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Chapter One
Captain Jess Tolvern eyed the enemy on the main viewscreen. Fourteen Hroom sloops of war, long, lethal, and arrayed in the infamous claw formation. Their engines glowed blue-green. Pulse cannons throbbed. Tolvern’s tech officers warned of active targeting sensors hitting her ship and the others in her fleet.
“Serpentine batteries are warming across the enemy fleet,” Oglethorpe warned. “The gunnery is demanding orders.”
“Hold position. Hold fire.”
“Easier to get off the first shot, Captain.”
“I said hold fire,” Tolvern told Oglethorpe, more sternly this time.
She touched her console to bring up her own forces and make sure they were maintaining discipline. Arrayed behind her own ship were two cruisers, two missile frigates, three torpedo boats, and a trio of destroyers. A Singaporean war junk lurked behind the battlefield, its sensor arrays fanned out. A pair of corvettes flanked it, ready to either defend the junk or accelerate rapidly to join the battle.
Tolvern would have preferred to be at the helm of her own ship, but Blackbeard was in the yards, peeled open like a can of sardines, her inner workings exposed to the void as the old, battle-worn cruiser was gutted and rebuilt from the hull up. Instead, Tolvern commanded a smaller, more lightly armed destroyer, HMS Nineveh. The destroyer was swift and agile, but didn’t have the same swagger as a Punisher-class cruiser.
Even without Blackbeard, Tolvern commanded a powerful naval task force, and she backed Albion ships with ten of her own sloops of war. These sloops clumped in a tight formation above her on the Z-axis, with General Mose Dryz’s flagship at the lead. The general was an experienced warrior, superior in every way to whatever religious fool commanded the cultist fleet opposite them.
“Any response to our demands?” she asked.
“Negative, sir,” Oglethorpe said. “It looks like the cultists mean to fight.”
Yet they hadn’t. Not yet. And if Tolvern withdrew, she knew that the enemy would withdraw as well. The cultists didn’t want this battle. Their small fleet was everything they had left to defend their dark vision for the Hroom Empire; if they wrecked it fighting against Tolvern and General Mose Dryz, they would be finished.
And so the two forces maintained a wary distance in orbit around Soltum. The planet rotated slowly below them. Its vast continents, covered in maroon forests and pink-grass scrublands, stretched across turquoise seas.
The landscape below was old and scarred, and at first contact with the Hroom nearly five hundred years earlier, ancient stone cities had dotted the surface of Soltum like hundreds of vast termite mounds. Great temples, citadels, and palaces, as well as massive ports beneath space elevators. With the long, gradual collapse of the Hroom Empire, vegetation had reclaimed much of the planet, starting with the higher ranges and the steamy lowlands.
Swamps had drowned some of the most glorious and historic cities, the general had told Tolvern, while the planet gradually depopulated. Someday, only the priests would remain, and just enough of a subservient population to keep them fed.
That a human fleet had penetrated the heart of the Hroom Empire was a miracle in and of itself, she thought. But as darkness drew across the large continent below her and she saw the pulsing heart and tendrils of light at its center, she had the sudden impression of standing outside time. She was staring down at the Royal City, with the Forbidden Enclave at its heart.
The Royal City was older than Rome, older than Athens. More ancient than the oldest human civilization on Old Earth. The foundation stones in the Forbidden Enclave had been hauled into place two thousand years before the pyramids of Egypt rose on the banks of the Nile.
“The general is calling, sir,” Oglethorpe said.
Tolvern nodded. “I’ll take it in the war room. Keep your nerve, Lieutenant. We are not going to shoot first, do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir.”
She entered the war room alone and took a seat at the far end. She put up the small viewscreen above the table. General Mose Dryz appeared. She’d always thought him severe looking, even more gaunt and serious than the typical Hroom, but as his crippling sugar addiction passed, and his skin darkened from pink to a deep purple, it made his large black eyes glow with intensity.
“You are in your war room, Jess Tolvern. Is everything good with your fleet, or does this indicate trouble?”
“Everything is fine.” She hesitated. “Well, no, not really.”
“I told you, the cultists”—he seemed to spit the word—“are cowards. They will not fire first.”
“It’s not that, General. It’s Blackbeard.”
“Do you miss it? Or is something wrong with the new ship?”
“I’m not entirely unhappy.” Tolvern leaned back in her chair. “You have no idea how good it felt to get off that rock. I was never cut out to be a political leader. Military governor of Singapore? It wasn’t for me. And living on an orbital fortress is the worst of both worlds—all the drawbacks of being in space, but none of the mobility. So when Drake called me into action, I expected to saddle up the old horse and take her for a ride.”
He hummed deep in his throat. “Horse being a metaphor for HMS Blackbeard?”
“And where’s my crew? They’re off with Catarina Vargus, fighting Scandian star wolves thirty light years away.”
“Some of your crew remains the same, do they not?”
“Sure, I got Oglethorpe and Manx. They’re good men, but it’s not the same as Capp, Smythe, Barker, Nyb Pim . . . maybe you wouldn’t understand.”
“Everything should be the same, but it’s not. You are adrift in the space lanes.”
“That’s it,” she said. “Exactly right. And assuming we make it out of here, and I get back to Blackbeard, it won’t be the same. They’ll have torn apart my ship, rebuilt it into something new. Something unfamiliar.”
Tolvern’s disquietude went even deeper than that. Apex harvesters had savaged the planet of Singapore, slaughtering millions, and after Albion forces rescued the survivors, the crown had ordered her to oversee the rebuilding. As governor, she’d been free to pursue personal interests not available to her as an officer in the Royal Navy.
Pursue James Drake, to be precise. They’d married, then worked together for several weeks overseeing the new Singapore yards. Long, hard work while on shift, and in each other’s arms every minute they were not. Then James shipped out on Dreadnought at the head of a massive battle fleet. He was gone—far, far gone—twenty jumps away hunting the Apex remnants in the direction of Old Earth. Until his recent message, she’d heard nothing from him in months.
Her old rival, Catarina Vargus, had seen more of her husband than she had. So Tolvern should be jumping at the opportunity to take Blackbeard—modified or not—and rejoin the war.
“What’s with these cultists, anyway?” Tolvern asked. “They won’t fight us, but they won’t join us, either. What are they waiting for?”
“They are not stupid, Jess Tolvern. They know we don’t want a fight, either. So they will wait for us to leave the sector so they can reclaim the empire for their cult.”
“Doesn’t the empress have something to say about that?”
Mose Dryz whistled through his nose slits, followed by a humming deep in his throat that Tolvern recognized as ironic laughter.
“The empress lives at the center of the Forbidden Enclave. She is surrounded by servants and priests. Any command she gives will be reinterpreted and bent a dozen times before it leaves the Royal City.”
“Why don’t we take the question to her instead?”
“A human cannot enter the Forbidden Enclave. It would be death for you to enter. Their hatred for me would be greater still should I lead you there.”
“Except they won’t fight, remember?” Tolvern said. “So how are they going to stop us?”
His only answer was a deep rumble in his throat, followed by two uncertain whistles.
“Don’t tell me you’re scared, General. Didn’t you face down an Apex queen commander? What are a few cultists?”
The general kept staring. She understood his reluctance—the thought of entering that ancient, dying city amid all those thousands of Hroom priests made her skin crawl. Was it really possible?
“How would it be done? That is the question.”
“Like Pizarro and the Inca,” she said.
“Is this a parable from your holy books?”
“No, Pizarro was a general from Old Earth. He tricked his way to the side of an enemy king and took him prisoner. Conquered the Inca Empire with a hundred, two hundred men. These cultists are priests, General, not warriors. Couldn’t we do the same thing?”
“We would need to get to the empress,” Mose Dryz said. “That would take a lot of cunning. Some human deception. But if you can help me with the deceiving, I think I could get us in.”
“What do you need?”
“You must trick the cultists and make them think you have left the system. No, make them think you might have left the system. Before we arrived, they’d hidden their fleet on the surface of Soltum for protection. It would help us greatly if they would do the same thing again.”
“Why?”
“Then our fleet can rush back and set up a quarantine around the planet. There will be no way for the cultists to get their fleet back in orbit. Then you can drop one of your smallest pods into the Royal City without being detected by the cultist fleet.”
A shiver threatened to work itself down her spine.
“The smallest pods only hold three people,” Tolvern said. “I’m not sure even Pizarro would have tried to conquer the Inca with three men.”
“We don’t have to conquer the empire,” the general said. “I have the will of twenty billion Hroom on my side already. All we have to conquer is the opinion of the empress. If you can trick the cultist fleet, I will lead you to her and we can make the appeal ourselves.”
 
 



Chapter Two
Captain Catarina Vargus’s colonization fleet was in Jutland preparing for a move against Viborg when a warship jumped unexpectedly into the opposite side of the system. She ordered her forces to full alert, but to her relief, the ship proved to be HMS Babylon, a Royal Navy destroyer. The ship must have come from the inner frontier, but alone?
Further data revealed that Babylon was bleeding gasses from several wounds. Scans from Void Queen showed deep gashes along the destroyer’s starboard and port shields, and one of her two engines was already sputtering and began to bleed plasma a few hours after the jump. Catarina ordered Lieutenant Smythe to send a subspace, but she returned to the bridge several hours later to find that there was not yet a response from the damaged ship.
Lieutenant Capp spoke up. “Could be they can’t answer, Cap’n. Communications might be out, what with all the damage.”
Capp was Catarina’s first mate, a rough-around-the-edges lieutenant from York Town. She was a former marine, and her lover was a former pirate himself. That made Capp the closest thing on the bridge to Catarina’s companion. At the very least, the captain knew how to deal with her.
“Or they might be dead,” Catarina said. “Give it another try, Smythe.”
“I will, but it doesn’t look good,” he said. “She’s not moving, just drifting away from the jump point.”
“I want to know what we’re dealing with,” Catarina said. “If there are enemies about to pour through that jump, I need to know.”
“Shall I chart a course to the destroyer?” her pilot, Nyb Pim, asked.
The Hroom sounded eager, which was to be expected. They’d been crossing the Jutland System for three days, with little for him to do except for work over the various approaches to Viborg.
“Not yet,” she told him, “but it would be helpful to know if whoever follows Babylon through would be able to cut us off before we jump out of here.”
“I can already tell you that they won’t,” Nyb Pim said. “At our current velocity, we will reach the jump point in sixty-eight hours. It would take three to five days longer for Babylon to reach the jump at top speed.” A hum from his throat that sounded like the Hroom equivalent of a shrug. “That is a rough estimate.”
“That don’t mean Babylon is out of the woods,” Capp said. “Enemies come through, they’ll hunt her down before she gets to safety. We can’t leave her dangling, Cap’n.”
No, they couldn’t. Catarina’s entire purpose for penetrating so deep into Scandian territory was to establish a forward operation base to repair and resupply the admiral’s ships as they returned from the front. She had hundreds of marines in stasis, and an entire colonization fleet to build the deepest base yet and fortify it against Scandian raiding parties. What good was a base if she abandoned returning warships to be hunted down and destroyed?
Something else occurred to her. “Smythe, what about Babylon’s battle scars? Can you tell me what knocked her around?”
“It’ll be hard to tell from way out here,” he said. “Unless you want to slow down the war junks and let them spread their wings.”
Those “wings” were filled with Singaporean scanning technology, but they didn’t work overly well at the near relativistic speed of seven percent the speed of light Void Queen and the rest of the fleet were traveling.
“Hold course and velocity for now. Do what you can to figure it out.”
Catarina glanced at her console to study the data already coming across. Babylon was one of Drake’s ships. Something had happened, or she wouldn’t be all the way back here, headed toward Fort Alliance.
Eleven weeks had passed since Admiral Drake left Alliance with a fleet of thirty-seven warships, led by his battleship, HMS Dreadnought. Once Drake jumped out of the Great Bear System, where Catarina had built her naval base, he’d gone completely silent. That was by design; Apex could intercept navy communications, even subspace messages, and he would be traveling in isolation as he pushed past the Scandian worlds to probe for the birdlike aliens on the inner frontier.
Meanwhile, Catarina had taken fresh supplies and ships from Albion, recalled most of her colonists from the small cluster of asteroids where they’d been working under fire and tremendous stress for months, and set off to build a new base even deeper in Scandian territory. She was only one jump away now, at the head of her own fleet. Captain McGowan waited for her at the jump with Peerless and a task force of nine other ships, cloaked and studying the Viborg System to keep an eye on star wolves and other activity.
The point was, she had enough to worry about without rescuing this destroyer. If Babylon was dead, or even crippled, she might simply send a tug to haul it back to Alliance. But if she was leading Apex forces into the system, Catarina would be better off diverting her entire force toward the jump point to fight off any enemies trying to pour through.
“Got some data for you,” Smythe said. “It wasn’t Apex that did this.”
Catarina breathed a sigh of relief. “Scandians?”
“Aye, Captain,” the tech officer said. “Most likely we’re looking at damage from pummel guns.”
“Them idiots again?” Capp said with a scowl on her face. “Cap’n, we should just get through there and settle ’em once and for all.”
“If we could just ‘settle them,’ we wouldn’t need all these ships, Lieutenant. Even so, I’m not entirely confident of our chances. There might be north of thirty star wolves waiting for us in Viborg. Meanwhile, let’s figure out what’s happening here, in Jutland.”
With all of Babylon’s damage, it was possible that the destroyer couldn’t send or receive subspaces. To be sure, Catarina composed a short audio message. As they waited for the message to cross the vast distances and for a return response, Capp told Nyb Pim to put up a star chart on the main viewscreen. The pilot complied.
“Look, Cap’n,” Capp said. “That jump point Babylon came through goes on toward Roskilde.” She manipulated the star chart and dragged a finger across her console screen to highlight the jumps. “Could be we got a big fleet of star wolves back there waiting to ambush us from behind.
“We could smash that plan before it got started,” Capp continued. “Take the fight to ’em, settle their hash before they get in behind us.”
“You don’t know how many enemies we’d be facing. Could be a major fight.” Catarina narrowed her eyes. “Whatever happened to charging into Viborg and ‘settling them’ there?”
“I’m tired of sitting around,” Capp said. “We got Void Queen, we got cruisers. We got destroyers and torpedo boats and two missile frigates. We got them pirates, Orient Tiger and Pussycat. I’m ready to do some fighting.”
“In that case, our best bet is still Viborg, where we know there are enemies.” Catarina nodded. “We’ve got work there, anyway. We need to get to Viborg, get dug in, and start taking on supplies and colonists. Do we want to lose time chasing after a few rogue star wolves?”
Besides, what about McGowan? She didn’t say this aloud, but he was always at the back of her mind. No doubt he was already pacing his bridge, waiting for her to bring her ships up to the Viborg jump point. Admiral Drake had put her in charge of the fleet, with her battle cruiser as flagship, and that had never sat well with McGowan. In fact, he’d looked ready to explode when he heard the news that he would be serving under Catarina and not vice versa.
He’d calmed down since then, but no doubt was scheming for ways to be put back on top. The first time he disagreed with her decision, he’d try to take command. This might give him an excuse.
“On the other hand,” she mused aloud, “the whole point of our forward operating positions is to patch up ships like Babylon and get them back into the fight. Pilot,” she told Nyb Pim, “plot us a course. Capp, draw up a task force for me, will you?”
“What are we talking?”
“We’ll take—let’s see—a cruiser and a pair of destroyers. A missile frigate, of course. Make it HMS Catapult. A few torpedo boats, too. A pair of war junks so we’ll have our best scanning tech.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
“Oh, and Pussycat and Orient Tiger. May as well bring our pirate friends. You know how that will annoy McGowan.”
Capp grinned at this.
“What will you do with the rest of the fleet?” Nyb Pim asked. 
“They’ll follow the present trajectory and rendezvous with McGowan. The barges will be positioned to shuttle into Viborg under heavy escort.”
“McGowan won’t like that,” Smythe said. “Dividing up our forces, I mean.”
“He’s not going to like anything I do. But before we alter course, I need to make contact with that destroyer and make sure it’s not another trap like what the Scandians pulled at Moloch. If Babylon won’t answer my audio, I’ll try something else.”
#
Two messages came through about an hour later. The first was a subspace from Captain McGowan. He’d sent a probe into Viborg and had received data.
 
Twenty-three hostile ships in system. Have identified landing target. Elevator counterweight remains in stable orbit above. Cable to surface severed.
EM
 
Twenty-three star wolves was a powerful fleet. They’d have a fight on their hands to get through.
But even twenty-three was fewer than Catarina had feared. The others must be raiding outside the system, which was a good sign. It meant that Albion had managed to conceal its intention of seizing a piece of one of the three Scandian home worlds.
Even better news was that Viborg’s old space elevator system remained intact, albeit inoperable. An elevator’s counterweight—generally a captured asteroid—and the base facilities were the costly parts. New ultra-strong carbon nanotube cable could be strung easily enough.
With the collapse of the Scandian civilization into warring fiefdoms after plague and civil war, the fate of these facilities had been unclear.
Twenty-three enemy warships. Throw her forces together with McGowan’s, and they’d have the strength to charge in, seize the elevator facilities in space and on the surface, and fortify them before the enemy could mount a counterattack. But what about the wounded destroyer? She couldn’t just leave it to its own devices, could she?
The second message came from HMS Babylon, and answered lingering doubts. Even before the message came, it was clear someone was alive on board. The gas venting gradually stopped, the destroyer eased away from the jump point, and the crew shut down the damaged engine and stopped the plasma leak.
Still, Catarina was wary of a Scandian trap until bad video came through showing Captain Nash on his bridge. His arm was in a sling, and graying stubble dotted his face. There were bags under his eyes, as of a man who’d skipped a sleep cycle or two.
According to Smythe, Nash was something of a warhorse—steady, brave without being foolhardy, but not overly creative in combat, which was how he’d risen to command a destroyer, but no higher.
“Captain Vargus,” Nash said with a nod, as if she were standing in front of him and it wasn’t a recorded message. “I received your audio, and by God, was I glad to be able to answer it. It was touch and go for a while, believe me. Before I explain the strategic situation, let me give you an assessment of our damage. We can no longer reach jump speed without repair, and the oxygen plant is crippled. If we do not receive outside aid, our ultimate fate is slow suffocation.”
Nash ran down the other damage to his ship: his shields were in tatters, he’d lost eleven crew in the gunnery, and enemy fire had melted his cannon into slag. He currently had one operational missile battery, but a shattered airlock meant that it couldn’t be manned.
“In short, I need a rescue,” Nash continued. “And I am not alone. I left five other navy vessels behind me. God willing, they have disengaged from the enemy and successfully cloaked themselves, but that is difficult to say for sure.”
He listed the five ships in the task force, which included another destroyer, three torpedo boats, and a cruiser. They had been returning for repair and resupply at Fort Alliance when they drew the attention of Scandian star wolves.
“I have reason to believe that there are more star wolves in the region besides the ones we escaped,” Nash said. “We detected a pair of subspace messages as we made the jump. The enemy may be here in Jutland, or they may be in Dead Roskilde. Either way, be wary. Expect attack.”
With that, he ended the message.
“King’s balls,” Capp said, “that ain’t much to go on, is it?”
“We have everything we need to know,” Catarina said.
“Yeah, but who knocked ’em around in the first place? Apex, right? Is Drake all right? What about the rest of the fleet?”
Catarina didn’t see how speculating on that front was important at the moment. “How is that task force coming, anyway?”
Capp smiled sheepishly and rubbed a hand over her buzzed scalp. “Sorry, I was listening to this Nash bloke. I’ll get you that in a minute, Cap’n.”
“I need extra muscle. Add a corvette to the mix.”
They soon set off on the new course, with Void Queen in the lead. The corvette, HMS Dart, flew off port, followed by the missile frigate, two destroyers, and three torpedo boats. The pirate frigates, the war junks, and the cruiser brought up the rear.
The cruiser was HMS Repulse, a Punisher-class. Not as powerful as Void Queen, but the match for a star wolf. Her guns would give pause to any marauder captain thinking to attack them from the rear.
A formidable force remained to escort the colonization fleet toward the jump to Viborg, but Catarina was doubly wary of ambush given Nash’s warning, so she sent a subspace through to McGowan, ordering him to bring Peerless and a pair of torpedo boats to meet the colonization fleet halfway.
Thankfully, there was no arguing from McGowan when she told him about her rescue operation. Instead, Peerless and two torpedo boats shortly set off on a course to meet the ships Catarina had sent on without her. Meanwhile, her new task force was eighteen hours out from the jump point and ten hours from rendezvous with the wounded destroyer.
#
Catarina was midway through her sleep cycle when an urgent message recalled her to the bridge. When she arrived, Lomelí, the assistant tech officer and defense grid specialist, was hunched over the console, speaking to herself in rapid-fire Ladino.
“Talk to me,” Catarina said as she settled into the captain’s chair.
Lomelí looked up, and her eyes shone with excitement. “We got star wolves, Captain. Four of them.”
The young woman shifted the viewscreen to show four of the big Scandian warships accelerating away from the same jump point that had brought HMS Babylon into the system, following a course in pursuit of the wounded destroyer. Babylon limped along at three percent light speed on its one engine, still accelerating, but slowly.
“Pilot,” Catarina said to Nyb Pim, “run the numbers. Who reaches Babylon first, us or the wolves?” Then, to Lomelí, she said, “Check these wolves against the database. Let’s see if we recognize any of them.”
“Already done, sir.” Lomelí zoomed in on one of the four enemy ships, which appeared as black streaks on the scans from this distance. “Look, it’s Bloodaxe.”
The captain muttered an oath under her breath, and her pulse accelerated to a trot.
Bloodaxe. Lars Olafsen’s ship, the villain. Olafsen was one of the architects of the assault on Fort Alliance, along with his brother, Sven Longshanks. She’d mauled his ship good and hard in the fight, taking advantage of disorganization within the ranks of the enemy. After the battle, it appeared that another powerful marauder captain, Ragnar Forkbeard, had taken control of the Scandian forces. They’d withdrawn to the Scandian heartland to lick their wounds.
“And we fought this ship, too,” Lomelí said. She zoomed on another ship. “The databases recorded its engine signature. The other two are unknown.”
“No sign of Storm Rider?” Catarina asked.
“No,” Lomelí said. “Forkbeard isn’t here.”
“Never mind, I’ll take Bloodaxe. That’s a big enough prize. Not to mention letting me settle an old score with Olafsen. May as well take out the other three enemy ships while we’re at it.”
Capp came onto the bridge, still buttoning up her shirt. She rolled her sleeves to show the Albion lions tattooed on her right forearm. “Four what?” She looked up at the screen. “King’s balls! Star wolves.”
Catarina turned to her first mate with a grin. “Think we can take ’em? It’s just four little ones.”
“Four little ones! Hah!”
Smythe returned to the bridge and took his seat, and was soon bent over his console, working furiously. Nyb Pim’s calculations said Void Queen and her escorts would reach the wounded navy destroyer two full hours before the star wolves overtook her. As it became apparent that the enemy ships had not penetrated their cloaking to discover the navy task force bearing down on them, the mood on the bridge turned greedy for a quick and overwhelming victory.
A star wolf was a powerful warship, and the strongest were roughly equivalent to a Punisher-class cruiser. But a single one was no match for an Ironside-class battle cruiser like Void Queen, who boasted heavier guns and greater firepower from range, and had increased the size of her striker wing until she could send out ten small falcons in support. Throw in the other ships escorting her, and it was a battle that could only end one way: in a crushing victory for Catarina Vargus and her naval forces.
“I want those wolves held at bay,” she told her officers in the war room. “They penetrate our hull with a boarding party and all bets are off.”
Capp leaned back in her chair and put her hands behind her head. “Don’t need to tell me. We faced them mech suits at Fort Alliance. Any one of them raiders is worth ten of our blokes. Want me to yank our marines off the ice and get ’em ready to fight?”
“Can’t see that we’ll get to that point,” Smythe said. “We got enough missile batteries to finish them off before they close to boarding distance.”
Catarina had been turning this part over in her head. Missile and torpedo action was where her fleet had an advantage against the star wolves, who relied on their short-range pummel guns to shred enemy armor, followed by devastating boarding attacks from mech raiders.
“Problem is, we need to lower cloaks to fire missiles,” Catarina said. “They’ll run as soon as we show ourselves. They have to—it’s a fight they can’t win. Then they cloak, they slip away, and we lose the prize.” She shook her head. “No, we’re going to risk a close-range fight. We still outgun them by a considerable margin. Capp, wake your marines. Wake them on every ship in the task force.”
 
 



Chapter Three
It was going to be a beautiful victory, Catarina decided as she drew up battle plans. They’d fly past the wounded destroyer and charge the four star wolves, which flew in a loose formation behind, slowly overtaking the Babylon. The two navy vessels that could most take a beating—Void Queen and Repulse—would slide out front, drop cloaks, and unleash a devastating attack on the lead star wolf with their main batteries. Meanwhile, Catapult would stand back and shower the battlefield with missiles from a position of safety.
 As the first phase of battle ended, Catarina would send her three torpedo boats to make a run at any enemy star wolves taking missile damage, while the corvette, fast out of the blocks but still enjoying considerable firepower, would chase down any enemies trying to flee the battlefield. Carvalho’s striker wing would reinforce any weak spots. Catarina would hold her two destroyers in reserve to throw into any individual fight that threatened to turn against them.
She fully expected to capture or destroy all four star wolves, while suffering minimal damage to her own forces. It would be a small, but important victory. Knocking out four enemy ships would lessen the risk of any attack to their rear when the fleet charged into the Viborg System. The only downside was that the enemy was likely to get off messages before they died, which would warn others that a powerful Albion fleet was deep in Scandian territory. Catarina counted it a small cost to pay.
Capp pulled marines out of stasis, armed and briefed them, and placed them in the corridors and engineering bay to repel mech units. Carvalho’s striker wing was on standby, ready to jump into the cockpit and launch. Crews across the fleet stood on high alert.
Then things went wrong.
The star wolves had been pursuing the injured destroyer relentlessly since their arrival in Jutland. By now, they were close enough to be licking their chops. Perhaps jostling among each other, arguing over who got to take the prize. With the destroyer wounded, it would be captured easily, then taken back to Odense or Roskilde to be overhauled and turned into another star wolf. Its crew would be sold as slaves.
Instead, the four ships dove sharply on the Z-axis at almost the precise moment that they fell within range of Void Queen’s missiles. They changed course again minutes later. Sensors struggled to track them, and Smythe shouted that the enemy was throwing up baffles.
“They spotted us,” Catarina said. “Lower cloaks. Get us into the fight, dammit.”
Void Queen’s cloaks came down. Barker called up from engineering, saying that torpedoes and missiles were both online. It was crisp, efficient work, worlds ahead of the fumbling way they’d fought their first battles several months ago.
But her missiles would be at the edge of their range, and the enemy ships had already begun a series of evasive maneuvers and electronic countermeasures as if sensing that someone was after them. The chance of success was so low that Catarina ordered the gunnery to hold fire until they drew nearer.
And then the sensors came up blank. The star wolves had vanished.
“Blast it,” Catarina said. “It’s Singaporean technology. Has to be. Otherwise, they’d have never spotted us. How the devil did they get their hands on it?”
“I figure it was them refugee fleets that came through here last year,” Capp said. “We got our own tech, though. Maybe we ought to use it.”
Catarina eyed her lieutenant. Capp’s emotions seemed more restrained than usual. She was the first to cheer victory, and the most hard-bitten cursing streamed out of her mouth when things turned against them. Capp had a thoughtful look on her face now, and rubbed a hand over her buzzed scalp.
Catarina brought her task force to a halt so they could rendezvous with the injured navy destroyer and perform deeper scans of the system. The war junk spread its sensor arrays, which unfolded like a pair of giant beetle wings. Void Queen was shuttling armor patches, oxygen scrubbers, and fresh ordnance to the destroyer when the war junk found the missing Scandians.
The four star wolves were streaking toward one of the system’s many jump points. Smythe brought up the star charts. The jump would take them back toward the Great Bear System, but Catarina doubted they were going to mount an attack on Fort Alliance with only four ships. Rather, it seemed more likely that they were going to jump around the Albion forces and return to either Roskilde or Viborg through a back door.
“I want a thorough scan of the system,” Catarina said. “Hit as hard as you can with the active sensors.”
“Are we looking for anything in particular, sir?” Smythe asked.
“How the devil did they find us? It wasn’t Singaporean tech, I’m sure of it now.”
“Why do you say that?” he asked.
“At our angle, with their shields raised for battle?”
“Good point,” the tech officer said. “Would have blinded their sensors. What about our audio or the video from Captain Nash?”
“Except the star wolves kept on course for a long time after that. It wasn’t our messages they picked up.”
“Well, somehow they saw us,” Smythe said.
“Exactly, Lieutenant.” Catarina felt more confident in her conclusions now that she’d voiced them aloud. “I don’t know what we’re looking for. More star wolves, maybe. Could be nothing more than a probe. But if it’s big enough to spot us, we can sure as hell find it.”
She turned her attention to the data streaming in from Babylon. The destroyer was in rough shape, and needed a visit to the yards before she’d be ready for a fight. This was not the sort of repair one could do on the fly. That meant escorting her back to Fort Alliance.
“Captain,” Smythe said a few minutes later. “I found a ghost signal.”
Catarina looked up. “I don’t like ghost signals. It was a ghost signal that got me into this mess. If there’s a ship out there, I want its exact location.”
“Not a ship. I mean an echo of a nearby subspace signal. Came across just before the star wolves changed course. It must have either come from or gone to the enemy ships.”
“You gonna give the Cap’n something to work with?” Capp said. “Origin, type—that sort of thing?”
“Still working on it,” Smythe said. “Give me a bit—I’ll get you something.”
Meanwhile a video marked private arrived from Captain McGowan, who had by now escorted the rest of Catarina’s colonization fleet to a staging point near the jump point into the Viborg system.
Catarina got up to take the message in the war room. Capp rose from her own chair. “Can I have a word first, Cap’n?”
Catarina gestured for her to follow, and moments later they were in the war room just off the bridge. She shut the door and signaled Capp to sit, but the other woman shook her head.
“Nah, I’ve been sitting enough. There’s something bugging me, Cap’n. You look at the data Babylon sent across?”
“Enough to get the gist. Drake found an Apex fleet and mixed it up. Fought some lances and spears. Won the engagement, but suffered damage. He sent the damaged ships back under escort toward Fort Alliance. They came into Dead Roskilde, and Scandians attacked them.”
“Except we only seen Babylon. Where are the other ships?”
“Staying with the cruiser,” Catarina said. “Where is this going, Lieutenant?”
“I’ll show you.” Capp took out her hand computer and tapped on it, then interfaced with the war room console. “Fellow down in com wrote up the summary of the Viking attack. Look.”
Catarina took a seat and glanced over a summary of the battle in Dead Roskilde. The system was apparently called Dead Roskilde because it had the exact same configuration of stars and planets as the adjacent Roskilde System, but unlike the original, with its habitable world, the third planet out was a waterless rock without an atmosphere. Whatever mining colonies had once existed were gutted now, in ruins, raided endlessly by marauder captains until there was nothing left.
Six navy vessels had jumped into Dead Roskilde fully cloaked, planning to cross into Jutland on their way to Fort Alliance for repair. All of the ships had suffered damage in the earlier fight with Apex, but were jump worthy and could fight. Not an easy target. Four star wolves shouldn’t have been enough to wreck them. Not if the two sides merely stumbled into a confrontation, leading to a fair fight.
But it hadn’t been a fair fight. The four star wolves had been lurking in the space lanes between the arrival and departure jump points, and had thrown down a minefield to turn aside attempts to flee. Finally, they’d used some sort of ship mimicry to disguise their true location and trick the Albion forces into flying at them headlong. At that point, they used pummel guns to cripple, not kill.
“They apparently got wind of the navy ships’ arrival,” Catarina concluded. “Set an ambush. Damaged the warp point engines of five of the six ships. Only Babylon escaped.”
“Aye, but then they chased Babylon through,” Capp said. “Why? Coulda stayed behind and finished off these five. That’s what I’d have done.”
“They didn’t want Babylon to escape and warn us. Then we’d have time to rush back and help the wounded ships.”
“Right, Cap’n. That only makes sense if someone knew we was already in Jutland. But we ain’t seen any star wolves since we got here.”
Catarina studied Capp over with fresh eyes. With her rough York Town accent and her crude manner of speech and behavior, it was easy to forget that there was a clever mind to go with Capp’s other strengths and weaknesses. Wheels sometimes turned slowly in her mind, but turn they did.
“I see,” Catarina said. “Not only did they know the navy ships would be passing through Dead Roskilde—not too surprising in and of itself—but they knew we were in Jutland. And they apparently knew exactly when we were almost on top of them.”
“Aye, someone is talking.”
“Get back out there and put the thumb screws to Smythe and Lomelí. I want to know who sent that subspace, and I want to know now.”
Capp left the war room, and Catarina pulled up McGowan’s message. She hesitated before playing, knowing that whatever he had to say would grate on her nerves.
“All right, you piss nozzle,” she said. “Let’s see what stupid demands you have now.”
She tapped the screen. McGowan appeared. His jawline looked chiseled from stone, his eyes were both handsome and arrogant at the same time, and he seemed to stare straight through the screen to study her face, though that was impossible; this was nothing but a recorded message.
“I know what you’re thinking, Vargus,” he said.
She paused the recording, already bristling. “I doubt it, but go ahead, why don’t you tell me?”
“That’s right, you’re thinking of sending Babylon on to meet me while you mount a rescue in Dead Roskilde. Well, don’t do it. You can patch up Babylon as best you can, and she can act as a mobile launch platform for our assault on Viborg before we send her back to Fort Alliance for a full overhaul.” He nodded. “I know it’s tempting, but there’s no point to it. Our remaining ships in Dead Roskilde will have taken advantage of the absence of enemies and jumped away—they’ll find their way to Alliance on their own.”
Another nod, almost like he was trying to nod his way to authority. What an arrogant piece of . . . The whole message seemed designed to push her into the opposite course of action.
“I will send coordinates for a rendezvous,” he continued. “We will jump into Viborg together. That is all.”
Catarina was left steaming. “You were in the bloody room when Drake gave me command of the fleet. I’m sure as hell not going to let you bully me into giving it up now.”
Maybe not, but it would be stupid to jump after those star wolves merely to spite McGowan. But she couldn’t let him challenge her authority, either. She started to record a response, grew frustrated with her defensive tone of voice, and deleted it to start over.
Smythe called over the com. “Captain, I’ve got more info about that subspace.”
“Go on,” she said, relieved at the distraction.
“It’s definitely from the navy. Came from our side.”
“But intended for the Scandians?”
“Aye, it looks that way. I suppose someone might have screwed up,” Smythe said, “but we were the only other ones out here, and it didn’t match any of our encryption keys. So it wasn’t sent to us, that’s for sure.”
That was good enough for Catarina. A subspace had originated in the Royal Navy and reached the enemy star wolves right before they’d reversed course and hightailed it out of Jutland. Someone warned them. That was strange and unsettling.
“Did it come from McGowan?” she asked.
“I don’t know. You got any reason to think it might have?” Doubt clouded Smythe’s voice.
“No reason except that I don’t like the man. No, I don’t have reason to think he’s a traitor,” she added, more forcefully.
“God, I hope not. That’s all we need. Anyway, we’re not going to get that level of detail. I’m pretty sure it didn’t originate in Albion space, or from Fort Alliance. That’s all I can say. After that, I have no idea.”
“Keep digging just in case.”
Catarina cut the line and rose from her seat at the war room table. Better leave her response to McGowan for later, when she wasn’t so angry. In fact, why not let her actions be her reply?
“Pilot,” she told Nyb Pim when she reentered the bridge. “Chart a course and send it through to the other ships in the task force. We’re jumping into Dead Roskilde and rescuing our ships.”
 
 



Chapter Four
Armory Two is guarded by thirty-two raiders. There is only one star wolf in the system. Do with this information what you will.
 Lars Olafsen read the subspace message again and again in the hours after he turned around and jumped back into Dead Roskilde. It was the second subspace he’d received from an unknown source. An unknown Albion source.
Everyone on the bridge had seen the message. The marauder captain had made no attempt to hide the message, but to this point, he had not yet discussed it. Too much to do, still.
“Any sign of the enemy warships?” he asked the signalman.
“Nothing,” Jarn said. “We’re hitting hard with all active sensors, but nothing is showing up. Bet they ran.”
“No bets,” Olafsen said. “You be sure. I’ll have your head if we stumble into an ambush.”
Olafsen had four star wolves in his raiding party. It was a strong force, but not overwhelming. About a week ago he’d trailed a half-dozen Albion warships into the Dead Roskilde System.
The Albion force was damaged, apparently mauled by Apex forces and now sneaking back to Albion-controlled space. Back to Fort Alliance—that blasted enemy outpost in Scandian space, now too strong to uproot.
The enemy ships were not all damaged in the same way. Some had limping engines, but working cannon, torpedoes, and missiles. Others suffered no damage to their engines, but presumably would struggle to fight. He had studied them for several days before making his move.
When the attack came, it was without warning. Olafsen led his wolves in separating the strong from the weak, crippled a torpedo boat, and drove all but one of the enemy ships back from the jump point. That was a destroyer, which made a break for it and leaped out of Dead Roskilde and into Jutland.
Olafsen almost let it go. Not that he wasn’t greedy for the destroyer. But if he chased it, the remaining five might escape.
But his brother, Sven Longshanks, had tipped him off that there were Albion forces in Jutland. Olafsen couldn’t have them warned of his presence. Meanwhile, he sent his brother a message telling him that there was a wounded Albion task force in Dead Roskilde ripe for the plucking. If Sven could arrive quickly enough, he might do something with it.
Björnman cleared his throat. “The computer has been working on those scans from before we turned around. We might have turned up something big.”
That briefly turned Olafsen’s thoughts from the strange subspace warnings he’d received.
“Show me.”
The chief mate passed Olafsen the data, which scrolled across the marauder captain’s console. At first glance the data was inconclusive, a jumble of numbers from scans taken before Olafsen reversed course with his star wolves and fled Jutland. Right after receiving the first subspace.
A few numbers stood out in red—anomalies in the scans.
He tapped his screen and had the computer visualize him a composite. A long, shadowy figure appeared. Something else off to the side that might be a second ship.
The first Albion subspace had reached him during the long pursuit of the wounded enemy destroyer. A warning? A threat?
 
Cloaked Albion warships dead ahead. Battle cruiser Void Queen and several support vessels.
 
Olafsen was no fool. He’d pegged the message as a bluff from the fleeing destroyer. If Void Queen was out there with other warships, cloaked and bearing down on him, Albion would not advertise the fact. Catarina Vargus would simply drop cloaks, raise weapons, and start blasting.
Nevertheless, he directed all sensors to scan space straight ahead of his force of star wolves. Nothing jumped out right away, but given his speed and the baffles being thrown off by the wounded destroyer, the quality of the scans was not high. But something weird was being picked up.
Olafsen was already disobeying Ragnar Forkbeard’s orders by chasing the destroyer into Jutland, which was close to Forkbeard’s home turf of Viborg, so he decided to pull back his force. Let the destroyer escape; he’d go back for the other five ships.
Björnman had sent the same data to the signalman as to the marauder captain, and now Jarn spoke up. “This bigger bump in the data is a pirate frigate.” The young man nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure of it. One of the ones we fought in the asteroids. Bet this other one is, too.”
“I can’t see anything else, though,” Björnman said.
“Don’t mean it’s not there,” Jarn said. “Only that we didn’t catch it.”
That made sense, Olafsen thought. The cloaking technology of Catarina Vargus’s irregular forces wouldn’t be as sophisticated as on the main Albion warships. The pirate frigates had irregular hulls, modifications on top of modifications, and Olafsen knew from personal experience that alterations to a hull could be hard to hide.
“I’ll keep combing the numbers,” Björnman said. “Maybe we’ll turn up something else.”
“The enemy didn’t follow us out of Jutland,” Olafsen said. “So it’s pointless to keep digging. Old data, old news. This is what’s got my attention now.”
He tapped his console, and the second subspace popped up on the screen for them all to reread.
 
Armory Two is guarded by thirty-two raiders. There is only one star wolf in the system. Do with this information what you will.
 
