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Tell the doomed not to hide

Tell them not to fear

Their borrowed day is done

And panic does not become them

 

Their struggling will hasten the fall

Their hope will darken the void

Their rage will expose their primitive roots to the stars

 

Ardent’s chosen will bring the universe salvation

It will begin with the soulless vessel sinking

 

-The Ixan Prophecies

Chapter 1

Providence

 

“Providence, this is the Gadfly. Requesting permission for landing. I have Captain Vin Husher aboard.”

“It’s First Lieutenant, now,” Husher said, but the freighter captain had already taken his thumb away from the transponder. The man reddened at his mistake, but to correct it would prove even more embarrassing, for everyone.

“Gadfly, this is the Providence. You are cleared for landing on Flight Deck E.”

They watched as the supercarrier grew bigger on the viewscreen—even larger and more beat-up than it looked in the news vids. Still, the sight made his skin tingle. No one could deny the ship’s majesty—or its quiet dignity, with massive primary flight decks spread out like wings. Or its menace. The Providence bristled with artillery.

Command kept the old juggernaut out of sight as much as possible, but the public demanded to be kept updated on Captain Keyes’s doings. Just knowing he was out there, completing missions without reliance on dark tech, made people feel safer.

Having recovered somewhat from his cringeworthy flub, the freighter captain attempted to make amends. “It’s been an honor having you aboard, First Lieutenant Husher.”

Husher suppressed a bitter chuckle. The freighter captain had barely spoken during the journey into the Bastion Sector, and only once since they’d entered the Larkspur System, to tell his passenger they’d arrived. But silence was better than other types of treatment Husher’s name had earned him in the past.

“It’s been a pleasure traveling aboard the Gadfly,” he said. “I’m sorry you were commandeered for the purpose of transporting me. I hope the Fleet’s compensating you for your time.”

“They compensated me,” the freighter captain said. “Some.”

Not nearly enough to make up for lost profits, I’m sure.

Flight Deck E sat empty, and no one came out to direct their landing, apparently confident that it would be pretty hard to screw up. A strip of dim lights offered a half-hearted suggestion of where to touch down, and the freighter captain took it, executing a much gentler landing than Husher would have expected.

By that time, Husher had already donned a pressurized suit and was waiting near the airlock, where he’d clipped himself to the bulkhead in case the freighter’s landing had been closer to his expectations. The captain reappeared just as Husher finished entering the temporary security code he’d been given to open the airlock.

 “I wanted you to know…I was a boy when your father took the fight to the Ixa. He was my hero, back then. I-I don’t believe what they say about him. I don’t think he was a traitor.”

“I do,” Husher said, punching the button to open the airlock. He stepped inside and turned to lock eyes with the captain as the bulkhead came back together. The hiss of departing atmosphere began.

A row of inactive Condor fighters caught his eye as he walked through the void of Flight Deck E. The Ocharium nanites in his suit and his cells attracted the captured Majorana fermions in the deck, keeping him firmly anchored and simulating one G. For a moment, he wondered whether floating away might not be a better fate than getting consigned to this ship. According to research he’d conducted aboard the Gadfly, only two of the Providence’s eight flight decks saw very much action. I’ve been consigned to a museum, not a battleship.

Husher stepped out of the flight deck’s airlock to find a woman dressed in full fatigues waiting for him on the other side. He chuckled. “Expecting a battle, Sergeant?”

“Actually, yes.” She was having trouble hiding her disdain for him, and her eyes narrowed as they lingered on his facial hair. “In the Bastion Sector, there’s always a battle on the horizon. You’ll learn that soon enough. In the meantime, I’m here to take you to the captain.”

“Lead on, then, Sergeant Caine,” he said, reading from her nametag.

For all the ship’s size, the corridors that networked the Providence were incredibly cramped. Atmosphere was expensive, after all, mainly due to the cost of hauling it up from a livable planet’s gravity well. Dark tech had enabled many things, but it hadn’t been much of a boon to life support systems. So the parts of the ship where the crew lived and worked were kept as small as possible. 

“First Lieutenant Husher reporting for duty,” he said once he was inside the Captain’s office. The room was sparsely decorated—a photo here, a certificate there. Husher snapped off a salute.

“At ease. And close the hatch.”

Husher did so, turning to stand with his feet spread apart and his hands folded behind him. He was not invited to sit. Instead, Keyes took a moment to study him.

“A beard,” the captain said.

“Yes, sir. I grew it during my voyage on the Gadfly. Do you like it?”

“It looks fine. It’s also against Fleet regulations. I want it shaved.”

“But you’re no stranger to skirting Fleet regs, sir. At least, if your reputation is any indication.”

Keyes fixed him with his famous impassive stare—the one he always wore in the news vids. It was bracketed by bushy eyebrows. “I’m also no stranger to having my orders carried out efficiently and without question. That goes for battle ops and it goes for how my crew present themselves—to each other, to their allies, and to the enemy. Shave the beard.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your arrival comes as something of a surprise. Fleet Command chose to notify me a mere five hours ago, despite that you’ve been on your way to the Larkspur System for days. Reading between the lines, I take it your reassignment to the Providence is meant as an additional disciplinary measure, on top of your demotion. Is that how you see it too, First Lieutenant? Speak freely, please. I would know your mind.”

No problem. “Well, considering the Providence is understaffed, underfunded, basically on its last legs—”

“My ship is not on its last legs.” Suddenly, Keyes’s stare was anything but impassive, and sweat gleamed on his dark skin. The captain’s broad shoulders rose and fell with deepening breaths.

“You asked me to speak freely.”

“And now I’m inviting you to stop. Given your sudden arrival, I have to quickly figure out where you’ll fit in. For now, I’m sending you planetside under the command of Sergeant Sera Caine, who you just met.”

“Planetside?” I just got here.

“Correct. Thessaly, to be specific.”

“But I’m a Condor pilot.” Not to mention a ship captain, before I was demoted.

“Your files say you have some skill in diplomacy.”

“Xenodiplomacy. I minored in xenodiplomacy. Thessaly is a human colony.”

“Nevertheless. Those skills may come in handy. And it can’t hurt to get some on-the-ground combat experience.”

“Combat experience?”

“Do you plan to parrot what I say a lot, First Lieutenant? Yes. Combat experience. Sergeant Caine is leading a strike against a band of radicals who have been attacking Ocharium mining operations in the Caspar region. You’re to accompany her. Are we clear?”

“Clear, sir.”

Except, Husher was only clear about one thing. Keyes is hiding something from me.

Chapter 2

Thessaly

 

Whenever Husher went on a mission in the Bastion Sector, the same thought always ran through his mind: So much bloodshed over one mineral…

This time was no different, as he entered the shuttle and looked for an empty seat. To be fair, Ocharium wasn’t just any mineral. Basically everything contained it, or at least everything that went into space. There was exactly enough Ocharium in any given object so that it interacted with a Majorana-infused floor as though in a one-G environment.

After Husher strapped himself into a crash seat, he couldn’t help eyeing the coal-black reentry suits encased in plastic at the back of the shuttle. They were meant to enable the wearer to survive a fall from space in the event of a critical shuttle malfunction, but they’d only ever been used by one person, resulting in his death. 

A marine strapped in across from him apparently felt the same way. “Admiring Fleet’s idea of a safety precaution?”

Husher nodded. These suits looked like the latest version, but he wasn’t convinced they were any better than their predecessors. “We had them in our shuttles too, back on the Firedrake.”

“Firedrake, huh? What was your position there?”

“It was…” My first command. My last command. “I don’t really want to talk about it.”

To Husher, the reentry suits symbolized everything wrong with Command. The way they rushed new technologies without properly considering the consequences. 

The shuttle shuddered and bucked as it entered Thessaly’s atmosphere. “Engage active sensors,” he heard Caine say near the front of the shuttle. “I want to feed the AI as much intel as possible before it suggests a landing site. Limit its range to within five kilometers of the target. And tell our escort of Condor pilots to keep their eyes peeled, in case the radicals scramble fighters of their own.”

The shuttle’s AI would be a weak one; more a collection of advanced interdependent algorithms than a self-aware intelligence. Strong AI was outlawed, but it hadn’t always been that way. Humanity had been on its way to developing strong AI when they’d made first contact with an alien species.

The first Winger Roostship entered Earth orbit and sent down emissaries to tell humanity what had happened when Wingers had almost developed a strong AI—the near destruction of all life in the galaxy. Ever since, galactic law had prohibited their creation.

It turned out it was impossible to control a superintelligence, no matter how meticulous the programming. Go figure.

Humanity had come far, since then. In return for their cooperation in the matter of the AI, the Wingers had offered to help them ascend into the stars, to enter the galactic community. How mighty the Wingers had seemed to Husher’s ancestors.

How things have changed.

Before they departed the shuttle, Sergeant Caine directed Husher toward the small weapons locker near the exit. “Take your pick, and grab an ammo belt. The guns fire Darkstream-issue bullets, Ocharium-enriched, but Captain Keyes refuses to take their smart guns.”

“Dumb guns. Gotcha.” Husher lifted an assault rifle from its rack and checked the action.

“I assume you know how to use one of those?”

“I mean, I completed Basic.”

“Uh huh. I want you in the center squad. Just keep your ego in check and don’t do anything stupid, all right?”

 “How do you divide up your platoon?”

“Listen and learn.” Caine started doling out orders, her small frame exuding confidence and authority. “Our mission is to reach the city center and take out the radicals’ base of operations. Davies, your squad’s on point, and I want more responsiveness than I got out of you last time. Trust your gut, and don’t hesitate to keep me informed of potential threats, even if they seem unlikely. I’d much rather get some bogus information with my intel than walk into danger I know nothing about.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Caine’s dark brown ponytail whipped about as she picked out others in the crowd. “Ryerson, bring up our rear. Those Ardent-worshipers know this terrain way better than we do, and they’d like nothing more than to stick it to our ass. Wahlburg, I’m sending your squad roaming. Radio in about anything you stumble on that might interest me.”

Wahlburg was grinning. “So, if I find an Ardent-worshiper who’s your type…”

“Can it, Wahlburg. Watching you try to hit on Davies is more than enough comedy, for my taste.”

The marine platoon produced a chorus of Os, and then Caine raised her arm. “Move out!”

Four squads poured out of the shuttle and deployed according to Caine’s orders, fanning out through the blistering city. Husher stuck close to Caine, feeling far removed from any possibility of actual combat. So much for getting experience…

They huddled near the corner of a building while one of their squad peered up and down the street for signs of danger. Sweat had already begun to build up under Husher’s helmet and slide down his face.

“How am I supposed to curve my shots with this old-fashioned load-out?” Husher whispered to Caine.

“You don’t. The Ocharium repulses the axions in the air behind the bullet, speeds it up, but nothing else.”

“Wow. Feels almost like I’m back in the twenty-first century.”

“It’s a compromise between the old man and Command. He takes their bullets but not their smart guns.”

“Why not, though?”

“Because smart guns can be turned off.”

“Only by Command. Right?”

“Are you always this chatty on a mission? Come on.” Their scout had given the all-clear, and they jogged around the building, holding their weapons at the ready.

Gunfire sounded from up ahead, and Caine’s hand leapt to her helmet. “Davies! Sitrep!”

“They hit hard and quick, ma’am,” Davies answered over a platoon-wide channel. “We’re pinned down, here.”

“How many?”

“My squad’s outnumbered, two-to-one at least.”

“Sit tight. We’re moving up from the south-east to support. Wahlburg, set up a flank from the west. Maintain your rear guard, Ryerson.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Strange,” Caine said as her hand dropped once more to her weapon. “I expected them to engage us from their base. It’s like we flushed them out just by arriving.”

Husher considered for a moment. “I think it’s a fluke that they’re engaging us at all. I bet they got word of our arrival, but not which direction we’re coming from. They moved to flee the area and happened to run into us.”

“If you’re right, they’ll disengage as soon as they can. But it makes no sense for them to give up their base so quickly. It’s within easy reach of at least four Ocharium mining operations, and we know that’s their favorite type of target.” She shook her head. “Anyway, we don’t have time to debate it. Let’s move!”

Husher had some theories about why the radicals might be disengaging, but he favored breathing over talking as he ran. The squad double-timed through the dusty city, and it took everything he had to keep up with Caine and the others.

The streets themselves were empty, as though the locals had developed a sixth sense for danger and knew better than to remain outside. Living in the Bastion Sector, I’m not surprised.

Davies’s voice blared over the short-range radio. “Sergeant, the radicals have disengaged. There was a break in the firing, and it took me a minute to figure out what happened. Looks like they’re headed your way.”

“How soon?” Caine barked.

But Husher didn’t need Davies’s reply to know how soon. The glint of a muzzle from a nearby alley told him everything. He trained his rifle on the radical kneeling in the shadows, just as the man started to fire.

Chapter 3

Contact

 

“Contact!” Husher shouted redundantly as gunshots echoed off buildings and he squeezed the assault rifle’s trigger. He’d aimed for the chest, but the kickback sent his spray upward, terminating in the man’s face, which the Ocharium-enriched bullets obliterated.

Sergeant Caine had taken a round in the chest. Her body armor would have absorbed it, but Husher knew that still hurt like hell. Even so, she showed no sign of the pain. “Fall back!” she screamed. “Defensive positions!”

They trotted backward into an alley, and Husher chose a rust-covered dumpster for cover. Caine ducked into a doorway opposite him. She tried the knob, but it was locked.

“There’s a door over here, too,” he hissed, motioning behind him.

“Try it.”

He did. It opened.

Caine nodded. “Take Leng and see if you can get a firing solution from an upper floor.”

