an anti-coreward vector.

      Dammit. If Marl had been messing around with the sensors again, trying to ‘improve’ them, he’d drag the idiot down to the reactor deck and thump the hell out of him. An Engineer—Third Class—had no business trying to ‘improve’ systems, especially Marl. He crossed wires more often than he correctly attached them.

      The console beeped again, and Xavier blinked. Oh, shit… that cluster of contacts now headed in-system. If this wasn’t someone’s idea of a sick joke, they had company.

      “Commander, I have something,” Xavier said.

      Lieutenant Commander Singh soon appeared at his left shoulder. “What is it, Huertas?”

      “Sensors have detected a cluster of contacts—classified as a probable ship formation—moving into the system. It appeared on the coreward fringe about three minutes ago, and the computer calculates the light-speed lag at a little over three hours.”

      Singh frowned. “That makes no sense. There are no jump gates out that way. The only thing beyond the system out there is the void between galactic arms. I better call the skipper.”

      The skipper—Commander Henrietta McCabe—was a recent transfer from the old Aurelian Navy. She joined Gamma-5 not more than a month before the Provisional Parliament announced the merge into the Coalition. She didn’t discuss her naval tenure, no matter how much people cajoled her. But one time in the dining hall, Xavier saw her close her eyes and suppress a flinch at the mention of the Emerald system.

      “What is it, XO?” McCabe asked, as she strode into the control center.

      Singh turned to her. “Ma’am, we have a cluster of sensor contacts that… well… make no sense.”

      McCabe arrived at Xavier’s right shoulder, her statement terse, “Report.”

      “Ma’am, approximately eight minutes ago, a cluster of contacts appeared on the coreward fringe of the system,” Xavier said. “The computer assigns high probability to these contacts being ships, and calculated the light-speed lag at a little over three hours. The contacts have since started moving in-system.”

      “This has to be some kind of drill or sensor ghost or Marl down in the sensor runs again,” Singh asserted. “There is no way a cluster of ships could arrive via the jump gates under stealth and then stealth their way around the system to the point of detection.”

      “Yes, there is,” McCabe answered. Her voice betrayed her battle between the calm assurance of a command presence and a fundamental terror clawing at her soul. “Are the ships close enough for the computer to resolve relative size and mass?”

      Xavier keyed commands into his station. A couple seconds ticked by before the computer responded. “It calculates the largest ship at the center of the cluster to be just a little larger than an Aurelian battleship.”

      A heavy exhalation over his right shoulder exposed the skipper’s relief. Xavier thought he heard her mutter, “It’s not him, then.”

      Commander McCabe cleared her throat, then spoke at her normal volume, “Report the contacts to SDF Command, XO, but otherwise, all we can do is wait. I’m afraid that’s the nature of defense platforms.”

      

      Three hours later, the spacer at the Comms station jerked in his seat, keying a couple commands before putting his hand to his earbud. He listened for a few moments, then reported.

      “Skipper, we have a distress call coming in from several mining platforms. They claim ships of unknown design are attacking them. And they just went silent.”

      McCabe turned to Sensors. “Huertas, what are those sensor blips doing?”

      “The asteroid field interferes a little, Captain,” Xavier answered, “but the supposed ships appear to have fanned out and are moving to various mining platforms. If the data is accurate, we have twenty ships, ma’am.”

      “Thank you, Huertas,” the captain remarked, adding a nod. “Comms, play the first distress call that arrived.”

      A bit of leading static through the overhead speakers preceded a frantic voice, “To anyone who receives this, I am on the mining platform Delta-Seven. We are under attack by unknown forces. We have broadcast our surrender multiple times, across multiple formats, but our attackers either don’t understand or don’t care. This is not a request for assistance; our defensive emplacements couldn’t touch them. Flee if you can; tell someone what’s coming. Oh, shit… they’re launching dozens of small craft! They’re⁠—”

      A squelch and burst of static ended the message.

      By the end of the message, Xavier—like everyone else—had swiveled his seat to face the command island. He could tell Commander McCabe fought to keep her expression impassive as her mind roiled over the contents of the message. Granted, the defensive emplacements they put on their mining platforms couldn’t equate to what even her command possessed, but they should have been sufficient to hold off an enemy until help could arrive. Especially with how closely grouped the mining platforms were.

      “Comms, put everything we know in a packet and send it to System Defense Command.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      

      For the next several hours, the unknown ships hovered in the vicinity of those first mining platforms they encountered. No more messages came in from those mining platforms, and others nearby went quiet, perhaps in the hopes of the unknowns not noticing them…or the platforms had already fallen. Thirteen hours later, a response from Command arrived, stating that the System Defense Fleet was en route to reinforce Gamma-Five. The SDF was still two hours away when Gamma-Five saw the unknown ships form up and proceed on an intercept for them.

      

      In the end, the SDF arrived at the same time as a message from the unknowns. One battleship, two cruisers, six destroyers, eighteen frigates, and fifty-four corvettes made up Kelvin’s System Defense Fleet. They weren’t the newest ships, but they weren’t ancient, broken-down nags either.

      “Skipper,” the spacer at Comms said, “we have a message coming in. I think it’s from them.”

      “Very well. Play the message.”

      “Attention, primitives. We seek the rogue Gyv’Rathi ship. Do not offer any resistance. Surrender any and all data pertaining to the rogue ship, and you may continue your pitiful existence.” The voice did not sound natural. In fact, it made Xavier think of a prank AI comms call.