“It’s got all our attention,” Björnman said, tone guarded.
“Is it real?” Olafsen asked.
Björnman glanced around the bridge at the others, then turned back to face the marauder captain. The big Scandian warrior tugged on his beard, his brow knit together.
“Well?” Olafsen demanded.
“I don’t know. I don’t know if I want it to be real. Do you?” Björnman asked. “It changes everything if it’s real, doesn’t it?”
“It changes enough. Depending on what we do with it. Yeah. Is the message real? That’s what I need to know first.”
“The first message was real enough,” Björnman said, tone still cautious. “We got a warning that we were flying right into an enemy attack, and now that we study the data, it seems to be right. There were at least two ships there, maybe more.”
“Whoever warned us could have let us die. They didn’t. Why?”
“Could be Forkbeard’s behind it,” Jarn said from his tech console. “Maybe he got someone into the enemy fleet and he sent us warnings.”
Olafsen gave his signalman a withering look. “That is the dumbest thing I’ve heard all day. Next time you speak, you’d better sound a lot more clever.”
“What did I say?”
“Forkbeard speaks no English, you idiot,” Björnman said. “How could he possibly get a mole on the inside? He’s not much for subtlety, anyway,” he added, this directed to Olafsen.
No, he wasn’t. Forkbeard had the two Scandian armories going flat out building mech suits, and was pouring his silver into hiring star wolves. Those who wouldn’t be hired he threatened, attacked, or destroyed.
What Forkbeard wanted was an all-out effort to wipe out the Albion forces. When that was accomplished, he meant to send thousands of raiders to assault the enemy home worlds. Take advantage of his victory to break the back of the Kingdom of Albion and reduce its people to thralls.
“But if it wasn’t Forkbeard’s spy . . .” Björnman said with a shrug.
“Then it must have come from someone within the Royal Navy,” Olafsen said. “Whoever it was gave us good information, too—the warning about the ambush saved our lives.”
“But why?” Björnman asked.
“It bought our confidence, didn’t it? So now we see this new warning”—Olafsen gestured at the subspace still up on the screen—“and believe it’s real, too.”
Björnman only drew his eyebrows closer together. “Yeah, but why?”
“Seems they want us to go after Armory Two. It’s only guarded by thirty-two raiders, after all.”
“I don’t like it. How would those spineless worms even know about Armory Two?”
“Albion is better at spying than Forkbeard,” Olafsen said. “No doubt the enemy does have their moles in our forces. A spy told Albion, and Albion told us. Well, one faction, that is. Not Catarina Vargus—Void Queen was trying to wipe us out, I’ll wager. But maybe she has an enemy in the navy.”
It excited Olafsen to think of divisions within the enemy forces. That there were people maneuvering for power in the Royal Navy, just as the Scandian marauder captains were each jostling for supremacy.
“Only thirty-two raiders?” Björnman said. “If it’s true, the gods will surely punish the fool who left the armory undefended.”
“And Bloodaxe will be the weapon that does the will of the gods.” Olafsen licked his lips, which had gone dry, along with his mouth, as greed rose up in him. “We’ll have it for ourselves.”
It was hard to overstate the importance of the two orbital platforms known as Armory One and Armory Two to marauder captains such as Olafsen, Longshanks, Knutesen, and Forkbeard.
Once symbols of Scandian royal power, the two orbital platforms had fallen into the hands of warlords after the collapse of the kingdom several decades ago. These warlords and their families jealously maintained and guarded the refineries, forges, raw materials, and workers who could build the mech suits that gave raiders their destructive power. They extracted heavy tribute from the marauder captains in return for their services.
In spite of Olafsen’s warning to keep his mouth shut, Jarn suddenly looked up. “But why?” he blurted.
“Why are we going to seize control?”
“Yes, that, but why is it unguarded? Armory Two is Lord Dahlstrom, right? He’s got cannon, he’s got missiles. And two thousand raiders on ice to repel boarders. Or he did, anyway.”
“Men do stupid things,” Björnman said. “Dahlstrom meddles with the wars on Odense—I heard he lost raiders in a fight. Could be he still has the mech suits, but not enough men to man them.”
“Right, but only thirty-two?” Jarn pressed.
“Better question is whether or not we can trust this subspace,” Björnman said. “Albion is full of liars. Might be trying to throw us off the defense of Viborg.”
“We’ll find out before we mount an attack,” Olafsen assured him. “We’ll come in quietly, peacefully. If we’re challenged, we tell Dahlstrom we need mech suits on the sly—don’t want Forkbeard to find out. Dahlstrom loves that sort of contract, because we have to buy his silence, too, not just the goods. If the platform is undefended, we’ll mount a quick attack and seize it. Once we get the armory, we’ll turn the tables on Forkbeard just like that.”
“I thought we agreed to take Forkbeard’s orders,” Jarn said. The signalman looked increasingly uncomfortable. “He’ll kill us.”
Olafsen turned toward him. “This is my star wolf, Jarn. You wanted peace and quiet, you should never have set foot on Bloodaxe. Go back and milk your mamma’s cows if that’s what you’re looking for.”
“Still, the young fool has a point,” Björnman said. “We can’t do this alone. We’ll need Icefall, Thor’s Hammer, Talon. Other star wolves, too. None of us love Forkbeard, but if we’re going to turn on him, we need to be sure it doesn’t mean the blood eagle for the lot of us.”
The blood eagle. The ultimate sacrifice to the gods, a punishment of terrible suffering. A man was stretched out, his ribs exposed and peeled open, and his still-beating heart and lungs were lifted out of his rib cage.
“It’s not turning on him,” Olafsen said. “Not really. If we take Armory Two and Forkbeard comes at us before we can fortify and hold it, we’ll hand it over, say it was all for the greater cause.” Olafsen nodded. “The warlords are thieves, and there’s not one of us who likes paying their price. Forkbeard gets his hands on Armory Two and he can negotiate with Armory One and force their prices down, too.”
“But that’s not our plan,” Björnman said.
“No. Our plan is to seize the platform, get its guns under control, take whatever mech suits Dahlstrom has in storage, and use them to build our forces and bribe other star wolves to come over to our side. We’ll have Forkbeard working for us, not the other way around.”
“If it goes wrong,” Björnman said, “if it even starts to go wrong, we’re all dead. Albion is on the move against Viborg. If they get a toehold on the planet because we’re away from the battlefield, the gods themselves will turn against us.”
That brought a twinge of discomfort. There was no Scandian nation to defend. The three Scandian worlds had collapsed into chaos with the plagues and subsequent civil wars. Most of the marauder captains flying out of Viborg ports were villains who spread chaos and would just as soon raid Scandians as foreigners. But to think of an Albion stronghold on Viborg . . .
Olafsen shook his head to clear those thoughts. If Ragnar Forkbeard really cared about protecting Scandian systems, wouldn’t he be negotiating with Albion to offer friendly ports so they could fight Apex together? Instead, Forkbeard wanted to force a fight with the Royal Navy so he could raid Albion, Ladino, and New Dutch territory beyond the frontier. Forkbeard was as selfish and greedy as the rest of them.
“We’ll keep this to ourselves for now,” Olafsen said. “When the time comes to act, we’ll share our plans. If this latest subspace is accurate, then Armory Two can be taken easily—the rest of the marauder captains will come over to our side then. For now, it’s a secret. Anyone talks, he’ll answer to me.”
He looked around the bridge, glaring at Björnman and Jarn, as well as the men at the defense grid and nav computers, to let them know he was serious.
“What about your brother?” Björnman said. “Shouldn’t Longshanks know?”
“Aye, we’ll need my brother’s wolves to hold Armory Two if Forkbeard makes a quick charge. I’ll message him myself.”
#
After sending his subspace to Sven, Olafsen descended to the drink hall to knock back a few tankards. Bloodaxe faced a sixty-hour slog across Dead Roskilde to the next jump point. He had little patience for the long, boring hauls crossing star systems, and meant to down as much ale and mead as his belly would hold, then stagger to his quarters and sleep it off.
The raiders in the hall greeted him with cheers and songs, which he joined with pleasure. The cook brought him a haunch of meat, and he tore it apart with his fingers, pausing only to drink to all the toasts.
He had begun his third tankard when Björnman pushed his way into the hall. The chief mate stood a head above the other men and scanned the dimly lit, smoky room until his eyes settled on the marauder captain. His stride was purposeful, and he shoved aside the drinkers in his way.
“Gods, what is it now?” Olafsen said.
“Scans have picked up an Albion fleet.”
“The wounded task force?”
“No, it’s Vargus,” Björnman said. “She followed us into Dead Roskilde.”
“Are you sure?”
“Aye. It’s Void Queen, a couple of pirate ships, and maybe some others. They’re cloaked, but were too careless in plotting their course. We might have found them earlier, but we were looking for the wounded ships instead.”
“No worries, so long as they haven’t spotted us.”
Björnman shifted on his heels and glanced away. “Um, it looks like they did. One of our wolves let slip its cloaks about an hour ago. The enemy detected us then.”
Olafsen slammed down his tankard and wiped his greasy fingers on his shirt, then used his tongue to clean the beer foam from the whiskers around his mouth as he rose and pushed his chief mate toward the door.
The two men shoved their way through the feasting, drinking men and made their way into the corridor, where the raiders were on shift and more disciplined. Olafsen was barely feeling the effects of the drink, but there was enough in his belly to turn sour as he turned over the ramifications in his head.
Moments later, he settled into his chair on the bridge and looked up at the big viewscreen. There was the big Albion battle cruiser. Piloted by a blasted woman—wasn’t that hard to believe? Yet this Catarina Vargus knew how to fight, and her warship packed a vicious punch. It wasn’t just her guns, either, nor her long-range weapons, but the striker wing she could send out to add to her firepower.
Still, he wished he could face her in a fair fight. Instead, Vargus always surrounded herself with other warships, which meant it would take a good-sized fleet of star wolves if he ever hoped to knock her out.
In addition to the battle cruiser, the scans had found the same two pirate frigates identified back in Jutland. One was long and lean—Jarn identified her as a Ladino vessel by the name of Orient Tiger. The other was squat and warthog-like. Pussycat. He’d faced that one in battle, too, and it could deliver a nasty punch.
“And I found more,” Jarn said.
He manipulated the screen. A smudge appeared against the stars.
“That’s the best you can do?” Olafsen said. “That could be anything.”
“Pretty sure it’s either a destroyer or a missile frigate,” Jarn said. “And over here, two torpedo boats. Looks like, anyway.”
“That’s it?” Olafsen demanded.
“No way to be sure. There could be anything back there.” Jarn kept the viewscreen moving, but the smear of stars only made Olafsen disoriented. “Maybe beetle ships, maybe Hroom. Could be another cruiser.”
“Even if there’s not,” Björnman said, “if this is all, there’s a big enough force to give us trouble.”
“It just confirms what we already guessed,” Olafsen said.
The food and drink was not mixing well in his belly, and he didn’t sit. The only cure for the discomfort was more food and drink, but he had to settle this matter first.
“Any word from my brother?” he asked.
Björnman studied his console. “Not yet. And at this point, it’s doubtful Longshanks would arrive in time to help.”
“This isn’t the fight we want,” Olafsen said. “Not here and now. But it gives us an excuse, doesn’t it? If Forkbeard asks questions, we can say we were leading away a big Albion task force. That lets him concentrate on defending Viborg.”
The chief mate looked thoughtful. “Forkbeard might accuse us of cowardice when he finds out we kept running.”
“Oh, we’ll go after these Albion bastards,” Olafsen said. “By the gods, you can count on that. But not yet. Not until we get Armory Two. Then we’ll have her guns, my brother’s wolves—enough firepower to make a fight of it, and we’ll have the enemy deep in Scandian territory.” He grinned. “Or at least, that’s what I’ll tell Forkbeard if he asks.”
“That’s not the plan?” Björnman said.
“No, we’re going to make like we’re running. Then we’ll throw up ghost signals and send the enemy ships chasing us out of Dead Roskilde in the wrong direction. Until we get the upper hand on Forkbeard, this Vargus lady is nothing but an annoyance. It goads me to say it, but it’s true. I can’t have her bothering us in Odense while we’re trying to take the armory.”
 Olafsen turned back toward the door. “I’m going back to the drink hall. I don’t want to hear from the lot of you unless we’re under attack, do you hear?”
#
Later, lying in his bunk, his head swimming, his stomach warm and sloshy, Olafsen found himself thinking of the two Albion subspace messages. The first had warned him just before he’d flown right into direct combat with Catarina Vargus’s fleet. That had saved his life, he was sure of it.
The second message told him that Armory Two was practically unguarded and his for the taking. The only reason he believed the second message was because of the first. Who the devil was feeding him information?
Some Albion faction. Or maybe the Hroom. What about pirates?
Any way you looked at it, the enemy was apparently struggling with the same factionalism that left the Scandians divided. Meanwhile, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the real threat was none of the above.
There was an Apex queen commander out there, building her forces. If she won, she’d devour them all. Maybe this war between Scandians and Albionish was distracting them all from the real enemy. Maybe the Albion admiral had the right idea, and he should take his fight to the inner frontier.
A giant burp came up, and Olafsen rolled onto his side with a groan. Whatever was happening out there, he thought as he drifted into a drunken stupor, it was a problem for another day. For now, he had to get the upper hand on Ragnar Forkbeard.
 
 



Chapter Five
A row of Hroom priests stared down at Tolvern as she walked the long corridor with her two companions. The priests stood like a row of statues, tall and severe.
Sunlight streamed through windows high on the wall above them, and the contrast washed out their features. But an angry hum, nearly a growl, rolled down their ranks as the three interlopers walked past. The hum built to a crescendo until it sounded like an orchestra of bassoons.
Lieutenant Manx leaned over to speak in Tolvern’s ear. “My God, does that make my skin crawl.”
“Keep looking forward,” she told him. “Don’t show weakness.”
Nevertheless, she couldn’t help but glance at the third member of their trio, the tall, proud figure of General Mose Dryz, to see how he was reacting. The Hroom general continued in his long, measured pace, each stride so long that the humans were forced to trot to keep up. He stared straight forward, his large, liquid eyes never glancing at the dozens of priests who hummed their disapproval at his side. He seemed completely unconcerned by the display of anger.
The corridor seemed to stretch forever, across massive flagstones worn smooth by the passage of feet over hundreds, if not thousands, of years. The windows on the thirty-foot-high ceilings seemed more like glowing eyes now, casting shafts of light onto the floor as the corridor bent. Finally, the three of them left the priests behind and came out of the stuffy, close corridor into the open air.
It was hot outside, muggy. The typical climate preferred by the Hroom. Tolvern’s navy uniform was already drenched with sweat, but now fresh rivulets trickled down her temples and along her ribs.
A massive courtyard stretched in front of them, two hundred yards across. An onyx-black obelisk reached skyward from behind the wall to their right. A tomb-like building without windows sat on the left side, looking like massive stacked boxes. Ahead was a two-story-high set of bronze gates, which hung open.
Hundreds of Hroom priests were on their hands and knees in the stone-lined courtyard, working with tiny brushes and rags, cleaning. It already looked immaculate. And the work, being done by hand, seemed unnecessary in every way.
“Priests and more priests,” Tolvern said. “That’s all I’ve seen since we arrived in the city.”
“What about the market we flew over?” Manx said. “Surely the shopkeepers aren’t all priests.”
“No, but all of their customers were,” Mose Dryz said. “There are a half a million priests in the Royal City alone. They’re a third of the population.”
“King’s balls,” Manx swore. “How does anything get done?”
“Exactly,” the general said.
The priests buffing the courtyards didn’t hum their disapproval like the ones in the corridor, but eyes turned to watch the three of them as they crossed. Stony, unpleasant stares. A female looked up, and her reddish skin darkened to purple and then nearly black.
Tolvern couldn’t help a glance skyward. Nineveh was directly overhead, hovering above the city, though she couldn’t see it. It could pound the city should anything happen, but she did not delude herself that the destroyer would be able to extract them alive should things go wrong.
“What do you figure, Manx? Too late to call down the marines? Force matters?”
“Sounds like a good plan to me,” he said. “Or maybe just to get us the hell out of here.”
Mose Dryz gave her a stern look. “Jess Tolvern, you must be patient. If you are not, we will lose every one of the cultists’ ships.”
They crossed the courtyard until they stood in front of the gates. The bronze relief of a flying snake curled across the surface of each side. A gong, itself taller than Captain Tolvern, stood just outside the doors, where another robed priestess held a pair of mallets. She stared back at Tolvern with open hostility.
The general swept back his robe and gestured ahead. “The Forbidden Enclave. You will be the first humans to enter.”
Manx swallowed visibly.
Tolvern’s throat felt dry, in spite of the humidity so thick she could almost drink the air. “I can’t be the only one feeling weird about this.”
“If anyone grabs you,” Mose Dryz said, “fight back. Then we run.”
“Wait, is there going to be grabbing?” Manx asked.
“Officially,” the general said, “a human entering the Forbidden Enclave is subject to immediate death.”
“But the empress can tell them to leave us alone, can’t she?”
“The empress doesn’t make the laws, the gods do.” Mose Dryz glanced down at Manx and Tolvern. “Specifically, Lyam Kar, the god of death, is responsible for the sanctity of the Forbidden Enclave.”
Manx muttered a curse. “I’ve got a knife under my shirt. So help me, if someone so much as touches me, he loses his fingers.”
“You were supposed to leave your weapons behind, Lieutenant,” Tolvern said.
“That would have been nuts. Did you?”
“I have a dagger,” she admitted.
The leather sheath was warm against her ribs. She could pull out her shirttails and get to it in an instant. And she would, by God, if anyone tried anything.
Mose Dryz whistled through his nose slits. “I thought they searched you.”
“They’re priests, not trained guards,” she said. “They weren’t very thorough.”
“But they asked if you were carrying any more weapons.”
“Humans lie,” she said with a shrug. “Surely that’s not a surprise by now.”
He made another whistle, then a hum. Hard to say what it meant. Perhaps he was even approving.
“This would have been easier on a neutral site,” Tolvern said. “We should have tried to meet the empress outside this compound. Or maybe outside the city altogether.”
“There is no such thing as a neutral site with the empress,” Mose Dryz said. “She cannot leave the Forbidden Enclave, and a human cannot enter. This is by design.”
“So we will be the first humans to ever see her?” Tolvern asked. “Not just to enter the Forbidden Enclave, but to look on the empress?”
“I believe so, but it is hard to say for sure. The history of our two people is filled with strange turns. And whatever happens today will be noted in the future as one of those turning points. Perhaps the strangest of all.”
Tolvern glanced at the general, not quite sure what he meant by that. Enough of this. Time to enter and see what happened.
 She strode forward, followed by the general and Lieutenant Manx. As they passed through the gates, the priestess drummed the mallets against the gong. It rang softly at first, but grew to a deep, throbbing note as the priestess continued drumming. Tolvern’s eardrums were soon vibrating with the noise of it.
“Look, Captain,” Manx said. “To your right.”
She did a double take. The sun was just coming over the wall in that direction, and staring into the light, she thought at first that it was a small army of giants. If a normal Hroom was seven or eight feet tall, these stood at least ten feet. A long row of them.
But they were statues, beautifully carved, their skin and robes painted. And after the first several, the colors began to fade, apparently stripped away by rain and the passage of time. Soon, they began to look very old indeed, and shortly, they were simply bare stone, with even the features looking soft. By the time they approached the end, the statues were worn smooth, with no discernible faces.
“An unbroken line of rulers,” Mose Dryz said. “Two hundred and forty-seven emperors and empresses. A majestic history that preceded human contact by thousands of years. The gods willing, we will still be placing statues in the Courtyard of Majesty long after human civilization has abandoned the sector.”
“You sound like a true believer, General,” Tolvern said. “Don’t tell me the cultists have got to you.”
He gave her an enigmatic look. His skin was purple these days, healthy. Not the faded pink of a sugar eater. His mind reclaimed from the human drug, had he now turned his thoughts to past Hroom glory? Given what Tolvern was seeing in this palace complex filled with priests and priestesses, and remembering what she’d seen on the Apex-ravaged world of Tyn, human civilization was only one of the Hroom’s many concerns.
They passed from one courtyard to the next. If Tolvern thought she’d soon be facing the empress, she was wrong. The Forbidden Enclave was a city in and of itself. They passed through gardens, temples, meditation rooms, libraries filled with scrolls. Everywhere, priests. Angry hums, denunciations in their hooted, whistled language as the general led the humans deeper and deeper inside.
Plenty of the priests, she noted, were armed with shock spears. They may be parasites according to Mose Dryz, and they may not have defended Tyn from an Apex invasion, but they were more than capable of destroying two humans and one traitorous Hroom general. But so far, they had not moved to stop the interlopers. It was as if the idea of humans entering the enclave was so unthinkable that they were unable to react.
Just when Tolvern thought it would take all day to cross the Forbidden Enclave, Mose Dryz stopped. He stood in front of a simple wooden door off a small, arcaded courtyard, with nothing to indicate that anything important lay on the other side. But from the look on the general’s face, she knew they had arrived even before he spoke.
“Brace yourselves, my friends,” he said. “This is the throne room. Only the god of death knows if we will emerge from here alive.”
#
The empress sat cross-legged on a nest of green, silky pillows. An iron circlet rested on her bare scalp. Her arms were bare, her long, slender fingers graceful as she gestured for the newcomers to sit in front of her.
Tolvern wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting. A tall, severe female in elaborate robes with a crown, perhaps. Instead, she looked young, slight of build, and not particularly tall for a Hroom, although it was hard to be sure so long as she remained sitting.
Fluted columns lined the room, and gilded cages holding small leathery birds hung from gold hooks. The birds were ugly little things, more bat-like than avian, but they released a beautiful, tinkling call, more like bells than birdsong.
At a gesture from the empress, one of the priests or servants—it was hard to tell which—started around the room, flipping shutters on the cages. The birds inside fell silent as soon as their windows to the outside world closed.
A priest stood next to the empress, his face long and miserable looking. There was something mantis-like about his proportions, as of someone who rarely ate, and robes hung off his body like they’d been draped over sticks. He leaned on a shock spear as if it were a staff. It was tall, black, and glossy, like polished obsidian. The other three priests in the room were also armed, but unlike the one next to the empress, their spears were activated, and sparked with blue light at their forked tips.
The angular priest said something to Mose Dryz, who answered, but not in the Hroom tongue. “No, Yulo Tyn, we will speak so that the Albion officers can understand.”
“The empress does not speak the barbarian tongue,” Yulo Tyn answered in perfect English, only the slightly high voice indicating that it was not a native language.
The empress spoke. Tolvern understood no Hroom, but had heard enough of it over the years to note an absence of throaty growls and sneering whistles that indicated anger. She sounded quite calm, in fact. The slender priest translated, and Tolvern was surprised that there was no preamble. No warnings or threats about their having entered the Forbidden Enclave.
“You will not get the warships, Jess Tolvern, unless you first tell me how you intend to put them to use,” Yulo Tyn said.
Tolvern blinked. “Isn’t it obvious? Haven’t you seen what happened to your home world?”
“That is a question from the empress, not from me.”
Tolvern turned to the empress. “Your Highness, we just returned from the planet Tyn. Do you know what happened there? Do you have any idea?”
The empress pressed a hand to her scalp, with its high, smooth dome. She looked at the priest, who hesitated.
“I don’t think he wants to translate for us,” Manx said to Tolvern.
“And why should I?” Yulo Tyn asked. “Using the most treacherous deception, you have blockaded Soltum after forcing our fleet to the ground. You demand to see the empress in the Forbidden Enclave, something no other human has done.”
“I wouldn’t have done it if you’d surrendered those warships as promised.”
“As this traitor promised,” Yulo Tyn said.
Mose Dryz growled. “Give me the ships.”
Something turned on the Hroom priest’s face that looked almost like a smile. “You lost the war, General. The ships are mine.”
“How’s that, then?” Manx asked. “Thought you won the war, General?”
“I did.”
Tolvern studied Yulo Tyn’s expression. Hroom didn’t lie—not directly, anyway. They were incapable of it. But the priest’s claim wasn’t a surprise. The priestly cults that still saw the humans as enemies, even while the birdlike Apex had been ravaging Hroom worlds, had melted away before Mose Dryz’s ships. The general hadn’t lost an engagement in a year. But priests still controlled the planets, and especially the capital world of Soltum.
“Translate for her, General,” Tolvern said. “Tell the empress what we need.”
He shifted uncomfortably. “I can’t.”
“What do you mean you can’t?”
“I don’t speak her language. Only the priest can talk to her.”
She blinked. “I don’t understand.”
“The empress only speaks the courtly language. These priests speak it, too. I don’t.” Mose Dryz’s tongue darted out between his teeth, and he hummed. “The empress is divine, Jess Tolvern. She must be spoken to through her priests. She cannot be troubled by mere soldiers and alien life forms.”
“You see what this is, don’t you?” Tolvern said. “You know why they do this? It’s to control her, control access to her.”
“Of course. Everybody understands. Do you think I am stupid, Jess Tolvern?”
She wanted to throw up her hands in frustration and say the hell with the rest of the Hroom fleet. Get herself out of here alive, flee the planet before the priests changed their minds and killed her. Let the blasted Hroom Empire rot from within. It was nothing to her.
Ten sloops of war. James told you to get them.
“Yulo Tyn,” she said to the priest. “Let me tell you what I saw on your home world.”
“That is unnecessary.”
“An Apex fleet sat in orbit for five months before we drove them off. Before humans drove them off.”
“I am aware of what happened. I understand the devastation that occurred. I imagine the humans exulted in what they discovered.”
“I don’t think you understand at all. First, let me tell you about the temples.”
She explained. Apex had destroyed a token force of sloops, then set up in orbit with their harvester ship. They sent their battle drones to the surface and gathered a harvest of sacrificial victims.
The naval victory at Singapore had allowed the humans to drive Apex toward the inner frontier. Albion warships freed Tyn in one of the mopping up operations, and Tolvern herself landed on the planet with a small squad of marines and several members of her crew in the aftermath of the fight: Capp, Manx, Carvalho, and finally, Nyb Pim, to translate with the survivors.
They came upon city after abandoned city. Like most Hroom worlds, much of the planet had been reclaimed by jungle or grasslands generations earlier, but General Mose Dryz reported later that the population of the planet had been nearly nine hundred million before the Apex invasion, and Tolvern could easily believe it from the extensive nature of cultivated fields, scorched and abandoned.
Apex seemed to have no understanding of art or architecture, or to understand culture or its symbols at all. They hadn’t bothered to destroy the beautiful cities or burn the libraries, or anything else that was usually associated with sacking an enemy civilization. The exception was the Hroom temples. The priests had retreated to them when the aliens invaded, not to mount a defense, but to pray. With the most elite Hroom of the planet conveniently gathered in one place, the temples had been used by Apex to ritually massacre and consume the population.
Nine hundred million before the attack. And after? A few hundred thousand, maybe.
Tolvern painted a picture for Yulo Tyn of the slaughter they found: rotting, partially eaten corpses filling courtyards to a depth of thirty feet. Piles of Hroom skulls the size of small pyramids. So many dead had been dumped into one river that the bodies had dammed its flow and flooded the nearby fields for miles.
The stench. The flies and carrion lizards.
“Gutted, massacred,” Tolvern said. “Millions. Tens of millions. Hundreds of millions.”
“Yes, they died,” Yulo Tyn said. “That is the will of the god of death. Lamentable, but nothing could be done to stop it.”
“The humans on Singapore kept fighting to the end,” Mose Dryz said. “But your priests led the people into courtyards and temples and told them not to resist, that it was pointless.”
“Better to die devout, praying for the mercy of the gods, than to die in blasphemy.”
“It is that evil thinking that has brought our civilization to ruin,” the general said.
The priest gave a derisive whistle.
“Tyn is your home world,” Tolvern said, incredulous. “How can you be so callous?”
“The will of the gods,” he repeated, as if this answered everything.
There was one curious discovery that Tolvern didn’t point out to Yulo Tyn, but that had kept her thinking. It hadn’t been surprising to see the Singaporeans recover quickly after the joint human and Hroom fleet freed the planet from the Apex attack. They were a young, industrious people, descendants of the same Great Migration that had brought the first settlers of Albion five hundred years earlier.
But the small number of Hroom survivors on Tyn were also vigorously rebuilding their cities, and had even reopened a spaceport. Schools and libraries reopened, Hroom poets were not only reciting the ancient epics, but composing new works describing the horrors of their ordeal. The only thing missing was the priests; these had all died passively in the invasion.
It was almost as if the Hroom race wasn’t tired and dead after all. Remove crippling slavery imposed by their drug-like reaction to sugar, sweep away the parasitic priestly class, and there was life to be found.
That life was far from Soltum at the moment, however. Tolvern had come to get ten sloops of war—the output of all the remaining yards in the empire, the collected survivors of the civil wars, the struggle against Apex, and the Albion wars—and see them into the hands of General Mose Dryz. But this pathetic priest was blocking them from speaking to the empress and making a direct appeal.
“Let me speak to her,” Mose Dryz said.
Yulo Tyn waved his hand. “Go right ahead and try.”
The general switched to the Hroom language, and addressed the empress directly. Tolvern didn’t understand a word, but clearly heard his desperation.
The young Hroom ruler had been sitting passively through all of this. She watched the conversation with a curious expression, but there was no real understanding in her eyes, even when the general switched to Hroom. How strange that she couldn’t understand the language of her own people.
“You’re wasting your time,” Yulo Tyn interrupted as Mose Dryz grew more agitated. “You already have your sloops. Twelve, isn’t it?”
“Fourteen,” the general said. “I need more.”
“The rest are to be held in reserve for Albion’s inevitable treachery.”
“We’re at peace,” Tolvern said. “There is no reason for war. The sugar trade is dying, our respective civil wars are coming to an end, and we have a common enemy. My king has sworn to peaceful coexistence, and the Admiralty is filled with Hroom sympathizers.”
“So you claim. Humans lie.”
“I swear to God it’s not a lie.”
“Soon enough, you will—what is the human expression?—stab us in the back.”
Tolvern wanted to shake him. What was the risk of another Albion-Hroom war against the threat of total destruction of all sentient life in the quarter? Apex didn’t fight for territory or for slaves, they fought to exterminate. Couldn’t he see that?
“Where have you hidden the sloops of war?” Mose Dryz demanded.
Tolvern didn’t expect Yulo Tyn to answer. He wouldn’t lie either, but Hroom were perfectly capable of ignoring inconvenient questions. But the priest answered at once.
“Here, in the Royal City.”
The general pressed. “All of them?”
“Does it matter?” Yulo Tyn said. “There are fifteen thousand royal guards to defend our sloops. Their commanders and crew have been sent elsewhere on the planet so they could not be convinced to join your fleet of folly.”
“Why are we even here?” Manx said. Tolvern’s lieutenant seemed to have been paying more attention to the priests in the corner with their shock spears than to the conversation. “He’s right—we’re wasting our time.”
“You have had your moment with the empress,” the priest said. “Now it is time to call your shuttle and leave the Forbidden Enclave so we can sanctify it from your blasphemous visit.”
“Let me talk to her,” Mose Dryz said. “Let me speak to the empress. I beg you, translate for me.”
“No.”
“At least promise us this,” Tolvern said. “Promise your ships will stay grounded. If you won’t join us, then keep them here, on Tyn. Don’t force us to hold a fleet in reserve. Let us fight Apex unhindered.”
“I will promise no such thing.”
“Then it will be you who sets off another war between Albion and the empire.”
“As the gods will it.” He pointed his shock spear at her chest. “Now leave, before I have you killed for your blasphemy.”
“Come on, General,” Tolvern said bitterly. “We have a war to fight.”
Suddenly, the empress whistled in the back of her throat. Then, to Tolvern’s shock, she spoke in English, and though her words were thick and halting, as if she hadn’t spoken in a long time, they were clear enough.
“Kill the priest.”
 
 



Chapter Six
The empress’s words hung in the thick, humid air. Yulo Tyn and Mose Dryz both stared at her, eyes bugging. Manx’s mouth hung open.
Yulo Tyn reacted first, emitting a string of whistles and alarmed-sounding hoots. The three priests at the edges of the room charged in with shock spears lowered.
Mose Dryz swept back his cloak to reveal a long, gleaming knife sheathed at his hip. Tolvern gawked. The old villain; he’d claimed to be unarmed. He drew the blade even as Yulo Tyn sprang toward him.
“The guards!” Tolvern shouted at Manx.
She had her dagger in hand. Couldn’t remember drawing it, but there it was. Manx drew his weapon, too, and the pair of them instinctively closed ranks to hold off the three priests with the shock spears while the general faced off against the high priest.
At first glance, she thought they were doomed. The general, presumably, could fight, and was more than a match for the high priest.
Tolvern and Manx knew how to defend themselves, too. But not only were they outnumbered, the trio opposing them were at least foot taller, with six-foot shock spears. Blue light sparked on the ends, and the smell of ozone filled the air. One touch and the humans would be writhing on the ground in pain.
But the guards were priests. They moved tentatively, fearfully. One of them touched his ear, presumably activating a com link. He spoke into it.
Yulo Tyn lunged at the general with his spear. Mose Dryz ducked to the side, surprisingly agile for such a tall, gangly figure. The spear narrowly missed his shoulder.  He grabbed the spear and jerked, which pulled the priest off balance. The general came around, thrusting with his knife.
The three guards jabbed at the humans. Manx dropped to one knee and threw himself forward. He knocked into one of the attackers at the knees, which drove him into the others. Two of the three fell in a heap.
Tolvern got hold of the third guard’s spear with her free hand and twisted it out of the way as it stabbed for her chest. It buzzed past her ear, and her hair crackled with electricity. She swung with her dagger, but it got caught in her opponent’s robes.
The Hroom was inexperienced in combat—she could sense that by the awkward way he’d come at her with the shock spear, negating his advantage in reach—but he was bigger and stronger. She tried to squirm away, still holding the spear with one hand, but he had one leg over her and a hand at her throat as they tumbled to the ground. She couldn’t pry his fingers off her windpipe.
A terrible cry rent the air. Mose Dryz came up with his blade dripping Yulo Tyn’s blood. The priest squirmed on the ground with his hand over his belly while the general tried to extricate himself.
Tolvern’s opponent flinched at the screaming of the high priest, and she used the distraction to get her legs up. She drove them like pistons and kicked him backward. He flew off her, and she came at him with her knife in hand before he could recover.
A quick glance to Manx, who was still struggling. She expected to see her lieutenant overwhelmed by the pair of Hroom, but he had assistance from an unexpected quarter; the empress herself was grappling with one of the two priests. The priest struggled to free himself from her grasp, but he seemed tentative as he fought, as if terrified of harming his empress. Nevertheless, there was a cut on her arm, visible through a slash in her green robe. It must have been caused by Manx’s blade as they tumbled about together.
Tolvern got on top of her own opponent before he could regain his feet and collect his shock spear. She stabbed him in the gut. He fell back with a cry, even though the blade hadn’t penetrated far enough to do serious injury. Mose Dryz charged to her aid, coming in from the side swinging.
Together, they brought down the enemy in short order, then rushed to help Manx. He’d managed to inflict wounds on his opponent, who was bleeding heavily from a nasty gash beneath his jaw. Working together, the three cut down this priest, then fell on the one still fighting the empress. He went down beneath a flurry of blows.
Moments later, it was all over, and the empress and the three interlopers to her chamber looked themselves over. Only the empress was injured, and that superficially. The priests lay sprawled about the chamber.
“Sorry about that, Your Highness,” Manx said. He heaved for breath. “I was just . . . well, you know.” He blinked. “You speak English!”
“She needs a bandage,” the general said.
The empress’s wound may not have been serious, but it looked painful enough, and her face was pale. Tolvern cut a strip of cloth from one of the dead priest’s robes to serve as a bandage and handed it to Manx.
“Don’t touch her, human!” someone cried as she reached for the empress’s arm to hold it while Manx bound the wound.
Yulo Tyn was still alive. The high priest’s belly lay open, a mass of intestines spilling out. The reddish color had drained from his face, leaving his skin pink, nearly pale, like a sugar eater’s. Nevertheless, he tried to raise himself on his elbows and drag himself over.
“Blasphemers. The god of death . . . will . . . devour your soul.”
Yulo Tyn stopped, tried to swallow, and then opened his mouth to speak again. A deep wheeze came out instead, and his eyes rolled back. He collapsed.
“So dies a fanatic,” Mose Dryz said. There was more sorrow in his voice than anger.
Manx had stopped with the strip of cloth before touching the empress. “Is it all right? I mean, I don’t want to leave you polluted or whatever it is.”
The empress held out her arm and looked him in the eyes. Still, he hesitated.
Tolvern took the empress’s arm. Hroom normally had a slower, stronger pulse than humans, but hers was thumping.
“Go ahead,” Tolvern said to her lieutenant. “You’re all right, Empress. We won’t hurt you.”
“I know.”
Again, her voice was thick, like water gurgling through clogged pipes, but her English was perfectly intelligible. Her pulse continued to thump rapidly beneath Tolvern’s touch.
Tolvern turned to Mose Dryz. “They asked us flat out if we’d disarmed.” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s one thing for us miserable humans to lie, but a Hroom?”
“They asked me if I were carrying a—” He said a word in Hroom that was mostly whistles and consonants. “That means ‘weapon.’ This is a ceremonial blade,” he added, wiping off the blood on a dead priest’s robe. “A general’s symbol of office. They aren’t even sharp, as a rule.” An amused-sounding hum came through his nostrils. “As a precaution, I decided to sharpen this one.”
Tolvern grinned. “A lie is still a lie.” Her gaze fell on the empress. “Your Highness, you understand me, right?”
“I understand everything. I understand the common tongue, too. I was instructed in both languages from an early age. Yulo Tyn was . . . naive. There are factions within factions in the Royal City, among the priestly cults and the worshipers of the various gods. One of these factions provided secret tutors to correct deficiencies in my education.”
“Whoever the friendly factions are, we need their help,” Tolvern said. “We’ve got to get out of here before someone sees what we’ve done.”
She hefted one of the shock spears. It was warm to the touch, and her fingers tingled. The spark at the end crackled. She’d been hit by one of them before. Hurt like hell, and left you drooling on the ground. She passed it to Manx, who took it doubtfully.
“And maybe some guns, Your Highness,” Tolvern added. “How can we get our hands on them?”
“I cannot help you with that.”
The empress looked up at the wall. Tolvern followed her gaze. There was a series of glowing green and blue lights above the door that she hadn’t noticed before. One of them pulsed slowly, and two more blinked out.
“More priests will arrive in five minutes,” the empress said, “when it will be time for my mid-morning prayers, followed by the ritual baths. They will carry me to the basin in a chair, which means at least twelve priests. Six will be armed.”
“Let’s go,” Manx urged. “Nobody knows, not yet. We’ll stroll out of here like nothing is wrong. The empress can claim shock, say she has no idea what happened. We get five minutes, we reach the courtyard and call the ship. Tell them we’re in trouble. That gives us a chance.”
“I want those sloops,” Tolvern said.
“They are yours,” the empress said. “I know where they are, and the guards will lay down their arms when I tell them to. But you’ll have to free me from the enclave, first.”
Manx muttered an oath, but Tolvern ignored him.
“You say there are factions?” she asked. “Anyone who can help?”
“The loyal ones are old, cast aside by the young fanatics. They will be no good to you. You must rely on your own strength. And there are plenty of priests who will try to stop you.”
“How many are we talking about?”
“Thirty-five thousand priests live within the Forbidden Enclave. Most of these are passive—they will not fight. But thousands will.”
“Thousands?” Tolvern said. “Armed?”
“Some yes, some no.” The empress hummed. “Understand that I have been kept isolated for most of my life. Some information has come to me—not enough. Some of the factions might step aside—I don’t know. But I believe that the worshipers of Lyam Kar will fight to the last priest and priestess.”
“Those nutcases again?” Manx said. “Superstitious fanatics—I thought we were done with them.”
“The god of death is very real,” Mose Dryz said. The general stood with his arms crossed, his head tilted back. “Do not doubt him. But this day he will be on our side.”
The cult of Lyam Kar had been behind the atomic bombing of York Town that had left millions of Albionish dead. Would have obliterated the whole of Albion, if not for Admiral Drake destroying most of the cultist’s sloops. And then, when Tolvern was fighting a brutal bush war on the sugar plantations of Hot Barsa, she’d nearly been sacrificed to the god of death before convincing the free Hroom to join her in the fight.
Still, why did these idiots make their stand here? Why not on Tyn, where they could have done some good?
“The blasted cultists,” she said. “Always picking the wrong fight.”
“You will not get the sloops until you rid the Forbidden Enclave of their numbers,” the empress said. “Indeed, any priests you find within the enclave must be considered enemies.”
“Call down your marines from the fleet,” Mose Dryz said. “And I will bring any troops I can spare, too. We will clear the enemies.”
Tolvern gave him a hard look. “Are you suggesting what I think you are?”
“I am, Jess Tolvern.”
“You want to bring humans in here? I assume there’s a reason it’s called the Forbidden Enclave.”
“You’ve violated that already. The cultists cannot possibly hate you—or Albion—any more than they already do. And now they will hate me equally, if not more.”
Tolvern felt cold, knowing what landing the marines would mean. She looked to the empress. “Your Highness?”
“It is the only way.” The empress fixed Tolvern with her gaze. “And I do not need to tell you that the cultists will not surrender. You must kill them all.”
Tolvern passed the shock spear from one hand to the other. “All right, then. Let’s get out of here. Empress, you may as well get yourself a shock spear.”
“No, I will stay here.” The empress settled back to her pillows and turned away from Yulo Tyn’s body. “No priest will touch me, and I . . . I would rather not see what is to come. Go—when the priests arrive, I will send them in the wrong direction.”
#
Mose Dryz led Tolvern and Manx out of the throne room. Moments later, they came upon a priestess in the corridor, her skin the smooth, leathery consistency that came upon Hroom when they reached the age of about a hundred and started their final decline. The priestess had been pacing with her hands clasped in front of her, and now looked up with a glare. She said something angry to Mose Dryz.
The general sprang forward and jabbed her in the chest with his shock spear. A howl died on her lips, and she fell, spasming.
“Finish her off,” the general told Lieutenant Manx, who clenched his knife.
Manx turned to Tolvern, eyes widening in alarm. “Captain?”
“Do it,” she told him.
Moments later, the deed was done, and they continued down the corridor. Manx muttered to himself, and Tolvern’s stomach twisted. She’d seen many people die, often up close in person and at her own hands, but that particular killing had felt more like an assassination than a death in combat.
They’re enemies. They will kill us if they can.
“We need a place to land the marines,” she said.
“I will find us one,” the general said.
Within a few minutes, he’d led them into an open courtyard with a raised platform in the center. Priests sat atop it, chanting and humming a mantra. Their eyes were closed, and they did not immediately notice the newcomers. Several minutes had passed since the fight in the throne room; by now, the empress’s changing guards would have entered her chamber and stumbled upon the dead priests.
“Will this do?” Mose Dryz asked.
Tolvern glanced around the courtyard. There were fluted arcades on the far side with external stone staircases leading to a flat roof. She didn’t think the roof could take the weight of a landing ship, but the courtyard itself was certainly big enough to start the operation.
She touched her ear. “Oglethorpe, you there?”
There was a brief delay. “Aye, I got you. You okay, Captain? I’ve been getting worried up here. Did you meet the empress? What does she look like? What did she say?”
“Listen to me, Lieutenant. You’ve got my coordinates. I need an exact drop at this location. Marines.”
“How many?”
Tolvern barely hesitated. “All of them. As fast as you can bring them down. It’s going to get ugly.”
She glanced at Mose Dryz, who stood off to one side placing his own call to his fleet.
“Watch out for the general’s troops. I don’t want any friendly fire incidents. Other than that”—and here she swallowed hard—“anyone else should be considered an enemy and dealt with accordingly. Take prisoners if you can, but do not expect them.”
They withdrew to the corridor to wait. It was sweltering inside, and Tolvern felt sick with thirst. Sweat drenched her uniform. She expected to hear shouts at any moment, to come under attack. Two priests wandered in from outside, touching their ears with one hand, shock spears in the other. One priest wore a gun in a holster that he grabbed for as he spotted the intruders.
But the three intruders had been waiting and ready. They charged the newcomers and finished them off before the priests could so much as lower their spears.
The ground vibrated, and a throbbing sound came through the walls. Tolvern led them back outside as a small Royal Marine transport frigate descended into the courtyard with its stabilizers blasting flame downward. The Hroom priests on the platform stopped their chants. Some screamed and fled. Others cowered as the ship descended on top of them. Robes caught fire and burned. The transport let loose with a machine gun, mowing down the rest.
Worried about coming under fire, Tolvern got on the com and warned the marines that she was in the corner of the courtyard with her two companions. The gunfire stopped. She hurried over to take charge as the first marines came spilling out of the transport. Within moments, there were some eighty armed humans in the plaza, the transport was lifting off, and another one was descending. Larger ships flashed by in the sky, together with a striker wing that spewed flares as it passed overhead.
Finally, the resistance began. Anti-air missiles shot from somewhere in the city, or maybe from within the Forbidden Enclave itself. Marines fanned out, with Tolvern leading, and priests armed with shock spears and firearms greeted them. The first big battle came in a series of small, interlocking courtyards, where the marines ran into a band of several dozen priests, some resisting with arms, others trying to flee.
When the battle was over, she’d lost one marine, had three others lightly wounded, and left scores of dead enemies. Gunfire to her rear and ahead marked where more companies of marines, as well as platoons of Hroom from the general’s forces, were attacking and killing the cultists who had maintained control of the Hroom capital for so many generations.
The cultists were a dead weight on the empire, Tolvern knew. A reactionary force that kept their empress a prisoner and ensured that the Hroom people would remain in perpetual decline. But she couldn’t help but look over the appalling slaughter, the heaped bodies, and feel as though she’d become an Apex queen commander.
 