Inside, they found a store selling bolts of colorful fabric. A head poked out of a storage room behind the counter, disappearing when Husher spotted it.

“How do we get upstairs?” he shouted.

“Other door,” came the reply.

The two soldiers exchanged glances, and Leng shrugged. They took the door to the right of the counter and dashed up the stairs they found beyond it. As they neared the top, more gunfire reached their ears from outside.

A dwelling sat over the shop, presumably the shopkeep’s. Taking a second to reorient himself, Husher headed in the direction the radicals would attack from.

“Here,” he called back to Leng. “The kitchen. There’s only one window, though.”

“I’ll find another.”

“No way. Watch my six. We don’t know which side the shopkeep’s on, and the radicals will figure out we’re here pretty fast.”

“Okay.”

Husher hit the button to raise the window and eased his muzzle past the frame.  Something made him look up, and he spotted a radical with the same idea they had—positioned in a second-story window on the opposite side of the street.

The radical’s attention was on the ground below. Husher took careful aim. If he missed, he’d only get into a prolonged firefight, squandering the advantage they’d gained by coming up here.

He squeezed off a round, and the target went down. A wave of shock hit him as he realized that was the second life he’d ended this morning.

He’d killed three people before this, but those had been spread out over a prolonged campaign, and they’d been enemy pilots he’d taken out from a Condor. Today was the first time he’d ever watched someone die, and it made him realize he’d been treating his first kills like a video game. These were far more real.

“Hey,” Leng said behind him. “You all right?”

“Yeah.” Husher took a deep breath and refocused on the street. Another radical holding a grenade was creeping toward the alley where Caine and the others were hunkered down. The enemy approached at an angle that concealed her from the marines’ view. She kept glancing upward, no doubt conscious of the gunfire that had originated from Husher’s position.

“Another target approaching your position with a grenade,” Husher said over the short-range. “I can distract her with suppressive fire.”

“Execute,” came Caine’s reply. “Now.”

Husher fired, and the target reacted immediately, scrambling backward. She reached down to activate the grenade, but Caine popped out of the alleyway below, firing a burst that found the target’s neck. She hit the ground and stopped moving.

As quick as Caine had emerged, she ducked back into the alleyway. Wow. Husher admired her willingness to put herself in harm’s way to protect her squad.

“Look for further targets and report, Husher,” the Sergeant ordered.

Husher did. He saw nothing else that moved. “Clear,” he replied. “They’ve disengaged again, as far as I can tell.”

He and Leng made their way back to ground-level. “Good work, First Lieutenant,” Caine said once they’d reunited. “I was starting to think you considered this a class field trip.”

He nodded in answer. Probably the closest thing I’ll get to a compliment today.

They made their way through the streets to the city center without further incident, only to find the radicals’ base looking deserted.

“Could be a trap,” Caine muttered. One of the members of her squad was a nanotechnician, and she had him deploy a nanodrone first, patching the feed into everyone’s helmets to get as many eyeballs on it as possible.

“Looks as empty as your bunk, Wahlburg,” Ryerson remarked.

“Emptier,” Wahlburg said, whose squad was still patrolling their perimeter. “I do use my bunk to sleep, you know.”

The nanodrone turned a corner, revealing something Husher didn’t like at all. “Wait a second,” he said. “This is a hospital.” The feed showed a bed with an IV machine sitting next to it, tubes dangling, looking forlorn. When the drone turned, they saw a torn map of the surrounding region, with the locations of Ocharium mining facilities marked by red tacks.

“The radicals were using a hospital for their base,” Caine said, her voice devoid of emotion.

“We can’t destroy that,” Husher said. “We should radio up to Keyes about this, so he can update our mission objective.”

“Yeah,” Caine said. “Okay.” She fingered the touchpad on the side of her helmet, executing a gesture that would connect her to the CIC of the Providence.

“We have our orders,” Keyes said once Caine expressed their concerns to him. He spoke on a wide channel, so they all could hear. “It does no good for me to verify them with Command, because they’ll answer as they always do in these situations. Like it or not, completing these missions is how the Providence avoids getting decommissioned, which is an outcome I will not allow to happen.”

“But this will turn the region against the Commonwealth even further,” Caine said.

Keyes sighed, his voice laden with emotion. “Trust me, executing orders like these disgusts me just as much as it does you. But the alternative is graver still. Keyes out.”

“This is exactly what the government wants,” Husher said. “Actions like these help the radicals’ cause, driving up their recruitment and resulting in ever-escalating terror. Greater terror justifies a greater Fleet response, which feeds more profits to the Darkstream war machine.”

“Sounds like we have a conspiracy theorist in our midst,” Ryerson said.

“Shut up,” Caine said, though her voice lacked its vigor from before. “All of you. You heard the Captain. Go inside and set the charges.”

Chapter 4

An Engaged Citizenry

 

They blew the hospital, and the reaction from the locals was more or less immediate. On their way back to the shuttle, they soon found themselves surrounded by enraged citizens, who yelled at them in at least three different languages, including English.

“Keep an eye out for anyone armed,” Caine said over the short-range. “Standby to engage.”

Radio communications were the only way they could hear each other, now. Otherwise the crowd’s tumult overwhelmed their voices.

“We can’t shoot civilians,” Husher shot back. “The entire Bastion Sector will revolt.”

“We can if they’re pointing guns at us, Husher. Politics take a backseat to the lives of my platoon. Problem?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Good.”

The mob surged closer, growing less fearful of the marines’ artillery by the second. One man got in Ryerson’s face, and the marine shoved him back, pointing his gun at the man’s head.

“Steady, Ryerson.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Husher. You’re a diplomat, right?”

“Xenodiplomacy, God damn it! I have some training in xenodiplomacy!”

“Good enough for me. If you have any ideas, now’s the time. I can’t read your mind. I’m not a Kaithian.”

Ryerson spat, and it came close to landing on a civilian. “Screw diplomacy. They’re only a bunch of Ardent-worshipers.” He gestured savagely with his gun, and the crowd near him shrank back a little. “That’s why they’re so radicalized. Ardent’s the Ixan god, for crying out loud.”

“It has nothing to do with that,” Husher said, feeling bile creeping up his throat. The combination of adrenaline and his disgust for soldiers like Ryerson, who swallowed Commonwealth propaganda whole, was not doing much for his digestive system.

“What’s it got to do with, then, Mr. Court-Martial?”

Husher struggled to keep his cool. “They’re angry because of shit like this. Blowing up hospitals. Propping up dictators in the region. It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. The government isn’t trying to calm this region down, they’re trying to fire it up. It lets us justify coming in for their Ocharium.”

“Okay, you two are worse than useless,” Caine said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. Wahlburg, check the map on your heads-up. Do you see the square, three streets from our location?”

“Affirmative.”

“I want you to establish a perimeter there. Give our shuttle lots of space to land. We’re going to push through this crowd to that square. After that, I’m gonna ask the captain for a stiff drink to celebrate a casualty-free mission. Are we clear?”

“Clear, Sarge.”

“Clear.”

“Ryerson?”

“Clear.”

They began to shoulder through the throng, and the shouting grew louder. Some of the insults in English even started to get to Husher.

“UHF scum!” one woman hollered.

“Sellouts,” a teenager shrieked. “Sellout prostitutes! You sell out your own species!”

At last, they reached an alley that provided a defensible bottleneck, allowing the marines to rush through to the next street while Caine, Husher, Leng, and Ryerson held off the crowd. Someone raised a baseball bat overhead, and Husher caught it before it could descend, leveling a stern finger at the would-be assailant, who retreated.

“All right,” Caine said. “That’s everyone. Let’s go meet our shuttle.”

As they turned to follow, a sniper rifle went off above their heads, and Leng collapsed against the nearby building. Husher stared at the blood that welled up from Leng’s ruined face.

“He’s gone. We have to go.”

In a daze, Husher knelt next to Leng, his hand hovering over the downed man’s still frame.

“Husher, he’s gone! Look at his vitals.” Caine sent them to his heads-up and grabbed his arm at the same time, yanking him down the alleyway. The crack of a second sniper shot followed instantly, scoring the building where Husher’s head had been.

That woke him up. He glanced at Leng’s vitals. Flat-lined.

He ran after Caine.

Chapter 5

Darkstream

 

Tennyson Steele smoothed his suit over his prodigious stomach, wondering whether there was anything to this new diet his wife was trying to push on him. Should I bother with it? The feel of the pashmina under his fingers distracted him from the matter of his girth.

He placed those fingers on the heavy mahogany door before him. Cool, smooth. He smiled and pushed it open.

Calvin Godfrey, Darkstream Security CEO, grimaced when he saw his CFO enter the room. “Steele. Get out. I’m busy.”

“Oh, I won’t take up too much of your time, Calvin.” Steele strolled to one of the two chairs in front of Godfrey’s desk. The cushion sank under his weight, accommodating him nevertheless. The chair was designed to support fat businessmen like him. He almost chuckled at the thought, but restrained himself. It wouldn’t do to confuse the poor man.

“Have you given any more thought to my proposal?” Steele asked. The lump of mirror-like Ocharium ore on Calvin’s desk always caught his eye, but he refused to let himself get distracted by it.

“Only to how absurd it is. We can’t go to the board with that rubbish. You must be out of your mind.”

“I think you would find the board quite receptive, actually.” His eyes crept to the ore again. How he loved to play with it, marveling at its strange properties—like how it always weighed more than its mass should have allowed. “Our profits are flat-lining. The Bastion Sector has ceased to be a reliable source of growth. And the public has truly soured on the idea of any more fighting. We have to do something.” Instead of the ore, Steele plucked a piece of clean, white paper from Godfrey’s desk and started working on a piece of origami.

“Yes, and that’s why we have our populist friend running for President of the Commonwealth on a platform of stopping war. Sonya Hurst will ride that popular sentiment into power, at which point she’ll turn around and approve the next round of invasions.”

“That’s a stopgap measure at best, Calvin.” Steele brought one corner of the paper to meet its opposite, creasing down the middle with a steady hand. “The public will quickly figure out that Hurst’s anti-establishment posturing was a facade, and when they do they’ll be even angrier.” The paper unfurled in his hand, and he made a second crease that crisscrossed the first. “And then we have this new movement within the Ardent religion, promoting peace even in the face of persecution. It’s gaining popularity in the region. Soon, we could find ourselves bombing a sector full of radical pacifists. How do you suppose those optics will play in the media?”

Calvin was shaking his head, causing his jowls to jiggle.

At least I don’t have jowls. I’m lucky my fat just makes my face looks like an extension of my neck.

“I always knew you were an idiot, Steele, but it’s only now that I’m realizing the magnitude of your stupidity.”

The words made it so Steele couldn’t stop a smile from breaking out on his face. I’ve played Calvin exactly right, haven’t I?

“Why are you smiling, you cretin? Your idea for increasing shareholder profits is illegal. Plain, old-fashioned, no-loopholes illegal. You do realize that, right?”

The paper had taken a diamond shape in Steele’s hands, and he continued to fold as he maintained eye contact with Calvin, pausing only to adjust his glasses. His response was quiet enough that Calvin was forced to lean forward to hear it: “Do you realize we are legally bound to increase shareholder profits? That’s what it means to be a limited liability corporation, Calvin.” Steele reached inside his suit, producing a sheaf of papers onto which he’d printed a series of photos. Without another word, he tossed them onto Calvin’s desk.

“What is this?” The CEO shuffled through the papers, and as he did his sneer slowly faded away.

The photos showed Calvin Godfrey’s family going about their daily routines, on their way to work, school, soccer practice, whatever.

“Life is so funny, isn’t it, Calvin?” Steele said. “No one is totally secure. We all have countless points of vulnerability that plague us every day, times when we’re at the mercy of pretty much anyone with bad intentions.”

“What are you trying to say, Steele?”

Tennyson Steele stood, holding up the completed paper crane so Calvin could admire it. Then he made a fist. He let the crumpled mess fall onto the desk.

“We’ll be going ahead with my plan.”

Chapter 6

UHS Buchanan

 

“And here’s our complement of shuttles,” the marine said, sweeping her hand in a gesture of mock seriousness. “This completes our tour of the UHS Buchanan. Unless you’d like a tour of the shuttles themselves.”

“That’s quite all right, Corporal Simpson. I think I’ve seen enough for today.” Senator Sandy Bernard leaned against the thick window that looked out on the six shuttles, sitting out there in their depressurized chamber. Corporal Trish Simpson took up a position beside her.

The unlikely pair stared out at the shuttle bay in silence for a moment, and the senator pushed her brown hair out of her eyes for the hundredth time that day. Why do I still have bangs? She always meant to tell her hairdresser to cut them off, but inevitably they got into a heated discussion about the state of the galaxy instead, and she forgot all about it.

Simpson turned to face her. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry you lost the primaries. Anyone paying attention should have been able to see you were the only honest person in the running. If you ask me, I think your party cheated you out of the candidacy.”

I think you’re right. But it would be political suicide to go around saying that. Such was the devious genius of the system she operated in.

Instead, she said, “This is important work, too. And I’m glad to be doing it.”

A smirk tugged at Simpson’s mouth. “Seriously? The Wingers’ new armaments? You really think it’s even worth inspecting them? I mean, suppose they are building some new toys, there’s no way they’ll ever be a match for dark tech.”

“It’s not their armaments that worry me—I’m sure they’re merely a precautionary measure against the unrest in the Bastion Sector. It’s the state of our relationship with the Wingers that robs my sleep. They hate us, Corporal. And so does every other species that isn’t us.”

“So what? Again. Dark tech. We completely own them.”