      A few minutes later, the commanding officer of the SDF broadcast a reply. “Attention, unknown ships. I am Commodore Brent Corso. This system is Coalition territory, and you have attacked Coalition assets. Stand down and prepare to be boarded, or face the consequences.”

      Commander McCabe once again fought to keep her expression impassive as every person in the command center turned to look at her, disbelief writ large across their faces.

      “I would signal the evacuation,” she said as she stared at the sensor plot on the forward viewer, specifically the large dot that represented Commodore Corso’s battleship, “but I honestly doubt we could get away from whoever these ships are. Still, if anyone wants to try, I won’t order you shot.”

      Uneasy laughter circled the command center. Everyone there knew other Coalition ships would kill them if these unknowns somehow missed them. They had nowhere to go.

      “Skipper! One of the unknown ships has fired!” Xavier announced. “It was Hotel Two, one of the smaller ships, and the projectile appears to be something like a missile. Flight time… forty seconds.”

      Forty seconds? At that range, the missile damn-near went FTL to achieve that flight time.

      “Hotel Twenty, the big bastard, just fired something an order of magnitude larger than our torpedo,” Xavier said. “Flight time… sixty seconds.”

      The first projectile detonated against the SDF battleship’s shields and started a cascade collapse that took down the entire forward half of the shield sphere. Twenty seconds later, the second—and larger—projectile slipped into the space between the ship and what remained of its shields. The projectile skimmed the battleship’s hull along its starboard side, ignoring the few strikes made by point defense.

      At a point roughly amidships between the battleship’s bow and stern, the second projectile detonated. The detonation blasted out a directional burst of what appeared to be plasma but was in truth anti-plasma. Almost a quarter of the massive battleship ceased to exist, eaten away by the antimatter, and the resulting spike of gamma radiation shot past lethal levels for the remaining crew in mere seconds.

      The other SDF ships opened fire in a frenzy of futility. The unknown ships returned fire, cutting huge swaths through the SDF lines. Corvettes vanished in the wink of an eye. Frigates almost just as quickly. The destroyers lasted a few seconds longer, and the cruisers survived for whole minutes. Watching the relentless, unstoppable destruction of her comrades gave Commander McCabe flashbacks to her encounter with Haven’s battlegroup in the Emerald system.

      In less than ten minutes, the Kelvin SDF was no more. Then, the unknown ships turned toward Gamma-Five.
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        * * *

      

      Sub-Legate Uxilor examined the report of the interrogation of the primitives that were mining this system’s asteroid field, and he fought the urge to rage in frustration. This insipid star system bore no indications of Gyv’Rathi technology anywhere.

      The supposed geniuses in the Science Directorate probably forgot to account for stellar drift… or transposed the coordinate sets. It wouldn’t be the first time that happened.

      Beyond that, the primitives’ databanks yielded a star chart revealing dozens—if not hundreds—of star systems populated by equally primitive species across this entire region of space. How was a task force of fifteen ships supposed to search hundreds of star systems for evidence of Gyv’Rathi technology in less than half a lifetime?

      Uxilor accessed the communications function of his terminal and began drafting a preliminary report to Senior Legate Kaxuul. He attached copies of the star chart and summaries of their interrogations thus far. He ended the message with a respectful but adamant request for additional ships.

      One task force simply could not complete the mission in the time allowed.
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      Captain’s Office, Battle-Carrier Haven

      Hephaestus System

      6 September 3004

      

      Cole leaned back against his seat and checked the miniature system plot hovering a few inches above the corner of his workstation. The convoy was another hour closer to the jump gate.

      Haven and her battlegroup—under full stealth—escorted a convoy of seven freighters. In recent weeks, freighters and freighter convoys had seen an increased incidence of raids, but every time the fledgling Protectorate Navy coordinated with a freighter or convoy for escort work, no pirates appeared. And none of the freighters or convoys attacked involved Beta Magellan-flagged freighters. Beta Magellan’s freighters were based on Gyv’Rathi designs and carried sufficient armaments and armor to make them equivalent to a light frigate in firepower and resilience. It only took about three pirate attacks on freighters from Beta Magellan before word spread to leave them alone… even going so far as to avoid attacking other freighters in systems where Beta Magellan freighters were traveling.

      Which was why Haven and her battlegroup traveled unseen with this convoy out of Oriolis and a few other Protectorate systems. Only the people aboard Haven and the ships of her battlegroup knew they escorted the convoy.

      Several people had tried to say that Haven was too recognizable for Cole to take her and the battlegroup out on a convoy escort mission. People would notice her absence in Beta Magellan. People would notice his absence from Beta Magellan. Cole decided to dismiss those concerns… all of them. He yearned to return to space. To take Haven and her battlegroup on more… well… adventures.

      The intervening months had led him almost to despise succumbing to pressure and forming the Haven Protectorate, and unless he took steps now to adjust, it wouldn’t be long before he resented Beta Magellan’s involvement in the Protectorate—not to mention his. And resentment would not be good. No… he knew himself well enough to realize resentment would fester over time and eventually pull him into disbanding the Protectorate and leaving the—often ungrateful—systems to their respective fates.

      Hence the convoy escort…

      The overhead speakers chirped, then broadcast, “Bridge to Captain.”

      “Cole here.”

      “This is Red, acting as Officer of the Deck. We’ve got something, Cap. Corvette-sized ships appear to be exiting asteroids along the convoy’s path. They’re doing a good job of stealth for what they are, but they’re a bonfire on a dark night to our scout frigates. So far, the count is up to seven corvettes, but there are thirteen similar asteroids between the convoy and the jump gate.”
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