 



Chapter Seven
Catarina Vargus’s fleet discovered the missing navy warships sputtering through the Aurora System. They were cloaked, traveling slowly, and headed toward a jump point that would lead them toward the Great Bear System.
Another hour and the missing warships would have entered a vast, glowing cloud bleeding off a damaged gas giant that gave the Aurora System its name. Once there, Catarina might not have spotted them against the background radiation.
But the Singaporeans had spotted an anomaly in their scans. There was a ship there with a sputtering plasma engine that messed with its cloaking. Void Queen turned her own sensors toward the suspicious noise.
Catarina had soon detected them all. A cruiser, three torpedo boats, and a destroyer. The rest of the task force that had lost HMS Babylon. Catarina sent a subspace and waited for a reply. It came a few hours later as her ships and the other force neared their closest approach in the system.
 
We are suffering a ruptured warp point engine. Can you repair a damaged containment field?
 
One of the ships, at least, could no longer jump. That meant the entire force was stuck in the Aurora System.
 
Catarina responded:
 
Am attempting to engage with the enemy. Expected return to Aurora in two weeks. Can you hold here for our return?
 
This time the response was faster:
 
Negative. Admiral orders an immediate repair and return to the front. Fleet under extreme pressure. Demand assistance.
H.B., HMS Sledge
 
Catarina called Capp, Smythe, and Nyb Pim into the war room and shared the latest subspace.
“Sledge is the number two ship in Drake’s fleet,” she said. “And Harold Broderick the second ranking officer in the navy. It’s an order, not a request.”
Capp muttered a curse. “Drake must be getting beat up out there. We got to help them.”
Catarina turned to her pilot. “How much time will we lose if we rendezvous?”
“I will need to run the numbers through the nav computer,” Nyb Pim said, “but I would think less than forty hours.”
“That’s almost two days. There goes our advantage.”
She had a plan, and losing that much time threw it out the window. They were slicing across Aurora at top speed so they could enter Odense as soon as possible.
Catarina hadn’t been fooled by the Scandian attempt to shake her loose in Dead Roskilde. Olafsen’s small fleet had created a double, made it look like they were running in a different direction, and then tried to slip out the back door of the system.
The tactic might have worked if she hadn’t faced it before. But it had occurred to her that there was value in making the enemy think it had worked. So she chased after the illusion while putting all her best minds on figuring out where Bloodaxe and the other three wolves were really headed. Where would Olafsen’s new jump point take him?
A second detected subspace helped. The same source: Royal Navy. The same traitor, dammit. It had been sent to Olafsen and seemed to have impacted the man’s plans, as he changed course soon after.
Catarina and her officers soon agreed. Olafsen was headed to the Odense System. It contained one of the Scandian home worlds, and was one of two systems where the marauder captains could buy the mech suits that made their raiders so powerful.
Nyb Pim’s calculations gave her an idea. If they jumped into Aurora, as if totally fooled by Olafsen’s illusion, they could race across the system and enter Odense from a different direction. They’d only be a couple of days behind Olafsen at that point, would have the element of surprise, and could hammer him while he was either in orbit around the planet or messing around at the orbital platform picking up mech suits.
Meanwhile, she had ignored the increasingly angry subspace messages from McGowan demanding that she return to Jutland so they could charge into Viborg together and build their new forward operating base. Given their history, the tenor of his messages seemed almost purposefully designed to antagonize her.
Not now, you idiot, she thought every time he sent a new message. If I crush them from behind, we’ll walk into Viborg practically unopposed. 
She responded with vague promises of returning as soon as she found the missing navy vessels. Well, here they were. Which presented a fresh problem.
“We’ve been ignoring McGowan,” Catarina said. “We could ignore Broderick, too.”
“Hmm,” Capp said. “Situation ain’t the same though, is it?”
Catarina shrugged this off. “We’re all pirates. Insubordination is in our blood. Drake knew what he was getting when he signed us on.”
“I don’t mean that. Anyway, most of us ain’t pirates. Not really. But I’d ignore that bloke if I thought it was a good idea. Drake needs them ships, though, don’t he? Needs ’em back in the fight as soon as possible.”
“When is the last time we got a subspace from the admiral?” Catarina asked. “Five, six weeks?”
Smythe had his handheld computer out. “Back in July. Two months. They’d skirmished a little, but hadn’t found the main enemy force.”
“So Sledge, Babylon, and the rest of these ships most likely took damage after that. Sounds like they were pretty well mauled.” Catarina turned it over. “And we’re just talking about what survived. Drake might have lost more ships.”
“We could patch up Broderick’s busted warp point engine and go look for Drake,” Capp said. “We got Void Queen and a bunch of ships right here. Might turn the battle.”
“No, Lieutenant. If Drake wanted that, he’d ask for it. He knows where McGowan is, and McGowan can find us. We’d have received orders by now. What he wants is the Viborg base so he can patch up his fleet faster and get them back in the fight.”
“Then it seems like we best figure out how to do that,” Smythe said. “Go back and join McGowan and make our charge, or track down Olafsen and finish him off while we still know where he is.”
Capp rubbed her buzzed scalp. “If them’s our choices, I say we go to Odense. You know as soon as we get back to Jutland that piss nozzle is gonna take command.”
Catarina bristled. “Let him try.”
“I ain’t saying it’s right, Cap’n, but if we come back empty-handed, other blokes in the navy will be backing McGowan. Say we was out here wasting our time.”
Hmm. The first mate had a good point.
“I wish I knew what we’ll be facing in Odense,” Catarina said.
“Maybe Broderick knows,” Smythe said. “He’s hauled through Scandian systems twice now, once out, once back. Could be he knows where all the wolves are hiding.”
“Except he might be the one who has been warning Olafsen with these subspace messages.”
“Huh, how do you figure, Cap’n?” Capp asked.
“Think about it. Who knew how to be in contact with Olafsen? Someone already in Scandian space. Then Olafsen tricks us—or thinks he tricks us—into flying into Aurora, where we find the damaged ships. Just in time to lend a helping hand. Why didn’t Olafsen chase these ships anyway? Why did they go after Babylon? Maybe Broderick cut some sort of deal.”
Capp scrunched her brow for a moment, then shook her head. “He don’t seem the sort.”
“What is the ‘sort,’ Lieutenant? What sort of man or woman would betray us to the Scandians? I’m trying to figure that out.”
“I mean, Broderick fought on the right side in the civil war, didn’t he? The admiral put him number two—and if Drake trusts him, so do I.”
Catarina couldn’t help but laugh. “You think Drake can’t make a mistake?”
“Well, no. I don’t mean that.”
“If not Broderick, someone else in his fleet. There are four other ships there. Could be a captain, a first mate, a tech officer.”
“When you put it like that,” Smythe said, “it could just as easily have come from one of our own ships. Or someone in McGowan’s fleet. Or McGowan himself.”
“There’s no motive for McGowan to turn on us,” Catarina said. “Believe me, if I could pin it on him, I would. I’ve been trying.”
“There’s no motive that you can see,” Smythe said. “That’s a different sort of thing altogether.”
“Fair enough. Look, we’re chasing our tails here. I’ve made my decision. We’ll patch up Broderick’s warp point engine. He needs it, and maybe we figure out what’s going on with the Scandians. Smythe, look for any stray subspace messages. If one goes out from Sledge or any of these ships, I want to know.”
“Aye, Captain.”
“Pilot, chart a rendezvous course. One day with Sledge, then we resume course toward Odense. I’ll have Olafsen and his wolves, by God, and McGowan will keep his mouth shut about it when I return.”
#
Captain Harold Broderick had lost his right hand in the battle with Apex. It was covered with a white bandage that emerged from the end of his sleeve, and he seemed to have forgotten it was missing as he gestured at the cargo bay of his cruiser.
Catarina had accompanied the parts for the warp point containment field, curious to speak to Broderick in person. He eagerly showed her the damage taken in the fight.
“See that striated bit of bulkhead?” he said, pointing overhead with his stump. “An eighth of an inch of tyrillium—that’s all we’ve got left. One hit from a Scandian pummel gun and we’re done for. Hell, a rock the size of my thumb would knock straight through if it’s traveling fast enough.”
“I have spare scale,” she said, alarmed to think that an eighth of an inch of armor separated them from the void. “I’ll have it sent over.”
“Appreciated, Vargus, but frankly, we can’t take another fight either way. We’ve got to slink past these Scandian bastards and get to Fort Alliance.”
“I can’t escort you through. I’ve got a battle of my own to fight.”
“So you say.”
“But if you can get into Jutland, McGowan has enough firepower to guard your retreat. He might even come out here and escort you through.”
“And muss up his uniform? You give him a lot of credit, Vargus.”
She’d already warmed to Broderick and his earthy way of speaking, but now she smiled with fresh appreciation and gave him a new appraisal.
He didn’t look much a captain, even apart from his missing hand. He was too big for his uniform and wore his top button undone. When he grew agitated, his face flushed, and his features weren’t particularly handsome even when he wasn’t gesturing. His nose was too big, his jowls meaty. But he spoke in a straightforward way she appreciated, and she dismissed her earlier belief that he was the traitor she was looking for.
“The heart of the battle was right here,” Broderick said, moving to the center of the bay, near a pair of disassembled mines, worked over by techs. “The damn turkeys punched through right above us and sent in the drones. You ever fought them?”
“I’ve seen the aftermath. The slaughter.” She shook her head. “But I’ve never faced them in combat myself.”
“Ruthless, vicious creatures. Smart and cunning, but that’s all they are. The buzzards have no culture, no art. Just their blasted flocks, like a hive of wasps. All malice.
“They had a harvester ship,” he continued. “Crunched up a missile frigate with those arms. They’ll rip right through your bulkheads. It’s prisoners they want. They gain status by devouring the elite of other sentient races.”
“I’ve seen the pictures of the harvester ship Drake defeated in the Manx System,” Catarina said. “Looked almost like a sea creature with those arms. A giant octopus or squid.”
“That’s one model. They don’t all look the same.” Broderick kept walking, head down now, his thoughts seemingly far away. “They tore into us with four boarding craft. Three of them penetrated just across from where you’re standing. I was on the bridge, fighting off lances while my men were getting slaughtered down here. Drake came in—if Dreadnought hadn’t fired right at us with her cannon, we’d have been overrun. Damn near were anyway.”
Broderick was an interesting mix of profane and erudite. His accent spoke of someone with good breeding—as defined by Albion upper classes, that is—as did his vocabulary. But his mild oaths seemed to be hiding an urge to let loose and curse the situation up and down, much like Capp would have.
Shame he wasn’t a part of her colonization fleet, missing hand or no. Catarina could use men like him when she finally returned to settle Segovia.
Broderick stopped. “Here’s where I heaped the dead birds. Filthy, stinking vermin. Must have been three hundred of them. The bodies went straight out the airlock. I wasn’t even going to contaminate the incinerator with their filth.”
“How bad were your losses?”
He looked up, and his eyes were hard. “Ninety-six marines. Eighty-seven crew.”
“Eighty-seven?” She couldn’t help the frown.
“Yes, Vargus. Your math is right. Only seven crew survived. Of those seven, my first mate lost her eyes—pecked out by a damn buzzard. My subpilot lost half his face, but he lived. I lost this.” He held up his right arm to show its stump. “Guess that makes me the lucky one.”
She looked around at the men and women working in the bay. “You’ve got crew now.”
“Good people, Vargus, but they’re not mine. Survivors from HMS Gladstone. Drake ordered her scuttled and her crew shipped over to Sledge. My old crew is all dead—these are good people, but it’s not the same.”
They stood in silence for a moment, and she cast a glance at the away pod, anxious to get back to Void Queen. Return to the race to catch Olafsen in the Odense System.
“More ships will be coming back for repair,” Broderick said. “We need that Viborg base. We lose too much time going back and forth between the front and Fort Alliance.”
“I haven’t forgotten it,” she said.
“So why the devil are you out here chasing star wolves instead of assaulting Viborg?”
“Did McGowan send you a subspace?”
“I don’t need McGowan to tell me that you’ve gone rogue. Tell me why I shouldn’t order you back to do your blasted job.”
Catarina told him about her fight against Lars Olafsen and his brother Sven Longshanks at Fort Alliance, and how she thought she could trap a good number of the star wolves in the Odense System. Knock out a third or more of the Scandian firepower and it would make the assault on Viborg that much easier.
“That makes a certain amount of sense,” Broderick said when she’d finished, “although some of it sounds like justification. You sure this isn’t personal?”
“Personal? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Revenge. A chance to prove that you’re tougher than Olafsen. You’ve got a reputation, you know, and it’s not much different from the marauder captains you’re fighting. I want to make sure this isn’t a vendetta.”
Her lips narrowed. “So I’ve got a reputation. It’s a good one. Unless you think the captain of Void Queen should be thought of as soft.”
Broderick chuckled. “Very well. Carry on. There’s just one thing I’m wondering. It’s about what happened in Jutland.”
“Go ahead.”
“You say Babylon entered Jutland and you came out to meet her. Bloodaxe and three other wolves jumped in and pursued the destroyer. They were trying to capture her. How is it that you didn’t come to blows with Olafsen then and there?”
Catarina hesitated. Either she was absolute rubbish at judging a man’s character or she’d been wrong at fingering Broderick as the source of the mysterious subspace warnings. She glanced around, then drew him away from the others in the bay and told him about the two warnings sent in Olafsen’s direction. Broderick’s face grew rigid as he listened.
“They didn’t come from my ships, you can be damn sure,” he said. “Drake had all of our subspace equipment disabled when we were among Apex. The buzzards can intercept and decode those messages, you know.”
“And when you reentered Scandian territory?”
“It was still turned off. I didn’t know if we’d been followed, and I wasn’t expecting help. Once I got us into the Great Bear System, I was going to let Fort Alliance know we were inbound. It was only when you sent us the message that I had it reconnected—that’s why there was a delay in responding.”
“So if it didn’t come from you, and it didn’t come from us, there’s only one other source,” Catarina said.
Broderick scowled at this. He looked thoughtful for a long moment, then shook his head. “No.” A more vigorous shake. “Hell no.”
“How can you be sure?”
“Think about this, Vargus. You’re accusing McGowan of treason. Do you really want to go there?” When she didn’t respond, he pressed on. “I don’t like the fellow. You should know that. Don’t like the entire McGowan family, from the earl on down. I went to the academy with McGowan—I know what he’s like.”
“And what is that?”
“You know how a gentleman is supposed to throw down his cloak so a lady can walk across the mud puddle? Well McGowan is happy to throw down some other fellow’s cloak. Hell, he’d throw down the lady’s cloak and claim it was his own. He spurned a young woman once, did you hear about that? I’ll tell you.”
Catarina stiffened, sure she was about to hear Broderick give a corrupted version of her own embarrassing history, when McGowan threw off their engagement and tried to have her arrested as a pirate.
“I wouldn’t pay any attention to gossip if I were you,” she said.
“It may be gossip, but it’s true. The young woman was my cousin. Plain girl, but very bright. I don’t know how she got taken in by the scoundrel.”
“It could happen to anyone,” she said, relieved he wasn’t talking about her.
“My cousin thought she had an arrangement with McGowan and let it slip to her mother. Of course my aunt was puffed up about that kind of a match—the Brodericks are a respectable family, but no earls—and she couldn’t keep her mouth shut.
“McGowan disavowed any such alliance,” he continued. “Made my poor cousin look rather ridiculous. I don’t know what he was up to—surely he could have found prettier girls to bed, if that’s all he was about. But my cousin is no liar. If she said they were betrothed, then McGowan gave her reason to believe it.”
“He sounds like a scoundrel,” Catarina said.
“Aye, that he is. And I don’t like him. But he’s no traitor. He’s never been on the wrong side of a conflict, and neither has his family. Every one of them stood against Admiral Malthorne when he seized the crown, even though they would have lost their estates if Malthorne had won.
“If he’d risk everything to fight against Malthorne,” Broderick added, “an Albionish lord with a tenuous claim on the crown, there’s no way he’d take the side of this Scandian rabble.”
“Then it must be someone else in his fleet. Someone operating right under his nose.”
“That is slightly more likely,” Broderick said, his tone grudging. “It reveals a bloody awful lack of discipline if it’s true.”
Catarina glanced at her away pod. “Time is short, and I need to get back if we’re going to reach Odense before Olafsen gets away.”
“I’ll ready your away pod.” He touched his ear and gave a quick command through the com, then turned back to Catarina. “Be careful approaching the jump. The Scandians have it mined. Meanwhile, I’d advise keeping your suspicions about McGowan to yourself. We’re fighting on multiple fronts, and we don’t need rumors tearing us apart.”
 
 



Chapter Eight
A blast of frantic communication hit Bloodaxe when Olafsen led his four wolves into the Odense System. An enemy had been through and left devastation in its wake. Some said it was Albion, others claimed a massive raid by hostile star wolves.
Most of the chatter came from the planet itself, from the hundreds of tribes and fiefdoms across the surface, which rendered the information suspect. There was little in the way of outside contact down there.
Millions had gone feral since the collapse of the Scandian nation. They lived in the wilderness, fishing, hunting, trapping, and raising crops on isolated farms. They survived winter by huddling around peat fires, and had lost all trappings of civilization, with only the elderly even remembering how to read.
Other communities kept the candle of technology burning by clustering around old hydro plants and scavenging computer equipment from the abandoned cities. A handful of small nations maintained something approaching an actual technological civilization, and it was from these that the marauder captains hired on raiders.
But the only truly advanced remnant was the orbital platform at Armory Two. With its stockpiles of tyrillium, heavy metals, and fissionables, Lord Dahlstrom and his predecessors had allowed the Scandians of Odense to remain a spacefaring people.
Under other circumstances, Olafsen would have contacted Dahlstrom and demanded to know what had the people of Odense so agitated. But given his intention to seize the armory, curiosity could wait. Olafsen ordered silence across his forces under pain of death.
The jumps into the Odense System were strung out near the gas giants, and his ships emerged near the dark maroon world of Helvede. After four hours of scanning—during which point they picked up the excited chatter from the surface of Odense—Olafsen set off quietly, cloaked and taking a roundabout approach toward the planet and its orbital platform.
Further scans revealed wreckage in the system. Most obvious was a gutted star wolf. Jarn reported that it was most likely War Cry, one of Forkbeard’s ships. It was floating slowly, a useless derelict, on a course that would carry it into the star’s fiery clutches.
Two other pieces of debris a few million miles from Odense looked like more star wolf wreckage. And then there was a big cluster of radioactive material near the coldest of the rocky inner worlds. A battle had recently taken place there.
Olafsen needed answers. More star wolf debris? Albion wreckage? By the gods, what had happened here?
At the same time, his greed expanded until it was nearly all consuming. Armory Two was intact. Glowing hot from some recent action, true, but it didn’t appear to be heavily damaged. It confirmed the second subspace from Albion.
There were only thirty-two raiders on the platform because someone had attacked and nearly conquered it. Nearly being the important word. Olafsen would finish the job.
#
 Three days later, Olafsen was still slipping toward Odense undetected. He kept his ships in a tight formation, even though this made them more vulnerable to the armory’s guns. Cloaking was more effective that way, and he was willing to make the trade-off.
They began their deceleration at three million miles. At a million miles, he ordered raiders thawed and their mech suits readied. Men waited at the pummel guns for the moment the cloaks dropped. Still nothing from Armory Two. The enemy missile batteries remained behind bombproofs. No star wolves in sight. Could it really be that easy?
“We’ve reached pummel gun range,” Björnman announced about an hour later. There was wonder in his voice. “We’re walking right in. I thought for sure we’d need to run the missile batteries.”
Olafsen stared eagerly at the main viewscreen. Armory Two swung around Odense. The armory was an orbital platform with artificial gravity and two large docks for star wolves. Various towers, gunnery emplacements, and other buildings clustered on the surface, but most of the armory lay hidden beneath heavy armor.
As for the planet, it had a strange reddish sheen on the viewscreen. That came from where the sensors screened out glare from the star, which lay positioned at an awkward angle for optimal viewing relative to Bloodaxe. He was distracted enough by the red light and the lack of defense that it took a moment to notice what was missing from the scene.
“Where are the stockpiles?” he asked.
Armory Two had always been anchored on either end by two vast collections of raw materials, each as massive as the platform itself. Stockpiles of useful elements and compounds: fissionables, tyrillium for armor, and all manner of other heavy and rare earth metals mined over generations and brought there before the collapse. The material had kept Armory Two working long after the collapse of the Scandian kingdom made resupply difficult, if not impossible.
Björnman cursed. “By the gods, they’re gone. It was a blasted robbery, that’s what happened.”
More pieces of the puzzle came into focus. The thief hadn’t tried to capture the platform, only make off with all the raw materials that kept it running. That explained why Dahlstrom apparently kept command of the armory.
“Where did they take it?” Olafsen said, suddenly baffled by a new thought. “You can’t jump that much mass out of the system. Not that quickly.”
“We can’t,” Björnman said. “Maybe Albion could.”
Olafsen snorted. “Don’t be an idiot. They’ve got the same jump technology we do.”
“Could they have hid it somewhere in the system? Stashed it for later use?”
“What’s the point of that? Wouldn’t be hard to find all that radioactive material.”
Björnman threw up his hand. “I don’t know, maybe Albion grabbed it and threw it into the sun just to keep it out of our hands.”
“That’s a more likely idea,” Olafsen grudgingly allowed. What a blow that would be.
“We’ve been spotted,” Jarn said. “A message from Dahlstrom. He says to withdraw at once or he’s firing all batteries.”
Olafsen scoffed. “If he were capable, he wouldn’t warn us, would he? He’d start shooting. Albion gave him a good ass kicking—he can’t risk another fight.” He grinned. “Not if he’s down to thirty-two raiders to defend himself.”
He tapped his screen to bring up a readiness report from the gunnery. All looked good. He demanded a status update from the assembled raiding parties. Ready to go. He rose to his feet.
“Hold the guns unless fired on. I don’t want the enemy batteries destroyed if we don’t have to. Once we get our hands on the platform, we’ll want whatever is left.”
“What about the missing stockpiles?” Björnman asked.
“We’ll worry about that later. If the factories and forges are all intact, it’s still worth something to us. Just . . . well, not as much.”
“So you’re going down in person?” the chief mate pressed.
“Aye. I’m going to find Dahlstrom and wring some answers out of him.” Olafsen made for the door. “You have the helm, Björnman. Don’t do anything stupid.”
#
Captain Broderick had understated his warning about the minefield surrounding the outgoing jump. Or maybe Catarina had discounted the warning based on past experience.
Practically speaking, it was hard to mine a jump point. They wandered relative to their stars, and not in a predictable way, either, which was why charts became useless if they were not continually updated. Over time, jump points degraded, disappeared, or even shifted to point to a different system altogether.
But this particular jump point’s movement was more regular than most, and the minefield was new since Broderick first passed through Aurora a couple of months earlier.
Still, it was a mystery how the minefield was tracking the jump point until the tech officers found an unmanned probe. It was big enough to carry instruments to track the jump point, and then send signals to the mines to maneuver them back into place when the jump point wandered.
“The mines ain’t sitting so close,” Capp said. She hooked her thumb at the pilot. “Let Nyb Pim do it, Cap’n. This bloke could chart a course through a star leviathan’s bunghole if you let him—he’s that good.”
The Hroom looked puzzled at the compliment. “Do star leviathans have alimentary canals?”
“These aren’t dumb bombs,” Catarina said. “We’d better assume they’re at least as sophisticated as our Youd mines. We go in there with the fleet and they’ll chase after us whether or not Nyb Pim threads the . . . um, bunghole.”
“I don’t understand all this talk about star leviathans and their orifices,” Nyb Pim said. “Will someone please explain?”
“Just take it as a metaphor,” Catarina said, before turning back to her first mate. “Point is, we’ve got too many ships—someone will get hurt if we try to sneak past.”
“We gotta get through somehow,” Capp said.
“Not necessarily,” Smythe said. “If we pull up about here”—he showed a spot a few hundred thousand miles from the jump point, which sat between the asteroid belt and the innermost gas giant—“we can knock out the probe with a long-range missile. Once it’s gone, the mines will no longer receive instructions.”
“How long after that until the mines drift far enough away to make it safe?” Catarina asked.
Smythe looked uncertain. “A week? Maybe less.”
“If we had a week to burn, we could go back to Dead Roskilde and reach Odense from that direction.”
“Forget the probe,” Capp said. “Let’s just shoot up the mines.”
Smythe leaned over to Lomelí. “How many mines have we detected so far?”
The diminutive Ladino hunched over her console. “Forty-seven, sir. Might be a few more lurking, but I think we’ve picked up most of them.”
“So you’re talking a minimum of forty-seven missiles to clear them all,” Catarina said. “And the mines make small targets—we’ll have to account for a lot of misses.” Something else occurred to her. “If they’re like Youd mines, there might be a better way to clear a path. Capp, call up the striker wing.”
#
Carvalho delivered his briefing, then ignored the laughter, the gum popping, the comments about how he was going to get his stones blown off by a Scandian mine.
What a bunch of pendejos.
And the worst of it was, Carvalho couldn’t laugh and join in. Had to play all serious as he told them how he’d lead them through the minefield.
Soon as he got back he was going to march to the bridge and confront Captain Vargus, tell her he wouldn’t do it anymore. She’d have to find someone else to be wing commander.
“You’ve said that before,” he told himself as he settled into the cockpit of his falcon.
In fact, he had told Capp as much after Judkins got blown to pieces in the battle for Fort Alliance. He wasn’t cut out to be a leader, and he sure didn’t need the aggravation. Capp just laughed, pushed him down onto the bunk, and kept undressing him as if he hadn’t said any of it. She’d been high on victory at the time, horny with relief that they’d both survived the battle.
Technicians worked over the hull of Carvalho’s falcon while he ran diagnostics. The engine checked out, the weapon systems lit up blue on the panel when he pinged them. A slight hum as the rail that would shuttle him to the launch tube activated.
“All systems are go,” Jane said. The ship’s AI sounded purse-lipped, as if she’d read his thoughts and was chiding him for trying to shirk his duty. “Moving to launch tube.”
The falcon slid across the bay on its rail. He moved past Greeves’s falcon, where she was still strapping herself in. She grinned and flashed him a crude gesture. He returned the gesture and opened a com link.
“Any more of that, amiguita, and I am going to send you in first.”
“Don’t speak that Ladino crap with me, Carvalho. I know you’re sweet on me and would never put my pretty face in danger.”
“My girlfriend would kick your arse if she heard you hitting on me.”
“Capp?” Greeves let out a braying laugh. “You should talk to your girlfriend, mate. She’s trying to get me in bed with the two of you.”
Carvalho flushed. He thought Greeves was yanking him, but who knew? Sounded like just the sort of thing Capp would do.
“All right,” he growled. “Time to get serious.”
“You got it.” Greeves’s tone was all business now. “Don’t get us killed, you hear?”
#
Once outside, Carvalho thumbed the stick to burn the stabilizer rockets, then swung the ship around in an arc. The massive, lethal shape of Void Queen sat off starboard, and he couldn’t help but stare. Smooth, clean lines up top and below. Nubs along the side marked the bombproofs that protected the main cannon. A hot plasma flare swept out the back of the engines, and a cooler greenish light up front illuminated the bridge.
A flush of pride rose in Carvalho’s breast when he looked at his ship from this vantage point. He still missed Blackbeard, a ship whose defects he knew down to the crew shower that didn’t drain well, but damn if Void Queen wasn’t a fine piece of equipment.
 She was hurtling along at three thousand miles per second—they all were—but appeared motionless against the bright lights of the universe. Framing the ship was a cool arc of light like the massive tail of the universe’s largest comet. That was energized gas from the bleeding gas giant that had given the Aurora System its name.
The only thing marring the gorgeous sight was the ugly, warthog-like shape of Pussycat squatting above Void Queen on the Z-axis. The other ships of their fleet stretched behind them, tightly packed so as to limit their profile to prying eyes.
The rest of the falcons launched one after the other and fell in as he raced away from the fleet on a course toward their target. The minefield was close—instruments showed that he would arrive on the outskirts in fifty-eight seconds—but he couldn’t see the mines visually, of course. Most likely, he never would. Actually spotting a mine would be a very bad sign. Probably the last thing he ever did see, in fact.
There were ten falcons in the striker wing, but Carvalho had only brought five on this mission. Two to tangle with the minefield, and three to get in there if things got hairy. Another five would only have muddled the field of operations.
He turned on the com. “Listen up, all of you. Greeves will follow me in. The rest of you hold at the following coordinates.” He tapped the console to send the numbers to their onboard nav computers. “If anything happens to me, Greeves is in charge.”
“Told ya so, Smitty,” Greeves said.
“And if she goes down,” Carvalho added, “Smith is next in line.”
“Better rethink that, mate,” Greeves said. “Smitty will get everyone killed.”
“Shut your mouth,” Carvalho said with good humor. “The captain is listening in, you know.”
“Right. Sorry.”
“Let’s get this taken care of on the first pass. Follow me in.”
Carvalho hit the minefield. The instruments showed the mines as blinking red objects on his viewscreen, and a closer scan showed one of the devices. It looked like a fat snail, about half the size of his ship, with a pair of sensors for horns on one end, and a tail that was its engine.
He buzzed past several mines, but none of them moved. Greeves followed behind, and she didn’t trigger them, either.
“We gonna make this happen?” she asked.
The mines were supposed to latch onto his signature and try to gang rush him. He’d sweep them out of position and let his mates blow them apart. But the mines weren’t cooperating. Seemed that his profile was too small. At this distance, they either didn’t see him or were ignoring him.
“Got to get closer,” he said.
“That’s what I’m saying. Quit playing it safe.”
Carvalho altered course, and this time raced past a mine only a few hundred yards distant. The computer let out an alarmed beep, and lights flashed. Oops, that was too close.
The mine flared its engines. He was going too fast for it to latch on, but it must have sent a signal ahead to the other mines in his path, because several swung into motion to intercept him.
“Mine proximity warning,” the computer warned helpfully. “Class-one detonation expected.”
There was no “class” of detonation that a falcon could survive. The slightest hit from one of these mines and he was a goner. Probably, Greeves too; once he triggered a mine, the rest would mob her.
Light flared off port. His screen went blank, sensors overwhelmed by the explosion.
Greeves whooped it up over the com. “Got ya!”
“Nice shot.” Carvalho glanced at his panel, where the sensors were coming back online. “Two more coming in hard off starboard.”
“I’ll get ’em.”
She came from behind, blasting away with her pulse cannon. She struck the first mine immediately, and it detonated with a flash of light. That was the closer of the two, and Carvalho had time to do a little shimmy to get more mines on his tail, figuring the second wasn’t a risk.
Unfortunately, Greeves was out of position, and Carvalho’s maneuver gave the second mine, now above him and racing to intercept, time to close in. She flashed her pulse cannon, but missed.
Carvalho dropped countermeasures, a dozen objects the size of tin cans that blasted radiation to draw the attention of his pursuer. The mine twisted momentarily toward the distraction before resuming its pursuit. But the delay was just long enough to get Greeves back into position. She gunned down the second of the initial pair of mines. Several more swung into motion.
“Smitty!” Greeves cried. “Get in here!”
“Hold on,” Smith said. “We’re on our way.”
“Ah, bollocks!” she said.
There was nothing chasing Carvalho that the two of them couldn’t handle, and he was about to countermand Greeves’s order when he saw what had her alarmed. He had two mines following him, neither particularly close, but she had nine on her tail.
He’d nearly crossed the entire minefield, and was already coming back around in a wide arc. Greeves cut to meet him, and the two falcons were soon approaching each other at incredible speeds. He thumbed the pulse cannons and voice activated the targeting computer.
“You go up,” he said. “I’ll shoot down.”
“Don’t miss,” she said.
Greeves cut hard up on the Z-axis. Carvalho fired his pulse cannon. He took out one mine with the first burst. The second struck another mine and sent it veering off course. It exploded and took out a third. The rest either turned toward Carvalho, confused by the new target, or ran into the remnants of his countermeasures, still humming with radiation.
The interior of the minefield had become a jumble of seeking mines as the final three falcons entered the fray. Energy pulses and small missile fire filled the sky, detonating mines. Carvalho took out another himself, then found himself fleeing toward Bailes and Stephenson, who were following Greeves and cleaning up her mess.
The computer gave an urgent warning. A mine had latched onto his tail. He dropped more countermeasures, but this time they didn’t work.
“Twelve seconds to detonation,” the computer said. “Evasive maneuvers suggested.”
Carvalho clenched his teeth. “What do you think I’m doing, you twat?”
“Three seconds to . . .”
His falcon shuddered, then flipped end over end. The mine had detonated so close that it left him spinning for several seconds before he got his ship under control.
“Thanks, whoever did that,” Carvalho said. He took a deep breath and blew it out again.
“That was me,” Bailes said. “Next round’s on you.”
“The hell with that. I’m buying the next two.” Carvalho studied the scans. “That should do it. All right, boys and girls, time to get out of here. Follow me back.”
Capp’s voice came through from Void Queen as soon as the falcon wing emerged from the minefield. “Hey there. Have a good time?”
“Hey, Capp.” Carvalho’s heart was still galloping in his chest. “Yeah, pretty good.”
“Good to hear your voice. We all thought you was going to die out there. Probably the rest of you lot, too. Thanks for saving my man, Bailes.”
“I was in the neighborhood,” Bailes said. “Thought I may as well. You gonna buy me a drink, too, Capp?”
“I’ll buy you as many as it takes to put you under the table, mate. How many is that? Three little girly drinks?”
Bailes guffawed at this.
“Did it work?” Carvalho said. “We clear a good path through the minefield?”
“Aye, we’re good to go,” Capp said. “Now get your arse back here so we can make the jump. After that, I’m going to jump your bones.”
“Ay, Dios mío, Capp,” he said as braying laughter from the other pilots answered. “Did you forget we’re on an open channel?”
“Nah, I remembered. Why do you think I said it?”
 
 