A speaker nearby beeped, and the captain’s voice emerged. “This is Captain Dempsey. We are now generating the wormhole that will take us above the Winger homeworld, Spire. If you experience any ill effects, please report to Doctor Ahmadi straight away. Prepare for transit and energy recapture.”

“What if, one day, we find we can no longer rely on dark tech?” Senator Bernard said, picking up the conversation from where they’d left off.

“I don’t see how that could happen. The science behind it is kept a secret. It’s not like we’d allow anyone to steal it.”

“We may stop using it voluntarily.”

“Why in Sol would we do that?”

“Because it’s so damaging to our relations with other species! The very fact that we keep dark tech from the others…we claim it’s for the security of the galaxy, but the aliens all know it’s really about maintaining human dominance.”

“What would you rather? Ixan dominance?”

Bernard blinked at the young marine. “Of course not.”

Corporal Simpson pushed herself away from the window. “Sorry, Senator. I got carried away. Listen, I’m supposed to meet a friend for lunch. Would you like to join?”

“Sure.”

The marine brought her com to her ear, and after a few seconds she frowned. “Weird. No answer.”

“Might your friend have been called in for some overtime?”

“Maybe. He’s normally in charge of the Nav station in the CIC. I’ll call up a livefeed real quick, see if he’s there now.” Simpson stared down at her com, and after a second the blood began to drain from her face.

“What is it, Corporal? What’s the matter?”

“I…I just watched everyone in the CIC disappear.”

“Disappear how?”

“They just…disappeared. Vanished. Like, in a wave. It started at one end and went to the other.” Simpson turned the com screen toward Bernard. It showed an empty CIC.

“Check another part of the ship. Something closer to us.”

They both stared at the com screen as Simpson switched between feeds. One chamber after another, personnel simply vanished.

“It’s the wormhole,” Bernard said. “There’s something wrong with the wormhole. We need to get off this ship, now. Can you fly one of the shuttles?”

“We’re all trained in basic navigation. For emergencies. Let’s go.”

Simpson opened the hatch into the nearest shuttle. Luckily, they didn’t have to wait for anything to pressurize—the shuttles were kept filled with atmosphere at all times, for quick departures. Like this one.

The marine ordered the shuttle bay doors opened, and the cold void appeared before them, stars winking at them through the widening aperture. Simpson sealed the shuttle entrance and the craft leapt forward, departing the Buchanan for the last time.

“Bring up a rear view screen,” the senator said, feeling absurd about being the one giving orders. But Simpson complied without question.

The display showed the Buchanan’s stern disappearing into the wormhole. Their shuttle had escaped just in time.

Wait… “Without the crew aboard, who will initiate energy recapture once the wormhole collapses?”

“It’s automatic,” Simpson said, her voice barely above a whisper. “As a failsafe, in case something happens to the crew.”

“Thank God.” Dark-tech-enabled ships were designed to recapture the enormous amount of energy it took to generate wormholes, using a conductor that projected from the stern. That allowed UHF warships to appear near targets not only without warning, but also with all of their weapons fully charged.

An uncontrolled collapse, however, would result in a colossal explosion. Their shuttle would definitely not have survived it.

But Senator Sandy Bernard’s relief did not last long. She felt her throat constrict as she realized the Buchanan would exit the wormhole on a collision course with Spire.

Without its crew to level her out into orbit, the warship would fall to the Winger homeworld.

Chapter 7

Fesky

 

 Husher rolled out of his bunk after just a couple hours of troubled sleep.

The same nightmare had played over in his head at least three times, and he couldn’t take any more of it. Leng had just been shot, but he was still breathing, and so Husher picked him up, bulling his way through the crowd, shouting for help.

Somehow, Leng grew heavier with every step, but no one moved to help with the burden. At last, Husher stumbled into a hospital, only to find it empty. Instead of doctors and nurses and patients, explosives lined every wall, each attached to a giant timer. Each timer seconds away from detonation.

Shaking off the last vestiges of the awful dream, he decided his time would be more productively spent exploring the Providence and trying to uncover whatever Keyes was trying to hide from him. Husher’s inclusion on the Thessaly mission hadn’t made any sense. It reeked of a hasty measure meant to buy the captain enough time to cover his tracks, and Husher was determined to discover exactly what he’d become a part of, here. Other than sacrificing civilian hospitals to some vague ideal.

Stumbling into the Officers’ Mess, he immediately became convinced that he’d found Keyes’s secret. Sitting near the back wall, watching something on a com, was a Winger.

It hadn’t noticed him, which meant Husher still had the opportunity to depart the mess undetected. But he remained, staring at the creature, and he soon realized his mouth hung agape. He shut it, teeth clicking together, and the bird-thing’s head snapped toward him so fast that it barely seemed to move at all. One instant it was looking at the tablet, and the next it was piercing Husher with its enormous onyx eyes.

“Human.” The bird rose to its full height, which wasn’t very tall—it only came to Husher’s chest. Even though their homeworld had low gravity, the Wingers had stayed short. Any taller, and they wouldn’t have been able to fly.

Husher took a step forward, with a notion of trying to act casual. Just stroll in and take a seat like nothing’s weird about this at all. But he couldn’t make himself do it. “Why are you here?”

“It’s a good question. Why are you here?”

“I was demoted and consigned to this bucket of bolts.”

“You might say I, too, was demoted. Actually, exiled would be more accurate.”

“Wingers aren’t allowed on human warships.” Regulations stood firm on the matter: they forbade aliens, to deny them the opportunity to get a look at the dark tech used to generate wormholes. If any species managed to reverse engineer that, the UHF would lose its ability to “maintain law and order throughout the galaxy.”

“Captain Keyes owed me a favor,” the alien said.

“Must have been a big favor.” Keyes could easily lose his command over this. True, the Providence was one of the few human warships not outfitted with wormhole generation. But still. That didn’t confer an exemption from regulation.

“It was. A big one.”

Husher stepped closer, fascinated in spite of himself. The creature resembled a giant falcon more than anything, with brown feathers speckled in places with white. “I’m Husher.”

“Call me Fesky.” The creature shifted its giant wings as it extended an arm with talon-like fingers at the tip. “This is how you humans greet each other.”

“It is.” Husher grasped the talons, finding them softer than he’d expected. The grip was firm, however. What the Wingers lacked in height, they made up for in upper-body strength.

“Among my people, greetings vary based on gender. As a female, I’m to regurgitate a small portion of my last meal. But I’ve discovered some humans find it unpleasant.”

Husher swallowed. “Uh, yeah, I could see how some might find that unpleasant.” He glanced at Fesky’s com, lying flat on the table. “What are you watching? Is that an Ixan?”

“Yes. A priest.” Fesky gestured at the seat beside her, and Husher sat.

He stared at the Ixan’s scarlet robes, which sat perfectly still as its mouth moved. Ixans always seemed to be smiling creepily, but Husher found their enormous domes even more off-putting, not to mention the scaly skin that stretched across them. The skin was faded wherever it met one of many bone protrusions, and the older the Ixan, the more faded the skin. This priest’s scales were faded almost to white in some spots, especially around its muzzle.

Fesky had her com muted, but Husher could guess what was being said. “You’re watching the Ixan Prophecies. Aren’t you?”

The Winger twitched, almost imperceptibly. “Yes.”

“Why are you watching that crap?”

“Why do you call it feces?”

“Everyone knows it’s crap. It’s propaganda, and it’s pathetic. They know how thoroughly we defeated them, so all they have left is trying to scare people with their mad ravings about them rising up again while humanity falls.”

“The Ixa gave you dark tech.”

“Ochrim gave us dark tech. He’s not like his brethren—he came over to our side once he realized what Baxa and the other Ixans were planning. He knew we’d be a lot more responsible with that level of power.”

“And have you?”

“Have we what?”

“Have you been responsible stewards of dark tech?”

Husher stared into Fesky’s featureless orbs. Then he looked away. “No. I guess we haven’t.”

The mess hall’s lighting went red, and a muted alarm sounded from the hallway. A panicked-sounding voice blared from the intercom: “General quarters! General quarters! Set condition one throughout the ship. This is not a drill! I repeat…”

“Holy shit.” Sounds like I’ll be needed for something other than my xenodiplomacy skills. “I need to get to the flight deck.”

Fesky leapt to her feet in a surge of feathers, and Husher felt a breeze blow over him. “I, too,” she said.

“Yeah? What’s your position aboard the ship?”

“I’m CAG.”

“What? You’re my boss?”

“Well…I’m secret CAG. Lieutenant Hornwood is officially CAG. But he barely knows a Condor from a cream puff.”

“This ship is weird.” Husher rushed out of the Officer’s Mess, and Fesky followed close behind.

Chapter 8

Roostship

 

“You know anything about this, Bug-eye?” someone shouted as Husher and Fesky burst into one of Flight Deck A’s ready rooms.

Fesky didn’t seem fazed by the insult. “Know about what? What’s happening?” The Winger was beginning to tremble, which Husher assumed was a sign of distress.

“We’re being attacked by a Winger Roostship.”

“What?” Fesky squawked. Her feathers flared along her head and neck, and she vibrated harder, her wings tense. “Now I have to fight my own?”

“Fesky, are you gonna be all right?” Husher said. “Can you do this?”

“I’m fine.” She seemed to compose herself a little, and she crossed the room, her stride reminiscent of how Husher assumed velociraptors must have walked. The Winger seized a stylus from a ledge under the smartboard and began to draw a circle. “We’re still in orbit over Thessaly, yes?”

“Affirmative,” someone said. “And we need to move quickly. The Roostship’s already launched four squadrons of Talons.”

“Squadrons of fleas, you mean,” Fesky said, though she didn’t sound very confident, and no one laughed. Everyone knew Wingers were natural-born pilots. She drew two smaller circles near the planet. “What’s our position relative to Thessaly’s moons?”

“We’re close to Achilles.”

“Of course we are.” Fesky crossed out one of the smaller circles and drew an arrow pointing at the remaining one. “I want an early warning squadron of four Condors to run recon behind Achilles. The Wingers would love nothing more than to catch us with our pants down and our blind spots unchecked.”

An officer standing at the back of the ready room elected to speak at that moment. “Is there anything I can do?”

Husher assumed that was Lieutenant Hornwood—the CAG in name.

“You can shut up,” Fesky shrieked, the last two words sounding exactly like a crow cawing.

“Okay, but, why would the Wingers attack us? They must know the UHF will just beat their brains in—”

“Shut up!” Fesky jumped in place, reminding Husher of a sparrow hopping across the ground in search of food. “Shut up!”

“All right, all right. Jeez, Fesky.”

Fesky wasn’t listening anymore. She was sketching the enemy Roostship. “Two electronic warfare squadrons will operate at the edge of the engagement. Wingers rely heavily on coordination—they’re poor when acting alone.  And they can’t coordinate without coms. Deny them that, and we win. I don’t want these two EW squadrons engaging at all. Disengage as soon as they start targeting you, then come back for another go. At the very least, the harassment will help distract the enemy. Knock them off their game.”

Finally, Fesky turned to face the room once more. “The rest of you, remember your training. Maintain formations. If you were wondering why I had you drill Winger tactics while you called me crazy, this is it. Dark tech lets our Condors reverse course quicker. We have Ocharium, they don’t. We’re faster in general. More responsive. If we use those advantages, we can overcome their better instincts. Now scramble.”

The room remained still, everyone tensing, staring at Fesky, staring at each other.

“Scramble!” Fesky yelled, and the ready room burst into action. “Husher, you’re with me. There’s a Condor already prepped for you. I had preflight alignment performed on it the moment you arrived on the Providence.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I want to see what you can do.”

They ran together to the room outside Flight Deck A’s airlock to don their flight suits.

“What formation will we join?” Husher said.

“Formation? Ha! Hate formations.”

“But you just said—”

Fesky paused with her talons on her suit’s pants leg, her head whipping upward to fix Husher with that penetrating gaze of hers. “I’m the best Winger pilot you’ll ever meet, and I fly a fighter more advanced than anything my species has ever laid its talons on. So I’ll tell you how this will go. I’m going to fly loops around the enemy, and you’re going to shoot them down. Your file says you’re good. You’re good, right? For a human?”

“Yeah.”

“Then hopefully you can keep up.”

Chapter 9

No Micromanager

 

“Husher, I want you accelerating at a rate of eight Gs at the nearest squadron of Wingers.”

He tried to maintain focus on the tactical display inside his helmet, which showed the Wingers mostly staying near their Roostship. “Eight Gs? How familiar are you with human anatomy exactly, Fesky?”

There was a pause, and Husher got the impression Fesky was surprised by the remark. “Our g-suits are rated for up to ten.” 

It’s gonna be a workout to stay conscious at that acceleration. But Husher engaged the Condor’s gyroscopes to point his dorsal weapons at the enemy squadron and began gunning the engine. He was starting to understand why Keyes was willing to risk a court-martial in order to have Fesky leading his Condor pilots. The Winger was clearly willing to leverage the limits of the human body for maximum tactical advantage.

Fesky continued: “At eight Gs of acceleration, you can—”

“Maximize the damage of kinetic impactors while minimizing enemy reaction time. Yeah. I understand the principle, Fesky.”

“I’m relieved. The enemy’s behavior is strange. The squadron I told you to engage is the only one on the offensive. Every other Winger squadron has adopted a defensive posture.”

Husher’s Condor was already exerting uncomfortable pressure on his body, and he flexed his legs and abdominals to encourage blood flow. The flight suits only enabled high-g acceleration with some help from the pilot—if he just sat there, the blood would pool in his legs and he’d black out.

“I don’t have time to discuss the particulars of Winger grand strategy right now, Fesky. What do you want me to do as I zip past the opposing squadron?”

“I’m a delegator, not a micromanager. Figure it out.”