Chapter Nine
As soon as the fleet entered Odense and everyone recovered from the jump, Catarina ordered the war junk to scan the system for enemies. The Singaporean warship pulled several thousand miles away from the rest of the fleet and spread its sensor sails. It looked like a giant beetle with extended wings as it sat listening. Searching.
Back on the bridge of Void Queen, Smythe was anxious to run his own scans. He had a suite of sensors at his command, perhaps not as good overall as the war junk’s, but the best, most modern of the Albion forces’.
“Passive listening only,” she said. “You start hammering away, you’ll wake up the wolves.”
“Come on, Captain. We need the grav-wave detector at least.”
“Passive only.”
“Tell her, Lomelí. You know we can’t find wolves with passive from this distance.”
Lomelí looked up from her console and shrugged.
“I know we can’t,” Catarina said calmly. “That’s why the war junk has its ears out.”
She pulled her ships away from the jump point as she waited for information, and organized them into position for a stealthy charge across the system. Once they were making a run at the enemy, she’d put her torpedo boats out front, but for now it was safer to hold them behind her battle cruiser, in case the fleet stumbled into an ambush. She kept the two pirate frigates off starboard, the two destroyers above and below, and the smaller cruiser, HMS Repulse, to the rear, along with the corvette and missile frigate.
The captain of the junk, Hao Cheng, called the bridge, and she put him on the main screen. He was an experienced officer and a veteran of the Singaporean wars against Apex.
Cheng’s uniform was immaculate, perfectly tailored for his slim form, but Catarina had always thought there was something uncomfortable in the way he carried himself. He’d spent two years hiding in the forests of his home world, fighting the birdlike enemies as they systematically exterminated the planet’s population.
Studying him now, a new thought occurred to her. There was an uneasiness in his posture, and a wary, haunted expression in his eyes that spoke of a man who’d been on the run for a long time. Not a navy man reduced to guerrilla warfare so much as a bush warrior dragged back to civilization.
“Captain,” he said with a nod. “Thank you for taking my call.”
His English was precise. Like many Singaporeans, he had a neural implant that had let him master the language with little effort.
“I was expecting a report, not a face-to-face meeting. I’m hoping it’s not bad news.”
“It’s not good news,” Cheng said. “Let’s start with the Scandians.”
“Start with them? Who else are we talking about?” Catarina waved her hand. “No, go ahead.”
“I found Olafsen easily enough. He has pulled Bloodaxe and three other star wolves into orbit around Odense and is offloading men as fast as he can to the orbital platform.”
Catarina sat up straighter in her chair. “A hostile maneuver?”
“Looks that way, yes. There is no opposition that we can see from here. The platform is a fortress, a factory, and a forge all in one—everything needed to repair and outfit star wolves and their marauder crew.”
“I’ve read the briefings. Get to the point, Cheng.”
“Sorry, sir. I wanted to make sure you were aware of its guns—the platform can defend itself long before an enemy lands on the surface. But it doesn’t appear to have fired on Olafsen’s forces, or we’d have detected the residual radiation.”
“Apparently Olafsen slipped in by subterfuge,” Catarina said, nodding. “I’d expect there to be plenty of fighting on the ground once the base commander figures out what he’s up to. Could be our chance to rush in from behind. This is great news, Cheng.”
“Hmm. You might want to hold off on that assessment.” He glanced to the side, and it looked like his hands were moving over his console. “Put this on your screen.”
Catarina gestured for Smythe to do so. Cheng shrank to one side of the screen as her tech officer put up the data coming across from the war junk on the other.
It was a second group of star wolves, seven in all. They’d entered the far side of the system and were rushing toward Odense.
“Who are we looking at?” she asked. “Olafsen’s rival? An ally?”
“I’ve identified three of the seven ships: Thor’s Hammer, Pestilence, and Frost Giant.”
“Thor’s Hammer is Sven Longshanks’s ship,” she said. “Olafsen’s brother. I’m assuming they’re working together. Hard to say for sure with these blasted Vikings, of course.”
She turned it over. Four and seven. Could she handle eleven star wolves? Probably, if she kept her nerve and her forces fought well. But fighting them all at once might not be necessary. As more data streamed in from the war junk, Smythe announced that Void Queen could arrive at Odense a few hours before the second, larger force of enemy warships.
“That’s all I need, Cheng. We’ll smash Olafsen, then come about and face Longshanks. If we’re lucky, we can cripple the orbital platform before we leave the system.”
A smile came to her lips. Not even McGowan could argue if she returned to Jutland having knocked out eleven star wolves and destroyed Odense’s ability to wage war from behind.
“Anything else?” she asked, impatient to end the call and get the fleet in motion.
Cheng cleared his throat. “Actually, that’s the easy part of the situation—the good part. The rest is pretty ugly.”
Catarina’s smile vanished. “Well?”
“We’ve detected wreckage of four star wolves and three non-Scandian ships elsewhere in the system. There was a battle here. A recent battle.”
She remembered the intercepted subspace messages. “Albion warships?”
“No, Captain. Apex lances.”
The bridge fell silent, followed by exchanged looks and muttering. Capp was off shift or she no doubt would have unleashed a string of curses, creatively arranged for maximum vulgarity.
A strange feeling of calm settled over Catarina. No, more like a paralyzing chill. She’d never faced the aliens before, but she’d heard about them from her crew. Dull-feathered drones who would hurl themselves into battle with no thought for self-preservation. Commanders in their brilliant plumage, strutting toward their enemies and tearing out their bellies with claws and beaks. All led by the dread queen commander.
Apex forces had already slaughtered uncounted millions of human and Hroom, either massacring them planetside or hauling them back to the alien command ships. Sometimes Apex killed their prey for food, but they also killed for the sheer joy of slaughter, with extermination of other sentient races being the endgame. But most of all, they sought out and captured high-status enemies to be devoured by Apex princesses and queens as part of their struggle for dominance within the flock.
The captain of a battle cruiser and commanding officer of the Albion task force would be a rich prize, should Catarina fall into their talons.
“What’s more,” Cheng continued, “the scans are inconclusive, but I have reason to believe there are still Apex forces in the system.”
#
The loading bay door swung open, and Olafsen found himself staring at the void. Stars—a vast, cold, unglittering field of them. Then Bloodaxe rotated slightly and Odense swung into view.
The planet was a giant blue-and-white sphere that ate up the sky. They were looking down on the crown of ice that sat on the north pole of the planet, with blue, open ocean spreading below the cap. South of that, he knew, lay continents and enormous subcontinent-size islands, but they remained hidden beneath a thick cloud layer.
The clean, gray lines of Armory Two came into focus. At first, the platform was little more than a dot against the planet, but it was soon rushing up to meet them. Towers rose above the large open docking spaces, sharply divided into light and shadow. Rounded mounds marked bombproofs that protected missile and cannon arrays. All the armory’s weapon systems were retracted.
A strange haze seemed to linger above the orbital platform, but Olafsen didn’t pay this any attention at first. Numbers scrolled across his faceplate: distance to target, the position of the ships, movement detected on the surface, along with its coordinates, and the status of his mech suit’s weapon systems.
Roughly sixty other raiders flanked him on either side, each man clipped into a pair of long, crane-like arms that swung slowly out from the wall until they were hovering over the open loading bay doors. Each mech suit was unique, with some men sporting giant clamp-like appendages on their arms, while others gripped guns in massive armored fists. Some had grenade launchers or missile attachments at the shoulder or chest. Or pulse weapons that could be discharged, then rotated out and transformed into projectile weapons.
But above all the modifications, it was the helmet that personalized a man’s mech suit. The helmet of the raider to Olafsen’s right looked like a skull. The man beyond that wore a helmet painted blood red with a spike on the crown. The raider to his left wore a demonic grin painted across an otherwise gleaming black faceplate.
Olafsen’s own helmet had a pair of small, Viking-like horns, and two glowing, eye-like sensors on the faceplate that could illuminate his surroundings or zoom on a distant target. His helmet and mech suit were well known; the sight of Olafsen striding into battle had sent lesser men fleeing for their lives.
Artificial gravity flipped off, and then he felt a fresh tug moments later, but gently. Five percent standard gravity, tops. They were only a few hundred feet above the surface, and the orbital platform was now his entire view. It blocked the planet.
Björnman’s growl came over the com. “Raiders, launch.”
Olafsen’s suit unclipped, and he dropped. Others fell around him, drifting toward the platform below as slowly as balloons carried on a breeze. The other three star wolves stretched alongside Bloodaxe overhead, dropping their raiders one after another.
Olafsen flipped on the com and started the chant. “Blood! Spoil!”
By the time he got to “plunder,” the others were joining in. The com rocked with the deep voices of hundreds of raiders as they reached the end of the war cry and started again.
Blood, spoil, plunder, death.
Valhalla!
He drifted past one of the raiders who’d been harnessed next to him on the ship. The other man turned toward the marauder captain, the demonic grin stretching like a bloody smile across his faceplate. Olafsen slapped his arm over his chest in salute, and the raider returned the gesture.
Something bumped into Olafsen’s leg. He glanced down, and flinched to see a human bone bounce off him and drift past. A femur. Then a severed arm swirled slowly toward him.
By the gods, what was this?
More body parts, an entire cloud of them. It was the “haze” he’d spotted from above. A skull, the severed half of a man’s body, a glove with a hand and a bit of bone sticking out, snapped off like a broken stick. A head drifted past, swollen from the void, its eyes and tongue bulging grotesquely. As it floated up past him, it rotated and revealed an entire spinal column trailing behind like a giant tail. And bones, thousands of them, carrying strips of flesh and clothing.
The war cry over the com came to a strangled end. A few muttered curses followed, then these, too, died. Silence.
The cloud of body parts ended about a hundred feet above the orbital platform. As the raiders settled to the ground, they came across larger objects that had been pulled down by the artificial gravity. Wrecked machinery and blackened, gutted armored vehicles. Here and there a dead raider in his mech suit.
Olafsen touched down.
A man landed next to him. “By the gods, what happened here?” the man asked Olafsen over the com. Others joined the clamor.
“Quiet, the lot of you,” Olafsen said. “Establish a defensive perimeter. Scan for survivors. We’re going in, and I want to know where Dahlstrom’s raiders are hiding.”
His men set up a pair of guns at the edge of the platform to provide a defense in case the wolves needed to extract them in a hurry. Using their powered mech suits, men dragged pieces of broken equipment and used them to build makeshift fortified positions.
Olafsen called the bridge of Bloodaxe and told Björnman what he’d seen coming down.
“Guess we know why there are only thirty-two raiders guarding the place,” the chief mate said. “But I can’t see why Albion would do all our work for us.”
“We don’t know that’s what happened,” Olafsen said. “We only know that someone got here first. Could be Albion, or it could have been Forkbeard, for all we know. Whoever it is might still be around. Forget secrecy, I want active sensors hitting and hitting hard. If someone is lurking in the system, I want to know who, and I want to know where.”
The defensive perimeter was already in place by the time Olafsen ended his call with the bridge. He selected twenty men to guard the position, another twenty to be left as a roving pack of raiders to make sure he wasn’t cut off, and took the rest—roughly two hundred in all—toward the command center.
They met no opposition until they reached the blast doors leading inside. These had been torn nearly loose and left drooping like a pair of drunkards, with signs of explosions in their blasted, twisted surfaces. And now, the first evidence of who had mounted the assault. Olafsen bent and picked up a strange piece of equipment. It was a gun of unusual workmanship, attached to some sort of rubbery harness. Something long and gray stuck out from beneath a broken mech suit at his feet.
A raider clomped over to stand next to Olafsen. It was the man with the demonic grin painted on his helmet. The two men grabbed the mech suit by its arms and tossed it aside. The thing underneath was a giant wing covered in drab brown feathers, scorched black on the tips.
“I’ll be buggered,” Demon Grin said over the com. “It was buzzards.”
Olafsen licked his lips. He forced confidence into his voice that he did not feel.
“They’re only flesh and bone. And feathers. Shoot them and they die.”
“Look at that wing! It’s bloody huge.”
“One of their battle striders. Most of them aren’t so big.”
He picked up the piece of the dead alien, which was as large as an aircraft wing, but as light as nothing in the low gravity, and flung it skyward. It went spinning like a boomerang, higher and higher until it vanished in the haze of human body parts overhead. Demon Grin stood there, immobile, as if stunned, as were most of the rest.
At that moment, someone started shooting. There was no sound in the vacuum on the orbital platform, but the inside of Olafsen’s faceplate lit up with warnings. Raiders ducked for cover. Someone identified the source of the gunfire as coming from a com tower to the right of the destroyed blast doors. A frantic, almost terrified counterattack from Olafsen’s raiders targeted the tower.
Men fired hand cannons, grenade launchers, and their heaviest caliber bullets. The tower lit up with concentrated pulse fire. One of his men had hauled up a heavier gun, and a pair of raiders threw it down on its tripod. They aimed at the tower and were getting ready to thrash it with their limited supply of explosive bullets, when Olafsen ordered them to stop firing and get inside the building.
Raiders tore off the broken blast doors and held them up as shields as the rest charged inside. More gunfire attacked them in the corridor. Two or three enemies this time. This brought another panicky response from Olafsen’s raiders until they at last got a glimpse of their enemy.
Raiders. Nothing more, nothing less. He settled his men. Moments later, they’d driven the enemy back and made their way deeper into the command center.
The evidence of fighting was everywhere. Not only dead raiders, but now dozens of Apex drones—these ones significantly smaller than whoever had possessed the wing discovered outside—and a handful with brighter plumage of red, gold, and green feathers.
More enemy raiders appeared, but they were no match for Olafsen’s forces. He killed several and pushed the others back. They seized a burned-out command room and a gutted barracks. No bones in here, just dead raiders and buzzards. The ugly things; he couldn’t stand the sight of them.
“I’ve got a call from the base commander,” Björnman said over the com. “Patching it through.”
“Forkbeard!” a voice shouted. “By the beard of Odin, will you stop shooting? I’ll give you terms. Gods, you’ve got to stop.”
“Terms?” Olafsen said. “You’re in no position to dictate, Dahlstrom.”
“Who is this, Longshanks? Is that who’s attacking me? You bastard, I should have known.”
The other man’s voice was recognizable, with his speech defect caused by speaking without lips. Lord Dahlstrom.
“This is Lars Olafsen, you idiot.”
“Oh.” A pause. “Olafsen. I thought Forkbeard knocked you down, made you his thrall.”
Rage blossomed. “I am nobody’s thrall! You take that back or I’ll tear out your lungs.”
“What do you want, Olafsen?”
“I want your surrender and nothing less. You do that, and you do it now, and I’ll let you live.”
There was a long pause. Olafsen had penetrated deep into the command center, and if the schematic playing on the inside of his helmet was accurate, he was only a hundred feet or so from headquarters. If Dahlstrom didn’t answer and answer quickly, Olafsen would press forward until he’d taken the center by force.
“My raiders are coming out,” Dahlstrom said at last. “Don’t shoot, they’re laying down their arms.”
Olafsen turned on the general com. “The enemy has surrendered. The base is ours.”
A great cry rose on the com. Moments later, it had resolved into the war cry. This time it was triumphant.
 
 



Chapter Ten
Olafsen warily entered the command center a short time later. Dahlstrom was suspicious in turn, and demanded that Olafsen leave all but two of his raiders behind in the corridor. By now, the enemy raiders were coming out and laying their weapons at his feet, and so he agreed.
One of the two he took inside was Demon Grin—Olafsen had taken a liking to his mech suit. The man gave his name, but the marauder captain forgot it moments later, and so it stayed “Demon Grin” in his mind. The raider originally came from the star wolf Son of Odin, but had been kicked off the crew for fighting, and joined up with Bloodaxe instead. 
The other, a big man by the name of Larsen, was fearless in battle but thick in the head. The kind who was too dumb and violent to do well planetside, but hoped to make his fortune raiding so he could convince some equally robust and dull-witted girl to marry him, then give birth to an entire clan of violent oafs.
Olafsen led Larsen and Demon Grin into the command headquarters, looked over the unarmed, unarmored men standing there waiting, and opened the front plate of his helmet so the surrendering enemy could see his face.
Lord Dahlstrom was easy enough to identify, and not just from his clothing. He wore a fur cape with a gold brooch in the shape of a serpent biting its tail. His lips were gone, eaten off during an outbreak of blood tongue, which left his teeth exposed in a perpetual leer. Dahlstrom was lucky to have escaped with only the loss of his lips; blood tongue killed most of its victims, and plenty of survivors lost noses, ears, tongues, and even eyes, as they swelled and burst.
Dahlstrom unclipped his cloak and threw it at Olafsen’s feet.
“Congratulations, Olafsen. You have your armory. Now what will you do with it?”
Olafsen looked at the cloak, then back up to Dahlstrom and suppressed a shudder at the rictus grin caused by his missing lips.
“You will keep your armory. Pledge to serve me, to do my bidding, and you will keep your position, I swear by the blood of Odin.”
“I’m not sure I still want my position.” Nevertheless, Dahlstrom bent and picked up the cloak and threw it over his shoulders. “Very well. What is your bidding, oh master?” he asked, tone sarcastic. “Anything but another fight against the birds.”
“Yes, Apex,” Olafsen said, glad to be addressing the subject that had been disturbing him since descending through the cloud of body parts floating above Armory Two. “Why didn’t you fire your guns at them? By the gods, why didn’t you put up more of a struggle?”
Dahlstrom gave a deep, sustained chuckle that spread to his other men. There was something disturbing in the laugh—no humor in it, certainly—like men who’d recently been standing on the gallows and found, to their surprise, that someone was removing the noose from around his neck, only to promise death by immolation or drowning.
The other two raiders who’d accompanied Olafsen muttered a mix of curses and prayers to the gods.
“They’re blasted birds,” Olafsen said. “You must have had hundreds of mech raiders. How did you not defeat them?”
“The green ray, my friend. It sweeps over you and you’re finished. You fall, paralyzed. Look at this.”
Dahlstrom moved to one of the consoles and tapped at it with increasing frustration when he couldn’t get it to work. He found another and got it to respond. The viewscreen came on, showing Bloodaxe and the other three star wolves, still hovering above the orbital platform. Another tap at the console and the view changed to an ugly, familiar-looking star wolf that came drifting in toward the platform.
Olafsen frowned. “Is that Storm Rider? Forkbeard was here?”
“Aye, it was Storm Rider. Or so we thought. Flew in alone, and we had a contract with the man for two hundred mech suits. I understand Albion is going to make an assault on Viborg.”
“I know that,” Olafsen said impatiently. “Get on with it.”
“It was unusual that Forkbeard wouldn’t respond to attempts for communication, but he’s a strange one. Paranoid. Only one wolf, though. I never figured he’d spring an attack. And I suppose he didn’t. Because it wasn’t him.” Dahlstrom ran a tongue over his teeth, as if probing for an upper lip which no longer existed. “Now, look.”
The viewscreen changed. A massive ship, bigger than Catarina Vargus’s battle cruiser, appeared in place of Storm Rider. It looked like a giant squid, with several curving, serrated arms for grasping enemy ships and tearing through bombproofs and bulkheads.
Just behind the arms, where Olafsen expected to find the bridge, was a large, eye-like structure that cast a green light. The light swept over the orbital platform. A mouth opened between the arms and spat out black pods.
“Forkbeard didn’t attack,” Dahlstrom said, “because the ship wasn’t Storm Rider, but an Apex harvester in disguise. That light is some kind of paralyzing beam. It hits you and you freeze. Like a man thrown into stasis whose mind is still awake. Why didn’t I fire the batteries? Because we were all lying paralyzed on the ground. Take a look at this.”
The base commander showed video of what looked like a giant, semi-mechanical bird on twenty-foot legs striding across the surface of the orbital platform. The thing was festooned with guns, and more green light came from its eyes. Several long, tentacle-like appendages swung from its belly.
“I’ve heard of those,” Olafsen said. “Battle striders. But what are those dangling things?”
“They collect prisoners to feed to their chicks. Makes their brains grow or something. Teaches them how to recognize enemies.”
Olafsen was pretty sure that was wrong. The slaughter was some sort of ritualized feeding for the status struggles of the queens, although he was hazy about the how and the why.
“So what happened? How did you finally drive them off?”
“Drive them off?” Dahlstrom gave a dark chuckle. “We had more than five thousand workers on Armory Two, defended by more than three hundred raiders. How many do you think are left?”
“Thirty-two raiders?” Olafsen asked.
“Not anymore, you killed three . . . wait, how the devil did you know I was down to thirty-two raiders?”
He ignored the question. “And how many workers are left?”
“A few dozen. It’s a big base—there are lots of hiding places. More survived than I initially thought. Point is, I didn’t drive them off. Not really. They left of their own accord.”
“Why didn’t they finish the job?”
“Close enough, Olafsen. They kept fighting and fighting, slaughtering us. But that wasn’t why they came. They hauled off our supply dumps—surely you saw that. Ten billion kroner worth of rare earths, tyrillium, fissionables—”
“That was their goal all along?” Olafsen asked. “To steal raw materials?”
“Seems that way, yeah. But what do they need it for? Don’t the buzzards have their own worlds, their own mines?”
“Albion beat them last year and beat them badly. The birds retreated with a couple of harvester ships.” Olafsen tried to remember what he knew about the aliens. “Apex flocks behave more like a swarm of wasps than anything you see in real birds—their colonies can grow as fast as they can lay eggs—but putting all those new birds to work, building new factories to produce ships, is another story.
“Whoever owned this armory before the collapse stockpiled decades’ worth of raw materials,” Olafsen added. “A big, juicy prize to take. Makes sense that it would attract the aliens’ attention. The only thing I can’t figure out is how they shuttled all that out of here so fast.”
“Ah, so that’s what you think, is it?” Dahlstrom said. “You fool. The answer is, they haven’t. Apex is still in the Odense System.”
The words were still hanging in the air, dark and menacing, when Björnman called over the com.
“Olafsen, you there?” His voice was thin, like he was speaking through a tight throat. “Olafsen?”
The marauder captain kept staring at Lord Dahlstrom and his hideous, skull-like grin. The man nodded slowly.
“Yeah, Björnman, I’m here. Go ahead.”
“Multiple contacts in the system. One of them is . . . that is, I think . . .” The chief mate swallowed audibly. “The gods take me, I think it’s an alien fleet—the buzzards. And it’s on its way here.”
“Congratulations, Lars Olafsen,” Dahlstrom said. “You’ve got yourself an armory. Now let’s see you defend it.”
#
The war room on Void Queen erupted into argument. Catarina thought she’d let it burn out until the others could come to a consensus, but after thirty minutes, it still gave no sign of abating. The tech and gunnery types—Smythe, Lomelí, and Barker—argued one side, and the more emotional Capp and Carvalho the other. Only Nyb Pim remained neutral so far.
Or rather, Catarina didn’t yet know the Hroom pilot’s opinion. The Hroom had tried to speak a few times, but whatever he was trying to say withered beneath the shouts and cross talk of the others.
“You’re bloody insane,” Capp said to Barker after listening to his logistical reasons for staying out of the fight. “It’s a harvester ship, and it don’t see us. We get behind it, and we could smash them buzzards to hell.”
“Yeah, but at what cost?” Smythe said. “Take a look at this.” He tried to show Capp his hand computer, but she waved it off.
“There’s always a cost,” Capp said. “So what?”
“Will you look at the numbers?” Smythe said.
“You’re going to help the Scandians, you know,” Barker growled. “That’s the only thing that comes out of this.”
Capp pounded her fist on the table. “I don’t care about the damn Vikings. I care about helping Drake win the war.”
“Well, excuse me,” Barker said. “I’ve been laboring under the delusion that dealing with the Scandians was our whole mission here. Knock them out of the fight so we can lay down our base. What do you think the captain is doing, taking us all the way out here while McGowan yells at us to get back in line? We’re trying to weaken the Scandians, not build them up.”
“But in the meantime,” Carvalho said, “you will let the buzzards feed on Odense? They will kill millions and come out of here stronger than ever. New lances, new spears, new harvesters. I say we deal with that threat first. We are strong enough to fight the Scandians later.”
“That’s true,” Lomelí said. She’d come down on the side of Smythe and Barker earlier, but now seemed to be wavering. “It won’t do us much good to defeat the Scandians and forget about our real enemy.”
“You’ve seen the numbers,” Barker told her. “We’re going to burn through a lot of ordnance fighting Apex. What good’s your defense grid if you don’t have explosive shot, if you don’t have countermeasures, if you’re out of Hunter-IIs?”
“I know.” Lomelí shrugged. “It’s killing me, but I know you’re right. We don’t have the ordnance to fight forever—we have to pick our battles.”
“King’s balls,” Capp said. “You lot are counting bullets? You think that’s what it’s about?”
“There’s a second fleet of star wolves in the system,” Catarina pointed out. “We might beat the aliens, but lose a ship or two. Then we fight eleven star wolves. And then we’re expected to attack Viborg, too? We can’t do all those things together, not without repair and rearming. You know it, Lieutenant, and I know it. And so does everyone at this table.”
“Cap’n,” Capp said, her voice nearly frantic. “You ain’t seen what I seen. These birds ain’t like you and me or the Hroom, neither. They got to be stopped. And we got a chance to do it right here.”
“We have to choose one enemy or the other,” Catarina said. “The one we don’t go after will come out of here stronger than ever.”
There was frustration on every face at this.
“Or, we could let them fight it out,” Catarina said. “And take on the winner when it’s done.”
Nyb Pim made a humming sound deep in his throat. “Excuse me, Captain. It appears that there might be another solution.”
“Please,” Catarina said, throwing up her hands. “I would love to hear one.”
“You are no doubt aware of our fight against the sentinel battle station. The Singaporeans fought us at first, too. Then, when faced by Apex, they threw in their lot with Albion.”
“The Singaporeans were a civilized people on the verge of extermination. The Scandians are raiders, slavers. Nearly as brutal as Apex when you get right down to it, and the cause of their own civilizational collapse.”
“Admiral Drake and General Mose Dryz were once bitter enemies,” Nyb Pim said. “Now they are allies. The general is putting every sloop of war he can find into the war, even though it leaves the Hroom Empire unguarded.”
“The general and the admiral are two reasonable people fighting an existential threat,” Catarina said. “And Albion isn’t invading Hroom territory anymore. That’s got to ease tensions. We are, however, invading Scandian systems.”
“Aye, and with good reason, Captain,” Barker said. “We got to get our bases out here, and these Vikings aren’t cooperative. If they would only settle down, we wouldn’t need to fight them.”
“Sounds reasonable to us. Not to the enemy.”
“We could give ’em a choice,” Capp said. “Take our help or stand on their own.”
Catarina gave Capp a skeptical look. “Really, Lieutenant? Of course they’ll take our help. Then, when the battle is over, they’ll turn on us. You know they will. They weren’t trying to drive us out of the Great Bear, they were trying to seize our ships and throw us in chains. These two brothers were the ones behind it. You want to cut a deal, try Ragnar Forkbeard.”
“Forkbeard’s a monster,” Smythe said. “You should read the reports.”
“I have,” Catarina said. “No, I wouldn’t trust him. But Olafsen and Longshanks are nearly as bad. Maybe not as brutal, but equally treacherous.”
“So we’ve got to let them fight it out,” Barker said. He folded his thick arms over his chest and let his lips shrink behind his walrus mustache. “Then, when it’s over, we drive off Apex if we can. If we can’t, if Apex is too strong, we make a run for it. Make our charge at Viborg.”
“The harvesters aren’t invincible,” Catarina said. “Drake knocked out several in the war.”
Smythe counted on his fingers. “One was destroyed by the sentinel battle station. Not much can match that firepower. Another nearly smashed Dreadnought up before the entire fleet defeated it. Another was destroyed by a star leviathan.”
Catarina shook her head. “And unfortunately, we don’t have a spare star leviathan to call on this time.”
“We ain’t found the lances and spears yet, neither,” Capp said. “Maybe it don’t have any.”
“It has them, Capp,” Smythe said. “Harvesters never fly into battle unescorted.”
“Then maybe we could drive off this harvester if the star wolves do it some damage first,” Capp pressed on. “Before it . . . you know . . .”
“Wipes them out?” Catarina said. “That’s what you’re all thinking? That Olafsen and Longshanks have no chance in this battle?”
“Not without us, Cap’n. No chance at all.”
Catarina glanced at the others. They looked away or down at their hands, except for Nyb Pim, who made a high, despairing whistle through his nose slits. She suppressed an oath.
Stupid, destructive Scandians.
Surely they hadn’t always been so greedy, violent, and irrational. Did the plague burning through their civilization turn them that way, or were those destructive tendencies always simmering below the surface?
Maybe it wasn’t one or the other. They were human, after all. For better or worse. Which meant that maybe, just maybe, those tendencies could be turned around.
Barker seemed to pick up on the turn of her mind before the others. The gunnery chief studied her with a frown. “Captain? You got something you want to say?”
“I’m asking myself a question. Why doesn’t Olafsen make a run for it?”
“Huh?”
“You heard me,” she said. “Why doesn’t he run? The Scandians have some tricks. Maybe they could throw the birds off their tail and jump out of the system. If Olafsen is nothing but a Viking bent on plunder and slaves, why stay and fight?”
“He took the Scandian armory,” Smythe said. “He wants to hold it. And he thinks its guns will give him an edge.”
“Olafsen is brave, but he’s not stupid.” Catarina shook her head. “That’s not why he’s sticking around. He’s trying to protect the planet. He’s trying to save lives. So help me, he’s going to take four star wolves and try to fight them off long enough for his brother to arrive.”
She looked around the table. People on both sides of the argument now looked thoughtful. It made you rethink things, didn’t it? If Olafsen would throw away his life on the slim chance of protecting Odense from slaughter, maybe he was something more than what he seemed.
“McGowan is going to scream,” she said at last. “So help me, if he knew what I was thinking, he would lose his mind. But I live to disappoint him.” Catarina took a deep breath. “Lieutenant Capp, pass word to the fleet. We’re throwing our forces into the fight on the side of the blasted Scandians.”
 
 



Chapter Eleven
Olafsen was back on the bridge by the time Bloodaxe lifted from the surface of Armory Two. He stripped out of his mech suit and left it next to his captain’s chair, even as he looked up at the viewscreen. Bones and skulls and other body parts pinged like rain against the hull as his ship ascended.
The orbital platform sat still and gray below, with eighty of his raiders remaining on the surface to augment the small number of Lord Dahlstrom’s survivors. Olafsen recalled the rest to their ships, determined to fight any alien boarding attempt inch by bloody inch.
The ship broke through the debris surrounding the platform, and the planet soon consumed the viewscreen. Neither it nor the platform looked the same now that the marauder captain’s perspective had changed. Armory Two now looked like a graveyard of steel and tyrillium, and Odense a cattle pen before the animals were herded into the slaughterhouse.
How many Scandians lived on the surface? Eighty million? Maybe a hundred. Even after plague and collapse, there were thousands of small villages and freeholds scattered on its islands and continents. The buzzards could slaughter and feast and slaughter some more, until the humans were reduced to isolated pockets, cringing while they waited for battle striders to bathe them with a green, paralyzing ray. And, finally, to destroy them.
“Dahlstrom sent an update,” Björnman said. “One battery. He can’t man any more.”
“I left him eighty raiders!”
“And he says they’re too stupid to train in time. One battery, that’s all we’ve got.”
Olafsen’s stomach fell. “One stupid missile battery.”
Under normal circumstances, Armory Two had eleven missile batteries, thirteen shorter-range pummel guns, and an array of energy cannon that could send out barrages of highly concentrated fire in five-second bursts to a range of half a million miles. The missiles and energy cannon could be directed outward or toward the planet, and over the years had been used to suppress enemies on the surface as often as against hostile star wolves.
But the platform’s gunnery crew had been gutted. Armory Two was a target, and little more. Olafsen should have pulled in all his raiders and given it up for dead.
No, it’s the main prize. You have to win this battle and hold it.
Sven was only six hours out with his seven star wolves. Unfortunately, the Apex harvester ship would arrive in four. It brought with it two hunter-killer packs, each containing a spear and four lances.
Sizing up his enemy, Olafsen figured that each hunter-killer pack was a match for his four wolves. Two packs together would wipe him out. And that was without counting the harvester. The main enemy warship was nearly twice the size of Catarina Vargus’s battle cruiser. He thought he could take it . . . if he had his four wolves and Sven’s seven and there were no hunter-killer packs.
Olafsen pulled the four wolves into formation a hundred thousand miles out from the orbital platform. He kept his posture confident and aggressive as he waited for the enemy ships to arrive.
“I found the goods,” Jarn announced a couple of hours later. “Too many fissionables to hide—they give off a signature. The enemy stashed them in orbit around Merkur.”
Merkur was the innermost planet of the system, a hot little rock that hurtled around the sun every ninety-one days. Olafsen didn’t see why Apex would have stored the goods there if they meant to haul them away. There were no jump points in Odense anywhere near Merkur. The only conclusion was that Apex intended to stick around in the system.
“One hour,” Björnman announced. His tone was grim. “The harvester is decelerating. Coming right at us.”
“Olafsen?” Jarn asked. “Don’t tell me we’re going to sit here and face them?”
“Here is the plan,” Olafsen said. “Such as it is. We’re falling back toward Armory Two as soon as the enemy engages us in battle. Dahlstrom warms his weapon systems, makes it look like he’s going to unleash hell.”
“He can only fire one battery!” Jarn said.
“And he’ll fire that battery when the time comes.”
“What’s that get us? Björnman, tell him,” Jarn insisted. “It gets us nothing.”
“It will make the enemy pause,” Olafsen said, growing annoyed with the young man’s high, excitable tone. “The buzzards will go after the armory again. We slip away and hide behind the back side of the planet. See if we can keep them chasing around while they waste time fighting our raiders on the surface.
“Slaughtering them, you mean,” Jarn said. “They killed thousands already. We’re not going to stop them with a few dozen more, we can’t. And what’s to keep the green ray from knocking us down as we try to run? Oh, gods help me. And I’ll tell you another thing—”
Olafsen finally lost his patience. “Enough! I’m going to drop you into a pummel gun and shoot your cowardly hide at the enemy ship if you don’t shut your hole. We have no choice. We have to stay alive for two hours. That’s all. After that, Longshanks arrives and we can make a fight of it.”
Grim odds, even then, and they all knew it.
“Thirty minutes,” Björnman announced a little while later. “We’re in range of their missiles. Why aren’t they shooting already? We can’t match them at distance—surely they know it by now.”
“Because they’re trying to capture us.” Olafsen pulled nervously at his chin. “I guess now we know how those poor bastards on the Albion destroyer felt, don’t we? Waiting for a boarding party, knowing death or slavery is the result—it’s a grim feeling.”
They all stared at the screen in silence. The harvester ship was an ugly monstrosity, with its grappling claws and the eye. Better stay clear of that. Dahlstrom’s report said if it swept over you at close range the paralyzing beam could penetrate all the way to the bridge. At a distance, the strength attenuated, but it could still make your legs buckle and your hands fumble on the console.
The hunter-killer packs lingered on either side. They had some sort of short-range jump capability, didn’t they? How would that play out? Or maybe that was just a rumor, and the technology didn’t exist.
“All right,” he told Björnman. “Missiles first. Let’s give them what we can and see how they respond.”
Before the chief mate could act, Jarn let out a surprised yelp. “We’ve lost a wolf!”
Olafsen glanced at the side screen with a curse. One of his star wolves had slipped its leash. At first he thought it was going to be a repeat of the failed attack on the Albion cruiser at Moloch several months ago. There, one of his ships—Icefall—had jumped into the attack too soon and spoiled the ambush. But Icefall was in place; its marauder captain had been well-behaved since that earlier disaster.
This was Son of Odin. What the devil were they thinking? The ship was slipping away from the other three, and as Olafsen watched, still shouting his anger at the viewscreen, it soon became clear that Son of Odin wasn’t jumping eagerly into the attack. It was running for its life.
The escaping wolf hooked back behind the other three ships, and before Olafsen had time to turn his guns to punish it for its treachery, it shielded itself with the orbital platform and accelerated for deep space.
“You cowards,” Björnman said. “I hope you burn in hell.”
Even as the chief mate finished speaking, one of the hunter-killer packs broke from the Apex fleet. It was only a few tens of thousands of miles from Olafsen’s remaining trio of wolves, and Olafsen shouted the order to fire missiles, an attack already delayed by the cowardly flight of Son of Odin.
Three missiles launched from each of his remaining ships. He targeted the largest of the five incoming ships, the spear. Knock that out, and he’d have a chance of surviving the first wave of the attack. The missiles were closing in when the hunter-killer pack vanished.
Olafsen stared at the screen. The gods take him, it was real. The enemy had short-range jump capability after all. The enemy formation reappeared, not in the midst of his ships, but in front of the fleeing Son of Odin. The star wolf barely had time to maneuver before five Apex ships fell on it from every side. They stabbed it with short, sharp energy pulses, and hurled explosive shot against its hull.
But Son of Odin was no thin-shelled Albion torpedo boat. It had stout armor and plenty of firepower. Within seconds, it was returning a devastating counterattack from its pummel guns. The lances flinched out of the way, as if not expecting such a vigorous response. But they only retreated far enough to regroup, and quickly resumed the chase. One of the lances fell behind, its engine sputtering from Son of Odin’s attack.
Olafsen glanced back at the main screen. The remaining hunter-killer pack and the harvester ship hung back from pressing the attack. Clearly, they wanted to finish off Son of Odin first, then recall the second pack for the main fight. That left a tempting opportunity. Should he take advantage of the distraction to charge the harvester ship?
No, he was still massively overpowered. His only hope was to use the armory to protect his escape so he could play cat and mouse until Sven arrived with his seven wolves. Delay the fight as long as possible. Find a way to survive against all odds.
Son of Odin got off one more good volley with its pummel guns. They struck the heavier spear with a barrage that cracked along its upper decks. For a moment it looked like the enemy ship would be forced to retreat. Then lances swooped in from above and below. They thrashed the wolf again and again until, at last, its armor gave way.
Jets of gas and exploding debris erupted fore and aft. The engine bled out its plasma. Son of Odin gave out panicky pleas for the other three wolves to come to its aid, but the signal abruptly ceased. The dead star wolf continued on its trajectory, gutted and silent.
“No life readings,” Jarn said.
Nobody else spoke for a long moment.
The hunter-killer pack had taken little damage. It turned about and accelerated—including the lance driven off in the initial attack—and at that same moment the remaining pack and the harvester ship resumed flight toward the three remaining Scandian ships: Bloodaxe, Talon, and Snakebite.
The delay had allowed the wolves to reload their missile bays, and Olafsen ordered another volley. The first hadn’t done much good, and of the nine missiles racing out in the second barrage, only one reached the harvester. It exploded like a small firecracker against the massive hull of the enemy flagship.
“Pummel guns at the ready,” Björnman said. “Raiders standing by to repel boarders. Give the command, Marauder Captain.”
Olafsen studied the screen. “Here we go. By the gods, we will sell our lives dearly and die as men. Fire!”
A stream of fire burst from the front-facing guns. The harvester was in the lead, and the clawed appendages opened. The eye-like aperture glowed.
“They’re going to try to take us alive. Pull us wide—get those other guns into play.”
Olafsen glanced at his mech suit, which was still sitting next to his chair, where he’d stripped it off. He needed a minute to get it on, but he couldn’t move too quickly. Had to hold his nerve until the last moment.
The combined fire of three star wolves struck the harvester ship. For a moment the explosive shot from the pummel guns lit up its bow, but the shooting diminished as the wolves swung wide, more concerned with bringing more guns into the fight than about narrowing their profile. As the fire died down against the hull of the enemy ship, he was dismayed to see no visible damage. What kind of armor did that monster have?
The hunter-killer packs—one still coming in from destroying Son of Odin, and the other flying alongside the harvester—vanished. Where would they reappear?
“More ships,” Jarn said. “By the gods, look!”
The signalman took over half the viewscreen, and Olafsen caught his breath in fear. Several more ships were dropping their cloaks and coming in from behind the orbital platform. It was over. There would be no surviving this fight.
It was only when the others began to shout that he realized what he was looking at. Not Apex, not these ones.
Albion warships.
 
 



Chapter Twelve
“Fire all missile batteries,” Catarina ordered.
More than forty missiles burst from her fleet and arced high over and under the battlefield to bypass the three star wolves. A second wave closely followed the first. Her missile frigate, Catapult, was the biggest contributor to the fight, but everything from Void Queen to the destroyers contributed.
One wolf had already been lost when it made an ill-advised run for safety. Capp and Smythe had shouted at the stupid thing to turn back and stay with the others, and moments later, the reason became obvious as one of the hunter-killer packs jumped in next to the would-be escapee and savaged it until it floated, gutted and lifeless.
The speed of the Apex attack left Catarina stunned. No human or Hroom ship could make short-range jumps like that, and it was startling to see it play out on her viewscreen.
Bloodaxe and the other two remaining star wolves were hammering at the looming harvester ship with their pummel guns. Those weapons had proven devastating against Catarina’s forces in her battles against the Scandians in the Great Bear System, but had little apparent effect against the massive harvester. Its bulkhead-tearing claws opened, ready to seize Bloodaxe.
The great eye flared green, and a beam of light emerged and swept toward the Scandian ship. The hunter-killer packs reappeared to the rear of the star wolves. But they spotted Catarina’s fleet and abandoned their charge at the Scandians, instead falling upon her rear elements. Two destroyers and her corvette were soon fighting a desperate struggle to keep them off the frigate.
Catarina’s missiles reached the enemy. They exploded against the harvester ship in a rippling string of fire that ran down its length. Little apparent damage resulted.
“Lieutenant, ready the striker wing,” Catarina said. “I want those falcons in the air the instant we’re past the Scandians.”
Capp got on the com. “You ready to launch down there?” Her voice sounded nervous to Catarina’s ears. She tapped at her console. “Aye, luv. I’m giving Jane the countdown.”
Void Queen raced toward the battle, with the star wolves on her starboard. One of them shifted toward her.
“Bloodaxe is tracking us,” Smythe said.
This made Catarina angry. “That idiot fires, you give him torpedoes.”
It didn’t, and moments later, couldn’t. The green light was bathing Bloodaxe with a paralyzing beam, and its guns fell silent. It drifted out of position. The harvester loomed above it.
Catarina swung about, even as she ordered her torpedo boats to charge. The destroyers and corvette screened her from the two hunter-killer packs which had abandoned their attempts to destroy Catapult and now fought their way toward her. She’d been bringing the pirate frigates forward for extra firepower, but now sent them back to deal with the enemy ships breaking through her formation. Pussycat moved to absorb the brunt of the enemy fire, while Orient Tiger threw missiles and torpedoes into the fight.
The harvester turned from Bloodaxe as the battle cruiser appeared. The claw arms flexed, and it looked like something living, a predator of the deep, anxious to crack open Void Queen’s shell and feast on what it found inside. Bloodaxe’s engine flared up, and it began to move again. The pummel guns resumed their attack.
Catarina rose to pace the floor as she gave orders to her other ships, to the gunnery, to Smythe at the tech console, to Lomelí at the defense grid computer. Suddenly, her legs buckled, and she grabbed her console to keep from collapsing. Her arms felt like rubber. A tingling sensation raced along her skin.
“We’re getting hit by that beam,” Lomelí announced. “I’m trying to reflect the blasted thing, but some of it’s getting through.”
The striker wing had launched during the past few seconds—Catarina had missed the launch in the excitement—and now Carvalho gathered his falcons into formation and charged at the harvester. A pair of heavier torpedo boats followed.
“Take out the eye!” Capp shouted to him over the com.
The striker wing swept toward the enemy ship. The tight formation moved in concert, a far cry from the chaotic, sloppy maneuvers of several months ago. The larger torpedo boats started the run in the rear, but soon dropped below the falcons to get a clear shot. The pair let loose Mark-IVs and fell back, even as Carvalho kept his falcons moving forward.
Light flashed from the side of the harvester, and the torpedoes disintegrated, one after another. Not a single one got through. Catarina slapped her hand onto her console in frustration. A handful of missiles kept raining down on the harvester, but they didn’t pack enough punch to do visible damage. She had to get through with heavier ordnance, but that meant closing ranks.
Meanwhile, the flight of missiles was dying off as the hunter-killer packs savaged the rear of Catarina’s fleet and forced her ships to respond in full. Her captains had packed in to concentrate fire on a spear, which was taking heavy damage, but it jumped to safety before they could finish the job. At the same time, the other pack slashed at Repulse, and the cruiser lost the use of its main battery before it could fire back.
“Cap’n, they’re getting mauled back there,” Capp said.
“They’ll deal with it on their own,” Catarina said. “We don’t stop this harvester and nothing else matters.”
She was in her seat now, but found herself sliding to the floor as the beam swept over the ship again. Her hands were trembling so badly that she barely managed to strap herself in with the jump harness so she wouldn’t fall.
“Lomelí, the beam . . .”
“I can’t stop it,” Lomelí said through clenched teeth. “We’ve got to pull out of range.”
“No. Get us closer. Carvalho will bring it down.”
The torpedoes hadn’t broken through, but they’d forced the harvester to shift its targeting away from Void Queen, which left the battle cruiser barely scratched as she approached her much larger enemy. In addition, Olafsen had cleverly slid his three star wolves above the harvester, rolled them onto their backs, and begun to strike with his pummel guns. That forced the enemy to direct some of its missiles to drive them off.
And left the path open for Carvalho. His striker wing was untouched as it raced in. The falcons fanned out on their approach and directed pulse weapons at the eye. The eye rolled toward them. Two falcons fell into the green beam and spun out of control. One careened off at an angle. The other continued on a straight-line trajectory. It slammed into the harvester just aft of the eye and exploded.
Capp’s eyes widened in panic. “Carvalho!”
“Keep your nerve, Lieutenant,” Catarina said. She spared a glance down at her console. “It wasn’t him.”
Capp gasped in relief.
Catarina had regained control of her limbs and recovered her strength. With the surviving falcons peeling away, the green beam of light flashed back at Void Queen, but it looked weak, attenuated. It hit the ship, but she felt nothing.
“You got it, luv,” Capp said over the com. She sounded steadier now. “Pull back and ready for another run.”
Catarina called down to Barker. “We’re coming about. Ready a full broadside.”
The harvester turned all guns and missiles on Void Queen as she maneuvered into position. Jane warned of damage to the number three and four shields, but they were holding up for now.
Behind Void Queen, the rest of the Albion fleet was giving a good accounting of itself. Not without cost, though. One of the destroyers had lost all ability to fight, and the corvette was leaking plasma, but the hunter-killer packs were trying to retreat so they could make another disruptive jump into her formation, or perhaps join the battle heating up between the two flagships. Repulse snapped off two final torpedoes before the enemy could escape.
The first torpedo obliterated a nearby lance. The second struck a glancing blow to a second lance that destroyed its engines, but left it otherwise intact. A quick move by a destroyer and the corvette hemmed it in, and Pussycat and Orient Tiger joined forces in pounding it.
Catarina’s war junks came sneaking in from below and directed a sustained energy pulse at a weak spot in the hull. With other fire raining down from above, the enemy ship couldn’t evade. It exploded a few seconds later.
Meanwhile, Catarina was finally in position. “Fire main guns!”
Void Queen seemed to draw its breath, then shuddered as tons of kinetic and explosive shot spewed from her twenty-two cannon. The harvester was looming, its surface lit up with outgoing energy pulses, kinetic shot, and missiles racing out to attack the human ship.
Void Queen’s shot arrived, and the harvester rocked under the blow. Catarina leaped to her feet, shouting for torpedoes and missiles. Her fleet, having finally driven off the hunter-killer packs, began to lob missiles at the harvester, and Repulse and Orient Tiger threw torpedoes into the mix to join the Mark-IVs rumbling out of the battle cruiser’s tubes. Carvalho began his second run, followed by the pair of torpedo boats. This time, they charged in unobstructed. All this time, Olafsen’s star wolves kept hammering away with their pummel guns.
“Warning,” Jane said in her cool computer voice. “Class-two detonation expected. Class-three detonation expected.” A brief pause. “Three class-three detonations detected.”
The harvester had fired something heavier into the mix, and a series of ferocious blows landed against Void Queen’s hull one after another. More warnings, with damage reports flooding in from across the ship. Barker called, shouting he’d lost the main battery, as the heaviest blow had smashed through the bombproof and knocked guns off their carriages.
Catarina stared at the screen in dismay. The harvester seemed barely injured. But its claws were closing, its engines reversing thrust. The remaining lances and spears fell in on either side of it. The enemy was trying to withdraw from the battlefield.
She ached to pursue. But both Void Queen and Repulse had lost their main batteries, the corvette and a destroyer had suffered significant damage, and shields were shredded across the fleet. Catarina had no choice.
“Hold the fleet,” Catarina said. “Drive them off, but don’t pursue.”
A spear and a lance fell behind as the enemy retreated under heavy fire. Olafsen swiftly moved to cut them off from the enemy fleet, and Void Queen came up behind. The pair of enemy ships lit up the battle cruiser’s hull with energy weapons, but Catarina fired torpedoes, and her striker wing gave quick pursuit. Missiles rained down from her fleet, and the joint human force soon obliterated the two enemy warships.
During the battle, seven more star wolves—these ones under the command of Sven Longshanks aboard Thor’s Hammer—had been sweeping in to join the fight. Longshanks finally arrived, and came head-to-head with the retreating enemy force. There was a short, sharp exchange of fire between these two forces, before Longshanks wisely withdrew and allowed the enemy to retreat.
Catarina settled into her chair, exhausted and wrung out from three full hours of combat. A ragged cheer went up across the bridge. It hadn’t been a decisive battle, but they’d destroyed three lances and a spear and driven off the enemy. In their own forces, she was down a single falcon, plus extensive, but reparable damage across the fleet. Olafsen had lost a ship in the initial engagement, but the remaining three were only lightly damaged.
The two Scandian forces joined into a single, large fleet of ten star wolves and made a quick move toward the orbital platform. They seemed to be keeping a wary eye on the Albion fleet, but had not yet made any hostile moves.
“Pull us back,” she said as the last of her falcons returned to the loading bay, and the bombproofs closed behind. “Get us away from the armory and those star wolves.”
“We leaving?” Capp asked.
“With an Apex fleet in the system and ten star wolves to deal with? Not likely, Lieutenant.”
#
Catarina was deep asleep in her quarters when someone called from the bridge. It was the wrong part of her sleep cycle to wake up in, and she came to with her heart pounding, sure in her groggy condition that the Scandians were charging out from Odense to the moon where she’d set up for emergency repairs.
But the call came from one of the junior tech officers, who only wanted to tell her that they’d received a subspace message marked as private.
Catarina glanced at the clock and groaned. “I’m working on three hours of sleep here. You don’t think it could have waited?”
“Sorry, sir,” the young man said. “Sorry.”
“Never mind. I’ll deal with it.”
Catarina cut the com link and slid out of bed. The floor was cold, and she winced. The air was even chillier. They’d suffered noncritical damage to life support, and the ship had gradually grown colder and colder in the six hours since the end of the battle as engineering worked to repair it.
She wrapped a blanket around her shoulders as she settled into her quarters’ small workstation and dilated the viewport. They’d settled into orbit around the moon, but it wasn’t visible from this angle. Instead, the cool white-and-green sphere of Odense hung at eight o’clock in the sky, with a white smear of stars behind it.
She opened the message.
 