“Are you serious?” He could barely grunt out the words. The pressure exerted on his body was immense.

“I told you I wanted to see what you can do.”

But Husher knew Fesky’s true intentions, and like any good experimenter, she hadn’t revealed them to her subject. Fesky wanted to know whether Husher could follow orders, even in extreme circumstances. His record suggested a rebellious streak, so she needed to find out whether he was actually dependable. This charge at the enemy squadron closely resembled a suicide run, not a fair test of his abilities.

Certainly, taking out some enemy ships couldn’t hurt his cause. Except, do I actually care about impressing Fesky? Or anyone in the Fleet? They’d already punished him for doing the right thing. What was the point of playing the model soldier now?

The opposing squadron grew large in his tactical display, and suddenly the situation became less about his relationship with the Fleet and more about survival. With some help from the onboard AI, he calculated a firing solution that anticipated the enemies’ trajectories and leveraged the velocity of his mad dash. If his ordnance hit, the Talons would get ripped apart.

“We got your back, sir. Senior Airman Bradley here, closing in on the enemy with a flock of Condors at my six.”

“Acknowledged, Senior Airman,” Husher grunted. “And thanks.”

As suspected, Fesky hadn’t actually ordered him to his death. Instead, she leveraged the Winger squadron’s overextension by attacking them from two vectors.

The Condor’s gyros allowed Husher to direct his weapons anywhere, despite his momentum. As his Condor screamed toward the enemy, a beep told him the time had arrived, and he depressed the trigger, relishing as always the staccato vibration of his ammunition leaving the fighter. His decision to delay calibrating his salvo until the last minute left the enemy Talons with little time to react.

Even so, as his firing arc swept across the enemy ships, his success surprised him. Two of his three chosen targets burst apart in a brief flash of light. The Wingers’ usual synergy should have meant a better showing than that.

He flashed past the Talons, bringing his weapons around and engaging his engine in the opposite direction to enable a controlled parting shot. As he did, Fesky’s twin EW squadrons appeared on his tactical display, operating at the periphery of the engagement. Ah. I see. Fesky had pounced on the enemy’s brazenness even more thoroughly than Husher had realized. With that much electronic interference, they couldn’t hope to communicate with each other.

The Condor pilots made short work of the rest of the squadron, and no others sought to challenge them. The remaining Talons remained close to their Roostship.

Orders came from Keyes to clear the firing lanes between the carriers. The captain planned to try communicating, with the Providence’s superior artillery backing up his words.

“I don’t get it,” Bradley said as the Condors maneuvered out of the way. “The Wingers were outmatched to begin with, and still they only sent out one squadron.”

Husher wiped sweat from his brow, trying to mask his heavy breathing as he spoke. “It looks like a delaying tactic, to me. They know they can’t take us on alone, so they’re stalling.”

“Stalling for what?”

“Reinforcements would be the most obvious answer.”

As if on cue, Keyes’s voice filled the cockpit: “Condors return to base. Sensors have detected four more Roostships approaching. We’re getting out of this system.”

Chapter 10

Space to Breathe

 

“Uh oh,” Ensign Moreno said.

“Uh oh does not contain any actual information,” Keyes barked. “Give me a sitrep, Ensign.”

Moreno’s collar covered most of his neck, but what Keyes could see of it flushed scarlet. “Sorry, Captain. Now that the Condors are returning to Providence, the enemy Talons have dropped their defensive posture and are giving chase. They’re firing on our fighters.”

Keyes drummed his fingers on his chair’s armrest, his trimmed nails clicking against the cold metal. “Coms, try patching me through to Wingleader Korbyn’s Roostship once more.”

“Yes, sir. Frequency open.”

“Wingleader Korbyn, this is Captain Leonard Keyes of the UHS Providence.” He’d encountered Korbyn many times, during the First Galactic War and since. “Because of our species’ status as allies under the Galactic Treaty Organization, I’m giving you one last opportunity to disengage and account for your aggression toward a United Human Fleet warship. This is your final warning.”

He resisted the urge to look around the CIC to gauge his crewmembers’ tension levels. Letting his temper go was one thing—he often regretted it, yet it served to keep his crew on their toes. Showing unease, on the other hand, would be simply unacceptable.

“No response, Captain.”

Keyes let five more seconds pass, knowing his next actions would likely render an inter-species war inevitable.

In truth, the Winger attack didn’t come as a total surprise. Most aliens resented the dominant position humanity enjoyed because of dark tech, not to mention the UHF’s self-assigned role of policing the galaxy. He’d expected conflict for a long time, which was why he’d spent most of his career maneuvering to prevent the Providence from getting decommissioned. The supercarrier would provide humanity’s only recourse if dark tech ever failed them.

“All right,” he said. “Time to show them what our old girl can do. Direct the forward primary laser projector at the Roostship’s main aftward engine nacelle and fire tertiary lasers at the oncoming Talons.”

Moreno cleared his throat. “Tertiary lasers will do no appreciable damage to the enemy fighters, sir.”

“No, but they will disrupt their coms and keep them guessing.” Though keeping his temper in check, Keyes made a mental note to have Moreno reassigned from Tactical following the engagement. He’d come with a glowing reference from Command, and yet the man clearly struggled with basic application. “Midshipman Arsenyev, kindly aid Ensign Moreno in compiling targeting data within a timeframe meaningful for this battle.”

“Yes, sir.” Arsenyev crossed the CIC at a jog, her immaculately polished boots flashing in the ambient lighting.

There’s our replacement for Moreno. Before moving to Nav, Arsenyev had been on the rotation of Tactical officers. Perhaps the time had come for her return.

“Open with the tertiaries and follow as soon as you can with the primary, Tactical. We’re running out of time. Coms, show me a splitscreen on the main display—a magnified Roostship on one side and the approaching Talons on the other.”

The display changed, showing the fighters crossing the distance between the capital ships at speed. If Tactical didn’t come up with that data soon, the Talons would use their own targeting systems to cherry-pick vital components of the Providence.

“Tactical!” Keyes yelled, unable to keep the frustration from his voice.

“We just finished, sir. Tertiary lasers ready.”

“Fire!”

“Firing tertiary lasers.”

Keyes permitted himself a smile as the Talons’ tight formations began to slip. “Ready our point defense turrets. How close are we to targeting that engine nacelle?”

“Ready now, Captain,” Arsenyev said. “I had the AI compute in parallel.” As she spoke, Moreno glanced at her with tightened lips.

“Excellent,” Keyes said. “Fire primary laser.”

“Firing.”

A sigh of relief escaped him as he watched the Roostship’s engine melt away. He’d taken a risk by keeping the Providence’s enormous primary capacitor charged for this long while in battle. At the start of the First Galactic War, humanity had lost two capital ships to the Ixa straight away because their captains had waited to discharge their primary lasers. With a capacitor that large, the slightest agitation could trigger a catastrophic release of energy.

We’ve damaged their ability to give chase. That’s all that matters. “Now that we have some breathing room, it’s time to take our leave. Nav, fire the engines and make for the darkgate back into Commonwealth space.”

“What about the other four Roostships?”

“With all our engines engaged, we’re much faster than they are. We should be out of the system long before they close the gap.”

Chapter 11

Spank

 

No one sought to include Fesky in the post-victory celebrations, and she didn’t try to join in. She did consider pointing out that the victory was dubious at best, given they’d fled the engagement.

But I won’t hurt morale like that.

For too long, under Fleet orders, the crew of the Providence had fought battles from what was pretty clearly the moral low ground. This time, the enemy had attacked them, unprovoked, and in response they’d taken out an entire enemy squadron without suffering any casualties. It would do them good to celebrate a little.

Her loneliness had company, today—she noticed Vin Husher by himself on the other side of the pilot locker room, slowly removing pieces of his g-suit. The others cast occasional glances at him, their eyes flitting away just as quickly.

Everyone knew his father was Warren Husher, the infamous traitor, whose betrayal most people blamed for the hard time humanity had endured in the latter years of the First Galactic War. That was before Ochrim came and showed them Ocharium’s potential, which the humans then named for him. After he showed them how the mineral was the key to manipulating dark matter.

Husher’s father hadn’t been heard from since he defected, and he was presumed to be dead.

No one here knew anything about the son. Other than Fesky, who’d read his file. The other pilots didn’t know the reason he’d lost his command a mere four months after receiving it. But I do.

At last, someone did address Husher, as they would never consider addressing Fesky. “Hey. What’s your callsign?” Senior Airman Bradley asked the question, who’d helped Husher dismantle the squadron of Talons.

Husher ran a hand through his dirty blond hair, sprouting a sardonic smile. “Spank is what my old squadronmates gave me.”

“Yeah? Why Spank?”

“Would you believe it’s because I try to give the enemy a good spanking?”

“Nah. I bet it’s because you like being spanked.”

“Well, there’s only one way for you to find out. But I’m not sure you’d enjoy the consequences.”

And with that, Husher was in. The other pilots surrounded him, swapping callsigns and insults.

Fesky hopped to her feet and strode for the exit, trying not to look flustered. What a xenophobic lot. True, her own people hated humans right back, but she considered Wingers far more justified in their hatred.

“Hey, Fesky.”

She stopped and looked back, unable to help how quickly her head moved, though she knew it made the others uncomfortable. A space opened between her and Husher. No doubt he was about to degrade her, to cement his place among the others by pushing her farther outside. The others wouldn’t want to miss that kind of entertainment.

“What’s your callsign?” he asked.

She blinked. “I don’t…it’s Fesky. Just Fesky.”

“You don’t have a callsign?”

Maintaining eye contact, she said nothing.

“We’ll have to find you one, then.” And he smiled.

Callsigns were almost always slights—based on something a pilot had done to screw up, or some pronounced physical difference, of which Fesky had plenty. But this was one insult she’d always longed to receive. Thank you. 

“I’ll be interested to see if you can string more than one syllable together,” she said, and left the locker room.

She set out to find the captain, who would want a battle report from her. The cramped corridors made her hunch unconsciously, and she straightened up whenever she noticed herself doing it. As she passed other crewmembers, she couldn’t stop focusing on how long her arms were in comparison to the humans’, not to mention the way her wings stirred the air.

Fesky longed to spread those wings and just fly. If she could, she would fly for two days straight. But the Providence wasn’t designed for Winger recreation. Only her Condor came close to scratching that itch.

She found the captain studying a tablet as he paced his office. “Fesky,” he said without looking up. “I hear our plan to conceal your presence from our new arrival didn’t pan out.”

“Not quite, sir.”

Keyes laid the tablet on his desk and gestured at the sturdy wooden chair for visitors. “Please. Sit.”

“I’ll stand, sir, if it’s all the same to you.” She hated the way human chairs pressed against her wings.

“Very well.” The captain circled his desk and settled into his own lightly-upholstered chair.

“It ended up working out okay, that Husher came across me.”

“Oh?”

“It gave me the opportunity to test him. And I think he can be trusted.”

“I’m inclined to agree. But I don’t like taking unnecessary risks.”

“Respectfully, sir, I think my presence on this ship contradicts that statement.”

Keyes chuckled. Then his face grew serious, and he clasped his hands on the desk, a gesture that tended to precede something the captain considered important. “Why do you think the Wingers attacked us, Fesky? Is it possible they’ve joined with the other species to challenge human dominance?”

“I doubt it, sir. Who would they ally with? The isolationist Kaithe seem unlikely. The Tumbra don’t fight. They would never join with the Ixa, and I can’t see them making friends with the Gok.”

“Why, then? Your people must know the UHF will crush them. And yet they refuse to even communicate with us.”

She took a deep breath, an involuntary shudder running through her at the prospect she’d begun contemplating the moment her people attacked. “For them to throw themselves at us with such abandon…they must have reason to believe humanity poses some kind of threat to the Fins.”

“But that’s absurd. We stand nothing to gain from attacking your sister species. In fact, we’d suffer significant losses, given your orbital defenses.”

Fesky rustled her wings in an attempt to shrug as the humans did. “It’s the only reason I can think of.”

Chapter 12

Larkspur-Caprice

 

“I apologize, Captain Keyes, but I cannot expedite official procedure without reason.”

Keyes stared at the Tumbran’s impassive face and fought to keep a tight rein on his emotions. Blowing up at a Tumbran always made one feel like a jackass, since they reacted the same way to everything. “But I’ve given you the reason. The Providence suffered an unprovoked attack, and our assailants are in pursuit. If you don’t let us through now, you’ll have a battle happening right on top of you.”

“There are three ships waiting to use the darkgate who arrived before you. I can only process one captain’s papers at a time, and I am bound by protocol. Again, I apologize.” The Tumbran’s eyes looked bored as it studied him. They rose like domes out of the top of the alien’s thin head, balanced out by its chin, which wobbled like a gray sack of marbles.

Keyes decided not to act on his urge to threaten taking a shuttle over to the Tumbran’s monitor ship and wringing its pencil neck.

This is my fault, really. If only he’d reported to Command directly following the engagement with the Wingers, he might have arrived at the darkgate to find standing orders to let him through without all the paperwork.

His hull had taken a bruising from the Talons, though, and he’d spent most of the trip in communication with Engineering to ensure nothing vital had been damaged. As always, Keyes erred on the side of caring for his ship. Plus, contacting Command is never my first instinct.

He marched over to the coms station, reached past the officer stationed there, and mashed his thumb against the red icon on the touchscreen—the equivalent of hanging up. The Tumbran vanished from the CIC’s main viewscreen, replaced by a view of the darkgate and the three ships trailing behind it. Two Winger freighters and a Tumbran science vessel.

Keyes turned to face his crew. “Let it never again be said that the Tumbran favor humanity in anything. Commander Bronson, you have the CIC.”

His XO saluted. “Yes, sir.”

Back in his quarters, Keyes steeled himself in anticipation of conversing with his superior. Briefly, he considered knocking back a shot of whiskey, but he discarded the thought as cowardly.

It took an unusual amount of time to get through to Admiral Carrow. He had to talk his way through three subordinates before they finally patched him through and Carrow’s gaunt face appeared on Keyes’s private console.

“Captain Keyes. This had better be good.”

“I don’t know if that’s the word I’d use to describe it, sir. A few hours ago the Providence was the victim of an unprovoked Winger attack. The enemy Roostship, Wingleader Korbyn’s, refused to yield despite our superior firepower, or even to communicate with us. It became clear that they were stalling for four more Winger warships to join them, presumably to destroy us. We took out the Roostship’s main aftward engine as well as a squadron of Talons before disengaging.”

During his report, Carrow’s face progressed through several shades of red. Keyes didn’t falter, but he knew he wouldn’t like the response.

“Keyes, do you realize you’ve likely started the Second Galactic War, here?”

“That isn’t how I’d characterize it. We were not the aggressor.”

“You should have never fired a shot, and you know it. You’re far too eager to prove the worth of that clunky old behemoth. This won’t even play well with your friends among the civilian population, you know that, don’t you?”

I’m sure the media will spin it negatively, if that’s what you mean. “Sir, the Wingers launched a surprise attack. If we’d fled without defending ourselves, the Providence would have sustained heavy damage. I’d condemn any captain who failed to minimize risk to his ship and crew, and I hope you’d do the same.”

Carrow sneered. “Don’t presume to offer me your expectations for my performance as an officer.”

Keyes took a long breath, as quietly as he could. “My apologies, Admiral. I merely—”

“I think it’s about time you got to the point of your call.”

Other than to report our first clash with an alien military in thirty years? “I’ve contacted you to request your help in expediting our passage through customs at the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate. I believe the Winger ships will arrive at any moment. I’d also like to recommend that the UHF establish a much stronger presence in the Bastion Sector, to protect our colonies from further Winger aggression.”

The admiral winced. “That darkgate is currently our only avenue of ingress into the Bastion Sector.”

“What about the wormholes?”

“We’re experiencing problems with wormhole generation, and that’s all I can say on that subject right now.”

“Sir…does this have something to do with why the Wingers refuse to communicate?”

“I just told you, Keyes. We’re keeping a tight lid on information for the moment. You will know what you need to know when you need to know it.”

That would be a pleasant break with tradition. “I understand, sir. And our progress through the darkgate…?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.”

“One more thing, Captain. Keep a careful eye on First Lieutenant Husher.”

Keyes hesitated, unsure how to proceed. He chose his words carefully: “For what reason? He’s performed admirably so far.”

“The man was demoted, Keyes. We almost dishonorably discharged him.”

“Is that the reason I should monitor him so closely?”

“Not just that. You know his refusal to obey orders was based on his objection to how we use dark tech, yes? I assume you read his file.”

“Of course.”

“Well, let’s just say Command views it as an awfully large coincidence that we’ve started experiencing problems with dark tech shortly following his court-martial. He must have connections left over from his traitor father, and who knows what detours he might have taken during his journey from human space to the Larkspur System?”

“We can easily rule out that possibility. It’s simply a matter of comparing his departure time with the time he—”

“Just watch him, Keyes. That’s an order.”

“Yes, sir. Can I ask one more question?”

The admiral narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“If the wormholes aren’t working, then how are we talking right now?” Real-time communication over interstellar distances happened over the micronet, which was enabled by controlled micro-wormholes. His own resided in a soundproof container underneath the desk, and the cable connecting his console with the Command network simply ran straight through it.

“I told you, Keyes. We’re dispensing information on a need-to-know basis. Carrow out.”

The video feed vanished from the screen.

His XO’s voice came through the intercom near his office door: “Captain, we need you in the CIC!”

Keyes leapt to his feet. “Has our turn come to pass through the darkgate?”

“Yes, but a Gok warship is approaching on a collision course!”

Cursing, Keyes dashed out of his office.

Chapter 13

Collision Course

 

“Sitrep,” Keyes gasped as he burst into the CIC. His breath came in ragged gasps that produced sharp pains in his chest, but otherwise he strove to project calm.

“It’s just as I said, Captain.” Commander Bronson’s long face lacked color. “We’re closing with the darkgate, but with the Gok ship’s current trajectory we’re set to collide.”

As Keyes settled into the Captain’s chair, it felt just as hard and unyielding as it always did. Ensign Moreno caught his eye—the man was sitting at the Tactical station, looking at something on his com, apparently completely uninterested in what was going on around him. It took effort for Keyes not to sneer. He still hadn’t found the time to reassign the lout.

“Coms, bring up a splitscreen of the darkgate and the Gok ship.” Keyes turned again to his XO. “Commander Bronson, I gave you the CIC so you could make decisions. What did you try before contacting me in my office?” 

Bronson’s white handlebar mustache twitched. “I ordered the engines up to seventy percent, Captain. But the Gok have matched our speed. It’s like they want to race us. Or kamikaze us.”

The center of the darkgate looked just like the space around it—a smattering of stars. But those stars were visible from the Caprice System, not Larkspur. Nothing happened when you entered a darkgate. No psychedelic tunnel to traverse. You simply passed from one system to another.

“I had no good options, Captain,” Bronson went on. “We haven’t cleared customs, and neither has the Gok ship, of course. Protocol dictates that the Tumbran shut down the darkgate if a ship attempts to pass through without being processed first, but that will only leave us with a possible Gok engagement on this side, not to mention the Wingers, who are due to arrive within minutes. It’s like the Gok don’t want us to leave.”

Keyes stared through the darkgate. We’re so close to escaping this God-forsaken system. “If the Tumbran would just let us through without the paperwork, we could go through right after the Gok.” That would involve letting the Gok ship through too, though. God. What a mess. “Exactly how soon until the Wingers get here?”

The coms officer stood from her seat. “I’ve been tracking their progress since our engagement, sir. They stopped for almost an hour near Wingleader Korbyn’s Roostship before giving chase once more. With our superior engines we gained a significant lead, but the delay here has cost us. They’ll arrive in less than fifteen.”

“Thank you, Ensign.” The Gok had engines to match those of the Providence. He eyed their ship on the viewscreen, with its hard, bulbous nose designed for impact. The ship looked more like melted slag than anything that should be flying through space, but he knew it could do some major damage. “I assume we’ve tried to establish contact with the Gok?”

“Yes, sir,” Bronson said. “They’ve refused all our efforts to communicate. Just like the Wingers.”

“Patch me through to the Tumbran again.”

The gray-skinned alien appeared once more on the viewscreen, looking just as disinterested as ever. Its bulging eyes quickly found Keyes. “Captain?”

“Have you received any orders from Fleet Command that incline you to revise your current treatment of protocol?”

“I have not.”

“Very good.” This time, Keyes had already positioned himself next to the coms console, and he cut off the transmission with a satisfying jab of the thumb. He returned to his chair at a deliberate pace and settled into it. “Coms, put me on the shipwide intercom.”

“Yes, sir.”

He leaned forward slightly, staring into space as he spoke. Imagining the faces of his listening crew. “Women and men of the UHS Providence, this is your captain. We are faced with a difficult decision. A Gok ship has succeeded in cutting us off from the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate, and in the time it would take to reach a resolution, the Winger warships would descend upon us. That leaves us with two options, each represented by this system’s remaining darkgates. One of them would take us deeper into the Bastion Sector and therefore deeper into Winger space. The other would take us down Pirate’s Path.”

He paused, allowing that a couple seconds to sink in. “Neither of these choices are very attractive, but it seems clear the latter gives us the best chance of survival. We can outdistance our pursuers as we make our way through the series of systems that make up Pirate’s Path, and once we do, we can wait for Fleet reinforcements. We will return to the Larkspur System and we will secure the human colonies here once more. That is all.”

Keyes stood from his chair and walked toward the hatch leading into the corridor. “Coms, locate First Lieutenant Husher and tell him to meet me in my office.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Nav, plot a course for Pirate’s Path and send it to the helm.” With that, Keyes left the CIC.

Chapter 14

Shadow

 

Husher stood at attention and endured the captain’s scrutiny in silence for a few tense moments. Is he going to say anything?

At last, Keyes spoke. “Are you regrowing that beard?”

“No, sir. It grows on its own.”

“Don’t get cute with me, First Lieutenant. I’m detecting a definite shadow on your cheeks.”

“Well, I’ve been kind of busy, sir. Taking out enemy squadrons. Blowing up hospitals at your command.”

Silence descended on the office again as captain and first lieutenant locked eyes. Keyes’s were a deep brown, almost black, and today he wore his famous impassiveness. Husher found that lack of expression disconcerting, but he refused to break eye contact first.

Except, eventually he did, his gaze drifting away almost of its own accord. The man could stare down a brick wall.

“Fleet has experienced a critical malfunction with its dark tech,” the captain said. “Would you happen to know anything about that?”

Now Husher sought to bore a hole through Keyes’s skull with his stare. “How dare you?”

“Excuse me?”

 No longer standing at attention, Husher balled his hands into trembling fists. “I’ve had it with you pious Fleet hypocrites. Questioning my motives when it’s your ethics that are  questionable. You’re just like the others. Ordering a hospital destroyed to preserve your career? I’m done with trying to impress scum like you. Just court-martial me again and have done with it. I’d rather be discharged than follow one more of your orders.”

Keyes’s eyebrows crept upward, but other than that his expression remained unchanged. “Are you finished?”

“Definitely.”

“I know why you were court-martialed, First Lieutenant Husher. I know you refused to obey orders to fire on a Winger pirate ship. But I want to hear it from you: why wouldn’t you do it?”

Husher hesitated before answering, unsure of Keyes’s angle. “Because those Wingers were entitled to a fair trial, no matter how much the Commonwealth throws around the word ‘terrorist.’ And because I don’t believe in using wormholes programmed to only allow our ordnance through. I don’t like shooting people from behind, especially when they have no option for retaliation.”

“I agree with you.”

Husher stared at the captain. “What?”

“I said I agree with you.” Keyes pushed himself to a standing position, his hands planted firmly on his desk. “My actions may not appear angelic to you, and I would never attempt to portray them as such. But they do obey a principle, and that is the protection of this ship at all costs. Fighting insurgents in the Bastion sector was what Fleet had for the Providence to do. It was the role that kept her from getting scrapped, and so I took it, as filthy as it made me feel.”

“Why do the wrong thing just for a ship?”

“It’s not just about the ship,” Keyes said, voice growing louder. “It’s about what she can do. The Providence isn’t only a supercarrier. She’s a mechanics shop, a hospital, a community. Give her a full complement of personnel, and she’s the biggest mobile army the galaxy has ever known. Not to mention a fleet unto herself. Best of all, she doesn’t rely on those cursed wormholes.”

The captain shoved his chair back and walked around the desk until he stood inches away from Husher. “You want your opportunity to do the right thing? Want a chance to fight the corruption in the Fleet? This is it. Dark tech is finally failing humanity, as I believe we both suspected it would. It’s time to prove we can do without it, and it’s time for humanity to play a saner role in galactic affairs. We’ll start by getting to the bottom of this war. Are you with me?”

Keyes offered his hand, and it only took Husher a couple of seconds to make up his mind. They shook.

“So, what do we do now?”

The captain smiled. “I’m open to suggestions.”

Chapter 15

Two Fingers

 

Keyes returned to his chair and extracted the bottle of whiskey from his desk, holding it up so Husher could see the label. “Drink?”

“Uh, all right.” Husher’s manner still seemed guarded. The man probably hadn’t expected to share a drink with the captain on the second day of his new assignment, for one thing.

I’ll admit, it’s certainly unorthodox. But nothing about the situation was orthodox, and Keyes wanted to put Husher at ease as quickly as possible. He genuinely believed the young officer had insight to offer, a belief supported by his stratospheric aptitude test scores. Other than that, Husher had recently held a command of his own, however briefly.

Most importantly, he was every bit his father’s son. Keyes had perceived that the moment they met.

“Taking a stroll down Pirate’s Path opens a number of possibilities,” Keyes said after he’d poured them both a couple fingers of whiskey. “For starters, I have a theory about the region. I think its reputation is overblown.”

Husher lowered himself into the wooden chair. “For what reason?”

“I think Darkstream hides their primary research stations there, maybe even its headquarters. Maintaining the dangerous reputation keeps ships from sniffing around.”

“The Kaithe live there, too.”

Keyes nodded. “The children are another reason ships are rarely eager to venture down the Path.” He sipped from his whiskey, savoring the burn at the back of his throat. “So we have a couple lines of action to choose from. We could sit around in heliocentric orbit, as close to the darkgate into Larkspur as we can get without running afoul of our new Winger friends. Or we could try to seek out Darkstream.”

“You think they have something to do with the dark tech malfunctioning?”

“They must know something about it. Given they own the tech.”

“I may have a better idea. One that could yield quicker results.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“The Tumbran maintain a Coffee Station two systems in, don’t they? It’s perfect—neutral ground, and a place that exists for the very purpose of sharing information openly. We could send a party in there to gather intel on why the Wingers are attacking us.”

“And you might even get to use your xenodiplomacy training.”

Husher’s expression didn’t change, and he certainly didn’t laugh. Clearly, he still refused to get too comfortable.

You’re an old fool, Keyes told himself. Warren Husher was never coming back, and the Providence’s mission did not require him to make nice with his dead friend’s son. 

“I like it,” he said. “I’ll order Nav to plot a course for the Coffee Station.”