I am aware of the Apex force. If you survive the battle, speak with the Scandians about joint action on Viborg. The brothers are open to negotiation.
EM
 
Catarina stared. Her first impression was disbelief. How had he known about the battle with Apex? She hadn’t told him, that was for sure.
Anger followed. If McGowan knew Apex was in the Odense System, then he’d know that the birds could easily intercept his subspace. As short as the message was, it contained useful information for the enemy.
And then fresh suspicion blossomed. McGowan had known ahead of time. He’d not only known about Apex, but he’d known about the Scandians, and he’d known that he’d find her here.
“McGowan, you bastard.”
This was her answer. He’d sent the two earlier subspaces.
He was in contact with Olafsen, and had been all along. He’d sent a subspace to warn the man and let him slip away from her trap in Jutland. Sent that message right under her nose. She didn’t know what the second subspace contained, but it had presumably instructed the Scandians to lure her to Odense.
What about that conversation with Captain Broderick? She’d voiced suspicions about McGowan, but Broderick had insisted on McGowan’s loyalty. He’d been so sure that he’d managed to convince Catarina against her doubts.
She turned off her console. “Looks like you were wrong, Broderick. That piss nozzle did take the side of the space Vikings.”
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
Twelve hours after the battle, Olafsen joined his brother and Lord Dahlstrom on the surface of Armory Two. All three men were in mech suits, watching other men working to clean and repair the orbital station.
Dahlstrom had already dropped a shuttle to the planet to recruit workers. Odense’s economy was in shambles, and it was easy to find volunteers, but finding skilled workers was another matter. Meanwhile, each of the ten wolves contributed twenty or thirty raiders as workers while they awaited reinforcements.
Dahlstrom claimed he could get four missile batteries up within a day, a pummel gun online shortly after that, and the rest of the base armaments online within two weeks, depending on how many workers they could recruit planetside.
Olafsen used his helmet’s zoom capabilities to focus on two men hauling debris away from a blocked airlock. Another man dragged out two dead Apex drones, one by the wing, and the other by a leg, and heaved them onto a pile of human and alien dead.
“We don’t have two weeks,” Olafsen said. “Every time the Albion fleet pulls around the moon, their repairs are farther along. Give it two days and they’ll be ready to fight.”
“It’s the buzzards that scare me,” Dahlstrom said. “I’m not taking my eyes off them until they’re out of the system.”
Olafsen grunted. “That’s my point. The birds think we’ve joined up with these idiots. Both us and the Albionish are happy to let them think it. But as soon as Apex leaves the system, Void Queen will be on top of us, you can count on it. If we had Forkbeard here with us, I’d welcome the fight.”
Sven chuckled. “If Forkbeard were here, he’d see your head on a pike, Brother.”
Olafsen didn’t let his brother goad him. That was true enough, anyway. Forkbeard had already learned of his move against Odense somehow, and had sent several threatening subspaces from the Viborg System, demanding that the brothers return at once.
“Without Forkbeard, we’re ten wolves and an unarmed platform,” Olafsen said. “You saw the fight—Void Queen stood up to that monster and forced it to withdraw. Vargus is the one who won the battle, not me.”
“I wouldn’t call it a win,” Sven said. “More like a stalemate.”
“More than I could have managed, believe me.”
Sven tapped an armored finger on Olafsen’s helmet. “Hey, who’s in there? Who stole my brother’s mech suit?” He laughed. “Don’t be such a little girl.”
Olafsen brushed Sven away with a growl. “Do that again and I’ll snap off your hand.”
“You’re saying this lady is better than you are? That a woman got the better of you?”
Olafsen didn’t answer this, but crossed his arms and stared across the platform at the workers.
The truth was, he felt humbled, and was happy to downplay his own role in the battle if it meant he could avoid a fight with Catarina Vargus. Let her go, let her fight Forkbeard. He’d stay here and keep hold of Armory Two.
And though he hadn’t mentioned it to either Sven or Dahlstrom, he was thinking about the raw materials Apex had stashed in orbit around Merkur. As soon as he got rid of the Apex and Albion fleets, he could figure out how to get them back here.
“Someone has been passing me information,” Olafsen said at last. “An Albion commander.”
He turned around, expecting the other two men to say something, but neither responded. Their faces couldn’t be seen behind their helmets—Lord Dahlstrom’s was a shiny gold, and Sven’s black with a single glowing sensor in the middle of the forehead—but he studied their posture.
“Is that right?” Dahlstrom said at last. There was something odd in his tone.
“I was chasing after the damaged Albion destroyer when I got the first message. It warned me I was about to stumble into Vargus’s fleet.
“The second subspace told me that Armory Two was practically unguarded,” he continued. “Didn’t warn me that it was because an Apex fleet had gutted it, or that it remained in the system.”
“It’s almost like someone wanted to lure you here,” Sven said. His tone was also strange.
“Wait a minute,” Olafsen said, his suspicions blooming, “did you know this already?”
“Aye, Brother. I knew, and I shared it with Dahlstrom.”
Olafsen looked between the two men, as if he could possibly sense something beneath the mech suits. “What are you talking about?”
“I have a contact in the Royal Navy,” Sven said.
Olafsen stiffened. “A contact? What the devil does that mean?”
“Just what it sounds like. I’ve been speaking to the enemy. And now Lord Dahlstrom, too. We agreed to make it happen. I know what you’re thinking. That I’m too dumb, that I don’t even speak Albionish, so how could I have managed? Well, I did.”
That wasn’t what he’d been thinking at all. He took a step toward his brother.
“You’re a traitor? Is that what you’re saying?” He wheeled on Dahlstrom. “And you, you treacherous . . . you surrendered! You swore an oath. I’m going to—”
Dahlstrom lifted his arms, which had a pair of clamps for hands. “Keep coming, Olafsen. By the gods, I’ll tear your arms from their sockets.”
Sven moved to block Olafsen. “Listen to me, you fool. We didn’t start it, it was the Albion fellow. He’s the one who warned you about Vargus so you wouldn’t be ambushed. He’s the one who told you that you could conquer Armory Two. He’s the one sharing information, not us.”
Olafsen stopped. “But you shared information back, didn’t you? There’s no other way he’d know the armory was only guarded by thirty-two men if Dahlstrom hadn’t told you, and you hadn’t passed it on.” He nodded at Dahlstrom again. “We killed some of your men, what about that? You threw their lives away.”
“I had to put up a token resistance, or you’d never buy it,” Dahlstrom said. “You had to take control of my armory—or think you’d taken control—or you’d have never defended it when Apex came back.”
“Listen to me, Brother,” Sven said. “You saw what the buzzards are capable of. You passed through a blasted ring of dead body parts. The birds wanted a full slaughter. They hauled off our goods, but once they saw how weak we were, they were on their way back to harvest the whole blasted planet. Would you let Odense die rather than fight alongside Albion?”
“Does Forkbeard know?” Olafsen asked.
“Hell, no,” Sven said. “He’d see Odense burn first. That’s why we’re in this situation, isn’t it? Because we Scandians will kill each other as fast as we’ll kill the enemy. Faster. Most raids are against Scandian settlements.
“I needed to bring you back here,” Sven continued, “and I thought I’d use your greed so you could see what we’re facing with your own eyes. So you’d see why we need to join up with Albion to knock Apex out of the system.”
“So the Albion fleet wasn’t following me?” Olafsen asked. “Vargus came out to fight Apex?”
“I don’t know what she does or doesn’t know,” Sven said. “She’s not our contact.”
Olafsen gave it some more thought. “I was warned. That’s what that first subspace was about. Vargus was really trying to smash me. Who is your contact?”
“An Albion captain. Not Vargus.”
“And what does he get out of it?” Olafsen asked. “Why would Albion help us? It’s not out of the goodness of their . . . oh, no. Viborg? You’re going to give them the planet?”
“Don’t be an idiot. Of course not.” Sven hesitated. “We don’t know what we’ll have to give up, that’s the truth.”
“We don’t know anything,” Dahlstrom put in. “We need to sit down with Vargus and cut a deal.”
“What we do know,” Sven continued, “is that Apex has rebuilt enough strength that they’re not scared of us anymore. One of their flocks came here hoping to get enough goods to build another fleet, and do enough slaughter to hatch their queens, or whatever it is they do when they massacre a planet.”
Olafsen glanced up at the moon, which hung to his right in the sky, with the much larger Odense dominating his left. He couldn’t see the Albion fleet from this distance, of course, but he sensed it lurking, powerful and dangerous. They weren’t here on any sort of humanitarian mission. Not here to share trade and rebuild Scandian civilization.
No, Albion was here to dominate.
But he also remembered the chilling vision of skulls and severed limbs bouncing off his mech suit as he descended to the orbital platform. The Albionish were villains, the lot of them. But they weren’t any less trustworthy than a typical marauder captain. And they weren’t an alien race bent on extermination.
“You’re in charge,” Sven said. “You own Armory Two by right of conquest, and you speak English. Neither of us do. You’ll have to negotiate for all of us.”
“In charge? All that means is that I’ll be the first to suffer the blood eagle when Forkbeard gets his hands on us. But don’t worry, he’ll tear out your lungs next.” Olafsen hesitated. “All right, let’s call Vargus and arrange a meeting.”
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
Capp whispered in Catarina’s ear as the four Scandians stepped out of their away pod and into the battle cruiser’s loading bay. “King’s balls, they’re an ugly lot, ain’t they, Cap’n?”
Catarina didn’t answer, but studied the newcomers.
The most disturbing in appearance had no lips, which gave him a skull-like grin. A tuft of gray hair sprouted from his chin. He wore a fur cape held in place with a gold brooch in the shape of a snake biting its tail.
Standing next to him was a tall man in a leather jerkin with bare, muscular arms. He wore a patch over his left eye. His good eye took in his surroundings with a sharp, greedy expression. Sven Longshanks—Catarina had seen him before. Back before the battle for Fort Alliance, Longshanks had called and demanded her surrender in broken English.
Longshanks was a big man, but not nearly so large as the man standing at his other shoulder. This one was the youngest of the four, almost as tall as a Hroom, but massively built, with a square head and deep set eyes under a heavy brow. His beard grew from just below his eye sockets to the bottom of his neck.
The final man had a white scar that curved from his forehead to his upper cheek, sparing the eye. He stood slightly in front of the others, and there was a commanding expression on his face as he glanced first at Capp, then fixed Catarina with a hard stare.
Lars Olafsen. She burned with anger looking at him. Put the man back on Bloodaxe and Catarina on the bridge of Void Queen. His pummel guns against her heavy cannon. She’d wipe the arrogance from his face.
Smythe remained on the bridge, watching through a camera, and fed her information over the com: “The one with the scar is Olafsen. The one with the missing eye is his brother, Sven Longshanks.”
She knew that already. It was the identity of the other two that she was curious about.
“The one without lips is Lord Dahlstrom,” Smythe continued. “Commander of the orbital platform. Don’t know who the big ugly one is. Another starship captain, maybe, or Olafsen’s chief mate.”
The Scandians approached. They didn’t offer to shake hands, but stopped and took wide, aggressive stances, arms crossed or fists on their hips. They carried a smell with them: meat and onions and body odor. Beer and stale cigars.
A look of distaste crossed Longshanks’s face, as if he couldn’t believe he’d lowered himself to this position. Was it because the two naval officers facing him represented his enemy, the Royal Navy of Albion, or because they were women?
Catarina resisted the urge to glance at the small group of armed marines standing about fifteen feet away on both her left and her right. If the Scandians drew weapons, she counted on her marines to put them in their place.
Longshanks said something in Scandian, his voice deep and guttural. Lord Dahlstrom answered, and the two men chuckled.
Catarina fought down her anger. “Presumably, one of you speaks English.” She pointed at Longshanks. “And I don’t mean his ‘who you be?’ level of idiocy.”
“I am in charge here, Vargus,” Olafsen said. “As you can plainly see. And my English is more than good enough.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Where did you learn English?”
“Probably the same place you did. Albion.”
What had a Scandian been doing on Albion? What had the daughter of a pirate been doing there, for that matter? Did this man make her bristle because she’d fought him in battle without winning a final result or because she worried she wasn’t so different from him deep down where it mattered?
“You have a nice ship,” Olafsen said. A smile played over his face. “It will make a nice star wolf someday.”
Longshanks knew enough English to grin at this, and he explained in Scandian to the other two men, who threw back their heads and laughed, while Olafsen held Catarina’s gaze with a smug expression.
“You can try, mate,” Capp said. “But we’ve already killed a bunch of your lot, haven’t we?”
Olafsen glared at her. “Who is this woman?”
“Her name Lieutenant Capp. You are Olafsen. This one is Longshanks.” Catarina pointed at the base commander. “And the so-called Lord Dahlstrom. What about the tall ugly one?”
The tall one tapped his chest, glowering. “Björnman.”
“You don’t want to offend him,” Olafsen said. “He’s killed more men than there are crew on this ship.”
“I’ll bet he has,” Catarina said. “That bad breath alone would knock down a regiment of marines. It’s almost as bad as yours.”
Olafsen reached for his jacket. “Wait until you smell my gunpowder, woman.”
Catarina didn’t flinch. “Draw that and my men will gun you down.”
The two sides were suddenly bristling at each other, Capp cursing the Scandians, who stepped forward menacingly. The marines drew weapons and shouted for the Scandians to stand down.
Anger and frustration mixed in Catarina’s gut. She silently berated herself for letting it get this far. She was no kind of diplomat—she could barely keep from going after a fellow officer like McGowan. But surely she could do better than this.
“Enough of this.” She waved back the marines. “We have something to discuss.”
Olafsen retreated a step and pulled his companions back, one after the other. “Where? Here?”
“My war room.”
She grabbed Capp and spun her around before the first mate could do something stupid. Capp was tense, practically vibrating. The two women walked toward the lift. The Scandians clumped after them, and Catarina forced herself to take a deep breath.
#
The other officers rose as the captain and first mate led the visitors onto the bridge. The two sides stared at each other, before Olafsen and his companions spotted Nyb Pim. The Hroom pilot had unfolded his long limbs to stand, and now towered over everyone else, Björnman included. The Scandians gaped.
The viewscreen showed the standoff between the sides. To compensate the Scandians for accepting the personal risk of coming to her ship instead of vice versa, Catarina had pulled Void Queen away from the fleet, which remained in orbit around the moon. Ten star wolves curved in a semicircle around her port flank, ready to batter her with their guns should she try anything underhanded.
She had no intention of doing so, but swore that if things went wrong, she would unload on the enemy with everything she had and take several of them down with her. Led by HMS Repulse, the remainder of her fleet would charge in and make the Scandians regret their treachery.
Olafsen said something to the other three men, who had turned from Nyb Pim to glower and brood. They correctly identified the door to the war room and trudged toward it.
Catarina wanted two more crew so she’d match these others in numbers. The obvious thing would be to grab Smythe and call Barker up from the gunnery. But she had another idea.
“Pilot,” she told Nyb Pim. “Join us in the war room. Lomelí, you too. Smythe, you have the helm. Call Wright and Paulson to the bridge.”
Once in the war room, Catarina gestured for the Scandians to take their seat at the far end of the table. Closest to the air filtration units, although she didn’t voice this part. That would keep her upwind of the guests. She directed her three companions to join her at the other end.
So far as she understood Scandian society, women were not allowed on starships except as thralls or concubines. Wives remained planetside, and women were never officers or common raiders, even though a mech suit was enough to make an equal of a diminutive woman like Beth Lomelí and a giant slab of a man like Björnman.
It couldn’t fail to reach the four Scandians that they were facing three women and a Hroom. Catarina was rubbing their faces in it, in fact. Whether that was wise or not, she’d soon find out.
“Who is the supreme leader of the Scandian forces?” she asked. “One of you? Or is it Ragnar Forkbeard?”
Olafsen looked surprised at the question. “We have no supreme leader.”
“How does one of you take command, then?”
“By force of will. By the sworn oaths of lesser men. It doesn’t always hold. You saw what Son of Odin did. Or tried to do. The enemy made them pay for their cowardice.”
“That happened at Moloch, too, didn’t it? One of your wolves broke ranks.” She leaned back in her chair. “Seems you lose a lot of battles that way.”
A shadow darkened Olafsen’s face. “What is it you’re trying to say, Vargus?”
“I need to know who I’m dealing with here. Forkbeard’s hunting dogs, or someone who can speak for the Scandians?”
“And do you speak for Albion? Any agreement we make today is for your admiral, for your king? That you can make binding promises? Is that your claim?”
“No,” she admitted. “I suppose not. But I could make a temporary alliance and force Captain McGowan to hold to it. He’s the one you fought at Moloch, the one who is holding the rest of my fleet outside Viborg. And the one who was sending you messages, wasn’t he? Your contact serves under me, not vice versa.”
This was bluster on her part. Drake had left her nominally in charge of the fleet, but McGowan clearly didn’t accept her command. He’d sabotaged her authority at every step and kept trying to order her about. But he’d sent her that last message about negotiating with the Scandians, so he must be in favor of such an alliance. In fact, she guessed that was his entire plan, to pit the less dangerous faction—represented by the brothers and the base commander—against Forkbeard.
Olafsen didn’t seem moved. “What are you asking?”
“I want your help securing a base on Viborg.”
He said something in Scandian, and the other three burst into angry shouts. Björnman slammed a fist on the table and sprang to his feet. Capp jumped up in turn. Catarina gestured for her to sit.
Olafsen tugged Björnman’s arm until he sat back down. The men quieted. Catarina watched the display carefully. There was something calculating in the way Dahlstrom and Longshanks protested, she thought. A bit of theater. Only Björnman’s outrage seemed genuine.
Olafsen waved one of his large, callused hands at the other three Scandians. “As you can see, there’s resistance to your suggestion. A base on Viborg? By the gods, that is an insulting request. You must have something impressive to offer in return to even make such a suggestion.”
“I’ve already given it to you. I drove off a harvester ship. I could have let it kill you and slaughter the population of Odense. Nothing would have stopped them.”
“That was entirely self-serving, Vargus. You couldn’t let Apex build a new fleet in Odense between your forces and those of your admiral.”
“And you could?”
“Which is why I temporarily joined you in driving them off. They’ve gone to look for easier prey, which leaves us enemies again.”
Catarina nodded. “They’re gone for now, at least.”
He talked over her. “So I have no reason to do anything but seize your ships and make them my own.”
“This bloke’s a fool,” Capp said. “Why are we wasting our time?”
“You think you can defeat my fleet in open battle?” Catarina said. “I suppose you could try.”
“Whether I try or not, you don’t have the strength to defeat me, either. And now that Apex is out of the way, I can fortify my positions and still send my fleet to help Forkbeard finish off your pointless invasion attempt. You’ll never get a toehold on Viborg.”
“And that way Scandians will stand alone when Apex returns.” Catarina let sarcasm into her tone. “Yes, that makes perfect sense, Olafsen. Why don’t you go ahead and defeat Apex on your own? How hard could it be?”
Olafsen said something to his brother. Longshanks leaned in and replied in a low, irritated voice. Olafsen growled his response, and his brother replied, tone more soothing.
Catarina thought about that bit of theater she’d witnessed when Longshanks and Dahlstrom raged at her suggestion that they help her seize a base on Viborg. She’d misjudged, she thought. If McGowan had pushed her into this meeting, then maybe Olafsen’s brother had pushed him from the other direction. The captains of Void Queen and Bloodaxe were the two reluctant parties at this parley.
“If you will excuse me, Captain,” Nyb Pim said unexpectedly, “perhaps the time has come to be straightforward about your objectives.”
Her pilot was speaking out of line, no doubt because as a Hroom, he would struggle with understanding the deception necessary in discussions like this, the need to bluff with the cards one held. But he was right, in a way. Her posturing might match the Scandians’ bravado, but it wasn’t getting her anywhere.
“I don’t have any desire to hold Viborg,” Catarina said. “For that matter, I’m not interested in expanding the power of the Albion crown or in increasing the reach of the Royal Navy. I want to fight Apex, and then I want to leave the navy behind.”
“What about Singapore?”
She frowned. “Singapore? What does that have to do with anything? I’ve never been to the planet—I know nothing about it.”
“Nothing?” he scoffed. “How is it that I know the whole story from captured refugees and you know nothing?”
“All right, so I know a few things. Picked up from word of mouth, briefings. No more than you, I’m sure.” She shrugged. “Albion joined the Singaporean remnants in defeating the harvesters destroying their planet.”
“And what happened to the planet after?” Olafsen pressed.
“Singapore is rebuilding, adding its ships to the fight.”
“Your admiral installed an Albion governor and sent in Albion bureaucrats to administer the planet. Forced the entire economy to devote itself to your war. In short, Singapore is now a crown colony.”
“That’s not my intention. I told you—”
“I don’t care what you want, Vargus. What about your king? What about your admiral? They’ll get a toehold on Viborg and they’ll never let go, no matter what happens to Apex or the war. Then they’ll want Roskilde and Odense, too. By then, half the Scandians will be working for your side, and you will crush whoever resists.”
Capp was scowling, and looked like she wanted to say something, but couldn’t think of a good retort. Hard to argue with a pair of Albion lions patriotically tattooed on her forearm proclaiming where her loyalties lay. Catarina’s other two companions looked more circumspect. Lomelí was Ladino, and Nyb Pim was a Hroom—they knew all too well that Olafsen was correct in his assessment.
But nobody knew it as well as she did. Albion had already taken Segovia from her. She would never be sovereign of the planet she’d discovered, of the colonists she had recruited and outfitted. At best, she would be a duchess, and that was if Admiral Drake could be trusted. She thought he could, but there was no way to be sure, was there?
“You’re right,” she said at last. “Once we take a small piece of Viborg, Scandian concerns will be Albion concerns. The kingdom has been growing since the Great Migration, and until someone stronger comes along, that’s unlikely to change. Scandian worlds are going to fall under the crown’s influence sooner or later no matter what you do—the king can’t have chaos on the inner frontier.”
“May the gods send you a plague of your own before that happens,” Olafsen said.
“Are you so much better off on your own?” Catarina asked. “Forget Apex for a moment, pretend they’ve been defeated. What then? Your worlds have collapsed into warfare. Plague, famine, endless raiding. What do you think is best for the Scandian people?”
“Some of us have done well enough.”
“So well that you were one stray Albion fleet away from losing the entire population of Odense to a hostile alien race.”
Longshanks seemed to be following some of the exchange, and he asked Olafsen a question. The two men argued in low tones, and soon Dahlstrom entered the conversation, and then Björnman. The four Scandians grew more and more animated in their argument until they were pounding the table. Olafsen lunged at his brother, and had to be restrained by the other two.
Capp, Lomelí, and Nyb Pim kept looking at Catarina as if asking her to do something, but she shook her head at them and waited for the argument to burn out. Eventually, it did. The Scandians leaned back in their chairs, red faced and breathing heavily.
“Three conditions,” Olafsen said. “First, you’ll tow back the goods Apex stashed in orbit around Merkur and bring them here while we finish repairing and rearming Armory Two.”
She thought about it. Four days, maybe five in the round trip. She needed that long to complete her repairs, anyway.
“Agreed. What else?”
“Second, you’ll leave the beetle ships—”
“The beetle ships?”
“The Singaporean ships.”
“The war junks,” she said.
“Right, that. You’ll leave them here so we can detect if Apex returns to the system. Lord Dahlstrom was ambushed the first time, and it can’t happen again. We’ll leave three wolves and your beetle ships while the rest of us go to Viborg.”
That was a little trickier, but she thought it a reasonable request.
“And the last condition?”
Olafsen gripped the edge of the table and leaned forward. He looked calm enough now, cunning rather than hotheaded.
“I’ll give you seven wolves and take you in the back door to Viborg while your friends mount a front assault from Jutland. I’ll make sure you get your toehold on the planet. In return, Albion will support my claim as king.”
Catarina let a smile cross her face. How ironic that she was the one negotiating on behalf of the crown, when McGowan had snatched away her own sovereignty of Segovia.
“I can almost give you that,” she said. “But Albion is funny about the title of king.”
“King of Viborg only.”
“King of Viborg, king of a potato patch—I’m telling you they won’t let you take that title. But if you’ll call yourself, say, grand duke, you might get away with it.”
A slight scowl crossed his face and vanished. “Duke now, king later.”
“The ‘later’ part is up to you. For now, I’ll support your claim as duke.”
Olafsen slapped his hands together. “Then we have a deal. But I’m warning you, any treachery, and I swear I’ll see you face the blood eagle.”
“Take your own threat and double it,” she said. “That’s what you’ll get if you don’t follow through.”
Olafsen grinned, spat on his hand, and reached across the table. Catarina hesitated a moment, then took his damp, crushing hand, and shook.
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
The last time Hroom ships approached Albion, a death fleet had obliterated York Town with an atomic bombardment, killing millions of people. So Jess Tolvern couldn’t blame the planet for being on edge as General Mose Dryz led his new, unified fleet of twenty-four sloops of war into a wide orbit beyond the moon. Should the general make a suicidal run at the planet, it was doubtful the humans would be able to turn him aside. The orbital fortresses would certainly put up a fight, as would the three destroyers, the missile frigate, and the two corvettes that made up the home fleet.
But HMS Blackbeard would be helpless to intervene. The newly rebuilt battle cruiser remained docked at Fort William for a final systems check while Tolvern took a final tour in the destroyer that had carried her these last months from Singapore and through Hroom systems. For twenty hours she shadowed the new captain, a young man by the name of Algernon Fox, back and forth from William to the Hroom fleet, leading him through his paces as he learned about his new ship and crew. Every time they approached the general’s sloops, Fox and the others stiffened and grew short with her and each other.
Tolvern was relieved when she joined Manx and Oglethorpe in taking a shuttle to Fort William to take command of Blackbeard. As the shuttle pilot eased them up to the captured asteroid, she stared out the viewport at her ship. Blackbeard had been altered almost beyond recognition.
The yard had chopped her in two, peeled back the decking, removed the guns, and stripped out the engines. After swapping in a newer, larger power plant, workers had added additional torpedo tubes, installed new sensor equipment, and returned the cannon, but with four additional guns in the main battery. The engineering bay was twice as large as before, with storage installed below to hold falcons that could be sent out through a new launching system.
Only two things about the ship looked the same as her earlier incarnation. The first was the curve of the prow, and the second was the upper deck armor. Since Tolvern had insisted on keeping the name Blackbeard, the yards had returned the skull and crossbones that Drake had appropriated from Pete Vargus’s ship, the pirate frigate Captain Kidd.
The skull and crossbones may have remained the same, but behind them gleamed the gold rampant lions of Albion. Blackbeard was nearly thirty percent longer as a rebuilt battle cruiser, and there was plenty of room for both.
“Capp would like the new look,” Tolvern told her companions as the shuttle swung past Blackbeard on its way to the asteroid surface. “A little bit pirate, a little bit Albion, just like she is.”
“Is Capp coming back?” Manx asked.
Tolvern felt a twinge of pain at the thought of her old friend. “We’ve lost her to Vargus, I’m afraid.”
“Good.” Manx grinned. “I like being first mate.”
“You think you’re first mate?” she said. “Manx, we’ve got a battle cruiser now. I need a real officer by my side. You’re going back down to the gunnery, where you belong.”
Manx’s face fell, and he looked away. Tolvern gave Oglethorpe a wink.
#
Tolvern, Manx, and Oglethorpe were soon on board Blackbeard and making their way through unfamiliar corridors. Here and there, Tolvern caught more details of her old ship, including a stretch of paneling that still bore the scars of one of Blackbeard’s many battles—Tolvern thought that particular damage had come facing Admiral Malthorne in the civil war. But then she entered the lift. The car was different, the decks identified with letters instead of by name, and with two additional stops.
Tolvern felt like she’d run into an old friend on the street, called his name, and discovered that he was some other person when he turned with a confused frown. She remained unsettled until she stepped onto the bridge. And then she was home.
Here, almost everything was the same, from the arrangement of the seats to the array of viewscreens. The only change was an extra terminal at the defense grid computer to handle Blackbeard’s additional firepower. Other than that, all was as she’d left it six months ago when she’d departed Blackbeard to serve as provisional governor of Singapore.
No, she thought gloomily as she looked around. Not everything. Something important was missing. Her crew.
Instead of Nyb Pim, there was a young man in the pilot’s chair who she didn’t recognize. Sitting at the tech console was a woman Tolvern remembered from the Academy, but whose name she couldn’t recall. Not Smythe. And there was no Lomelí, no Capp, none of the other younger ensigns.
Oglethorpe crossed to the defense grid computer, where he joined two young men who were running war simulations. A man laid on his back nearby with his head buried in the guts of one of the terminals, doing some sort of repair or upgrade.
“I guess I’m off to the gunnery, then, Captain,” Manx said, tone glum. He hadn’t spoken since landing at Fort William. “Know who is in charge down there?”
She remembered her teasing and put a thoughtful look on her face.
“Hmm, Manx. Problem is, I’m shorthanded up here. Why don’t you have a seat in Capp’s old chair for now? Of course, I have to find someone who has put in his hours on a real ship, not a little gunboat like Nineveh, but you can help me out until then.”
He stared at her, and his eyebrows slowly rose as Tolvern let a smile touch the corner of her mouth. Finally, he laughed.
“Captain! You had me wound up—I thought you were serious.”
Tolvern clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, Lieutenant. Don’t you know me better than that by now? The job is yours . . . until you screw up, of course. Then you’ll be promoted to waste recycling. Sit down, we’ll run some simulations. We ship out in two hours, and I’m rusty at the wheel.”
#
It was closer to six hours before Blackbeard, rebuilt as the second battle cruiser of the fleet, slipped from the orbital fortress where she’d been in dock for the past three months, with two months in the Saxony yards before that. The base commander wanted another month, and if not that, another week at least. For God’s sake, couldn’t she give him forty-eight hours?
No. Blackbeard was ready. Or if not ready, then close enough. What still didn’t work properly could be repaired on the fly.
Tolvern was soon proven correct in her assessment. One of the engines burned hot, and the ship pulled slightly to port. The bad engine threatened to melt the containment field if run at full for too many hours. Various guns needed realignment, and there was a problem with sensors blocking a torpedo tube. Hadn’t something similar bedeviled Void Queen when she first set sail? Why were the yards repeating their mistakes?
But these problems were nothing. Tolvern had flown under far worse conditions. All things considered, Blackbeard was in excellent shape, and by the time they joined up with Mose Dryz and led the combined human and Hroom fleet away from Albion—much to the relief of the planet’s population—Tolvern had worked out all but a handful of the bugs. Engineering had a handle on the few that remained.
Tolvern was now in charge of the third great Albion fleet. Admiral Drake’s was the most powerful, of course, with the battleship Dreadnought at the lead, and roughly thirty more ships. The Vargus-McGowan fleet had plenty of firepower, too, even though the two had divided their forces at the moment.
But Tolvern had firepower to match. In addition to Blackbeard, more muscular than ever, she boasted two additional cruisers, two missile frigates, three corvettes, five destroyers, six torpedo boats, a trio of war junks and their green Singaporean crews, and the general’s twenty-four Hroom sloops of war. Forty-six ships in total.
She felt good, even cocky.
“We could tackle a harvester on our own,” she told Manx as she gave him the helm. “But from the sounds of it, Drake’s fleet is running ragged, so I imagine we’ll be filling in holes in the ranks, not staying together as a single fleet.”
“Shame, though,” he said. “It’s a beautiful fighting force. We could really do some damage if we held it together.”
Tolvern glanced at him. Four hours out of Albion. It was time to give Manx a bit of experience.
“I’m off shift,” she said, rising to her feet. “You have the helm, Lieutenant.”
Manx’s eyebrows drew together, and he nodded. He moved tentatively over to her chair.
“Don’t be afraid to wake me up.” She studied him. “I mean it. The slightest thing feels off, I’ll come back without complaint.”
#
Manx didn’t wake her, but had a list of a dozen issues for Tolvern to address when she returned to the bridge. Most were minor—glitches with communications, with the sensor, even with Jane, the computer AI’s voice responses. Jane sounded like she’d been breathing helium, and everything came out in a squeak. Someone needed to adjust that, or they’d all be driven insane before they reached the first jump point.
The problem with the bad engine was proving more stubborn than originally thought, and it was still running hot. The fleet was only thirty hours out from the first jump, but if they didn’t get the engine fixed shortly, they’d have to decelerate and make another run at it in a day or two.
Fortunately, an engineer from one of the other two cruisers in the fleet thought he could fix the problem. They hurled him across from HMS Triumph in an away pod while the two ships were racing along at nearly six percent the speed of light. The engineer knew what he was talking about. He shortly had the problem solved, and now Tolvern faced a minor ethical dilemma.
The man was good; maybe Tolvern should steal him for her own crew. After all, she had more need for him here than on Triumph, which was running smoothly, having already put in a tour of duty escorting war junks from Singapore.
Better not keep him, she decided in the end. Stealing another captain’s crew was one of those obnoxious things McGowan might do, but she never would. She flung the engineer back to Triumph. 
Tolvern’s fleet jumped out of the Albion System into Gobi, which was six rocky planetoids surrounding a white dwarf. It was an old system with few useful resources and no reason to visit if not for its critical location on the spacelanes toward the inner frontier. The navy maintained two fortified outposts, plus a task force of destroyers and torpedo boats and several listening stations.
One of the listening stations reported something strange. An unknown fleet had skimmed the outskirts of Gobi a few days earlier. The navy thought it was probably Scandians, a marauder captain who’d jumped into the system with several star wolves on a scouting mission. Finding Gobi defended, they’d quietly returned to Scandian territory without causing trouble.
That was the theory; it was hard to say for sure, since the scans were incomplete and reported by remote stations only after the unknown force had jumped away.
Whoever it was had taken the same exit jump point out of Gobi that Tolvern intended to take. No worries—there were plenty of other ways through the frontier, and her orders were to get through unscathed, if possible. Then a subspace arrived from Captain McGowan.
 
I have been delayed by unexpected developments, but all pieces are in place. Will be approaching final objective in five days. Rendezvous with me in Jutland.
 
Tolvern groaned at this news, and groaned again when her pilot plotted a course that would take them through Jutland on their way toward the inner frontier and she saw that the numbers worked out.
“What’s McGowan saying?” Manx asked. “He wants us to follow him into Viborg? I didn’t think we were under his command.”
“We aren’t, and McGowan bloody well knows it. But look at the timing. It’s perfect. We meet McGowan in Jutland, charge with him into Viborg to guard his flank while he lands planetside, then scoot out the other side.”
“Don’t you mean Catarina Vargus?” Manx said. “Isn’t she in charge out there? It’s her colonization fleet, right?”
“The message doesn’t say anything about Vargus,” Tolvern said with a frown. “But you’re right. I’m going to assume she’s in command, and McGowan is playing at bossing people around again.”
“How much time do we lose in the detour?”
“We won’t be delayed at all, Manx. It’s faster, in fact, if we go through Viborg on our way to meet up with the admiral.”
Oglethorpe looked up from the tech console. “Unless we get in a brawl with the Scandians, Captain. Then we might lose all kinds of time. We might have to send ships back to Fort Alliance for repair.”
“The overall damage is less,” she said. 
“How do you figure?” Manx asked.
“Think about it. We’ll double up the firepower of Vargus’s fleet. The Scandians are less likely to fight, and if they do put up a resistance, we’ll win more easily.”
“Doesn’t help us if we’re the ones to get hit by the enemy.” Oglethorpe swiveled in his seat and reached his good arm for the new side console, which was meant to bridge the defense grid and tech stations, though they didn’t have it permanently manned when not in combat. “Look at this footage from the Fort Alliance battle,” he added. “The star wolves aren’t afraid of mixing it up with a battle cruiser.”
“You don’t need to show me,” Tolvern said. “I know what happened and what the Scandians are likely to do. They’ll go after the big ships first. If we take some blows, we take some blows. The overall damage to the fleet will be less—that’s my point. I can’t send a subspace to Drake, but if I could, I know what he’d say. He’d rather have more ships reinforcing him, and more quickly, with a more secure base on Viborg for resupply and repair. Whether or not Blackbeard is one of the ships to reinforce him doesn’t matter.”
Professionally, Tolvern knew he would think exactly that. But personally, maybe not. She was his wife, after all.
Manx looked thoughtful. “What about our jump out of Gobi? The listening posts said the Scandians left in the same direction.”
“You mean the potential for ambush?” Tolvern nodded. “It wouldn’t hurt to run the numbers, see what other options we have for getting to Jutland. Pilot?”
The pilot was a man named Lieutenant Clyde, a slender, intense man with round glasses and a mop of curly hair he plunged his fingers into whenever he was lost in thought or waiting for the nav computer to spit out numbers.
It took some time for Clyde to run the options through the nav computer and take into account all the complex variables of shifting jump points and a vast number of possible routes. The end result wasn’t encouraging.
Taking a more circuitous route toward Jutland would cost them eight days. The only logical way forward was straight out of Gobi in the same direction as the unknown ships detected by the listening post.
Tolvern swore she would make the Scandians pay if they tried to ambush her. Blackbeard would go through first, followed by the two smaller cruisers. Those three should be able to absorb punishment while they recovered from the jump and other ships streamed in behind.
But when they left Gobi two days later, Tolvern emerged from the jump to find all clear. She’d popped into the new system near a turquoise-colored gas giant, with seven large moons and numerous smaller objects in orbit, and it took time to scan them all, looking for enemies. Other ships came through after the cruisers, starting with the war junks and the Hroom sloops of war.
By the time Tolvern’s entire fleet was through, sensors had picked up traces of the unknown ships. They’d cloaked themselves and could not be located precisely, but hints of their initial path suggested a retreat deeper into Scandian territory.
“Must be a scouting party,” she said after Oglethorpe gave her the news. “They’ll know we’re coming. Doesn’t mean they can do anything about it, but all the same, I’d have rather taken care of them here, before they hooked up with the rest of their fleet.”
Oglethorpe glanced down at his tech console. “Sir, there’s an incoming call from Mose Dryz. You want to take it in the war room?”
“No, put it up here.”
The tall, purple-skinned Hroom general appeared on the screen. He stared at her with his wide eyes, a hum in his throat expressing some emotion she couldn’t identify.
“Jess Tolvern, we may have a problem.”
“You mean the escaping star wolves?”
“They are not star wolves.” Mose Dryz glanced to the side and spoke in whistles and sing-song words to someone on his bridge. “I am sending you data. Examine it and carefully consider the ramifications.”
The Hroom data came through, and Oglethorpe passed it along to the captain and first mate.
“It’s a Hroom engine signature,” Manx said.
Tolvern looked up from the data and gave the general a sharp look. “My war junks didn’t get this. How did you?”
“My crew couldn’t find Scandians or Apex, so they looked for evidence of Albion or Hroom. This is what we found.”
Tolvern took another look at the data. “It’s not a big force. There are only four or five of them. Maybe six, tops. What does it mean?”
Mose Dryz whistled through his nose slits. “I have never heard of a Hroom fleet so far out.”
“And they’re not ours? Yours, I mean, General?
“No, they are not.”
“Then they must be enemies. Cultists.”
“Yes, Jess Tolvern. And I would assume that if they are this far from the empire, this far beyond the frontier of Albion space, they must be here for one reason. They are seeking revenge against you and me and this fleet of humans and Hroom traitors.”
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
Catarina had flown at the head of pirate fleets, had led wary, backstabbing mercenaries and sell-swords, and for much of the last year had commanded a mixed fleet of Albion, Hroom, and Singaporean vessels with their prejudices and suspicions. But she’d never felt as wary as when she followed Olafsen and Longshanks away from Armory Two and through the Odense System toward an unknown jump point.
The scowling expressions across the bridge mirrored her feelings. From what Barker told her, the enlisted crew and the marines down below were even more suspicious of their new allies. They’d been bitter enemies of the Scandians since the initial jump into the Great Bear System, when a pack of star wolves fell on them. More treacherous attacks at Fort Alliance had only made them more wary.
“I don’t like these scans,” Smythe announced only three hours from Odense. “Capp, take a look at this. You, too, Captain.”
Capp grunted. “The data is bloody sparse, ain’t it?”
Catarina had been at the pilot’s console studying a chart of Odense’s jump points with Nyb Pim, but now looked over Smythe’s data. “It looks fine to me. All arrays working. Good data coming out of the sloops, too.”
“Not as good as when we had them war junks,” Capp said. “Them Vikings made us leave them behind to watch Odense, and I don’t like where it leaves us.”
“That’s exactly right,” Smythe said with a nod.
Catarina glanced between Capp and Smythe. “What’s your specific concern? That something is hanging out on the other side of the sun?”
“We can’t see through it anymore,” Smythe said. “Not at a sensitive enough resolution to make a difference.”
“Aye, and we’re pulling in bloody close,” Capp said. “Look, Cap’n, we’re gonna hook around here. Say we come around the sun and find ourselves in an ambush . . . here’s where it would happen, too. Right here between the planet and the sun.”
“I do not understand why we would take this course,” Nyb Pim said. “I input the jump point coordinates into the nav computer, and what Lars Olafsen is telling us seems improbable.”
“You, too?” Catarina said. “You think it’s an ambush?”
“If the marauder captain is lying,” Nyb Pim said, “I would not be able to tell.”
“I know, I know. You’re a Hroom. But is there something wrong with the jump point?”
“It is statistically improbable that a jump point in that position within the system would lead us in the direction of Viborg. Not impossible, but highly unlikely.”
“You see,” Smythe said. “Olafsen is up to something.”
Catarina was now wishing she’d demanded a clear route from here to Viborg before following the star wolves away from Odense. Olafsen, cagey, had only said he had a way to slip out of the system and get into Viborg through the back door. When pressed for details, he refused to answer, only said they’d be taking one of the three jump points located among the inner worlds of the system instead of heading out toward the gas giants.
“He has seven star wolves,” Catarina said. “I have eleven ships. Let him turn on us—we’ll annihilate him. Anyway, I don’t think he was lying. I think he was sincere. He’s seen what Apex can do, and he was never a friend of Ragnar Forkbeard.”
“So he says,” Capp said. “Could be a trick all the way.”
“We’re sticking it out.”
Capp leaned back with an exaggerated sigh and scratched the lion tattoos on her forearm. “You’re the boss.”
As she went back to studying the charts, Catarina wondered what the other captains of her fleet were thinking. The fleet was traveling in radio silence, so she had no way of knowing. With the exception of a single subspace she’d sent to McGowan upon setting out to let him know when she expected to arrive in Viborg, she’d sacrificed all communications with the outside world in order to travel through Scandian territory as quietly as possible.
The real risk, she believed, was not Olafsen. He and his brother only commanded ten wolves between them, and three had been left behind with Catarina’s war junks to hold the armory. The risk was Forkbeard’s much more powerful force. If Forkbeard had remained in Viborg, bracing for an attack from the Vargus-McGowan colonization fleet, she was in perfect position to come in from behind and throw his forces into disarray while McGowan strolled in through the front door.
But if Forkbeard had caught wind of her plan, he might rush out to meet her. Pit all of his ships against her, and she’d have a nasty fight on her hands. And that was a straight-up fight. If she blundered into an enemy ambush, she might even be defeated.
And so she forced silence on her fleet.
#
Olafsen’s star wolves hooked around the sun eleven hours later. Void Queen and her task force followed closely behind. Catarina held her breath as the scans came in. All was clear. Nothing was lurking in wait.
Nerves eased across the ship. There was still talk of ambush, but from Forkbeard, not from Olafsen’s treachery.
Six hours after that, they jumped out of Odense. Nobody was sorry to leave the system behind.
The jump point carried them into an unknown system. It was not on any charts, and they had no name for it. Someone called it Forkbeard’s Ambush, and the name stuck.
An hour or so after the jump, Smythe looked up with surprise and announced that there were three subspaces from McGowan, who’d remained all this time in Jutland waiting for her return. Catarina didn’t know what to expect as his answer to her message upon leaving Armory Two—no doubt some sort of criticism. She opened the first message of the three.
 