“Very good. Can I go?”

“Dismissed.”

The first lieutenant rose, turning toward the hatch.

And Keyes couldn’t help himself. “I served under your father in the First Galactic War.”

Husher froze.

“I knew him better than most. I don’t know what happened on that Ixan destroyer, but Warren Husher would have never betrayed humanity. He was a good man.”

The First Lieutenant locked eyes with Keyes once more. “I’ve watched his last transmission. It’s very clear what happened. He went over to the other side.”

“I refuse to believe it.”

“And I refuse to suffer this getting thrown in my face over and over again by Fleet officers. Kindly never mention my father to me again.”

Husher stormed over to the hatch, wrenching it open. He left it ajar behind him.

Chapter 16

Ambush

 

The sun warmed Tennyson Steele’s face through the floor-to-ceiling windows in an underused wing of the Darkstream Mars offices. The campus grounds spread out before him, full of colorful gardens cultivated by some of the most skilled horticulturists the planet had to offer. It’s been too long since I brought Lila here to play.

His daughter loved the outdoors, and he often caught her watching vids of old Earth, from before its degradation. He assured her that Mars’ terraforming had succeeded in achieving something very close to that aesthetic, but she retained an endearing desire to experience the real thing. An impossible wish, of course, but one he secretly hoped she never lost.

Lila’s existence gave his work meaning it had lacked before her birth. She was why he strove so hard. Humanity must remain dominant, at all costs. And for that to happen, so must Darkstream.

It was the only way to ensure survival. The only way to make sure sweet children like Lila could continue their play in blissful ignorance. The ability to crush our enemies…I’ll not let it go.

Besides, he’d grown fond of the billionaire life.

“Steele.”

He turned to behold a manic Calvin Godfrey clutching Darkstream’s latest model of smart pistol. “Calvin.”

“You’ve gone too far, Steele. I can’t stand by while you tear the galaxy apart. This ends now.”

“Don’t be absurd. You know full well I intend to put the galaxy back together when I’m finished. Stronger than before.” Steele slipped his hands into his pockets, trying to appear as nonthreatening as possible. “I told you—the wormhole malfunction is temporary. Just long enough to make us appear vulnerable. To discover who our true friends are, as well as our true enemies.”

“Our enemies…” Godfrey shook his head slowly, as thought he still couldn’t fathom it. “Steele, the Wingers were our allies. They have every right to attack us, after what you’ve done.”

“Darkstream will remain dominant, Godfrey,” Steele said firmly, dropping all pretense of mirth. “There’s no alternative.” He pointed out the window. “Do you want to preserve that, or see it destroyed? Hmm? I won’t let the military fade until it’s old and toothless. I want our war machine kept honed and sharp, with plenty of enemies to fight, so that when the next one comes over the horizon we’ll be ready.”

“How do you know that scientist will even restore the wormholes like he said he would? He’s an Ixan, for God’s sake.”

“He’s an Ixan who knows who cuts his checks. I don’t fully trust him either, Calvin, which is why I oversaw the modifications he made and then arranged for him to spend the next six months alone in his research station. He’s as happy as a Gok in shit, doing science and staying completely out of the way. He’d have to access the master control to update our wormhole generation software further, and he’s light years away from HQ.”

Godfrey’s chin trembled, and the gun wavered.

Steele took a step closer, keeping careful track of the distance between them. “Why don’t you lower that gun, Calvin? We’ve known each other too long for our friendship to end like this.”

But the CEO’s grip firmed up. “No. We were never friends. I could see what a sociopath you were from the beginning. At first I saw it as a strength—plenty of good CFOs are sociopaths. But I misjudged you. You’re a different breed altogether, and you’re playing with forces you don’t understand.”

Sighing, Steele nodded. “I’m truly sorry it has to be this way. Why don’t you get it over with, then, Calvin? Man up and pull the trigger.”

More trembling. “I’m sorry, too, Tennyson.”

“Just do it, you coward.”

Godfrey fired. The bullet traveled a foot forward and sharply reversed course, implanting itself in the CEO’s fleshy forearm instead. He dropped the gun and fell backward onto the floor, clutching the wound and shrieking.

Steele’s own pistol, which hadn’t been modified remotely, felt pleasantly cool in his hand as he drew it from the holster concealed inside his suit.

“I understand much more than you realize, Calvin,” he muttered as he lowered the muzzle until it touched Godfrey’s glistening forehead. “For example, I knew you were planning this. I intentionally started taking walks down these secluded halls, to give you your opportunity.”

He pulled the trigger, and the bullet did what it was told to do. Godfrey’s shuddering came to an end, and Steele replaced his pistol inside his suit, leaving the bloody, cooling mess for someone else to clean up.

Chapter 17

Coffee Station

 

“Mind if put on some politics?” Sergeant Caine asked him from her crash seat across the shuttle.

“Hmm? Oh. No, I don’t mind. But we can’t get a live feed from here, can we?”

“Course not. It’s all recordings.” She leaned forward against the straps that held her in the chair and shouted toward the shuttle’s cockpit. “Hey, Skids! Put on the debate!” When she turned back to Husher, she wore a smile. “I could never put this stuff on with the shuttle full of jarheads. Their whining would drown out every point.”

Politicians make points?

The wall that hid the pilot from view held a screen, which typically displayed on-the-ground tactical data. Now it showed Sonya Hurst facing off against Zach Santana, each gripping a podium on a well-lit stage.

“As President of the Commonwealth, I would show the same steadiness that my wife did when she was President,” Zach Santana said. “In her dealings with alien powers, she remained stern but fair, and—”

“Oh please,” Hurst moaned, “spare us the details of your awful foreign policy plan. The people of the Commonwealth are tired of your backroom dealings with enemy powers. I’ll tell you what we’re gonna do. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. We’re gonna tell the aliens very politely to return to their home systems and that they have one year to do it. No more alien colonies in systems where we have colonies. After the year is up, we kick out the ones who didn’t listen. And then we’re gonna close the darkgates that lead to their systems. Permanently. It’s very simple. We own the darkgates, and they won’t be permitted to use them anymore to come into our systems and play their little games. They can go back to using the old, unstable wormholes they used to use. I just can’t see why—”

“Okay, Skids, turn it off,” Caine yelled. “I just realized I can’t take her right now.” The vid disappeared. “What a shit person.”

“Mm,” Husher said.

The shuttle felt empty without the marines filling the crash seats, shouting insults to each other. Husher found his gaze wandering to the Darkstream reentry suit again, simply because there wasn’t much else to look at. He tried to imagine using the thing to try surviving passage through a planet’s atmosphere.

“I wish there were windows,” Caine said. She seemed uncomfortable with silence.

“Windows would offer a convenient weak point for enemy fire. Or just some stray space junk.”

“I know that. What are you, an encyclopedia? I’m trying to have a conversation.”

“Sorry.”

“You ever been to a Coffee Station?”

“Once.”

“What’s it like?”

“Well, for one, I wouldn’t call it a Coffee Station when you’re in there. They consider the name a bit of a slight.”

Caine squinted at him. “Why?”

“They think it implies they’re just a bunch of silly aliens sitting around and sipping tea or something. But they take the whole thing very seriously, kind of like how we view universities, or how we used to view them before they became so corporatized.”

“What do they call them, then?”

“Knowledge Hubs. Or, usually just Hubs.”

“Good to know.”

A jolt went through the shuttle, accompanied by a thud. They’d docked with the Coffee Station. Husher clawed at his straps, eager to get free of them, and across the shuttle Caine did the same.

A Tumbran awaited them just inside, its protruding eyeballs registering their arrival with no visible reaction. It had probably only ever seen a handful of humans ever come out of that airlock, but if it experienced any surprise, it didn’t let on.

The alien extended both its spindly arms upward, the tips of its hairy fingers coming to about Husher’s belly button. Its drooping chin flesh wobbled when it moved. “Your sidearms, please.”

They’d expected this, which was why they hadn’t come with anything bigger. Husher had insisted on bringing the pistols, though. He knew it would put the aliens more at ease if their security measures yielded actual results. Plus, allowing them to exercise some authority over their human visitors would hopefully help to counteract decades of human dominance.

The Tumbran took their weapons, checked the safeties, and waddled with them to a depression in the wall, which sucked the pistols upward.

“Hey,” Caine said, and when Husher glanced at her she looked embarrassed at her outburst.

“We will return your weapons prior to your departure,” the Tumbran said.

“That’s fine.”

“You may enter.”

They approached a hatch that slid open for them automatically. When they stepped inside, the entire room went silent, and Husher remembered a classic Western vid he’d watched as a teenager, in which the hero’s entrance into a saloon had produced a similar effect.

“I’m surprised at the number of Ixa,” Caine muttered. “I count five. Do you think they’re here to spread the Prophecies?”

“Maybe. But not every Ixan believes in Ardent.”

They headed for the service counter—a sweeping oval in the center of the room, staffed by two Wingers and a Gok, who towered over it like a pile of rocks. All three personnel wore the burgundy tunic characteristic of Coffee Station workers.

“I don’t think the Prophecies are even about religion,” the sergeant said. “It’s just more ideology-driven propaganda, left over from their go at taking over the galaxy. They still think they have a hope of defeating us.”

“What do you want?” the Gok asked once they reached the counter. It leaned down to hear them, boulder-like fists planted on the colorful desk.

“Come again?” Caine said. Most Gok had gravelly voices that made it easy to mishear them.

“It asked what you want.” Husher felt slightly uncomfortable calling the alien “it” to its face, but aliens mostly used the same pronoun for humans. The various species typically had a lot of trouble discerning each other’s gender.

“Oh. I’ll have a coffee,” Caine said.

“What?”

“Uh…coffee? Do you have coffee?”

Husher resisted the urge to cover his face with his palms.

Please don’t let this devolve into a fistfight with a Gok. One of the few things he remembered about his father was his saying about the massive aliens: “If a Gok doesn’t punch your face in, it’ll melt your brain with its stupid bullshit.”

One of the Wingers behind the counter came over and placed its talons on one of the Gok’s massive arms, where its tunic looked stretched near to busting. “Hey. Thole. What did it just say to you?”

“It asked for coffee.” The Gok’s tiny eyes narrowed as it spoke. They were the same dark-green color as its skin. The ridge that overshadowed them inched downward. “This human walks into the Hub and insults us to our faces.”

The Winger indicated the exit with its talons. “New policy. We don’t serve humans here. Kindly leave.”

Caine shook her head. “I just—”

“Leave!” the Winger squawked, hopping up and down the same way Fesky did when she was agitated. Its feathers stuck up all along its head and neck. “Leave now!”

“Come on,” Husher said.

The sergeant didn’t budge. “I don’t get it. They seriously don’t serve coffee here?”

“Sergeant Caine, we need to get out of here right now.” All around the Coffee Station, heads looked up from consoles or swiveled away from truncated conversations. Toward the back another Gok stood up, staring at the UHF officers, and seconds later an Ixan did as well.

This finally convinced Caine, but by then it was too late. When they headed toward the exit, five Wingers moved to block their way.

“You humans attacked our home planet,” one of them said. “You killed Fins.”

Husher raised his arms to show the aliens his empty palms. “I don’t know anything about that.”

“How convenient,” the Winger shot back. “We could believe you. Or we could decide you’re guilty without asking any questions, just like you’ve done to so many of our people.”

“Not all humans are like that.”

“Enough talk. You get as much consideration as you gave those defenseless Fins.” With that, the Winger charged at Husher.

Chapter 18

Ek

 

The alien rushed forward, its massive wings spread, awakening a primal fear inside Husher. He shoved the useless emotion aside.

Widening his stance, he raised his hands before him, standing ready for combat but taking care not to telegraph his intention. The instant before the Winger connected, he crouched low, pushing upward against the alien’s taut midsection. Its talons scrabbled for purchase on Husher’s upper back, tearing his flesh, but it failed to arrest its own momentum. The Winger crashed into a table.

Nearby, Caine grappled with a second assailant, and a third rushed to help its comrade. Husher wanted to back the sergeant up, but the remaining two Wingers stepped toward him, separating for a flank. Behind him, chairs scraped against the floor, and dozens of alien voices filled the air. They sounded angry.

“Stop this madness!”

The Wingers froze, backing away from the human officers.

A sigh of relief escaped Husher’s lips. “Are you all right?” he asked Caine.

“Yeah.” Her opponents had bloodied her mouth, but other than that she looked unhurt.

“Apologies, Fin Ek,” said the Winger who Husher had sent into a table. It pushed itself to its feet, speaking slowly, as though suddenly unsure of itself. “If you think our actions foolhardy, then I defer to your superior wisdom.” It righted the table.

Feeling reasonably confident the aliens didn’t plan to attack them again, Husher turned to thank whoever had spared them from what likely would have been a beating.

The words caught in his throat.

He’d seen photos of Fins before, though even those were rare. This one did not resemble them. It wore clothes, for starters—a skintight body suit that covered everything except its mottled face. Cybernetic legs sprouted from its hips, allowing it to stand upright with its tail trailing behind it, also clad, and providing extra balance. Twin hoses protruded from the gill slits in its neck, wrapping around its shoulders, presumably to connect with an apparatus on its back.

“You find my appearance strange,” it said with a voice that sounded distinctly feminine. “I can appreciate that. But I hope you can appreciate just how little time you have to stand and marvel. I am able to restrain the Wingers, even though they also find me odd. But these others…”

 Husher glanced past the Fin and saw a hulking Gok moving across the room toward them, as well as two Ixa who looked about to do the same. He nodded. “Thank you for your aid.”

“I will see you to your shuttle.”

“Then let’s go.”

Caine closed the hatch behind them once they exited into the corridor.

“I’ve never heard of a Fin leaving the ocean before,” Husher said. “Did I hear your name is Ek?”

“Correct.” She led them toward the airlock, her metal feet clacking against the floor. “Wingers’ hatred for humans has never been higher. But you have no knowledge of the empty ship that crashed into our shared homeworld. Do you?”

“Not until now.”

“The impact killed hundreds of Fins, and it is fortunate the toll was not higher. The orbital defense platforms would have deterred a crewed ship, but an empty one…” Ek’s tail thumped against the floor as she walked. “Ecological damage was also significant. The Wingers burn with shame at their failure to perceive this weakness in their defenses. They have always been protective, and the Fin deaths have sent them into a blind rage. I believe they plan to expend themselves in an effort to do as much damage to your Fleet as possible.”

Caine frowned at Ek. “Expend themselves?”

“Perhaps your word ‘kamikaze’ will provide illumination?”

“Oh.”

“Is it possible the crash was the result of some awful accident?” Husher said.

“I consider it unlikely. It seems someone wanted this war.” They’d reached the airlock, and Ek turned toward them. “You swim in murky waters at a time when survival requires the ability to see. I have recently completed one contract and am available to take another. I offer you my services.”

“Your…services?” Sergeant Caine’s eyebrows bunched together.

“Fins are supposed to be highly perceptive,” Husher said. “To the point where they’re borderline empaths, without having any actual psychic ability. They can discern motivations from very little data. The Wingers derive much of their policy from insights offered by the Fins.”

“That is one function we perform,” Ek said. “Though you’ve oversimplified quite a lot.”

“Sorry,” Husher said, glancing toward the Coffee Station hatch. “I’m assuming we’re short on time. Where’s that Tumbran?”

“Let’s just leave the guns,” Caine said. “Are you seriously considering taking her with us, Husher? The captain may not want the expense of hiring her. And you know what Fleet regulations have to say about it.”

“You’re right.” Caine had just decided the matter for him. “Come on, Ek. You’re coming with us.”

Chapter 19

Questions

 

Ek followed the humans into the airlock, ignoring the sidelong stares the one called Caine kept directing her way.

“I’m surprised you’re able to stay anchored,” Husher said. “Did you have someone inject you with Ocharium nanites the same time you had that suit designed?”

“I designed the suit and breather,” she replied. “And no. Fin cells are apparently adept at rejecting foreign objects, even microscopic ones, and we simply excrete them.”

“I see. So…”

“Only the suit contains Ocharium.”

Husher nodded, and Ek could see that he understood what that meant. Her body was suffering from the degenerative effects of prolonged free fall, and it had been ever since she’d started traveling the stars.

But it’s worth it, to me.

“So, what sort of service do you intend to provide, exactly?” he asked her as the airlock hatch opened before them, revealing a narrow corridor.

“I would ask you to allow me a couple of hours to explore the ship and figure that out.”

“Okay…” The human scratched his head. “Aren’t you concerned what the captain’s going to pay you? If anything?”

“I have already determined you are honorable. I am confident that you will lobby on my behalf in order that I am fairly compensated for any utility I happen to provide.”

“All right, then. I’m going to go explain your presence to the captain. Should be a fun conversation. You should probably accompany Ek, Caine. Otherwise the crew might react badly to an unknown alien wandering the ship unaccompanied.”

“Fine. Let’s go.”

They parted ways with Husher at the first intersection.

“So, what have you figured out about me?” Caine said.

Ek’s dorsal fin writhed inside her suit, but she figured the human likely didn’t know it was an expression of amusement. “Something absurd.”

Caine’s facial configuration changed to indicate anger. “What is it?”

“That you resent the attention paid to me by the first lieutenant.”

The sergeant stopped walking, her mouth hanging open slightly. When Ek continued on, Caine jogged to catch up and didn’t speak again for a while, which was the desired effect.

Rounding a corner, Ek came face to face with the first human who wasn’t Husher or Caine. He gaped at her, seemed to realize he was gaping, glanced at Caine, and turned, continuing on his way.

“You did not tell me there was a Winger aboard,” Ek said.

Caine blinked. “How…how could you know that?”

“An educated guess, which you have just confirmed. That ensign registered surprise at my presence, but not enough surprise to indicate I am the only alien aboard the Providence. After deducing that, I underwent a simple process of elimination. Human relations with the Gok and the Ixa are too fraught. The Kaithe are isolationists with whom UHF regulations expressly forbid contact. And Tumbra are not typically found on warships.”

“Why not another Fin?”

Ek nodded. “I like your joke.”

“Thanks.”

They continued down the corridor. “Can you take me to a place likely to contain several crewmembers?  Ideally, this would be a place of relative leisure, where Fleet personnel are free from duty and able to fully register and react to my presence.”

“Give me a second to piece together what you just said. Yeah, okay, the crew’s mess would probably work.”

A definite lull in conversation did occur when Ek entered the crew’s mess, but human ideas of politeness soon returned them to their conversations, especially when they saw she was accompanied by Sergeant Caine.

One man’s reaction to her presence was more pronounced than his fellows. Ek turned to whisper to Caine. “There is one whose reaction warrants further investigation. Please give no sign we have noticed him. He is sitting alone underneath the display showing human news.”

“That’s Ensign Moreno. You want to investigate him? Why?”

“His distress points to possible wrongdoing, and I wish to gauge his response to questioning, which won’t take long and will stay very gentle. It is possible I am incorrect, or that his wrongdoing amounts merely to stealing extra rations from the galley. But First Lieutenant Husher brought me on the Providence so that you might see things more clearly. That starts with her crew.”

“Okay. Fine. But I’ll watch you question him.”

Ek nodded. “During the questioning, I will submit several fabrications. You need not endorse them, but I do request you refrain from contradicting them.”

Caine appeared uneasy with the idea, but she didn’t object.

As they approached, Moreno grew visibly more agitated. “Yes?” he said once they reached his table and stood over it. “What?”

“May we sit?” Ek asked.

“What’s this about?”

“I am a Fin who travels the galaxy doing contract work for anyone in need of my services. Currently, I am employed by the Tumbra, who are concerned about conflict between humans and Wingers. They wish to uncover its root causes and hopefully restore peace as soon as possible.”

Moreno narrowed his eyes. “The Tumbra? Aren’t they supposed to be neutral?”

“Yes, and they have become quite assertive in their neutrality. They know that war will mean a disruption to the service economy that provides many Tumbra with their livelihood. Captain Keyes shares their aim of peace, and so he has suggested several distinguished crewmembers for me to interview.”

“Distinguished? The old man called me distinguished?”

She hesitated, as though confused by Moreno’s skepticism. “He called your performance exceptional. May we sit?”

“Sure.”

To her credit, Caine maintained a blank expression as she lowered herself into a chair, though Ek sensed her discomfort. For her part, Ek had to lean forward to make room for the breather strapped to her back, which also distributed moisture throughout her suit to prevent her skin from drying out.

“I don’t see how talking to me will bring peace with the Wingers,” the ensign said.

“Peace begins with dialog between the warring parties, even if that dialog must happen through me.”

“All right. What do you want to know?”

“What is your opinion of Captain Keyes’s decision to retreat down Pirate’s Path?”

“It was the right decision.”

“That’s it? You are in perfect agreement?”

“I can’t see how he had any other option.”

“Interesting. Several other crewmembers have said that they think the captain should have remained within the Larkspur System, using the Providence’s superior engines to perform evasive maneuvers until Fleet reinforcements arrived. And yet you seem perfectly content to delve into an unstable region.”

“What are you getting at? The Providence’s fuel won’t last forever, and it would have been pretty disastrous if we’d shut down in the middle of enemy territory. Spinning our wheels in Larkspur would have accomplished nothing. We’re much better off out here, where we can gather information and outrun pursuers if need be.”

“Please, do not be upset. If you would like my opinion, I agree with your assessment. I can see why the captain considers you such an asset. It is fortunate your superiors saw the Providence as a good place for an enlisted man to start his career—”

“Actually, I’m not enlisted. And I came recommended by Command. From my exam scores, they figured I’d be well-suited to undermining the insurgency in the Bastion Sector.”

From studying Moreno’s microexpressions, Ek could tell he was lying, and that his carefully concocted story was meant to conceal something. She had to tread carefully, here. If she let Moreno know she suspected him, he would likely stop unconsciously volunteering so much information.

“Do you consider fair the orders you’ve received from Command?”

“It’s not really a question of fairness—it has more to do with necessity.” Anxiety flitted across his face, and next he attempted to walk back what he’d said. “Of course, I haven’t received any orders from Command since arriving on the Providence. I act under Captain Keyes’s orders, here.”

“Of course. Thank you for your time, Ensign Moreno.”

“No problem.” The ensign sat stiffly in his chair, no doubt trying to decide whether he’d exposed himself.

Caine cast a glance backward as they left the table, then turned to scrutinize Ek’s face. “What just happened?”

“It would appear UHF Command is acting against Captain Keyes. To what extent, I cannot yet say.”

Chapter 20

Insubordinate

 

Keyes rubbed the bridge of his nose as he tried to process what Husher had just told him. The young officer rested his elbows against the wooden chair’s back, having reversed it, and he sported stubble again, which Keyes hadn’t gotten around to chastising him for yet.

Fesky paced what little space remained in the office, looking even more anxious than normal. The feathers of her head and neck stood at attention, and every now and then she added a little hop into her pacing, causing her voice to hitch.

“It’s just as the Ixan Prophecies predict,” the Winger said, hopping without seeming to realize she was doing it. “It will begin with the soulless vessel sinking. That’s the empty ship that crashed into Spire’s ocean. I always assumed ‘soulless’ meant demonic or something else, but it just meant the vessel wouldn’t have anyone on it!”

“Cut that out,” Keyes snapped. “We’re not about to start consulting Ixan propaganda for ideas on how to proceed.”

Head whipping around with its characteristic speed, Fesky stayed her pacing to stare at him. “But Captain, there’s more.”

“I don’t care. What good does it do us to entertain Ixan fanaticism? Even if the Prophecies held water—which they don’t—they predict the downfall of humanity, for God’s sake. Are you suggesting we simply lie down and accept our fate, Fesky? Would you have me surrender the Providence?”

“No, sir.”

“Then can that nonsense, and certainly don’t spread it to the crew. That’s an order.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Ek thinks someone wanted this war to happen.” Husher ran a palm over his proto-beard as he spoke, and Keyes felt his eye twitch. 

Mention of Ek caused Fesky to resume her pacing. The Fin’s presence appeared to agitate her even more than thoughts of the Prophecies did.

“Do you agree with her, First Lieutenant?” Keyes asked, struggling to remain calm.

“Not necessarily, sir. On the other hand, it might be useful to follow the thought to its logical conclusion. Who would benefit from more war?”

“Darkstream, and the politicians who serve them.”

“Right. Which gives us a next step, if we’re looking for one. To follow this lead, we need to look for Darkstream’s headquarters. You said you think it might be hidden along Pirate’s Path.”

Keyes nodded. “I—” Husher’s hand returned to his facial hair, and Keyes couldn’t contain his irritation any longer. “Husher, if you haven’t shaved that thing by the next time I see you, I’m going to hack it off myself. In front of the crew. Is that clear?”

Husher blinked, his hand falling to his lap. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Now—” A beeping from his console interrupted him. “Admiral Carrow,” he muttered, causing Husher to rise to his feet and Fesky to head for the hatch. “Stay where you are,” Keyes barked. “And don’t make any noise to reveal your presence. I want more ears on this than just mine.”

That was true, but he also intended the order as a rapport-building exercise.  The people Keyes felt confident trusting were few, and he knew he could count on Husher to stay true to his ideals. Yet if the first lieutenant didn’t trust Keyes in return, then he would prove next to useless.

A captain must see his crew as partners, not tools. Orders would get followed either way, but there were many more versions of “following orders” than most people assumed.

If Admiral Carrow had looked displeased during their last conversation, now he looked about to have a stroke. “Congratulations, Keyes. You’ve convinced me. You are absolutely insane.”

“Can you clarify, sir?”

“I can, but it’s astonishing I need to. Starting a brawl with the Wingers at a Coffee Station? The Tumbra have sent me three complaints about it, each more pissed off than the last. Do you hear me, Keyes? You’ve pissed off the Tumbra.”

“My intention was to discover the reasons behind the Wingers’ aggression.” Visiting the Coffee Station had been Husher’s idea, but he’d probably appreciate not getting the credit for it.

“And all you did was make matters worse. Keyes, I am ordering you to stay put until we’ve gotten a handle on things in the Bastion Sector. I don’t want you stirring up tensions any more than you already have.”

Keyes took a deep breath. “Based on the intelligence we collected from the Coffee Station, I have reason to speculate that this war may have been orchestrated.”

“You’re not paid to speculate, Captain. You’re paid to follow my orders.”

“Sir, I’d ask that you pay attention to this. Doesn’t it worry you that the man you put in charge of the UHF’s only remaining supercarrier is having these thoughts?”

“It does worry me, Keyes, but not in the way you’re thinking. It makes me question your sanity. And please don’t try to wear your command of that floating junkyard as some badge of honor. You’re there because you’re the public’s pet, and removing you would be a PR nightmare. You command an obsolete museum, you’re bordering on insubordination, and if you don’t stay where you are I will devote myself to seeing the Providence decommissioned, public fallout be damned. Do you understand me, Captain?”

“I do, sir. And I respectfully decline.”

“What?”

“I swore an oath to serve humanity, and humanity is not served by parking the Providence in a time of war. I am uniquely positioned to get to the bottom of this, and I plan to stop the fighting if I can. Keyes out.” He ended the call.