I am pleased to hear of alliance with Scandian faction. Your timeline is acceptable. We will enter the system eight hours after your arrival to secure the jump point. Please advise of any delay or deviation of your planned arrival.
 
If there had been any remaining doubt, that settled it. The villain had known, all right. McGowan was the one who’d warned the Scandians. It was beside the point that she’d ultimately agreed to join an alliance with Olafsen and Longshanks.
Catarina was his commanding officer, not the reverse. But apart from that, it made her boil to be manipulated.
But when her anger faded, she was forced to confront the wisdom of his battle plan. Positioned behind Viborg, toward the inner frontier, she could jump in and make a run for either the planet or wherever she found the largest Scandian force, should it reveal itself. That would force Forkbeard’s fleet to confront her. While that happened, McGowan could enter in force, take control of the space around the jump point, and shuttle through the barges and other colonization forces.
“Give me the second message,” she told Smythe.
The tech officer passed her the second subspace of the trio. There was no way to tell when it had been sent, but it appeared to reflect new information.
 
Change in plans. Blackbeard is on its way with large mixed human and Hroom fleet. Blackbeard will lead the charge to join you. Peerless will secure jump point at the rear.
 
This was surprising. When Admiral Drake uprooted Catarina from Fort Alliance, he’d told her Jess Tolvern was leaving her post at Singapore to assemble another fleet. Blackbeard was being overhauled in the yards to upgrade it from an Aggressor-class cruiser to an Ironside-class battle cruiser that would match Void Queen.
But Drake meant to send Tolvern to reinforce his campaign on the inner frontier. Weakened by so many months of battle, the admiral could use Blackbeard and the rest of the new ships to plug holes in his fleet.
So what was Tolvern doing supporting the Viborg operation? Catarina felt the pull of dueling emotions. If Tolvern came in and started bossing people around, McGowan-style, Catarina would have no problem telling her off. On the other hand, adding Tolvern’s ships should assure victory, turn the tide from a close fight to a rout.
But what about the third subspace? Was there fresh information? Smythe sent it to her.
 
New enemies approaching. Possible Hroom cultists. Exercise extreme caution.
 
“That’s it? New enemies?” Catarina threw up her hands. “Possible cultists? How many? Where are they approaching? Here? Viborg?”
“It takes a lot of energy to send a subspace,” Smythe said. “Guess he figured essential information only.”
“I would call it essential to know the number and location, wouldn’t you?”
“Maybe he don’t know yet,” Capp said. “Maybe he told us everything he’s got.”
“I didn’t expect to hear the lot of you defending McGowan,” Catarina grumbled. “Least of all you, Capp.”
“Oh, he’s a piss nozzle,” the first mate said cheerfully. “Most likely he don’t want us to know too much, yeah? But there could be a good reason, that’s all I’m saying.”
Catarina thought over that last message. “Strange to see Hroom out so far from the empire. If they’re cultists, why don’t they stay back and try to take control of the empire?”
“’Cause they hate us just that much, Cap’n,” Capp said. “They took out York Town, and they always wanted to finish the job.”
“All the way out here?” Catarina asked. “They could go after Albion again, couldn’t they?”
Nobody had a good answer to that, and so they turned their attention to more immediate concerns. The fleet was once again heading toward a jump point that seemed to lead them farther away from Viborg, rather than closer.
Nyb Pim had been constantly running numbers, but didn’t yet have any good ideas about where they might be going. Catarina wished she could get a conference together with all the pilots of the fleet to see if any of them had any clever ideas.
Catarina still had eleven days before her announced arrival in Viborg. Plenty of time to make it if the jump points turned in the right direction. Plenty of time to get lost if they didn’t. McGowan had told her in that first subspace to advise if her schedule changed, but she had no way of knowing. Not until they returned to known territory.
Her willpower nearly broke thirty hours later as they approached another unlikely jump point. She almost sent McGowan a subspace to warn him that she was growing increasingly doubtful that she’d reach Viborg at the prearranged time.
The only thing that stopped her was a growing unease as they approached the inner frontier. They were close to Apex territory; a subspace could be intercepted. Where was that Apex harvester she’d driven off? Close enough to hunt her down?
And then Smythe made a startling discovery. The new jump point was really a double jump. The first of the pair was a shallower, louder point that showed up on the scans from a distance, and the second quieter, swirling around the first. This quieter one was a deeper rift in the fabric of space, and had been masked by its louder neighbor. The two jump points drifted together in an irregular orbit around the star, only a few thousand miles from each other.
“Captain,” Nyb Pim announced after working it through the nav computer. “I believe this will take us back in the direction of Viborg.”
“Mystery solved,” Smythe said.
Leading the Scandian force, Bloodaxe made a subtle course correction to take them to the second jump point. The other wolves followed. Void Queen and the rest of the Albion fleet came in behind.
The star wolves hit the jump point and disappeared one by one. Seventy minutes after the last wolf vanished, it was Void Queen’s turn.
Catarina felt stunned, groggy, as she came to. Lights flashed on her console, and Jane warned her over the com that the battle cruiser was under attack.
She looked up at the viewscreen to see star wolves. Four of them, curved in a semicircle in front of her, lighting up her ship with pummel guns.
#
Forkbeard’s star wolves nearly took Olafsen without a fight. If the jump point had spit him out facing in the opposite direction, he’d have flown into the teeth of the enemy fleet. But the jump point into the Hillerød System was unstable, in a looping orbit around one of the system’s gas giants, and after Bloodaxe burst through, it began to sink into the planet’s heavy atmosphere.
The enemy star wolves came after him, but they had to negotiate the buffeting winds of the planet’s upper atmosphere, the great swirling storms, and he recovered and skipped back into space before they were on top of him.
Following Bloodaxe in quick succession were his brother’s ship, Thor’s Hammer, and Snakebite. By the time the fourth ship, Pestilence, came through, Olafsen was launching missiles and firing pummel guns to get the first two enemies off his tail.
He soon had all seven of his wolves into Hillerød. The enemy force lurking by the jump point numbered only four. If he hadn’t been spread out, his marauder captains and crew still recovering, he’d have welcomed the fight.
“Get us back to the jump point,” he told Björnman. Olafsen got on the com and gave orders to the rest of his ships. “All forces regroup at the jump.”
Björnman’s scowl was enough to peel tyrillium armor. “We can take them. By the gods, don’t let that lady steal our glory.”
“You idiot, think it through. You think these wolves are alone? Jarn, give me scans. Who else is out there?”
As the signalman got busy, a look of dawning understanding crossed Björnman’s face. Jarn soon confirmed Olafsen’s hunch. The other easy access point into Hillerød was only a few million miles distant, and a second force of enemy wolves guarded it, this one numbering five. They were already accelerating rapidly on their way to join the fight.
Meanwhile, the skirmish was turning into a real fight. His brother came up from below on Thor’s Hammer, which rolled onto its side like a breaching whale and unloaded its pummel guns at an enemy wolf that was giving Bloodaxe all it could handle. Working together, Bloodaxe and Thor’s Hammer drove off the attacker. Even though Olafsen and his brother were already under fire again, this time from a star wolf bearing down on them from starboard, Sven snapped off a quick, taunting message about how he’d pulled Olafsen’s stones from the frying pan.
Already five of Olafsen’s ships were engaging the enemy, and the final two had begun to move about sluggishly. A few more minutes and they’d be in the thick of it. The initial four enemy ships had come at them quickly, savagely, but began to withdraw as the tide turned.
The two sides fired a few potshots with long-range missiles while they waited for their respective reinforcements.
“Where is she?” Olafsen muttered a few minutes later. “Vargus should be here by now.”
“Bet she balked,” Björnman said.
“Why would she do that now? She had plenty of time the last few days. By now she’s figured out my plan. If she were going to balk, she’d have done it a long time ago.”
Björnman shrugged. “You can’t count on common sense from a woman.”
“What does that mean? You mean she’s fickle?”
“Like I said, she’s a woman,” Björnman repeated with a stubborn thrust of his chin. “If I could explain how a woman thinks, I wouldn’t be confused now, would I?”
Olafsen shook his head, mostly amused by his chief mate’s belief that women were some sort of inscrutable alien species. They’d faced Vargus multiple times already. She was plenty cunning, but she was hardly irrational. Not that Olafsen thought a woman belonged on a starship, of course. But given the reality of the situation, there wasn’t much point in arguing about it.
“We’re coming up on seventy minutes since the last of our wolves came through,” Jarn said. “If my calculations are—”
Void Queen appeared on the viewscreen, and the signalman never finished his sentence. Unfortunately, the Albion warship popped out drifting in the opposite direction as Bloodaxe and Olafsen’s fleet, right toward the enemy formation. Spotting a quick opportunity, all four moved to attack.
“Get us in there,” Olafsen ordered his pilot.
Björnman called the other marauder captains and told them to follow.
The crew of the Albion battle cruiser had already found their legs by the time Bloodaxe entered the fray. Void Queen’s missiles responded first, followed by a shot from a secondary battery of cannon. The enemy slipped away before Olafsen could pin them in place. If Vargus had backed him, Olafsen would have been happy to give chase, but her other ships had begun to come through, and she waited for them instead of pressing the attack. The smaller cruiser entered, followed by a pair of torpedo boats.
By the time Olafsen reached Vargus’s side, the four attacking wolves were well on their way to joining their hard-charging reinforcements, and the chance for a quick victory slipped away. Vargus called him a few minutes later.
She looked just as arrogant on the viewscreen as in person, yet there was something about her he’d begun to find intriguing now that he’d met her face-to-face and tested his will against hers. Forget Björnman’s superstition. This was why a woman didn’t belong on a starship except as booty of war, and only then to be carried back away from the battlefield. They were too distracting. Maybe the effete men of the Albion kingdom could work alongside a woman like Vargus, but no red-blooded Scandian raider or marauder captain could do it, not without losing his edge.
She demanded that he explain the situation. He told her how he’d been ambushed upon his arrival in Hillerød.
“So much for sneaking in the back door,” she said. “We’re not even in Viborg yet, and they already know we’re here.”
Olafsen’s face grew warm. “By the gods, it was a good plan. We’re only two days from the final jump. It’s a back door, all right, but you didn’t think they’d leave it completely unguarded, did you?”
“I didn’t know what to think, since you didn’t bother to tell me your plan or share your charts. What, were you scared that I’d leave you behind and join Forkbeard?”
Nobody else on Olafsen’s bridge spoke English, but they must have understood enough from her tone and his defensive sputters. Grins spread from face to face. He glared at them until they returned to their work.
“I want your missile frigate before we go back into battle,” Olafsen said. “Is it coming through soon?”
“We’re not fighting.”
“Huh?”
“You said it yourself,” she said. “We’re only two days from the Viborg jump—right on schedule. These other marauder captains will have warned Forkbeard, but if we hurry, he won’t be able to rush his forces to the jump to stop us. Then there’s McGowan. If we stay here and make a fight of it, he’ll reach Viborg before us.”
Olafsen fell silent. He wanted to teach these enemy wolves a lesson, and thought it would be a big victory at the same time. The enemy only counted nine wolves. He had seven, plus Vargus’s fleet. They could kill, capture, or drive off the whole lot. Forkbeard didn’t have so many warships that the loss of nine wouldn’t be a big blow.
“What is it?” Björnman demanded. “Why aren’t you answering her? What did she say?”
Olafsen told him. The others on the bridge burst into shouts and curses.
“By the gods, we’re not going to let them get away, are we?” Björnman said. “Nine wolves, sitting there for the taking. Vargus’s corvette can run them down and force a fight, and the rest of us finish them off. We can’t waste this chance, not when we have that big battle cruiser backing us up.”
“You seem to have found respect for Catarina Vargus all of a sudden.”
“For her ship, not her. Anyway, you know what I mean. And if Vargus won’t come, we’ll force it ourselves,” the chief mate added. “But she’ll come. She needs us—she’ll have to join the fight.”
“I’ll bet Travek was thinking that when he slipped his leash in the battle at Moloch. We had to go help him, so he could disobey orders and make us do his bidding.”
“Not the same thing at all.”
“Close enough,” Olafsen said. “We lost that fight because of Travek. And we nearly died at the armory when Son of Odin made a run for it.” He continued, feeling more confident in his decision as he talked through it. “If we don’t keep discipline in Hillerød, we’ll never keep it in Viborg, whether we win here or not.”
It was his crew’s turn to fall silent, though there were glares and other dark looks.
“You’re putting a lot of faith in this woman,” Björnman said. “You know she’s planning to turn on us as soon as we win her fight, don’t you?”
“I don’t know any such thing. And neither do you.”
“Why not?” the chief mate pressed. “It’s what we’d do if we had to.”
“The Albionish are talking again,” Jarn said. “Messages passing from ship to ship. We could intercept their signals, decode them. Figure out what they’re up to, if they plan any treachery.”
“Not the worst idea ever,” Olafsen said.
He gave a quick nod to authorize Jarn to make the attempt, then glanced back at the screen. Vargus was still waiting on the screen, arms crossed as the men on Bloodaxe’s bridge argued in Scandian. Thank the gods she didn’t understand, but it would be obvious enough that he didn’t have full command of his crew.
“Are you done fighting with your crew?” she asked. “Or should I give you another minute to get things under control?”
He let this insult slide past him. “All right, Vargus, collect your forces and I’ll lead the way into Viborg.”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
The brief skirmish as they’d entered the Hillerød System had accomplished two important things, Catarina decided as they raced toward the final jump point. First, she was no longer worried that Olafsen was leading her into a trap. She’d never given this as much credence as had some of her crew, but the fear had remained, lingering, ever since leaving Odense.
But Olafsen had come to her aid when she was dangling helplessly outside the jump point, and all seven of his ships had been stomping their feet, pawing the ground, anxious to charge the nine enemy wolves and finish the job. Olafsen’s forces may lack discipline—did the word “discipline” even exist in the Scandian language?—but they weren’t going to turn on her.
Well, not for now. Once Viborg was taken, who could say?
Nearly as importantly, now that she’d been discovered, there was no need for radio silence. Once she had them underway, she went off shift, leaving Capp in charge, with instructions to reorganize her fleet for a safe passage across Hillerød. That sort of reorganization would have been impossible when they were flying silently.
With nine enemy ships following at a distance, close enough to charge or flee, depending on the situation, she didn’t want them to get any ideas. Allowing her own Scandians to clear the way, she dropped Void Queen to the rear and fortified it with a destroyer screen and a missile frigate. She kept the striker wing on standby, ready to launch at a moment’s notice.
Olafsen called Void Queen as the combined fleet began the final acceleration to jump into Viborg. The atmosphere across her ship was edgy, the crew a little chippy with each other, and when Catarina hurried up from a visit to the gunnery to take the call, she found Capp, Lomelí, and Smythe in a three-way argument about whether it would be better to go into Viborg with guns at the ready or shields up. She ignored them and took the call in the war room.
The marauder captain appeared on the war room viewscreen with his arms crossed and his customary glower on his face. The scar tracing down from his forehead to his cheek was white against his flushed skin.
“We should have kept radio silence,” he said.
“No point to that once we’d been spotted. Anyway, I needed to rearrange my fleet so the enemy wouldn’t rush us from behind.”
“I’m not talking about your ships,” he said. “It’s my own blasted ships that are the problem. By the gods, I wish I could have stopped it in time.”
“What is it?” Catarina asked. “What happened?”
“There was a lot of chatter back and forth in my fleet. A few messages got sent to the enemy, too. The lead enemy ship is Anvil, flown by one of the Knutesen brothers. Some of my men don’t like Knutesen or the Anvil crew. There was taunting.”
Catarina shifted impatiently in her seat. “What of it?”
“Only something else got sent to them among the taunting. A warning. Information about our plans.” His scar was practically glowing against his flushed skin. “Never mind who it was, and never mind how I found out. We had a traitor. He gave our plans, and I have reason to believe that Knutesen sent a warning ahead to Forkbeard.”
“Dammit, Olafsen, can’t you maintain discipline for five minutes?”
“It’s been taken care of,” he growled.
“Sure, now it’s been taken care of.” Catarina suppressed a growl. “Shouldn’t be too bad—Forkbeard already knew we were coming. What else could Knutesen have told him?”
He licked his lips and glanced to the side. Looked more uncomfortable now than angry.
“Too much.”
“Olafsen—”
“They know about Peerless and the colonization fleet,” he said, “and have a rough idea of the number of ships. And they know something about this other battle cruiser that’s on its way. The other lady captain.”
“How the devil would they know that?” she demanded. “I didn’t tell you anything about Tolvern or HMS Blackbeard. Did you pay off one of my crew? So help me God, when I find out who talked . . .”
“No, not exactly.” More shifting in his seat. “I was listening—we decoded some of your fleet messages.”
“Spying on me, in other words.”
“Once you started up communications again, I had to know what you were saying, had to know if you were going to stab us in the back, Vargus.”
“I’m not the backstabber here.” Catarina shook her head, growing more furious. “So you broke into our fleet communications, and then some idiot on your crew passed the information to the enemy. I should blast you out of the sky before you have a chance to wreck the whole mission.”
“No, listen to me. I’m . . . well, I didn’t mean any of this to happen.”
“The English phrase you’re looking for is ‘I’m sorry, I screwed up.’”
Olafsen grunted, and some of the scowl returned. “However it happened, the enemy knows we’re coming, and they know who else is arriving to support us.”
Catarina took a deep breath. She needed to stay calm, to keep perspective.
“Like I said, they knew some of it already,” she said, once she finally trusted herself to respond. “Knutesen would have already had an exact count of our ships and known the jump point we were taking into Viborg. He passed that through already, I’m sure. Ragnar Forkbeard already knew it. Now he knows about McGowan, and he has a good idea about the arrival of Tolvern’s fleet, too. It might not be bad. It might even be good.”
“How do you figure?”
“Three Albion fleets—Forkbeard will be soiling himself.”
Except what about the Hroom cultists? How did they play into this? She didn’t voice this aloud. Maybe Olafsen didn’t know, and so neither would Forkbeard.
“Forkbeard is a master of deception,” Olafsen said. “As soon as we jump into Viborg, he’s going to put on a show. Whatever you see, whatever you hear, don’t believe it.”
#
Catarina rearranged the fleet one more time before the jump. She brought her ships in tight, armor up and guns retracted to tortoise their entrance as much as possible. She placed Olafsen up front, not so much because she expected him to take the brunt of the attack, but because if discipline collapsed in the Scandian fleet, she needed to know before she entered battle.
The nine enemy ships following her made as if to charge before the jump, and Catarina spit out mines to slow their attack. The enemy eased up to deal with them, and her fleet began the jump without incident. Bloodaxe jumped first, followed by the other star wolves in quick succession.
From her own forces, Catarina sent Repulse through first, followed by the pirate frigates, Pussycat and Orient Tiger, and then a stream of other ships. Finally, it was Void Queen’s turn.
She emerged from the jump point into Viborg and found herself immediately in combat. Less than an hour had passed since Olafsen jumped through at the head of the combined fleet, but a ferocious battle was already underway. A dozen enemy star wolves had already thrashed one of Olafsen’s ships and sent it careening from the battlefield. An enemy missile barge lay behind the battlefield, hurling waves of missiles onto the battlefield.
Catarina scanned her fleet, looking for vulnerabilities. Her ships were gathering in support of Olafsen’s remaining wolves, which were giving a good accounting of themselves, but facing overwhelming firepower.
The missile barge, especially, was proving to be decisive. Catarina’s trio of torpedo boats were trying to slip through the enemy wolves to get at it. The corvette sped alongside the boats, guns blasting to clear a path.
The torpedo boats almost got through, but a pair of enemy wolves swung around like a shutting gate. The lead torpedo boat—a swift ship by the name of Cornet with a veteran crew, fell into devastating enfilading fire from their pummel guns. Shot tore a gaping hole in Cornet’s armor.
The crew on Void Queen fell silent as an explosion burst through Cornet’s upper deck. Then its engine died. It continued forward on momentum, and the enemy ripped it to shreds. The emergency signal from Cornet fell silent.
The other two torpedo boats fell back, with the corvette fighting furiously to hold off the two star wolves long enough for all three ships to reach the safety of the fleet.
“We have to push them back from the jump point,” Catarina said. “The rest of those wolves will be coming through any minute now, and then we’ll be in trouble.”
And if that happened, she’d have twelve star wolves in front and nine behind. Plus that blasted missile barge. Where had Forkbeard come up with that, and how could she put it out of commission as quickly as possible?
Even out of position, Catarina had the firepower to wreck the enemy fleet. She was confident of it. But she’d come out of the fight mauled, and preliminary scans already showed other enemy forces in the system, some lurking near the jump point into Jutland, where Tolvern and McGowan would be appearing in a few hours. Other ships hung out in orbit around the planet of Viborg itself.
“Put out the falcons,” Capp said. “They’ll get right past them wolves. That missile barge thing ain’t got much armor—Carvalho will finish ’em off.”
“It’s a big ship, Capp. I don’t think the falcons have enough firepower.”
“Not by themselves. But if we throw our own missiles over, enough of ’em, that’ll decide it. Don’t you think, Cap’n?”
Catarina gave it some thought. She could push Olafsen’s wolves forward, backed by Void Queen, Repulse, and Pussycat. That would give her enough kinetic firepower to slug it out at short range with the enemy fleet while Carvalho’s striker wing dealt with the barge. And once the barge was out of the way, the battle would turn in a hurry.
“It’s a good plan, Capp. Get Carvalho into the air.”
Apart from the lost Cornet and one of Olafsen’s wolves, the fleet was still in good shape. It had taken them longer to respond than if they’d had their guns readied and torpedo tubes exposed, but she had so many ships at her disposal that the damage she’d taken was limited and spread across her forces.
Now Catarina struck back. Void Queen came against the nearest enemy ship, which was engaged with Bloodaxe. A single broadside drove the enemy back to the company of its comrades. Pussycat and the two destroyers charged and forced another wolf toward the battle cruiser, and Catarina unleashed torpedoes.
The striker wing launched. The fighting around Catarina’s flagship had opened a path through the enemy forces, and Carvalho slipped through with his falcons. Void Queen launched missiles to open the gap even wider.
Acting quickly, Catarina got her remaining torpedo boats turned around to follow Carvalho in. She had Catapult well protected now, and the missile frigate launched its own barrage to counteract the bombardment coming through from the enemy missile barge.
Meanwhile, the nine wolves that had trailed Catarina through Hillerød came streaming through the jump point, and she quickly had her hands full from the rear. Just when she’d gathered her forces into formation—with the exception of Olafsen’s ships, all fighting on their own—the arrival of the new enemies broke her fleet apart again.
She called the gunnery. “Give me Hunter-IIs. All tubes. I need to hit that barge.”
“Aye, Captain,” Barker said. “They’ll have a time of it getting through all those wolves, though.”
“Understood. Do what you can.”
Hunter-II torpedoes lumbered from their tubes. They maneuvered past the star wolves, with only one falling to enemy countermeasures as they hurried after Carvalho’s streaking falcons and the two torpedo boats.
“The enemy is falling back!” Smythe said. He manipulated the viewscreen to show a wider view of the battle.
Knutesen’s nine wolves from Hillerød had gathered and were sprinting in one direction, while the fresh twelve, some of them already suffering heavy damage, headed in another. The barge moved sluggishly after them. It was already falling behind.
“King’s balls,” Capp swore in a low voice. “They just gonna abandon it?”
It seemed to be so, though Catarina could scarcely believe it. That barge had given them all kinds of trouble. It was a massive floating battery and a big fat target at the same time. Crush it now and she wouldn’t be facing it again. The enemy seemed to be leaving it for her. Almost taunting her with it, in fact. In an instant, she remembered Olafsen’s warning.
“Bring back the falcons,” she said. “Hold those boats.”
“But, Cap’n . . .”
“Do it. Hold them back.”
Capp opened her mouth like she wanted to protest again, then clamped it shut and got on the line with Carvalho and then the torpedo boat captains. They fell back, and the barge began to escape their clutches.
Olafsen may have been the one to warn Catarina before the jump, but he seemed to find the drifting barge enticing, and made as if to chase after it himself now that his fleet was disengaged from the enemy. His ships were a long way back, though, and would have to leave Catarina’s protective guns. She made an attempt to recall him, to remind him of his own warning to her, but his communication channels were busy as the unruly Scandian fleet tried to coordinate its pursuit.
Capp put her hands on her scalp to watch. “Maybe you’re wrong, Cap’n. Maybe he’ll take it out.”
“Or maybe he’s about to get himself killed.”
Yet that barge looked awfully enticing. She was second-guessing herself.
Void Queen’s torpedoes had continued to follow, and finally broke free from enemy countermeasures and pursued a direct course. They sped to attack the barge. There were only four, but they could land a blow and maybe disable the thing.
The first one exploded short of the barge. The other three detonated one after another, all well short of their target. The sky around them for several thousand miles lit up with smaller explosions.
Bloodaxe and the other friendly Scandian ships pulled up just before they stumbled into the mess.
“A minefield,” Capp said. “Them Vikings dropped it so fast and quiet we didn’t even know it was there.” She turned to Catarina, and her face was somber. “I woulda lost him, Cap’n, if you hadn’t pulled ’em back. Would have lost Carvalho.”
The supposedly helpless barge sped up, hurrying with suddenly powerful engines to catch up to Knutesen’s departing fleet.
It was another indecisive battle. But Catarina had bought time. Time to regroup, time to patch the damage from the short, sharp engagement, and time to examine the situation developing in the Viborg System.
And the situation, such as it was, looked less than favorable. It looked alarming, in fact.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
Ghosts haunted Blackbeard’s sensors all across the Scandian frontier. Tolvern saw them in the Great Bear, in the Vest-Agder System, and in Jutland. Always it was just a hint, a whisper of radiation or a ripple in a gravitational field. The ghosts sent no signals, returned no strong reflections. Assuming the general was right, and they were Hroom cultists, the ships showed a remarkable ability to stay just ahead of Blackbeard and the rest of Tolvern’s fleet.
Oglethorpe became obsessed with finding them, and every time Tolvern left him to his work, he combed through the data. He begged her to use active sensors, and not just passive, figuring he could clang a bell and find a reflection of something interesting, but Tolvern wouldn’t let him. Her entire fleet was traveling quietly itself. Not silently—with so many ships all traveling together for the first time, she needed to communicate—but she couldn’t be announcing her presence, either.
They were midway through Jutland on their way to meet Captain McGowan’s task force and the colonization fleet, when Oglethorpe rose from his seat with an audible groan.
“It’s official. I’m an idiot.”
“I don’t think we have an official ruling from the Admiralty on that,” Tolvern said lightly. “But I’m willing to pass along any fresh evidence of your idiocy that you might have uncovered.”
“No, I mean it. A certifiable idiot. I’ve met shepherds from the Saxony hill country who are smarter than I am. Men who haven’t bathed in six months and who sleep outdoors with their sheep who could have figured it out. Smythe would have got it before now, that’s for damn sure.”
“What are you babbling about over there?” Manx asked. “Did you find something or not?”
Manx had grown into his position as first mate, as Tolvern had known he would, and by now felt plenty comfortable ordering around his underlings, Oglethorpe included, though the two men had been of equal position in the original Blackbeard crew. Yet even as Manx had gained confidence as first mate, Oglethorpe seemed to lose it as tech officer. It was the ghost signal, Tolvern knew. It was messing with him.
“This is what I’m talking about,” Oglethorpe said. “If there’s anything we know how to track it’s the Hroom. We’ve been tracking these blokes for generations. Our sensor arrays are built for the Hroom wars, and everyone knows they don’t change their designs. But here we are, going through system after system, and I can almost hear them. Almost find them. Why? It should be easy.”
“Is there a point to this, or is this a bit of existential angst?” Tolvern asked.
“You know how we do it?” Oglethorpe said. “We find them by sniffing for their weapon systems. Specifically, the serpentine batteries. The batteries take a long time to come online, and the Hroom keep them warm. Take a look at this—these are the general’s sloops. Look how easy it is to spot them.”
Tolvern barely glanced at the data he put up on the main screen. “Mose Dryz is only twenty minutes behind us, and we know where he is. Of course he’s easy to detect. What are you saying, anyway? The cultists’ serpentines are cold?”
“They can’t be cold, that’s what I’m saying. I had Jane search Smythe’s old notes. The serpentine batteries have their own power plant. It’s a small, separate reactor—it can’t be shut off.” Oglethorpe stretched and rotated his bad shoulder, then sat back down. “Which means the cultists either stripped out their power plants or they took out the serpentines entirely.”
Tolvern’s mouth went dry. Her stomach flopped, like there was a rabbit down there, kicking.
“Come on,” Manx scoffed. “That doesn’t make any sense. Sloops can’t go into battle without their serpentine batteries. If all they’ve got are their pulse weapons—”
“Oglethorpe,” Tolvern said, “get me McGowan, and make it quick.”
Manx studied her face. “What’s the matter, Captain? If he’s right, the Hroom can’t fight anyway.”
“These are death cultists, Lieutenant. They’ve got other ways to kill us than a straight-up fight.”
#
McGowan’s face filled the screen. Tolvern was again struck by how handsome he was, with his strong jaw and piercing eyes. In fact, he looked like he could be from the Drake family, a cousin or something. But unlike her husband, there was an arrogance to McGowan’s expression, a smug superiority when he spoke. Even his posture indicated class and privilege in a way that felt condescending, not merely authoritative.
In other words, he was a jerk version of James Drake.
“You’re late, Tolvern,” McGowan said. “If Vargus’s fleet arrives in Viborg when I told her, she is already in combat and awaiting our forces to relieve her.”
“I’m not late. How do you figure?”
“Sixty-eight minutes.”
“I lost one hour in two bloody weeks! You call that late?”
“Then you should have attempted to arrive early,” he said.
She bristled, and fought the urge to justify herself. They’d slowed twice to fiddle with balky engines in the fleet, and another time found a jump point in a slightly different position than expected. And Clyde, her new pilot, was slightly less skilled than Nyb Pim, who now served under Catarina Vargus.
But Tolvern couldn’t get into it now, not with information to share and McGowan surely itching to take command of her forces.
“I have constructed an order of battle,” he said, “and will send it over. Essentially, I intend to lead with the strongest ship. That means Blackbeard, followed by—”
“Listen to me,” she interrupted. “I am going to hit Jutland with active sensors. Blackbeard will ping the system, and the war junks listen. I need you to do the same. And if that means a delay, so be it.”
“Are you mad, Tolvern? We can’t spare the war junks, let alone your battle cruiser. The junks need to come to a halt to fully spread their listening sails. Do you know how much time we’ll lose if we do that and have to reaccelerate to jump speed?”
“There’s a Hroom force in the system.”
“I can see them.” His voice oozed sarcasm, and Tolvern wanted to reach through the viewscreen and slap the smirk off his face. “Your precious general isn’t doing a good job of staying hidden, if that’s what he’s going for.”
“You know bloody well that’s not what I’m talking about. We violated the Forbidden Enclave—”
“Yes, I heard.”
“—and a small force of death cultists have been following us—or leading, maybe—since Albion. I think they want revenge. I haven’t spotted them fully, but I’m sure they’re here.”
“Highly unlikely,” McGowan said with a dismissive wave of the hand. “But if it were true, what of it? There are thirty, perhaps forty star wolves in Viborg. Vargus will be annihilated if we don’t come to her aid. Against that, you’ve got a few Hroom dead-enders? And you want to stop the whole fleet to fight them?”
“I have reason to believe that it’s a death fleet.”
The smug look vanished from McGowan’s face as if it had been wiped clean by a rag. Instead, a look of dull understanding. Everyone in the Royal Navy knew what that meant.
During the civil war, a faction of death cultists from the Hroom Empire had taken advantage of the chaos caused by the fight between Drake and Lord Admiral Malthorne to slip several suicidal fleets into the Albion System. These ships carried atomic weapons, and they attempted to run Albion’s forts and obliterate the population of the planet.
Most of the cultists’ sloops had been destroyed either outside or upon entering the planet’s atmosphere, but several got through. There, they unleashed destruction on York Town. When it was over, the capital city had been destroyed in an atomic holocaust, with millions dead, including the king.
“And you think they’re attacking you personally?” McGowan asked.
“I entered the Forbidden Enclave. They’ve come all the way out here to kill me in revenge and wreak as much havoc as they can before they die.”
“These stupid cultists,” McGowan said. “Don’t they see who their real enemy is? Apex has killed more Hroom than humans ever did, and the buzzards would have exterminated every last Hroom world if we hadn’t driven them off.”
“That’s why they call it a cult,” Tolvern said. “They’re blinded by religious nonsense. We’re blasphemers, and that’s worse than anything. Anyway,” she admitted, “there might be more legitimate reasons for hating us than just sacrilege. We wiped them out in the Royal City. Killed the priests and took their ships. The general saw to that. The cultists are done for in the empire.”
“All they have left is to bring us down with them,” McGowan said.
“We can’t have them behind us, ready to ram our capital ships in the middle of battle. We need to find them in Jutland and finish them off here.”
“All right, Tolvern. You’ve got your active scan. Get the war junks listening. I’ll send Vargus a subspace and warn her she’s on her own for now.”
#
Catarina’s confidence swelled as her fleet reassembled itself. They’d taken damage, most notably to Cornet. One of Olafsen’s wolves initially looked lost as well, but the crew got its engine back online, and moved with remarkable alacrity to repair guns and armor on the fly.
Meanwhile, they’d successfully grabbed a foothold in the Viborg System. The enemy had tried to lure them into a trap using the bait of a large missile barge, but she hadn’t bit. Once she had her fleet positioned, with Olafsen’s seven ships in the vanguard and Void Queen and Repulse anchoring the rear, the enemy seemed reluctant to fight. Instead, the dozen wolves and the missile barge led them in, and the other nine wolves trailed behind.
She’d got a clear picture of Viborg before setting off, and further scans confirmed. Five more star wolves sat in orbit around the planet. Another fourteen lingered near the jump point from Jutland. One of them was Ragnar Forkbeard’s flagship, Storm Rider. This larger force was cloaked, but since Catarina wasn’t trying to hide her own position, and had a good idea of where to look, she found them easily enough with active sensors.
Olafsen called Void Queen two hours into their flight toward Viborg. Some of the swagger was gone from his expression, and his customary scowl seemed to be masking a case of nerves.
“Forty star wolves.” Olafsen shook his head. “I’ve never seen so many in one place. Never thought Forkbeard would gather them all.”
“Good thing he lost you and Longshanks, eh? Add the three in Odense and the seven here, and we’d be looking at an even fifty.”
“Did you hear me? Forty!”
“And?”
“Listen, woman. You think you can handle forty wolves because of your little victory in the Great Bear? You had entrenched positions, you didn’t fight us all at once, and—”
She waved her hand. “Oh, I know. Forty star wolves. I wouldn’t dismiss it. But what do you want me to do?”
“Stop rushing into danger until we have the rest of your forces, woman.”
“Listen to me, man,” she said, mirroring his own language and dismissive tone. “You space Vikings may rush about, fighting here and there, but if there’s one thing Albion does well it’s organize its forces for battle. If McGowan and Tolvern say they’re going to enter the system at a given time, that’s just what they’ll do. We have”—she glanced at the time on her console—“a little over sixteen hours until our reinforcements arrive.”
“And then what?”
“We’ve got a full day until we reach the planet. We can handle this lot here if we need to, and by the time we face the five wolves at Viborg, McGowan and Tolvern will be erasing Forkbeard’s fourteen wolves from the map. Then they’ll come to Viborg and help us finish off the rest.”
“You sound awfully sure.”
“Keep on course, Olafsen. We’ve got all of the advantages.”
Once they ended the call, Nyb Pim made a humming sound. “I can never tell if humans are bluffing. Did you mean all of that, Captain?”
“Most of it,” she said. “I’ve got a lot more confidence in this ship—in this fleet—than I did six months ago.”
“There are forty star wolves.” The Hroom pilot’s long fingers worked over his console. Catarina had him calculating arrival times of the other Albion forces, based on when they might jump into the system. “And I would think that the addition of a missile barge negates some of our advantage in long-range operations.”
“We’ve added seven star wolves to our force,” she pointed out, “which negates any advantage given them from their pummel guns.”
“Aye, the Cap’n is right,” Capp said. “And they ain’t got nothing to match our torpedoes. Can’t handle our falcons, neither.”
“All the same,” Smythe said from the tech console, “I’ll be happier once I see HMS Peerless.”
“HMS Peerless,” Capp repeated with a grumble. “More like HMS Spotless. That piss nozzle will find a way to keep his ship clean and shiny, just you watch.”
“But Blackbeard is on its way, too,” Smythe said. “With Tolvern at the helm.”
Capp brightened. “Aye, that’s right. And she ain’t never been afraid to mix it up. Can’t wait to see her again.”
That set the rest of the bridge talking about their time serving first under Drake, and then Tolvern. Even Nyb Pim joined in with enthusiasm. For the first time in weeks, Catarina had the sensation that she was leading someone else’s crew. It left her feeling isolated, lonely, even though she knew it wasn’t personal. Any reservations they might have once felt serving under her command—Capp seemed to have held onto them the longest—had vanished months ago. By the Fort Alliance battle, if not sooner.
Still, it was a reminder. Catarina was not a Royal Navy officer, not really. And this was someone else’s crew. Her ultimate goal was Segovia—New Albion, she supposed—and its colonization.
“You’re wrong about one thing,” she interrupted when the reminiscing began to annoy her. “McGowan won’t leave us hanging.”
Capp looked over. “We been fighting out here for weeks now, while he sits back there in Jutland. Why would he get his hands dirty now when he’s got Blackbeard to do it for him?”
“You know I don’t like him. I’ve got more reason than any of you. But he does what he says.”
“Unless new information comes up. Then he finds a way to weasel out. Ain’t that sort of thing happened before?”
“He’ll come. Don’t worry. Maybe he won’t lead the fight, but he won’t abandon us if it comes to that.”
Yet Catarina wasn’t so sure of herself that she stopped checking the time as they continued. When her fleet was less than half a day from Viborg, and when McGowan’s arrival was only two hours away, Forkbeard’s powerful fleet of fourteen star wolves abandoned their position outside the Jutland jump point and accelerated on a course toward Viborg.
“Perfect,” she said. “Clears the way for Tolvern and McGowan to jump in.”
“We’ll be facing all those extra wolves, Cap’n.”
“Then we’d better win the first battle and hold on until the cavalry arrives.”
The prearranged time arrived. No fresh Albion warships jumped into Viborg. Another half hour passed. Still no sign of either McGowan or Tolvern. She dashed off a subspace demanding answers.
Olafsen called. His face was angry, the scar blazing white on his face.
“Where are they, Vargus?” He waved his hand as she started to explain. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. You know they’re not coming—you should have known it two hours ago when Forkbeard left the jump point.”
“They’ll come,” she said, less sure than she sounded. “What does Forkbeard have to do with it, anyway?”
“Think about it, Vargus. Remember the asteroid belt. Remember the probe that gave you away?”
A small spy probe had been lurking in the asteroid belt and had raced away to give a report to the Scandians.
“You’re saying Forkbeard knows?”
“He must have sent a probe into Jutland once Knutesen passed along the news. It’s the only explanation. And it told him your friends weren’t coming. So much for Albion discipline.”
“A subspace from Peerless, sir,” Smythe called over. His voice was high and tight. “They’re in a fight in Jutland. We’re on our own.”
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
Within a half hour of bringing her fleet to a halt, Tolvern decided that she’d made a mistake. The Singaporean war junks spread their sensor wings until they looked like giant flying insects. While the junks listened, Void Queen and her cruisers sounded the system. Peerless did the same.
McGowan sent a subspace into the Viborg System to warn Vargus’s fleet that help was delayed because of a brewing fight in Jutland. There was no immediate answer, but if Vargus was in combat the message might have been lost, so he sent another. Then he called Tolvern, demanding answers. When she told him how little they’d found, he swore. They were going into Viborg, and God help them if Tolvern’s fantasy about a Hroom death fleet cost them the battle.
She stared back at him, stony faced, while he ranted to her about her lack of professionalism, sounding more and more disgusted as he continued.
“You and Vargus both,” he said. “What the devil was Drake thinking? Scarcely fit to command a torpedo boat, either of you, and he put the two of you in charge of the only battle cruisers we’ve got. Gave you a pair of blasted fleets, too.”
“Are you questioning the admiral on the eve of battle? That sounds like insubordination to me.”
He gave her an icy smile. “Your husband is not the admiralty, Tolvern. Once I’ve presented my side of—”
McGowan turned to one side. Someone was talking to him, although she couldn’t hear what was being said. McGowan’s eyes widened, and his mouth hung open. He whipped his head back around to face the viewscreen.
“They’re here! It’s the death cult. Brace yourself!”
The screen went dead. Oglethorpe and Manx began shouting at the same time, and as the viewscreen changed to show five unknown warships materializing at close range, Tolvern took in everything and saw what had happened. Why they’d missed the cultist sloops.
Upon her arrival, McGowan had warned Tolvern to keep her distance from him. It wasn’t that he distrusted her or the human ships in the fleet, but General Mose Dryz and his sloops. Peerless led a task force of a dozen warships, but the real prize was the barges and transports carrying all the colonists for the new Viborg base. He wasn’t going to let the general and his twenty-four Hroom sloops of war approach.
So Tolvern had brought her fleet to a halt several thousand miles away while she scanned the system for the cultists. Mose Dryz kept his sloops above Blackbeard on the Z-axis. McGowan faced them warily, with the jump point into Viborg at his back. For his part, the general had his sloops tightly clustered, which wouldn’t make the humans under McGowan feel any better. Tolvern knew it was for safety in case of Albion treachery—plenty of the commanding Hroom officers were as wary of McGowan as he was of them—but it certainly looked like they were ready to charge. That only kept tensions ramped up on both sides.
As for finding the source of the ghost images, Tolvern had looked everywhere. She looked among the asteroids, searched the moons one by one, even peered through the red dwarf star to see if something was lurking on the far side. They scanned all the way out past the farthest planetoids in the system. During their search they found several pieces of wreckage, but no living ships. With more time, she could have searched more thoroughly to be sure, but it didn’t seem there were any cultists about after all.
There had been one and only one blind spot in the search, and that was the small, roughly pyramidal space between Blackbeard, Peerless, and the general’s sloops. The ships might glance across at each other, but nobody had been scanning the space between for hidden objects. It hadn’t even occurred to Tolvern to do so.
Five heavily cloaked Hroom sloops with identifying serpentine batteries stripped out had slipped into that space at some time before she began her search. They’d waited silently, for reasons only their god of death would know, but now that they’d begun to move, someone spotted them.
Tolvern shouted for weapon systems to come online, ordered missiles and torpedoes. Manx was on the com with the fleet, Oglethorpe and his assistants with the gunnery. Batteries warmed across the combined Albion-Hroom fleet.
The cultist sloops ignored Peerless and came right at Blackbeard, gathered into the Hroom formation known as the “bull head.” Lower the horns and charge. A ramming formation, using the hardened points at the end of every sloop.
Ramming was a tactic that hadn’t worked for generations; Albion had long ago added bombproofs and bulkheads, thickened tyrillium armor even as the Hroom seemed unable to change old, ineffective tactics. But these weren’t simple Hroom warships. If Tolvern was right, they were each carrying an atomic payload.
She heard the chilling words of Yulo Tyn, the high priest in the Forbidden Enclave, in her head: Blasphemers. The god of death will devour your soul. 
Torpedoes were out of the question—they couldn’t be readied in time—and her missiles needed more range. Across the fleet, other ships fired missiles at the sloops, but they wouldn’t arrive in time to save her.
Tolvern licked her lips as the long, sleek green-and-gold sloops charged. “Ready a broadside. On my mark. We have one shot.”
Oglethorpe stared at her, his face slack. “No, Captain. They won’t be readied in time.”
She’d been in so many battles that she had an instinctual feeling for the passage of time. Plenty had already passed since they’d spotted the cultists. Blackbeard’s cannon should be ready to go.
She looked at her console. The bombproofs hadn’t yet retracted, and the cannon were sliding slowly out on their carriages. Crew were on hand to fire, but it seemed as though the guns themselves needed at least three more minutes. What the devil was this?
And then she realized. This ship was Blackbeard in name, but it wasn’t her old ship in many ways. What they’d gained in firepower and armor had come at a cost of nimbleness. And in the current circumstances, that was a high price to pay.
The sloops loomed. All five of them. She braced herself for impact. It would be over in an instant.
And then the cultists slipped past. Missiles were chasing them, and Blackbeard finally got off some of its own to add to the attack. The cultists looked like they were fleeing. Why hadn’t they gone after her? Were they simply afraid to kill themselves in the charge?
No, that wasn’t it. They’d raced past and completely through the human fleet and were on their way toward the general’s massed sloops. Tolvern didn’t understand at first. Why had they left her alone? She was the human who had entered the Forbidden Enclave, along with Manx. The first humans to ever violate that sacred space.
Yes, but the general led you in there. He is the true blasphemer. The heretic. The one who broke the cultists’ power. The real enemy.
Yulo Tyn hadn’t warned Tolvern with his last, gasping breaths, he’d uttered the curse at Mose Dryz. It was the same reason why the cultists hated humans more than Apex, even though the birdlike aliens would see the Hroom exterminated. The closer the enemy to oneself, the more it inspired hatred.
“Torpedoes launched,” Manx said. “Two Mark-IVs.”
He was pale and his voice shook. Everyone across the bridge looked shaken, like men and women recovering from a jump. A slight deviation in the cultists’ course and they’d all have been killed.
The Mark-IVs chased after the cultist sloops. By now, the space in the pyramid between the three fleets was filled with ordnance, but Blackbeard’s torpedoes reached the action first. They struck two sloops, one after another. The cultist ships detonated in massive atomic explosions. The nearest was only a hundred or so miles away from Blackbeard, and radiation bathed their sensors and left them momentarily blind.
When the instruments came back around, only one enemy sloop remained. The other two had died in explosions from unknown sources. Missiles and torpedoes chased the remaining sloop, and the general’s forces were bringing serpentines into play. Bomblets corkscrewed out to finish what others had started.
Mose Dryz’s ship sat out front, on the spear point of the Hroom fleet. The cultists had identified him perfectly—maybe that had been the entire source of the delay, identifying their traitor—and the sole remaining cultist sloop charged straight at him. The two ships with the general’s flagship broke away, as if knowing that when the general was rammed, they’d be taken down with it. Mose Dryz was suddenly dangling out in front, alone.
He fired his serpentines, and bomblets exploded on the hull of his enemy’s ship. But if the cultists had stripped out their serpentines, they had kept plenty of armor. The ship absorbed the attack. More missiles came racing in from behind, but none would arrive in time to affect the outcome.
Then, when it was almost over, the two sloops that had broken from the general swerved back in. They didn’t fire, they only targeted the rogue sloop with their rams. Just as the enemy approached, they closed ranks and speared it from either side. The long spikes at their bows crunched through. The cultist ship exploded, and nothing was visible on the scans except for a big bright light where all four ships had been moments earlier.
Tolvern stared at the screen, unable to move or speak. Her stomach was flopping, and her heart pounded.
“He’s alive!” someone in tech cried.
The viewscreen cleared, and there was the general’s sloop, the only survivor of the blast. It listed, and the front of his ship was leaking gasses, but it continued to maneuver. The crew was still alive, the ship intact. There was no sign of either the cultist ship or the two sloops that had rammed it. Tolvern gasped and sank into her seat.
Calls came from several sources, trying to get her attention. Most notably, both McGowan and Mose Dryz were trying to reach her. She ignored McGowan and took the general’s call first.
He stood tall and erect. His large eyes stared through the screen, studying her face in turn. “I suppose I should be relieved, Jess Tolvern. I thought I was going to perish.”
“Thank God. Those two sloops of yours . . . that was some kind of bravery to sacrifice themselves like that.”
“I didn’t tell them to do it,” he said. “In fact, I sent them away to save their lives.” He breathed slowly through his nose slits. “They were my adjutants, their crews loyal and brave. Their loss is a blow.”
“I am sorry, General. But thank God you are still alive.”
“Yes, well. The gods still have work for me, it appears. And your god wishes the same for you. It might easily have been Blackbeard targeted. You were as guilty as I in entering the Forbidden Enclave.”
“You’re right.” Tolvern managed a smile. “But I am only a heathen. You are a blasphemer, General. That’s much worse.”
He made an amused-sounding hum, then turned serious again. “Order us into motion, Captain Jess Tolvern. We are late, and it’s past time to take this fleet into Viborg.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty
Catarina faced her worried junior officers in the war room. A schematic of the Viborg System was displayed on the main screen above the table, showing their situation. Ahead of them, twelve enemy star wolves and the missile barge. Behind, nine more wolves. Five star wolves orbited the planet itself. Fourteen more wolves, led by Forkbeard’s own ship, Storm Rider, were racing toward Viborg from the Jutland jump point, ready to join the battle.
She studied her own force to measure it against the enemy. Void Queen was the most powerful ship, of course, followed by the smaller cruiser, HMS Repulse. After that, she had a corvette, two destroyers, and two surviving torpedo boats, plus two pirate frigates and a missile frigate. The missile frigate was vulnerable and had to be protected in the center of her force. At the moment, it felt more like a liability than an asset.
And then there were Olafsen’s seven wolves. They ranged in power from a destroyer at the low end, to a corvette with extra armor at the top end. They wouldn’t be decisive, but without them, she’d be doomed.
Catarina zoomed in on her fleet, studying the graphical representation of the ships. They were strung out as they charged toward Viborg. “The enemy must be quaking beneath their Viking helmets, right Capp?”
The first mate’s response was grim. “They got forty wolves, Cap’n.”
“Ships we’ve driven off or defeated before, most of them.”
“Yeah, but forty.”
This was met by mutters of agreement from the others. Smythe sat at the far end of the table, with Nyb Pim next to him. Carvalho from the striker wing sat opposite Barker, the gunnery chief. The chief seemed the least perturbed. He sat with his thick hands folded in front of him, his mouth hidden beneath his walrus mustache.
“We can’t face them all at once,” Capp added. “We’ll be murdered.”
“We don’t have to,” Catarina said. “Not if we play our cards right. Once we charge into Viborg, we’ll face twenty-six wolves. That’s . . . daunting. But remember our advantages. We’re organized, we have combined arms—missiles, torpedoes, kinetic fire, pummel guns. Their firepower is almost all pummel guns.”
“That missile barge gave us all we could handle,” Barker said. “It’s got twice the launch capability of our missile frigate, and that corrects a lot of deficiencies in their attack.”
“I have a plan for taking it out,” she said. “But first, let me give you the big picture, what I’ve agreed with Olafsen and Longshanks we should do.”
“Aye, the Vikings,” Capp said. “Let’s hear it, Cap’n.”
Catarina pulled up a long-range scan of Viborg. The planet wore a white crown of ice on its north pole, and below that, vast oceans. There was no single large continental mass, but numerous scattered islands of various sizes. The largest were massive, almost miniature continents in and of themselves, and one of these, Norge, had been the center of Scandian power before the kingdom fell apart. It sat a few hundred miles from a much smaller island that was the base of the space elevator, and where they would try to establish Albion’s forward operating base.
“Nyb Pim says we’ll be coming in when the planet is positioned like this,” she said. “We’ll take our fleet right at the enemy. Smash and scatter the star wolves gathering around Viborg before Forkbeard arrives with his fourteen.”
Catarina manipulated the screen to rotate Viborg and its moon.
“We’ll have eight hours until the larger moon swings around here. By then, Forkbeard will arrive to take direct command. We’ll have taken some damage, I’m sure, and at that point I hope to avoid any more fighting. We’ll use the moons and the planet to play cat and mouse with Forkbeard until McGowan and Tolvern come with reinforcements.”
Looks passed around the table at this. If they came. Two hours had gone by since receiving McGowan’s subspace. He was delayed by a cultist death fleet, but promised to send Captain Tolvern and her large fleet through as soon as he was able. There was no sign of them yet.
Assuming they finally arrived, the jump point from Jutland wasn’t that distant, and they should be able to rush in and quickly join the fight. All Catarina had to do was keep her forces intact until they did. Against dozens of star wolves. Merely that.
“What about the island? When we gonna take it?” Capp asked.
“We don’t move against Langeland until we’ve completely neutralized Forkbeard’s fleet,” Catarina said. “Destroyed what we can, driven off the rest. Then Olafsen will drop raiders to clear the ground of enemies so we can land marines, colonists, and gun emplacements. We’ll patch up the space elevator, and if anyone on the surface gives us trouble, we’ll pound them from orbit.”
Barker had let out a series of grunts during Catarina’s presentation, and now he cleared his throat.
“I’m still thinking about that missile barge,” he said. “That’s what all of us down in the gunnery will be worried about. And what about the orbital platform at the top of that space elevator? An asteroid counterweight. It’s a fortress too, isn’t it?”
“Not anymore,” Catarina said. “The guns were stripped out a long time ago when the elevator fell into disrepair.”
“So it ain’t a fort?” Capp said. “We don’t have to worry about it?”
Catarina shook her head. “Not a fort.”
“It’s not a fort yet,” Barker said. “Once the barge gets behind it, we’ll have a devil of a time rooting it out whether our friends ever show up or not.”
“That’s why we can’t wait around for McGowan and Tolvern. We’ve got to win a victory first.”
Barker looked skeptical behind his thick brows and bunched mustache. “You said you have a plan. Let’s hear it.”
“It’s a big missile platform,” Catarina said, “but it’s not very sophisticated. According to Smythe, it’s cobbled together from a transport barge they stole from us and a bunch of ground-based missile batteries. Point is, it’s powerful, but slow to respond. And it has no ability whatsoever to defend itself from close range.”
The others leaned forward, expressions intent now.
“We’re going to put those weaknesses to our advantage,” she continued. “My plan involves two torpedo boats, Carvalho’s striker wing, and some thin patches of enemy armor. Once we’re done, that barge will be wiped off the map.”
#
Carvalho strapped himself into his falcon while the flight tech brought down his canopy and sealed it. His hands moved over the controls as he checked off the systems. Everything looked good, and he gave a thumbs-up through the canopy. The tech nodded an acknowledgment, tapped on his hand computer, and the falcon eased along the rails toward the launch tube.
Everything was so smooth that Carvalho was almost on autopilot as he continued through the prelaunch checklist. He spoke to the others over the com while he worked.
“All right, friends, you have been briefed. You know the mission.”
“Yeah,” Greeves said, her voice muffled. Sounded like she was eating or had a huge wad of gum in her mouth. “We’re going to shove a few missiles right up their bunghole and bugger out of there.”
“That’s the idea,” Carvalho said. “The enemy will have other plans, of course. Stick to me, follow my lead. Don’t be a hero, don’t do anything stupid.”
“You hear that, Smitty?” Greeves said. “Judkins is gone—that means you’re now the dim bulb in the room.”
“Screw you, Greeves,” came the good-natured response.
“Get within range,” Carvalho continued, “drop your missiles, and get out of there. We’ve got plenty of help. And we’re bringing a big distraction to draw enemy fire.”
“Is that your way of saying we’re just a diversion?” someone else asked, either Bailes or Stephenson. Carvalho wasn’t sure who.
“No, that means someone else is doing the diverting so we can do our job without dying.”
Hopefully. Because Carvalho’s wing of ten falcons—a woman named King had joined his team in a spare ship—was flying straight into the teeth of twelve star wolves, who were ready to devour the falcons as a snack and spit out their bones.
“Void Queen in position to deploy striker wing,” came Jane’s cool voice. “One minute to launch.”
The others were still chattering, but Carvalho was bored with the banter and shut off the com to study his screen. They were nearly within range of the missile barge already. The captain expected a ferocious counterattack once it became clear what they were up to.
“Hey, Carvalho,” Greeves said.
“I shut down the main channel for a reason. I did not want to hear your sarcasm anymore. I would rather concentrate on staying alive.”
“Forty-five seconds to launch,” Jane said.
“No, not that. There’s something funny about my engine.”
“I thought they fixed that.”
“Yeah, they tried to keep it from running hot. But I figured out how to bypass the plasma control. I can rev it up if you need me to. Get some extra juice out of it.”
“Don’t do that,” Carvalho said. “Fly it according to the specs.”
“When did you get all serious on me, mate?”
“When they put me in charge of this circus car of payasos. That means clowns, Greeves, because I know you don’t like that ‘Ladino crap.’”
Greeves snorted like a donkey.
Jane announced thirty seconds, and he tested electronic control to the stabilizer rockets. All was good.
“I’m just saying,” Greeves said, “you need someone to make a good hard run, call on me. I ain’t scared of getting in there and mixing it up.”
“All right, Greeves. Now shut up and run your final checks.”
“Ten seconds to launch,” Jane said.
All was quiet, the only sound the hum of the rail beneath him. The airlock slid open, and he was staring at the void. At bright, sharp stars, with the vast smear of the Milky Way behind them. An oversize red star to his right was really a planet, he knew, the outermost of the rocky worlds before they reached the planet of Viborg, now only a few hours distant.
And somewhere out there, the missile barge and a dozen star wolves. They were within range of his pulse cannons, but not yet visible to the naked eye. He was adjusting the rangefinder on the viewscreen when a hand shoved him back into his seat. The launch.
Then he was outside the artificial gravity. He touched the stabilizers, engaged the engine, and pulled away from Void Queen.
“You there, luv?” Capp said.
“Claro que sí.”
“Check your coordinates, luv. We got an update.”
Capp sent him the new course, and he turned the ship to match it. Blue lights flaring off starboard, port, and below showed his fellow pilots taking position around him. Void Queen was a monster to starboard, long and dark against the Milky Way, with her engine sending a long trail of glowing particles out the rear. Lights along her decks showed cannon emerging from behind bombproofs. A lone missile squirted out and raced past the falcons, vanishing in an instant.
Void Queen had come to the vanguard of the fleet when Captain Vargus launched the assault, but was already falling behind as Carvalho’s striker wing leaped ahead. As the battle cruiser vanished, two other shapes came up alongside. They had lean, lethal profiles, like a pair of barracudas.
Torpedo boats. Much smaller than the cruiser, they were still massive compared to the smaller falcons. They had a bite, too.
More missiles raced past them, and a trio of torpedoes flared on Carvalho’s viewscreen. All of it ordnance from the battle cruiser, which was lashing at the missile barge to draw its attention. Two enemy star wolves fell back to defend the barge. They made as if to charge at Void Queen. The enemy fleet either hadn’t noticed the pair of torpedo boats and the falcons or did not yet realize the ramifications.
Carvalho studied the changing positions of the enemy ships and spotted his opening.
“Follow me in.”
The two star wolves flashed by overhead, only a few hundred miles away. They weren’t turned around, so much as slowing, thus changing position relative to the other ships, both Albionish and Scandian. And so their guns were poorly positioned. Too late, the enemy spotted Carvalho’s force. A pair of short, ineffective bursts from pummel guns, and then he and his companions were through.
The missile barge loomed. It was flat on top, like the deck of an ocean-going aircraft carrier, with a bulging hull that must be stuffed with missiles. It was lowering shields to expose batteries. So many batteries.
Dios mío.
They had to stop it. One volley would destroy the torpedo boats. A second volley had the potential to cripple Void Queen.
Greeves cursed. “It’s a monster.”
Yes, but a monster with flaws. The one that Vargus had identified, that gave her the idea to send her striker wing, was the poor shielding beneath the missile batteries. The missiles burned so hot that they were hurled out before ignition, not so different from how Void Queen launched its falcons.
“Follow me in,” he said.
His striker wing pulled ahead of the torpedo boats and closed on the barge as it launched a wave of missiles. The falcons dropped missiles of their own, which slammed into the flat top, smashing batteries and punching small holes in the armor.
But the outgoing missiles themselves were the real target. They started sluggishly, just dangling there for a moment, and the falcons engaged with pulse guns before they could get underway. Carvalho hit one of them with his very first burst.
Another ignited and accelerated rapidly, but he turned his falcon and knocked it down from behind. Pulse fire lit up the space all around him, together with exploding missiles, until it looked like a fireworks display. His ship shuddered, caught in a shock wave of debris and expanding gas from a nearby detonation, but he rode it out.
Only three missiles got past. They targeted the torpedo boats, which now charged up to join the fight. The boats evaded two of them. The final missile, the only one from the huge wave fired by the barge to get through, struck a hard blow on the bow of a torpedo boat. The armor held.
The two boats dropped their torpedoes. The ships had come in so close that the barge had no time to knock them down with countermeasures, and all four torpedoes struck it, one after another. Mark-IVs, full of explosive power.
Each Albion torpedo buried itself in the deck and detonated, already nearly through the inadequate tyrillium armor before they went off. Plumes of gas and debris flared into space. Plasma leaked out the back, and the barge began to slow. A secondary explosion burst through the fat, whale-like hull.
“Get back!” Carvalho ordered. He braced himself for the final explosion.
It was only as his falcons pulled away that he realized it was premature to call off the attack. The barge was too large, and the torpedoes had not destroyed it. More enemy star wolves targeted the torpedo boats as they flew past, and the pair fled for their lives.
Meanwhile, Void Queen, which had started the battle with a diversionary attack, now had its hands full with two star wolves. The two sides traded blows, with the battle cruiser eventually getting the upper hand and forcing the enemy ships to withdraw. Or maybe they’d just spotted the danger to the damaged missile barge and were coming back to deal with the pesky falcons curving around for another attack.
Void Queen made as if to press, but the missile barge was readying a second wave with its surviving batteries. The torpedo boats were retreating quickly, and the falcons were unable to sit back and shoot down missiles as star wolves closed in around them. That would leave the battle cruiser to absorb the entire barrage. Vargus wisely decided that was unwise and guarded the torpedo boats’ retreat instead.
Carvalho kept a wary eye on the approaching wolves. He had time, but only if he moved swiftly and didn’t mess around.
“Who has missiles?” he asked.
“I got one,” Greeves said.
“Two here,” King said. “I meant to fire them, but couldn’t get them off until we were past and it was too late.”
Of the rest, two of the falcons were out of missiles, but all the others had at least one. Carvalho ordered the two without missiles to target missile batteries with pulse guns—shoot down any outgoing missiles if they could.
“The rest of you follow me in. We don’t have the firepower to hit the upper deck—if the Mark-IVs couldn’t manage, our little peashooters sure aren’t going to do anything. But that hole in the underside goes all the way through. That’s our target.”
The went in swiftly, even as star wolf pummel guns started firing at them from a long range. Twisting around the stream of incoming fire, the falcons zoomed up on the looming barge and fired missiles, one after another. The first two slammed into the armor near the hole, not quite on target, but close enough to widen a passage for other missiles. Soon, explosions were lighting up the interior of the barge.
Carvalho launched his sole remaining missile and chased it with a burst from his pulse gun. That was more hopeful than practical, and he was frustrated to see little change as he peeled away.
Greeves was second to last, with only Bailes behind her. Each of them only had one missile. She fired her missile from point-blank range and pulled up. The missile entered the gaping, smoking hole and went off.
And suddenly, the whole thing began to break apart. Explosions ripped through the upper deck and burst out the bottom in multiple locations. Bailes peeled off in time, but Greeves was still flying past it.
“Get out of there!” Carvalho cried.
The barge exploded. Greeves vanished from the screens. Carvalho watched, sickened, then gaped as she emerged, whooping, from the cloud of fire, debris, and burning globules of plasma.
He let out a stream of words, and only belatedly realized he was speaking Ladino. He switched to English. “I thought you were . . . how did you . . .?”
“Told you she was running hot, mate.” There was a grin in her voice. “Never know when you’ll need a bit of extra speed.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Catarina personally went to the loading bay to welcome back the victorious striker crew. Carvalho, Greeves, Bailes, and the rest who had shot down the bulk of the missiles as they were launched, then stood alone at the end to finish the job begun by the impact of the Mark-IVs. Catarina joined the backslapping and cheering that congratulated the grinning pilots as crew pressed them from all sides.
The falcon pilots were enjoying the accolades, but there was plenty of credit to go around. Void Queen had exposed herself at the front of the fleet and come under attack. The torpedo boats had braved pummel guns and missiles and landed the heaviest blows.
The end result was a massive explosion that annihilated the barge, wiping out the enemy’s long-range fire support. The path to Viborg lay open. Victory would no longer rely on desperate chances and the luck of Hroom, Scandian, and Albion gods.
Catarina returned to the bridge to find more welcome news. Captain Jess Tolvern had finally entered Viborg at the head of a second battle cruiser, the rebuilt HMS Blackbeard. Following shortly behind came an entire flotilla: another cruiser, two missile frigates, three corvettes, two more torpedo boats, and twenty-two sloops of war.
Tolvern sent her counterpart on Void Queen a message explaining the situation in Jutland. McGowan’s task force remained behind to shuttle across the marines and the colonists. Peerless would remain in Jutland until the last forces were across, then escort the last warships through.
“Of course he will,” Capp grumbled. “Wouldn’t want Spotless to get shot at, would he?”
“Would you rather have Tolvern stay behind and McGowan join the fight?” Catarina asked.
Capp brightened at that. “Aye, that’s a good point, Cap’n. We’re going to fight alongside Blackbeard.”
“Maybe,” Catarina said doubtfully. “We’ve got plenty of fighting to do on our own first. Might be all over by the time Tolvern arrives. Someone give me some numbers.”
“We arrive at Viborg in ninety-two minutes,” Nyb Pim said. “We’ve already begun our initial deceleration.”
“Give it an hour,” Smythe said, “and we’ll all be in the thick of it. Us, the five wolves at Viborg, the dozen in front, the nine behind.”
“And Forkbeard’s fourteen wolves?” Catarina pressed.
“Forkbeard reaches us about eight hours later.”
“So we’ve got eight hours to inflict some pain, then we play cat and mouse until Tolvern shows up. And when will that be?”
Smythe tapped at the screen, got some numbers from Lomelí and Nyb Pim. He looked up with a scowl. “By tomorrow at this time.”
“Fifteen hours alone with Forkbeard and whoever is left from the first attack.” Catarina took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “That could get ugly.” She took in the grim expressions all around. “It all comes down to the first battle. No more skirmishes—we’ve got to make it count.”
#
Catarina expected the enemy forces to attempt a pincer maneuver as she closed on Viborg. At first, it seemed as though this would happen. The nine wolves that had been harassing them since the Hillerød System ducked below her on the Z-axis.
But instead of coming up on her from underneath, they overshot her fleet to meet up with the twelve in front. This wasn’t as alarming as it might have been. Get those twenty-one wolves together in one mass force, and they’d direct a massive concentration of pummel guns against the seventeen ships in Catarina’s fleet.
Yet now that she’d shorn them of the missile barge, the enemy needed to close ranks to fight. She suffered no such weakness. Here, her combined arms should prove decisive: powerful cruisers and star wolves for close combat, missile frigates and others for landing punches from a distance.
Catarina’s fleet was slowing as it approached Viborg, and Catarina used her own missile platforms—mainly her missile frigate—to fire at the five wolves in orbit around the planet. She couldn’t defeat them from this distance, but she could harry them, delay their arrival on the battlefield, weakening the main force.
To her surprise, the five scooted back around the far side of Viborg to avoid the incoming fire. Great, let them stay out of the fight. Catarina wasn’t about to let the opportunity go to waste.
She ordered Repulse to her starboard, and the cruiser moved swiftly to comply. Pussycat went to port, ready to absorb and deliver punishment. She placed four star wolves, led by Sven Longshanks on Thor’s Hammer, above her, and Olafsen on Bloodaxe with the last two wolves below.
Against Hroom sloops or other fast attackers, she’d have set her corvette and destroyers in a screen, but instead, she held the trio in a reserve force with the two torpedo boats, placed near the missile frigate to dissuade enemies from doing to her frigate what she’d done to their missile barge.
Viborg glowed blue and white below them. It was a cool world, crowned in ice. The asteroid counterweight to the broken space elevator swung in orbit above the equator. Below it lay Langeland, their ultimate target.
Still, the final five star wolves made no sign of coming around to join the fight. That raised suspicions.
“Something is up. Smythe, look for mines.”
“I’m not seeing any,” he said.
“Should I get Carvalho’s birds in the air?” Capp asked.
“No, we’re not ready to play that card yet.”
The trick was to not hold any of her cards too long. She needed all available firepower to win this battle.
Catarina ordered the fleet to target the lead star wolves in the main force. More missiles flew out. The enemy shot down or baffled most of the first wave with countermeasures, sending them spiraling into the atmosphere to burn up, but a handful broke through and struck glancing blows. The enemy didn’t charge—not right away.
For a moment, Catarina dared hope that they were waiting for Forkbeard’s fleet of fourteen warships to arrive.
Great, if that was their idea. She had plenty of missiles and was content to soften them up. Give it a couple of hours, then make a charge when they were weaker. But whatever had delayed the enemy response, they now moved to close ranks. Several made a move to scoot around to her rear. Get at her missile frigate.
Catarina smiled to see such an obvious move. “You had your chance for that, earlier. Not now.”
Her own Scandians moved quickly to block the assault. With the enemy fleet partially divided, she edged forward to get within torpedo range. Barker snapped off a couple of Mark-IVs at the lead enemy ship. Pussycat launched its own torpedoes. The enemy marauder captains must have realized that they were now in even greater danger than before, as they accelerated rapidly into the fight.
“All ships, all torpedoes,” Catarina ordered.
Mark-IVs and Hunter-IIs rumbled out from across her fleet. Most of the slower, dumber Mark-IVs never made it through the countermeasures, but they paved the way for blows from their more agile counterparts. A torpedo slammed into one of the enemy wolves.
As it turned to avoid incoming missiles, the damaged ship fell against the pirate frigates. Orient Tiger and Pussycat fired broadsides from their main cannon batteries. Some of the shot landed against the crack in the tyrillium armor left by the torpedo.
The star wolf began to break apart. Escape pods were jettisoned and headed toward the planet. What was left of the ship skipped, smoking, through the upper atmosphere and off into space and away from the battlefield. And just like that, one enemy ship was down.
Three star wolves lunged at Void Queen, and Catarina had no chance to savor the small victory. The other cruiser of her fleet, Repulse, had its hands full with a star wolf of its own, and her Scandians and pirate ships couldn’t disengage from their enemies. That left Void Queen alone.
Barker had the main battery ready, and Capp got them in position. As the first star wolf approached with guns raining fire, Void Queen fired. Twenty-two cannon blasted heavy kinetic shot. The cannon fire slammed into the closest wolf. It immediately fell back, reeling. The engine sputtered, and it brushed against Viborg’s upper atmosphere. For a moment, the ship looked like it would be sucked into the planet’s gravity well, but it struggled free and hobbled away to lick its wounds.
“Two down,” Catarina said grimly.
“Warning,” Jane said. “Class-two detonation expected.”
Void Queen had been suffering under a sustained assault from the other two star wolves in the attacking trio, and now something heavier rocked her number three shield. The artificial gravity flickered, and Catarina felt weightless. The viewscreen suddenly looked upside down, and her stomach churned. It passed in an instant as a hand pressed her back into her seat.
“King’s balls,” Capp said. “What the devil was that?”
That turned out to be some sort of explosive one of the star wolves had hurled against the hull from close range. Between the missile barge and the bomb attack, it was clear that the enemy had learned lessons since the battle at Fort Alliance.
Void Queen quickly punished the wrongdoer. The ship rolled to get off shots from the secondary gun batteries, followed by missiles. The enemy ship rocked under repeated blows, and minutes later was limping away, bleeding gasses. That left one star wolf from the initial trio of attackers, but it quickly pulled back rather than slug it out alone with the battle cruiser.
Unfortunately, it retreated only far enough to join several more ships jostling in to join the fight. Void Queen’s companions were still fighting hard, and already one of Olafsen’s ships and one of her own, Orient Tiger, were trying to fight clear as they suffered heavy damage. The navy frigate kept throwing missiles onto the battlefield, which harried and delayed the enemy as it tried to close ranks, but that was only delaying the inevitable.
“Six wolves on us now, Cap’n,” Capp said. “We need them reserve ships.”
“Call them in. And get Carvalho in the air.”
Catarina was dismayed to call in her reserve so soon, but if she didn’t, she’d soon be overwhelmed. The Scandians were aggressive, and not afraid to trade blows, even with the capital ship. What’s more, a smaller force was now mauling Repulse. She was going to lose the cruiser if she didn’t do something.
“Send the falcons to Repulse. Hurry.”
Her reserve ships came rumbling into the fight. The pair of destroyers swung around and fired their main guns at the lead ship harassing Void Queen, and when it turned away, the swifter corvette chased after it, lashing it with missiles and torpedoes. The torpedo boats came up behind the destroyer screen and dropped more torpedoes, which Void Queen supported with three more Mark-IVs.
A star wolf took two heavy blows. It, too, tried to get away, but the corvette forced it about and pushed it back up against Void Queen. The wolf tried to wriggle free like a giant fish on a gaff hook, but her forces held it in place.
“Barker,” Catarina said. “Give me cannon.”
Another broadside. It hit the wounded enemy ship and tore holes all along its stern. Venting air, plasma, and even ordnance, the dying wolf drifted toward Viborg. This one did not escape the planet’s gravity well. A final twitch, a desperate plasma burn from sputtering engines, and then it went down, burning as it plummeted to earth.
Carvalho’s falcons came to Repulse’s aid just in time. She had been striking hard at the three attacking star wolves, but their pummel guns were quickly shredding the cruiser’s armor. The falcons charged hard at the weakest of the ships and unloaded missiles and pulse weapons on already damaged armor. It fell back, swatting at the falcons like they were tormenting hornets, but with little success. Removing one enemy allowed Repulse to swing about and meet up with Void Queen, who was fighting to reach her side.
All this time, her missile frigate had remained unmolested at the rear, wreaking havoc on the enemy. Catarina could only imagine what would have happened if they hadn’t destroyed the enemy barge, and were facing their own long-range attack while trying to fight at close range. The Albion missiles were taking a toll, and other enemy ships fell back as the fight began to drift toward Viborg’s larger moon.
More than three hours had passed since entering battle, and the tide was turning in Catarina’s favor. Two wolves destroyed, and five more had withdrawn from the battlefield, likely trying to do emergency repairs so they could rejoin the fight.
Against that, three of her ships had suffered significant damage. Of these, Pestilence, one of Olafsen’s star wolves, had lost a third of the crew and all of its guns. It could only huddle behind Albion’s fleet, hoping it didn’t have to run for its life with damaged engines.
Of the other two, Repulse was seriously damaged across the aft and fore shields, but could still fight, and Orient Tiger had lost its missile bays, melted into slag. Void Queen and a few other ships had suffered noncritical damage. Overall, Catarina had lost much less of her firepower than the enemy fleet, and could better weather another engagement.
The enemy seemed to recognize this, too, and regrouped. Led by Knutesen’s ship, a powerful star wolf by the name of Anvil that she’d begun to think of as the enemy flagship, they moved toward deep space in an attempt to disengage.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Catarina said. “Smythe, get me Olafsen.”
The marauder captain appeared on the viewscreen moments later. He looked fierce, his eyes nearly glowing and his pulse throbbing at his temple. Staring at him, she felt as if she were looking through a window in time, at a true Old Earth Viking with his bloodlust up.
“I’m sending my corvette out front,” she said. “Dart will only hold them for a moment, but that should be long enough to get your ships in to plug the gaps. Keep them in place until the rest of us join the fight.”
“No, Vargus, I’ve got other plans. I’m leaving you Pestilence—it’s crippled up and no good to me—but I’m taking the rest.”
“Taking them where? What are you talking about?”
“I’m going after the five wolves in orbit.”
“The devil take those ships, they don’t mean anything to us. Not if they won’t fight. And if they do come around, we’ll be glad we took care of Knutesen first.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, woman. You want to know why they didn’t fight? They’re holding us in orbit—that’s the only thing they care about.”
“You’re not making any sense.”
“Forkbeard just figured it out, the fool. That’s right, he didn’t get that you are trying to build a base right on Viborg, or if he did, he didn’t know where. We have a chance, if we can get past those wolves, to take the island now. It’s almost undefended.”
“That’s not our job. Our job is to eliminate the enemy fleet. Once that’s done, we can land our marines, our raiders, our colonists—everything.”
“How many lives is it worth to you?” Olafsen asked.
“What?”
“A thousand? Five thousand? How many marines do you have in stasis?” Olafsen squinted, making his scar dance. “That’s right, I’m telling you the island is practically unguarded now. It won’t be for long. There are men who will fight us on the ground, and they’ll reinforce Langeland, but right now the only thing the enemy has are a few dozen raiders they dropped onto the island in a hurry. With the elevator smashed, unable to be repaired, it meant nothing to them before. Now it does, and once they get it fortified . . .”
He didn’t finish the statement, and didn’t need to. Catarina got it now. If Olafsen could take the island now, they could avoid the deaths of hundreds, maybe thousands. Save the lives of all those marines, and their position on Viborg would be that much stronger.
“I can’t do it,” she said, in agony at having to overlook the chance sitting in front of her. “If I wait, Forkbeard will come with his fourteen wolves, and we’ll be finished. We have to hit Knutesen and hit him hard before that happens.”
“It doesn’t matter what you do, Vargus. I’m going down there myself. May the gods lead you into battle.”
“Damn you, Olafsen, don’t abandon me now.”
He stared back with a cold expression. “Viborg is my domain, remember? That was your promise. Lord or duke or whatever you called it. I can take it now with a few hundred raiders. I do that, and the planet comes over to my side. Or I can take it later and lose half my army. Maybe all of it. Then nobody comes over. I’ll have nothing.”
“Olafsen, listen to me—”
“No, Vargus. You fight your battle, and I’ll fight mine.”
With that, he cut the channel, and Catarina was left staring at a blank screen until Smythe pulled up the fighting still breaking out on the fringes of the two disengaging fleets. Olafsen’s star wolves had already begun to fall back toward the planet. The much-weakened Albion fleet was left to fight it out alone.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
There was a near mutiny in Olafsen’s fleet as he explained his plan to the other marauder captains. Of his remaining five counterparts, two thought they should stay with Vargus and her fleet, stick with the original plan until the large Albion fleet arrived to relieve them.
Two more argued that they should throw in their lot with Ragnar Forkbeard. The battle was nearly lost, but there might still be time to switch to the winning side. Forkbeard would forgive their treachery if they turned on Vargus.
Idiots. It was too late for that now, even if Olafsen had any inclination to bow his head to Forkbeard again. He did not. And he could not forget the chilling sight of bones and other body parts floating above Armory Two, and the knowledge that total devastation awaited them if they did not help Albion defeat the predatory Apex fleet.
Olafsen reminded the wayward captains what Forkbeard would do if he got his hands on them. Did they want to risk the blood eagle on the off chance that the man would forgive and forget? Was Forkbeard known as a particularly forgiving man? Or was he the sort who held a grudge?
He expected the most opposition from Sven, and called him last. But his brother only listened, and stared through his good eye. Occasionally, he nodded.
“Scandians back a strong horse,” Sven said when Olafsen had finished explaining his plan. “If you take Langeland, warlords and marauder captains will come over to your side. Question is, do you trust Vargus?”
“That she’ll give me Viborg as a reward? Why wouldn’t she? If I don’t hold it, if it’s purely Albion controlled, they’ll be attacked repeatedly from the ground. There are millions of Scandians down there, and an Albion base will be both an affront and an opportunity.”
“That’s not what I mean,” Sven said. “Although I notice that you’re positioning yourself for maximum glory and power.”
“Someone has to take control, or we’ll never ending the raiding, the warring.”
“And what of it? It’s a good life. We don’t need a king, and how would we have one if Albion has troops stationed on Viborg?”
“That won’t last forever,” Olafsen said. He studied his brother across the viewscreen. “Do I trust her to do what? If that’s not what you mean, what is it?”
“Do you trust her to win? Your plan only works if she holds off these wolves. And we make that harder by pulling our forces out of the fight.”
“We tie up those five wolves in orbit—that protects Vargus’s rear. But I see your point. It doesn’t matter if we seize Langeland if we can’t hold it. If Forkbeard catches us on the surface, he’ll pound us to rubble. She has to win.”
“And? Will she?”
Olafsen hesitated. This next part was hard to admit. The truth was, he’d come to . . . well, not to like Catarina Vargus. She was too ambitious, and she looked down on the Scandian marauder captains. He could hear it in her voice, see it in how she positioned his ships in a fight. But he respected her. She wasn’t afraid to fight, and the pirate in her had a lot in common with a marauder captain. He didn’t care to see her killed.
“I think she loses. Maybe she wins this immediate fight, but Knutesen has too many wolves to destroy them all, and she needs a complete victory before Forkbeard arrives. I think he brings in his fourteen wolves when she’s already damaged. Then he joins forces with the wolves she hasn’t been able to destroy. He’ll crush her.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“But she doesn’t need to win it all,” Olafsen added. “Not so far as we’re concerned. She only needs to keep fighting long enough for us to get to the surface and seize the island.”
“I thought you said—”
“Forkbeard needs to be defeated. But not necessarily by Catarina Vargus. Look at the new fleet.”
“Oh. Yes, of course.”
The new Albion fleet was big enough that if Vargus gave a good accounting of herself, it would mop up what was left of Forkbeard’s fleet.
“Once Vargus is gone, we’ll have to negotiate with the new Albion commanders,” Sven pointed out.
“And we’ll do it from a position of strength, holed up in the Langeland fortress at the bottom of the space elevator. We give them what they want, so long as they’re reasonable.”
Sven adjusted his eye patch. “We’re agreed on one thing, Brother. Scandia will rise again. In the short term, defeating Apex is worth an alliance with Albion. Once we have Langeland, most of Viborg should come over to our side.”
“Exactly right.”
“Shame about Catarina Vargus, though.” Sven grinned. “She’d make a feisty wife, don’t you think?”
“Not for me, she wouldn’t.” Nevertheless, the unsettled feeling persisted in Olafsen’s gut. He took a deep breath. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she’ll find a way to survive.”
“Maybe.” Sven’s smile disappeared. He glanced to the side. “The enemy is on the move. Do you have a plan, or are we just charging in there?”
“By the gods, of course I have a plan. First thing, you need to send me all your raiders.”
#
Catarina watched Olafsen and Longshanks as they led their surviving ships into battle in orbit above Viborg. The five enemy wolves that had been lurking there shook off their lethargy and moved to engage. Soon, the two sides were hammering at each other with pummel guns. Longshanks kept Thor’s Hammer with four other wolves, while Bloodaxe slid away from the battle on its own.
“Will someone cut that feed?” Catarina said irritably.
Capp glanced over. “Don’t you want to see what happens, Cap’n?”
“Not really. Let the bastards die of explosive decompression for all I care. We have plenty of work to do here.”
She’d redeployed her fleet to take into account the damage suffered by her ships. She placed Repulse to the rear, since the cruiser’s shields couldn’t take any more sustained fire. She could still launch missiles and torpedoes, though. Orient Tiger, on the other hand, had lost her missile batteries, but still had plenty of armor, so Catarina shifted her former ship up front to utilize the cannon in short-range action. She put Pestilence, the injured star wolf Olafsen had abandoned, back with Repulse and the missile frigate. The Scandian ship couldn’t fight at all, but maybe the enemy wouldn’t know that.
Her ships now in position, Catarina pressed the attack.
Meanwhile, the enemy forces had regrouped near Viborg’s larger moon. Even though two had been destroyed, and five had fled the battlefield with heavy damage, a formidable force of fourteen star wolves remained, with five more tied up by Olafsen at the planet.
Knutesen led the enemy wolves from a big, ugly ship named Anvil, but seemed content to linger beyond range of her missiles and wait for Forkbeard to arrive and double up the Scandian fleet.
For obvious reasons, she needed to force a fight now, while she still had a small advantage. But as she advanced, they began to fall back. Slowly at first, then accelerating as they moved away from the moon.
“Bloodaxe is making its move,” Smythe said.
In spite of her proclamation, Catarina couldn’t help herself. “Put it up.”
While Longshanks fought it out in an evenly matched battle with the five enemy wolves, Bloodaxe had broken free and was vanishing into the atmosphere.
“There you have it. The enemy sees what we’re doing. They know we can’t run, because that would leave Olafsen trapped on the ground, and the whole mission would fall apart. So now Knutesen doesn’t have to fight.”
“Looks like they want to rendezvous with Forkbeard,” Smythe said, still tracking the main fleet as it fell back. “Two hours. Then they can turn back around and hit us again. With twenty-eight wolves.”
“I have charted a course of pursuit,” Nyb Pim said. “Shall I send it to the fleet? Or we could run in the other direction and get away. I can chart that course, too.”
Catarina barely hesitated. “Take us at them.”
Her corvette was the fastest ship out of the blocks, followed by the two destroyers. All three were fast enough to get out ahead of the enemy. Doing it without falling within range of the dreaded pummel guns was another matter, and it took forty minutes before they’d moved far enough ahead of the enemy to throw down mines and send torpedoes speeding back toward Knutesen’s force. The trio of Albion warships maintained their distance as the enemy maneuvered to get around these obstacles.
The delay gave Catarina time to bring her other ships up against the enemy’s rear, and she ordered all missile batteries in the fleet to reopen the attack.
The screens lit up with outgoing fire. The missiles crossed the distance to Knutesen’s ships and began to strike just as the torpedoes from her corvette and destroyers struck from the other side. The enemy decelerated and positioned for another fight. Four star wolves moved to chase off the three tormentors in front, while the other ten swung around to engage Catarina’s main force.
Catarina launched her falcon wing, supported again by torpedo boats. It had proven a devastating accompaniment to her missile frigate, and the enemy was already squirming to face this threat by the time Void Queen, Orient Tiger, and Pussycat rumbled up to fight it out close range.
She called the gunnery, ordered torpedoes, then had all three ships in the vanguard ready to fire broadsides. Star wolves gang rushed them, but her gunnery timed its fire perfectly. A massive broadside caught the lead wolf on the snout. Pussycat and Orient Tiger targeted a second wolf, and Void Queen rolled to fire torpedoes at the other three to hold them at arm’s length.
Void Queen’s broadside smashed the lead wolf, and it flashed past her with a dozen small detonations popping off like bursting blisters along its spine. The second wolf fell back under the withering attack of the two pirate frigates, and barely got off a burst from its pummel gun before it was no longer in range. Pussycat took the fire, but weathered it with little damage suffered.
The other three enemy ships didn’t face as much firepower, but they still suffered blows, and now Void Queen’s torpedoes came raining in from above at the same time as the striker wing and torpedo boats delivered haymakers from the right flank. The initial wave of star wolves was quickly forced back. Two were heavily damaged, almost knocked from the fight entirely, and the other three suffered significant damage of their own. One of these was Anvil.
Knutesen’s flagship had absorbed a torpedo blow and damage from Orient Tiger’s cannon, as well as pulse fire from Carvalho’s falcons. The hull was still intact, but the Albion assault had knocked out at least one of its pummel guns. Knutesen sought protection within his fleet, and no doubt his crew was trying frantically to put out fires so Anvil could stay in the fight.
From Catarina’s perspective, it had been a fantastically successful first encounter. Unfortunately, the corvette and destroyers were under heavy fire, and would soon be overwhelmed. She ordered them to flee, and as soon as they did, the enemy resumed its flight toward Forkbeard’s fleet.
One more encounter and Catarina thought she could finish Knutesen’s wolves off as a coherent fighting force. Scatter his surviving ships to the wind. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to happen.
“Thirty minutes at present course,” Smythe announced, tone grim. “Then Knutesen and Forkbeard meet up.”
“Not enough time. Capp, signal the fleet. We fall back to Viborg.”
It took time to swing around, even with the antigrav keeping them from being torn apart. By the time they’d reversed course, the combined enemy fleet—Forkbeard’s fresh wolves and Knutesen’s beat-up fleet—was in full pursuit. Tolvern’s powerful relief force, with Blackbeard at the helm, was still charging hard toward Viborg, but would take several more hours to arrive.
Time for phase two: cat and mouse.
#
Olafsen and Björnman climbed into their mech suits. Other raiders packed the hold, so many that there was no room for all of them in the harnesses, which left most of them squeezed together, pinned into place by the others around them. Bloodaxe jumped and bucked like an angry horse as it dropped through Viborg’s buffeting atmosphere, and the men jostled back and forth to a good deal of cursing and shouting. The more devout prayed to the gods for a safe delivery to the surface.
“That kid is going to get us killed,” Björnman growled. “The fool, is he trying to hit every blasted wind current?”
“Bloodaxe is designed for deep space, not atmospheric flight,” Olafsen said. “You know that. Jarn will bring us in, don’t you worry.”
Nevertheless, he thought about how ironic it would be to fight through Odense, through Jutland, into Viborg, and all the way to the surface only to plop down in the ocean and drown.
And then the bay doors swung open and he caught a glimpse of the heaving, restless sea, with the rocky shore of Langeland next to it. White-crowned waves rolled in to crash against the island. The sky was gray, and rain drizzled down.
And the smell. It came through his helmet—rain, brine, the smell of ocean and of green, growing things from the island. A feeling of nostalgia invaded him, sharp as a blade thrust to the gut. And he felt suddenly as if he were a boy, walking along the strand with his grandfather. A memory surfaced. He and Granddad were carrying crab buckets and sticks.
It was in the early years of the collapse, and Granddad told him stories of grinning marauders with missing lips sacking cities, murdering the people and selling them into slavery. Granddad was going to lead a fleet of star wolves against Roskilde to defeat one of these brutal warlords and reestablish law and order. He assured Olafsen it would all be over soon; order would be returned.
But Granddad had been wrong—the chaos could not be defeated. It could only be embraced. By the end of his life, the Olafsen patriarch was one of the leading marauder captains in Scandian space, having become the very thing he had hated.
The sound of gunfire dragged Olafsen from his memories. The fire thumped in from one side, striking the ship and pinging off the hull. The attempt was laughable; a star wolf was constructed with hard-forged tyrillium armor, built to reflect energy weapons and absorb heavy kinetic fire at incredible velocity. No ground machine guns would cut through.
Olafsen’s men poured out of the bay, stabilizer jets igniting on their boots to ease them to the surface. Jostling, shouting, and the familiar war cry drowned out everything else on the com channel.
Blood, spoil, plunder, death.
Valhalla!
It was brutal, violent—the war cry of chaos. Olafsen felt like he was outside of his body, listening to it. Cold, detached.
And then it was his turn. He reached the edge of the loading bay and jumped. A sandy beach lay some twenty feet below. His stabilizer jets kicked in, and he thumbed them until he hit the ground. There he stumbled, and was dragged to his feet by a man wearing a familiar helmet. It was Demon Grin, one of his companions from the attack on Armory Two.
Olafsen shrugged him off, swung his assault rifle around, and prepared to kill any enemies on the beach. There was a cement pillbox ahead, right where the sand met the sloping hillside. Raiders blasted it with hand cannon and rocket-propelled grenades. Several came up from one side, advancing under fire, and tore the cement with huge, clamp-like hands. The pillbox was soon silenced.
The real danger came from guns higher up, where the stone fortifications frowned down upon the beach. Heavy fire rained down. The fire wasn’t enough to damage the star wolf, but it was strong enough to mow down raiders in mech suits. Men were falling.
Bloodaxe disgorged the last of the raiders, who mobbed the beach, trying to fight clear. The ship lifted slowly from the surface, engines burning lightly so as not to melt the raiders below and scorch the small island to a crisp. Water dripped off its sides, and it was soon shrinking in the sky above.
Olafsen looked up the hillside. His objective was the massive stone fortress sitting above them on the granite ridge that ran down the spine of Langeland. Not just a fortress. Sitting to one side was a smaller complex of buildings, together with a huge upright box the size of a barge. A black cable snaked out from the top and spooled across the hillside, eventually disappearing into the bay.
The box was the elevator car that had once climbed a cable to the asteroid counterweight in space. Moss covered its sides, and turf grew atop, well-watered by the cold, dark weather that blew continuously off the Great South Sea.
Olafsen joined the mass of raiders pressing up the hillside toward the fortress, some three hundred yards distant. Enemy fire intensified from the fortress.
He called the bridge. “Jarn, those guns are murdering us.”
“They’re well protected. I could hit them, but we’ll damage the fortress, and wreck the elevator machinery.”
Olafsen cursed. “We’re losing men down here.”
“Give me the word, and it’s done. I’m almost into orbit. I’ll pummel it to rubble before I hook up with Longshanks.”
“No. We need the fortress. And we need the elevator mechanism even more. We can’t destroy them.”
“I think I can get the guns at the gate tower without hitting anything else.”
“Do what you can.”
Olafsen cut the channel and turned his attention to his men, who were still struggling to build forward momentum. It was a powerful force—overwhelming if he could get it into combat with the small number of defenders holding the hilltop fortress. But first, he had to get them off this cursed beach.
There, to his right. A possible way through the dunes, a path covered with tall, spiny weeds.
He hand selected a dozen men and led them off from the others. Soon, they were hidden among the dunes and picking their way up the hillside, momentarily out of sight of the fortress guns.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Catarina reached Viborg just ahead of the new, combined fleet of Forkbeard and Knutesen. Another battle was raging in the skies above the planet. There, Sven Longshanks had his hands full with the five enemy wolves that had been left behind to prevent a planetside assault.
According to chatter from the surface, Olafsen had landed on Langeland with the entirety of his mech raiders, and they were fighting their way up the island toward the fortress. Bloodaxe burst above the cloud cover and sped into space to join Longshanks’s ships in battle.
“Longshanks is demanding our help,” Capp said.
“Oh, he’s demanding, is he?” Catarina said. Fresh anger boiled up. “After disobeying orders, the blasted Vikings have the gall to ask me to pull their stones out of the fire?”
Nobody answered this, and it hadn’t been a real rebuttal to Longshanks’s request . . . or demand, whatever it was. He’d lost a wolf already, completely destroyed, and while he’d punished the enemy in return, all five opposing warships were still in the fight. With the arrival of Bloodaxe, the tide might turn, but it would be close.
“Bring us in. Tell Catapult to lay down a missile barrage.”
The effectiveness of the missile frigate’s attack was somewhat limited by the necessity to hold it close, rather than leave it exposed, with Forkbeard’s combined fleet charging in hard, now decelerating as they cleared the larger moon.
The small enemy force above the planet spotted Catarina’s incoming fleet and attempted to disengage. Longshanks moved swiftly to pin them in place. Together, the two sides thrashed at the five enemy wolves. One of the enemy ships caught fire in the upper atmosphere, and it plummeted into the planet’s gravity well. Another fled for outer space, while a third, hammered by torpedoes from Void Queen and Repulse, also dropped into the atmosphere, but this time in an attempt to escape.
The final two wolves would have been easy prey, but incoming fire from Forkbeard’s arriving fleet forced Catarina’s attention. There were too many enemies to engage, and Forkbeard’s fourteen fresh wolves seemed especially keen to get into the fight. She managed to turn them away with a fresh wave of missiles, collected Longshanks’s surviving force, and fled toward the larger moon with the enemy in pursuit.
The situation was now a mirror image of what it had been earlier in the battle. Catarina had forced multiple engagements, trying to inflict as much damage as possible before the enemy could group into a single force. Now, she was the one trying to hide, trying to stay alive long enough to meet up with Jess Tolvern’s fleet. Still several hours to go. Meanwhile, Forkbeard tried to pin her in place and fight a single, decisive engagement.
Catarina feinted a run with Void Queen, and such was the battle cruiser’s reputation by now, that the wolves fell back, none of them eager to engage her without heavy support. This allowed her to slip away yet again. The Albion ships whipped around the moon, made as if to run for deep space and a rendezvous, then turned toward the smaller moon instead.
The star wolves kept their pursuit. This time, the lead ships got in several bursts with pummel guns that damaged a torpedo boat and nearly cracked the armor of her corvette before Catarina’s ships escaped.
It was a bad encounter. Only quick action from the striker wing held off the star wolves, and when it was over the falcons were nearly out of fuel, missiles spent, and needed to be recalled. Meanwhile, the enemy continued its relentless pursuit.
Barker called up from the gunnery. They’d fired the last Hunter-II torpedoes, and had five Mark-IVs left. The ship still had plenty of missiles, but could only fire the cannon two or three times each before they’d be depleted.
“Why won’t Forkbeard run?” Catarina asked. “He can’t beat Tolvern, not with all those other ships and the general’s sloops backing her up.”
“That’s not going to help us none,” Capp said. “We’ll be dead.”
“Word from Olafsen,” Smythe said from the tech console. “He’s knocked down the fortress gates and is inside. Bringing his force up from the landing site. The enemy is fighting back hard.”
“There,” Catarina said, spotting the answer to her question. “That’s why Forkbeard won’t run.”
Six wolves broke from the main enemy force. Among them were Storm Rider, Forkbeard’s own star wolf, and Knutesen’s Anvil. They moved swiftly toward Viborg.
Forkbeard must have received word from the surface. By now, it would be clear that the small island of Langeland was Albion’s objective, that the Royal Navy meant to seize both ends of the old Scandian space elevator and repair it. Once they’d taken a toehold on the planet and set warships in orbit, they’d be hard to dislodge.
“They’re either going to land wolves or they’re going to turn that island to rubble from orbit,” Catarina said. “And then,” she added. “Then they run.”
But as she stared at the viewscreen, the developing situation gave her an idea. There was still a score of enemy warships facing them, even with Forkbeard and Knutesen leading six off on a side attack. Could she hold them off with one hand and hit Forkbeard and Knutesen with the other?
“Call Longshanks. If he ever hated Forkbeard, now is his chance for revenge.”
#
Olafsen broke through the outer gates of the fortress with a pair of massive explosive charges. Well-targeted pummel gun fire from Bloodaxe as it rose had taken out a gate tower, but heavy caliber machine guns still welcomed them to the interior. Two of the men he’d brought up from the sandy shore fell, and others took wounds. One of them was Demon Grin, who staggered for shelter dragging his leg.
Olafsen spotted a gun emplacement high on the wall, zoomed with his helmet scope, and fired a projectile bomb through the narrow gun aperture. It detonated, and the enemy weapon fell silent. More of his raiders poured into the inner courtyard. They took position behind rusting trucks on rotting, flattened tires and shot at enemies appearing high on the wall.
Gunfire fell on his men from a stone tower to his right, and he sent a dozen raiders to storm it. They broke down the door and rushed inside. Olafsen made to follow, but a group of mech raiders came rushing out of the building to his right. Enemies. They blasted into his forces, and a ferocious firefight broke out as Olafsen and his men forced them back.
Suddenly, the slender tower exploded with thundering fire. Blocks of stone rained out over the courtyard and crushed raiders, both his companions and the enemy at the same time. Björnman had been leading an assault party on that side, and disappeared in a cloud of dust and rubble.
“Björnman!”
“I’m here,” came the shaken-sounding response over the com. “Will someone tell those idiots to stop—”
“It’s not us,” Olafsen said. Information scrolled across the inner plate of his helmet. “We’re taking fire from orbit. Forkbeard’s wolves are attacking the fortress. They’re going to bury us all.”
The fire intensified. Even through the blast-resistant mech suits, the thunder of bombardment from orbit was deafening. The ground bucked underneath him, like one of the gods had seized the island and was shaking it to pieces. Olafsen and his raiders could only throw themselves flat on the ground as rocks and stone crashed around them.
“Jarn,” he cried. “Get them off us!”
“I’m trying, I—”
Jarn’s voice cut out, replaced by a larger, chaotic conversation across a jumble of com channels, both on the ground and in space. There was Sven, shouting orders, the sound of explosions and cursing on his or someone else’s bridge. A shout about Void Queen, about Forkbeard.
 A light suddenly flared in the darkening, blue-black sky overhead. A fireball came hurtling down from the heavens.
The flaming fireball soon looked like a comet racing down to strike the ground, with a long, glowing tail stretching high into the sky. It was a dying star wolf, crashing to the earth.
A sick feeling churned his belly. Bloodaxe? By the gods, let it be someone else’s ship.
Pummel guns continued to thrash at Langeland from orbit, trapping Olafsen and his raiders inside the fortress and destroying their objective at the same time. In a few more minutes there would be nothing left, either of the attackers or the island fortress.
#
Void Queen lumbered toward the enemy force taking up residence in orbit around Viborg. Led by Storm Rider and Anvil, the formation of six enemy wolves had turned their guns toward the surface, and were trying to destroy the fortress on Langeland before Olafsen’s raiders could seize it.
Catarina’s own force was weakened by constant fighting, and she still needed to protect her missile frigate and the damaged ships, chief among them the cruiser HMS Repulse. Relief forces were on the way, but still a couple of hours out. Forkbeard turned to face her with four wolves, while the other two kept firing on the surface.
“Bring us in for a broadside,” Catarina ordered.
“But the pummel guns—” Smythe said.
“Damn their guns, get us in there.”
The enemy struck Void Queen hard as she pulled around. The battle cruiser’s armor had already taken repeated blows, and began to crack under the strain. Jane warned of heavy damage to the number two and number three shields, and the number four was shredded.
“Here comes Longshanks!” Capp said excitedly.
For a time, it had seemed as though Olafsen’s brother was hoping to slip away from the battle. He’d seen his brother land on the surface, but the whole operation looked to be falling apart under sustained enemy attack. While Thor’s Hammer had continued to fight, it had been edging toward the fringes.
That was apparently a feint to throw off Forkbeard and Knutesen. Longshanks now came charging back into the fight.
But instead of fighting the ships bombarding Langeland from orbit, Longshanks charged into the main pack of wolves biting relentlessly at Catarina’s rear. Chaos ensued, with wolves firing on wolves, and friendly and enemy forces in a jumble.
This was an opening for Catarina. Two star wolves were at close range now, eager to finish her off. One was Anvil. By God, she had Knutesen in her sights.
“Fire all cannon.”
Void Queen shuddered. Kinetic shot hurtled outward. It caught Anvil full on and burst through its armor. Anvil reversed engines as Knutesen tried to escape.
Void Queen rolled and fired its secondary battery. More shot smashed into Anvil. It wobbled, then fell into the atmosphere, where it caught fire and went down. Cheers burst out across Catarina’s bridge.
But they weren’t finished yet. The second of the two wolves had only caught a glancing blow, and she now concentrated on hitting it with torpedoes. It tried to limp away, but came under crossfire from her destroyers, which were no longer needed to screen the rear of Catarina’s fleet. One of the enemy ships burst loose and spiraled away leaving a trail of plasma. It detonated a few seconds later.
The four remaining wolves above Viborg finally abandoned their attempt to flatten Langeland. Olafsen came through on the com. He was on the move again, and his marauders had engaged the enemy inside the fortress itself. They were cutting their way through.
“There’s Forkbeard!” Smythe said. “He’s trying to get away.”
Storm Rider slid past them, making for deeper space. Catarina didn’t know if it was trying to regain the main force, where Longshanks’s fierce but undermanned charge was being beaten back at last, or if he’d decided to flee the battlefield. But here he was, right in front of her, the surviving enemy commander, and the leader of the entire hostile Scandian fleet.
“Stop him!”
Void Queen set out in pursuit. The two ships pulled away from the battle, unsupported by any other forces. Unfortunately, the battle cruiser had suffered engine damage, and Storm Rider pulled ahead as they got clear of Viborg. Catarina clenched her teeth, sure it was going to escape.
And then a call came in from HMS Dart. The corvette had been tangled in a fight with a star wolf, but the enemy ship couldn’t fight off both Dart and the wave of missiles flying in to support it, and tried to disengage. Dart’s captain noted Void Queen trying to run down Storm Rider and offered immediate assistance.
The corvette was a powerful warship in her own right, but her primary purpose was rapid pursuit. With quick acceleration, corvettes were perfect for running down pirate ships and blockade runners. And wayward star wolves.
Dart raced past Void Queen and repeatedly struck Storm Rider with her deck gun until the enemy was forced to turn and engage with pummel guns. The corvette fell back, torpedoes spent and cannon shot nearly exhausted. She couldn’t defeat the enemy, only make it fight.
Void Queen had been rushing forward during this time, and now swung up into the battle as Dart retreated. Catarina fired the last of her Mark-IVs. The torpedoes faltered under enemy countermeasures.
But the enemy had slowed to fight Dart, and soon Void Queen was on top of it. Storm Rider struck back with pummel guns. The bridge shuddered.
“Barker says we’ve only got one broadside left,” Lomelí said from the defense grid computer.
“Hold cannon fire. Deck guns and missiles while we get into position.”
“We’re losing the number one shield,” Capp announced. Another shudder, and the first mate braced herself. “Cap’n, we’re in position.” Her voice was tight with nerves. “Fire the guns?”
“Not yet. Take us closer. We’ve got one shot at this.”
“The number five shield is gone.”
“Closer!”
The two ships closed. Storm Rider was taking shot from Void Queen’s deck guns, which, although undersized, were inflicting a slow, but thorough punishment. But Forkbeard kept hitting back with his pummel guns, and there was no call for surrender or truce. He must see that Void Queen’s armor was shredded, that the battle cruiser was nearly finished.
Smoke poured into the bridge from somewhere behind Catarina. Alarms were going off all over the place. Lomelí ducked from her station to manually override the fire suppression system.
Capp was on the com with the gunnery throughout all this. “Cap’n, we’re at optimal range. It doesn’t get any better than this.”
A curt nod. “Give them hell.”
Void Queen shuddered as the gunnery fired its final broadside. A massive blow struck Storm Rider and sent it reeling. The enemy hull peeled open with a series of small secondary explosions. Catarina braced for it to detonate, but it didn’t go off.
Instead, Storm Rider drifted away, bleeding the last of its gasses, engine flaring out. Its guns fell silent. Catarina called and demanded a surrender, but there was no answer. A scan showed no life readings.
She fired a pair of missiles just to be sure. The second one blew the shell to pieces.
#
The enemy defense of Viborg fell apart minutes later. A handful of star wolves broke free and fled. Others, unable to escape, surrendered as Blackbeard and the rest of Tolvern’s massive fleet cleared the moon’s orbit and began to throw missiles onto the battlefield.
Two enemy wolves tried to break past, picking what it thought was the weak part of Tolvern’s fleet—the Hroom sloops—but serpentine batteries destroyed the first and forced the other one into the teeth of the Albion fleet, where it promptly surrendered.
Meanwhile, Olafsen’s raiders seized the island fortress and reported that the infrastructure at the bottom of the wrecked space elevator was largely intact. A fleet of surface ships had been crossing the Great South Sea, carrying raiders from Norge to fight for control of Langeland, but word must have reached them of the collapse of organized defense above the planet, and they turned around.
By the time Catarina limped out to the moon to rendezvous with Tolvern’s fleet, the last enemy resistance had ended. It was a total victory.
And now, with the battle won, Captain McGowan finally jumped into the Viborg System aboard Peerless. Naturally, he was preening about the victory. Apparently, it had all gone according to his plan.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Thirty-one hours after the battle for Viborg, Tolvern set foot on Langeland and braced herself against the wind and the icy rain. General Mose Dryz was with her, and drew his cloak around his high, bony shoulders as they stepped away from the landing craft.
The general cast a doubtful look skyward. “I was led to believe that this island was at the planet’s equator. What kind of cold hell do you humans call habitable?”
“I’ll take this weather over that steam bath on Soltum,” Tolvern said. “Anyway, the whole planet isn’t like this. At least I don’t think so. We’re on a cold ocean current flowing up from the southern polar region.”
“It’s too cold,” Mose Dryz said simply, and strode away with his long legs. Tolvern followed.
The pair climbed the path toward the frowning stone fortress above them. The general’s three bodyguards followed, armed with shock spears. They looked miserable in the cold and rain. The general looked stoic and thoughtful as they approached their objective.
To the left and up toward the fortress, the landscape was marred with bomb craters and chewed-up turf from pummel gun fire that had rained down from orbit. To the right lay grassy, windswept hills that eventually trailed into the ocean.
Wheeling, crying seabirds created a din out to sea, and Tolvern cast a glimpse at the ocean to see what had left them agitated. A trio of sea creatures as big as whales swam at the edge of the breaking waves, their long, serpentine necks darting into the water to snatch out fish the size of a man. The birds followed in their wake, diving into the water to collect scraps.
Tolvern and Mose Dryz reached the crest of the hill and surprised a platoon of surveyors from the colonization fleet who were working out where to put landing strips, housing, gun batteries, and all the other infrastructure to support the new Albion fortifications.
A woman stood with them, her dark hair blowing in the wind. With her, a familiar form with a buzzed head and her sleeves rolled up in defiance of the cold. The bared arms showed off the rampant lions tattooed on her right forearm. Lieutenant Capp.
“Tolvern!” Capp cried.
The lieutenant rushed over and grabbed her former captain in a hug. Tolvern laughingly pushed her back and forced a salute.
“I saw Blackbeard in orbit,” Capp said. She let out a low whistle. “She’s a real beauty.”
“She flies all right,” Tolvern said. “Truth is, I miss the old bucket of nails. And my old crew.”
“Hah, you liar.”
Tolvern shrugged. “I do like my new quarters. No more sleeping on a cot—I’ve got a real, full-size bed. I’ll admit, that’s pretty sweet, when you get down to it.”
Capp grinned. “Yeah, I’ll bet it is. ’Specially when Drake visits, yeah?”
“Hard to say. It hasn’t happened yet.” Tolvern avoided looking at the other woman, who remained a few paces back. “All right, I’ll be honest, Capp. I’m disappointed I couldn’t test Blackbeard in battle, see what she can do. We tossed in a few missiles, and then it was all over. Don’t you think you could have left us a little fighting?”
“Don’t worry,” the other woman said. “You’ll get your chance soon enough.”
Tolvern sized up Catarina Vargus. How long had passed since they’d last faced each other? Two years? Almost three?
If anything, Vargus was more beautiful than ever. She wore an Albion uniform perfectly tailored to show her body, which managed to be both curvy and athletic looking at the same time. That Tolvern had once spotted her husband—no, not her husband at the time, she reminded herself—naked in the shower with this woman only pulled harder at her insecurities.
Yet the two women also had a connection. A bond far stronger than rivalry over a man. It was shared loathing for another man.
“Where is Captain McGowan?” Tolvern asked. “Shouldn’t he be strutting around here putting his fingerprint on everything?”
“It’s raining. He might get mud on his boots.” Vargus raised an eyebrow. “He’s probably inside, admiring his reflection in the mirror.”
“Speaking of ships that never see combat,” Tolvern said, “did you notice how he lingered behind, just in case? There’s always an excuse, but somehow he finds a way to keep Peerless nice and shiny.”
“Peerless?” Vargus looked momentarily confused, then her expression brightened. “Oh, that ship. That’s not what we call McGowan’s cruiser on Void Queen.” A mischievous upturn at the side of her mouth. “We call her HMS Spotless.”
“Hah. I’m going to steal that.”
“Go right ahead,” Vargus said. “I shamelessly call him ‘piss nozzle’ whenever I’m in safe company, which I believe you coined.”
Tolvern glanced at Capp, who was grinning. “You told her that?”
“It was too good to keep to myself, Cap’n.” Capp thrust out her chin. “Also, technically it was me what gave him the name piss nozzle. I’ll deny it in a court-martial, though.”
“Anyway,” Vargus said, “I haven’t seen McGowan yet. He arrived about an hour ago and went straight into the fortress. I’ve got thousands of marines and colonists to land, and don’t have time to babysit him before the conference.”
Mose Dryz made a humming sound behind Tolvern’s shoulder. She’d almost forgotten about him.
“This is General Mose Dryz,” she told Vargus. “The supreme commander of the Hroom navy.”
“What about the cultists? Still giving you trouble?”
Tolvern thought of the slaughter in the Forbidden Enclave and the battle with the death fleet, and her mood darkened. “All taken care of.”
“I understand this is a reunion,” Mose Dryz said, “and you wish to catch up on shared animosities, but could we get out of this miserable weather before my bodyguards and I die of a chill?”
#
Catarina led Tolvern and the general up through the gatehouse and into the fortress courtyard, which was still littered with rubble and broken mech suits. Even the brief attack from the star wolves had left towers battered and gaping holes in the exterior walls.
Catarina took in the damage and wondered if it might not have been easier to start with a clean landing site. At least get rid of the old fortress; the planetside space elevator infrastructure would be harder to replace. Fortunately, that was still largely intact on the far side of the compound.
Tolvern glanced around. “There’s not much point to a fortress if you don’t have the guns to defend it.”
“I’m working on that part,” Catarina said. “We’ll have a missile battery in here by the end of the day. Give me three weeks and we’ll be able to fight off any sort of ground-based assault.”
Tolvern nodded. “I saw what you did at Fort Alliance. Excellent work.”
To Catarina’s surprise, she was warming to Jess Tolvern. The woman was everything Catarina was not: a career officer and graduate of the Academy, as well as a lifelong and loyal citizen of Albion. They’d met before, back on Blackbeard when Drake was in command, and somehow her memory of Tolvern had morphed into a less obnoxious version of McGowan. All rules and self-preservation.
Turns out Catarina had been wrong about that. And from the way Lieutenant Capp was practically glowing when meeting her old commanding officer, it shouldn’t have been a surprise. Capp was rough around the edges, inclined to test authority, and openly sleeping with a man who was as much a pirate as Catarina herself. To win the lieutenant’s admiration and respect said something good about Tolvern.
Tolvern and the Hroom general cast a wary eye on the Scandians who were using their battered mech suits to haul rubble out of the courtyard. The raiders didn’t wear their helmets, and there was something wild and violent about their expressions even when they were working at manual labor.
“Don’t pay them Vikings no mind,” Capp said. “They work for us, now.”
“Actually, we don’t,” one of the men said.
He tossed aside a block of stone that must have weighed three hundred pounds and clanked over. Catarina was familiar with Olafsen’s face and the sinister-looking scar that curved from his upper forehead to his cheek. But in his mech suit he was such an intimidating force that she couldn’t help but stiffen, knowing he could tear her apart should he choose.
Two others came with him. Bloodaxe’s chief mate, a huge slab of a man named Björnman, and Olafsen’s brother, Sven Longshanks. Catarina introduced them to the newcomers. The Scandians seemed especially interested in the Hroom general.
Olafsen, the only one of the three who could speak English, started in on his demands: sovereignty for Viborg, Odense, and Roskilde, technological and medical support for the rebuilding of Scandian civilization, and of course, himself as konge—high king—of all three worlds. He was full of bluster, and Catarina knew it was an opening play in negotiations.
Olafsen wasn’t blind. He knew where things stood, and in private had expressed that he’d take much less than he was now demanding.
Olafsen stopped as a newcomer approached. The man wore a cape of gleaming sable swept over his Royal Navy uniform, and his boots were polished black, as if he’d floated above the mud on his way from the landing site. He strode toward them with his chin thrust out. Two handsome young adjutants followed, arrogant expressions on their faces.
Capp muttered an oath under her breath, and Tolvern’s expression darkened. She put her hands on her hips and stared at him with a stony expression.
Let the others glower in silence. Catarina was too burning hot with rage to sit and brood. She crossed to him, and before he could move, slapped him across the face. He grabbed her wrist and pushed her back.
“What the devil is wrong with you?” he snapped.
Capp sprang forward. “Let go of her, you!”
Catarina jerked free from McGowan’s grasp. Tolvern grabbed Capp by the shoulder and pulled her away before she could do anything foolish.
“Go ahead,” McGowan said with a cold glance at Capp, who was still halfheartedly struggling in Tolvern’s grasp. “Striking superior officers is what you do, isn’t it? Touch me, Capp, and you’ll see another court-martial.”
“You’re not my superior officer,” Catarina told him. “And if you threaten my first mate again, I’ll see you in front of a court-martial, so help me God.”
“Are you mad, Vargus? What has got into you?”
“It was you all along. You betrayed me. Warned the Scandians I was coming, didn’t you?”
“It was expedient and necessary.”
“The hell it was. You manipulated me into flying to Odense against my better judgment. I had orders from Drake himself—I thought you were all about obeying one’s superior officers—and you had me chasing down rabbit holes. I could have been killed, along with half our fleet wiped out.”
“That’s right, I did manipulate you,” he said, his tone unapologetic. “And I’d do it again, by God. When I heard that certain factions among the Scandian marauder captains would rather fight alongside Albion than ally themselves with Forkbeard, I saw a chance to fatally weaken Viborg’s defenses from the rear. And it worked, didn’t it? But I had to overcome your naturally suspicious nature to make it happen.”
Catarina narrowed her eyes. “How did you hear this? A friendly little bird?”
“You might ask him,” McGowan said with a nod toward Olafsen, who had drawn nearer, along with Mose Dryz, to listen to the argument. “He knows.”
Catarina scoffed. “He didn’t know. We made our alliance on the fly.”
“I didn’t say it was him, I said he knows. It was his brother. Sven Longshanks.”
Olafsen let out a long sigh. “Yes.”
She turned toward him, surprised. “What are you talking about?”
“I’ve spoken to Sven, and he admits it,” Olafsen said. His brow furrowed, and she could see he was none too happy with it. “He made an overture to McGowan to work together against Ragnar Forkbeard. It was Sven’s idea in the first place.”
“Why would he do such a thing? I thought you were all mortal enemies of Albion.”
“Mortal enemies,” Olafsen said. “What is the point of that? To preserve this chaotic, warring group of fiefdoms and warlords against Albion while aliens threaten us with extermination? I saw the carnage at Armory Two, and I know my brother is right.” Olafsen nodded. “Sven and I have made our peace. I advise you to make your peace, too.”
Catarina was still steaming. McGowan may be right practically speaking, but the way he’d maneuvered her into a series of battles while remaining aloof from combat from beginning to end spoke volumes. The most important lesson was his utter lack of respect for her. Drake may have left Catarina in charge of the fleet, but McGowan didn’t accept her authority.
She glanced at Tolvern. The other woman met her gaze, and her eyebrows raised slightly, almost imperceptibly. There was a message in that expression that came through loud and clear.
I am your ally in this struggle. You can count on me against the piss nozzle.
Yes, and between Void Queen and Blackbeard, Catarina and Tolvern commanded the two most powerful ships in the fleet this side of the admiral’s own flagship. Then there was the Hroom general, who possessed his own fleet, nominally under Tolvern’s command. And what about the two marauder captain brothers, jostling for position within the new alliance?
Not one of them would bend a knee to Edward McGowan simply because he strutted about looking like an arrogant, aristocratic snob.
Catarina pushed down her anger and turned back to McGowan. “Let’s take this discussion inside.  We are here now, Viborg taken, and a spaceport to build.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Two weeks after seizing a toehold on Viborg, Catarina’s colonization fleet had reconnected the space elevator from its base on Langeland to the asteroid counterweight in orbit. Using a mixture of threats and bribes, Olafsen forced the planet’s largest, most important island, Norge, to accept Albion sovereignty, and food, metals, and other raw materials began to flow to the new base.
That left transports arriving from Albion free to carry the essentials of armaments, tyrillium plate, and high-tech equipment, rather than being weighed down with those things that could be provided locally. Ships put in for repair, and by the time the first of them put back into orbit, the population of the isolated, windswept island had already reached thirty thousand colonists and Scandian workers.
Olafsen and Longshanks took eighteen star wolves on a campaign through the other Scandian systems. Catarina braced herself for treachery, but the marauder captains were true to their word. They fought a series of short, sharp battles against rogue star wolf captains, ground-based warlords, and other miscreants.
For several weeks it looked as though it would turn into a protracted civil war, but the commander of Armory One threw his lot in with Olafsen, and that turned the tide first at Roskilde and then Odense. Restless young men from across the Scandian worlds were soon volunteering by the thousands to join an expedition that promised glory against the Apex threat.
Longshanks and Olafsen continued to mount operations against holdouts, who offered significant opposition in every Scandian system and on every world, but those areas that fell under colonial control proved significantly more peaceful, with growing commerce and a spread of law and order, and more islands and isolated villages fell to the alliance week by week.
As this happened, ships continued to flow toward the inner frontier and back again. The more heavily damaged Albion warships returning from the front were still forced to retreat to the more mature facilities on Fort Alliance, now more than a year old and receiving a continual stream of supplies from the home systems.
And still Drake kept fighting on the inner frontier. Tolvern and Mose Dryz took their fleets to join him, but returned a month later for repairs. Three weeks after that, the admiral himself arrived in Viborg on Dreadnought. The battleship was scarred, mauled by repeated battles with the enemy, her guns wrecked, half her crew killed or wounded. Unable to descend to the surface of the planet, she was tethered to the asteroid in orbit while hundreds of workers pulled apart her armor, rebuilt her engines, and replaced damaged guns and missile bays.
Drake relayed the horrific results of the battle that had left Dreadnought so battered. Most notably, he’d lost three cruisers—one destroyed and two more captured by harvester ships, their crews slaughtered and consumed by the enemy.
Four torpedo boats obliterated. A missile frigate gone, and a pair of destroyers devoured by harvesters. A war junk of Singaporeans had been captured and presumed massacred. In addition, the general had lost four Hroom sloops of war, but his timely arrival had allowed Drake and the rest of the human fleet to escape.
Total losses: fifteen allied warships and eleven thousand human and Hroom crew and marines.
Hidden in the grim report was a nugget of good news. Drake had located the Apex queen commander and her base. She’d taken refuge on an isolated human planet that was now suffering a horrific cleansing even as the queen commander tore into the planet’s resources to rebuild her forces. The enemy was deeply entrenched, with several harvester ships and a massive fleet that was growing day by day.
But the admiral had found her. Destroy the queen commander and her flocks and the Apex menace would be eliminated forever. Tolvern was holding the frontier with a powerful fleet to check further Apex expansion, but was desperate for reinforcements.
Drake sent subspaces to Albion, Saxony, Mercia, and Singapore. Fresh sloops of war trickled in from the Hroom yards to augment Mose Dryz’s fleet. Drake’s second in command, Captain Broderick, arrived from Fort Alliance with HMS Sledge, three more cruisers, and a flotilla of eleven additional warships.
Catarina readied Void Queen and stood by while Drake added ships to her task force. He organized a second fleet around Dreadnought, and a third around McGowan on Peerless. Olafsen and Longshanks had been out patrolling the restless Scandian systems, but soon gathered a force of thirty star wolves ready to join the massive expedition.
On Michaelmas, exactly nine months from the day Catarina landed on Langeland, and roughly eighteen months from when she’d accepted Drake’s offer and joined the Royal Navy, Void Queen shipped out from Viborg.
Behind Catarina, ready to follow her lead, lay the rest of a massive armada. Albion warships. Scandian star wolves. Singaporean war junks and Hroom sloops of war. Even pirate frigates and other mercenary vessels from the Ladino and New Dutch worlds.
It was the combined strength of every known human and Hroom civilization in the sector. Against them stood Apex, a hive-like avian race so brutal, so . . . alien that there could be no peace, no coexistence possible. Everyone, human and Hroom alike, knew the stakes.
Those were nothing more or less than total victory or complete annihilation. May their collective gods, saints, and ancestors grant them victory.
-end-
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