Husher studied him with widened eyes, and Fesky stood rigid.

“To protect the crew from sharing in my insubordination, I don’t intend to inform them of that call,” Keyes said. “But you two have a decision to make. You can put your careers on the line by joining me on this mission to end the war, or you can attempt to rally the crew to mutiny and relieve me from duty. I’m not saying I won’t try to stop you from doing that, but I do want to be upfront about your choices.”

“I’m with you, captain,” Fesky said.

“First Lieutenant?”

Slowly, Husher nodded. “I’m with you, too, sir.”

Chapter 21

Conspiracy

 

Another closed-door meeting, this one with the captain, Husher, Caine, and Ek, who Fesky was trying hard not to stare at. Like most of her species, Ek’s face betrayed no emotion. She was quite becoming, though that wasn’t unusual. Fins were considered attractive by most species in the galaxy.

When she’d heard about a Fin on board, she had trouble believing it. Surely the humans were mistaken. Fins did not leave their ocean. Fins did not have legs.

But this one did have legs—legs made from some lightweight metal, which protruded from where her tail began. After Fesky’s exile, facing a Fin was unsettling enough to begin with, but facing one who wore a breather and traveled space on metal legs? It left her truly speechless, and she sat in silence as the others talked.

The captain sat with his hands clasped on the conference room’s oaken table. “I hope you can understand, Ek, that I’m having trouble taking your information at face value. Fins are close allies of the Wingers. How do I know you haven’t been sent to sew discord between me and my crew?”

“The word ‘allies’ is not quite accurate, Captain, as it implies that Fins are inclined to make war. We are not. I would also note that there is a Winger sitting at this very table.”

Fesky gave a start, then dug her beak into her shoulder to hide her embarrassment, tugging at the feathers there.

“That’s a fair point,” the captain said, “or it would be, if Fesky had not proved her loyalty on so many occasions. She once saved my life, and besides that she recently fought on our side in a battle against Wingers.”

Raising his hand from the table, Husher said, “If I may, sir?” The first lieutenant was finally clean-shaven, which seemed to have smoothed relations between him and the captain. For the time being, at least.

“Go ahead. Everyone at this table has permission to speak freely for the duration.”

“Ek isn’t asking you to simply accept her conclusions. She’s recommending you use them as a starting point for collecting more evidence.”

Keyes shook his head. “Even if there is a conspiracy, uncovering every member of it would involve violating the privacy of everyone on this ship. That’s something I simply won’t do.”

“You need not access everyone’s private communications, Captain,” Ek said. “Just one person’s.”

“Moreno’s?”

The Fin nodded. “I submit that your primary aim should be to determine whether or not there is a conspiracy against you, and I believe Moreno’s private message logs should contain the answer. If you find that there is a conspiracy, there is a much faster method for determining those involved.”

“How?”

“The Kaithe. They will know your crew’s hearts in an instant.”

“So you’re proposing we deviate from our mission for the off chance the children might be willing to help us.”

“The children help those they consider worthy. I believe you are worthy.”

“How flattering. What do you make of this, Sergeant Caine?”

Caine removed her chin from her palm. Before the captain addressed her, she’d looked like she was deep in thought. “I think you should access Moreno’s logs, sir. I’ve seen what Ek can do, and I have to admit, her insight is incredible. If a little annoying.”

“And what about you, Fesky?”

Fesky started again, her head jerking upward even faster than usual. Take a breath, she told herself. “I doubt it’s right for me to comment, sir. Wingers tend to defer to the wisdom of Fins.”

“I suppose that’s an answer in itself. Very well, Ek. In the absence of a judge, I will have to make the call that we have reasonable suspicion of Ensign Moreno. Husher, kindly bring me the tablet from that side table.”

In Fesky’s experience, most officers bristled when asked to perform such a menial task. But to Husher’s credit, he fetched the tablet for the captain without complaint or sign of displeasure.

They sat in silence for a long time as Keyes stared at the tablet, thumbing through page after page of Moreno’s private shipboard communications.

After a half hour had passed, the captain placed the tablet on the table and folded his hands once more, staring across the room at the space above Fesky’s head. He looks sad.

At last, he spoke. “It would appear we are going to visit the Kaithe. Ek was right about the conspiracy, and it goes a lot higher than Ensign Moreno. I just read a conversation in which he discussed the destruction of the Providence with my XO.” The captain stood up, his eyes icy as he met the gaze of everyone sitting at the table. “I want every last detail of this meeting kept secret, on penalty of treason. Is that understood?”

And the juggernaut stands alone, divorced from its peers, beset on all sides. See how it looks to the children for aid. See how they betray it. More lines from the Ixan Prophecies, which the captain had forbidden her from speaking.

Chapter 22

The Children

 

Glancing toward the corner of the shuttle, Husher suppressed a smile. Wahlburg had embarked on one of his many failed attempts to charm Davies. She might as well have been a brick wall, for all the ground she was giving him.

“Hey, Court-Martial,” Ryerson said from the crash seat across from Husher. “Dare you to take that thing down. We’ll meet you planetside. Or what’s left of you, anyway.” The private first class glanced back and forth between Husher and the black reentry suit, eyebrows raised. Eventually, he’ll realize I don’t intend to rise to the bait.

“Can it, you two,” Caine called back, and Husher did resent being lumped in with the stupid jarhead across from him. “We know very little about the Kaithe, so your time would be much better spent trying to imagine what we might face down there.”

“You ever meet one, Husher?” Davies asked him. For some reason they all seemed to expect the unexpected from him.

“Once. They do leave their planet on occasion, usually to visit Coffee Stations. That’s where I met the one I did. People tend to underestimate the Kaithe, but this one showed me that’s a very bad idea.”

“You underestimated it?”

“A Gok did. Figured it could pick on something so much smaller than it, I guess. But the Kaithe are surprisingly strong—the one I saw spread its legs for stability, using its long arms to strengthen its stance. The Gok tried once to tackle it, but the Kaithian didn’t budge. Then it used its head-tail to start tossing the Gok into tables. The proprietors asked the Kaithian to leave because of all the destruction it was causing, and it just strolled through the exit without saying anything.”

After that the marines grew quiet, as their shuttle drew closer to the planet. His story had sobered them—he understood why. People saw the Gok as brutes, and it was hard to imagine a Kaithian beating one so handily. Husher would have had trouble imagining it too, if he hadn’t witnessed it for himself.

Caine broke the silence. “We’re playing this one by UHF regs, for once. The Fleet strictly forbids mentally linking with Kaithe, and I think they might be onto something there. There will be no linking until the situation is stable, and I won’t consider it stable until we’re back on the Providence with a single Kaithian under heavy guard. Husher, you’re doing the talking once we’re down there. You’re our xenodiplomat.” The sergeant squinted at him. “Hey! Don’t roll your eyes at me.”

He laughed, and a few of the others chuckled, which alleviated the tension in the shuttle a little. A couple minutes later, the pilot shouted: “Brace for entry into the atmosphere.”

“Okay, Skids,” Caine yelled back. “Engage active sensors, and take us down near one of their cities. Make sure we don’t torch some farmer’s field, okay?”

Husher decided not to risk damaging morale any further by pointing out that it might prove impossible to resist linking with the Kaithe. Their abilities grew stronger the more of them were gathered in one place, and if they wanted to link with the humans on their home planet, which held billions of Kaithe, they could almost certainly do it.

The shuttle touched down on the surface, and Caine ordered two marines to stay with Skids, to secure their ride home. Then they left to march across rolling fields of unblemished green, which were untouched by agriculture or even traffic.

On the horizon, a settlement shimmered in the sun, and so after a final weapons check the marines started toward it, deployed by Caine in a wedge formation that would allow them to respond to a threat from any direction. She also sent a squad out roaming, led by Wahlburg, to warn them of anyone approaching.

As Husher marched forward, his gun at the ready, an image popped into his mind. It took him a moment to realize he was seeing the marine formation from side-on, through towering emerald grass. The vision came packed with strong emotions. Resentment. Violation.

That’s not my thought, is it?

“Marines, prepare to answer a threat from three o’clock!” he screamed, and the others had barely begun to respond when the Kaithe struck from where they’d been lying in wait, rushing out of the grass and closing with the marines in under a second.

Husher fought the urge to vomit as one of the Kaithe used the thick tail that sprouted from the back of its head to grab a marine by the neck, crushing his windpipe and letting him drop lifelessly to the ground.

It turned toward Husher, and even after he put a round into its chest, it continued to stagger forward.

Chapter 23

Strange Diplomacy

 

More Kaithe emerged from the tall grass, charging the marines, and Husher took out as many as he could, the assault rifle alive in his hands. They sure can take a beating. Most of them took at least two rounds before they faltered at all.

The aliens’ childlike quality made their savagery even more unsettling. Seeing those youthful faces bunched up in rage, and witnessing the power their small frames could unleash…it would send shivers down the spine of the most hardened marine.

As the Kaithe continued their attack, Husher was beset by powerful emotions that came from elsewhere. He felt rage at the trespassing humans, at his own species, paired with a burning desire to slaughter them all.

A gruesome image filled his mind’s eye: the entire contingent of marines strewn across the ground, mangled and motionless. Worst of all was the sense of rightness that accompanied the vision. For violating the Kaithe’s cherished solitude, the humans did deserve death.

This psychic assault proved almost as debilitating as the Kaithe’s physical efforts, and Husher caught himself shaking his head to clear it. Focus on the engagement. Don’t think, just shoot.

A marine went down a few meters away from him, torn apart by two of the Kaithe, their compact muscles rippling under blue-white skin. Even having witnessed one of them defeat a Gok, Husher marveled at their strength.

Still, many more Kaithe died than marines. Their lack of weaponry put them at a disadvantage.

“Regroup,” Caine shouted as the last Kaithian fell. She pointed in the direction opposite the enemy attack angle. “Make for that hill in staggered column formation, leaving ample room for firing lanes!”

The marines quickly formed up and made for the hill. The speed with which they regained their bearings spoke well of their training. 

“They caught us with our pants down, but there’s no reason for us to lose anyone else,” Caine went on. “They’re unarmed, for God’s sake. We should win any more engagements handily.”

They took the shallow hill, distributing themselves at various altitudes to cover multiple firing lanes. Having heard the shooting, Wahlburg soon returned with his squad, joining them on the hill and augmenting their ranks.

“Look, there.” Husher pointed. The new altitude allowed him to spot several disturbances in the sea of grass. “That’s got to be more of them approaching.”

“From the other side, too!” someone shouted.

Husher spun around and saw Kaithe pouring out of a hidden hollow in the ground.

“There’s a third group approaching from the city,” Caine said, her tone grim.

There are too many of them.

“We should contact the Providence for backup,” Davies said.

The sergeant shook her head. “There’s no way they’d get here in time.”

“Then let’s retreat to the shuttle!”

“No. They’re too fast. They’d decimate us from behind. Better to keep the high ground. Settle in, marines. Don’t start shooting until my mark.”

 The sergeant waited for longer than Husher would have—past the point where the Kaithe were in range. He could only assume she wanted to conserve their limited ammo by ensuring fewer misses, but the extra seconds made his throat constrict.

He wasn’t alone. One of the marines fired before Caine spoke—a jumpy finger, no doubt.

“Holloway!” Caine barked.

“Sorry, Sarge.”

“Shut up. Fire! Fire now!”

The air filled with the thunder of gunfire. Several Kaithe went down right away, but their fellows leapt over the bodies, undeterred.

Once again, Husher’s head filled with the aliens’ wrath, and he noticed his shooting getting sloppy. Even when one target went down, he continued firing into the space where it had been.

Get a grip. This is unacceptable.

But he noticed many of the other marines succumbing to the psychic assault as well, despite their greater combat experience. Of course, nobody here would have encountered anything like this before. The marine who’d fired prematurely dropped his gun altogether and clutched his head.

The Kaithe would soon reach the hill.

Husher lost consciousness for several moments, or so he assumed, anyway—the Kaithe were at the bottom of the hill now, and he had no memory of them crossing the remaining distance.

He stared dumbly as one of them used its head-tail to propel itself into Davies, knocking her to the ground. It held a stone in one hand, which it used to cave in her forehead in a spray of blood. The alien’s tiny mouth hung open in a silent battle cry.

Husher’s arms felt heavy as he raised his gun, and when he fired, the gunshots sounded muted. Davies’s killer went down.

Then something made him turn around.

Two Kaithe had reached the crest of the hill to confront Caine, who gripped her combat knife in one hand and her pistol in the other. When one of her assailants darted forward, she sunk the blade into its stomach, causing it to emit a piercing screech and pull backward.

Husher put a round into the other one’s head, sending it crashing to the ground. But the wounded Kaithian rallied quickly. It surged forward, ignoring Caine’s knife. Even as she stabbed it again, the alien wrapped its tail around her neck.

Do I shoot? He feared hitting Caine, but she only had seconds to live, if that. Husher pulled the trigger.

The burst entered the Kaithian’s back, which took it down but didn’t loosen its grip on Caine’s neck. Instead, its tail constricted, accompanied by the crunch of bone and cartilage.

Screaming, Husher drew his own knife and rushed forward, driving it into the thing’s blue-white back. It twisted around, unraveling its tail, and he drove the knife in again. That did it. The Kaithian went limp.

Husher knelt next to Caine, feeling her neck for a pulse.

Nothing.

New emotions flooded his chest. These belonged to him alone, and they crowded out those of the Kaithe. Regret. Remorse. And yes, a lot of anger. The strength of his reaction to Caine’s death surprised him, and he closed her staring eyes with his fingertips, her eyelids soft against his skin.

He stood up, looking around. They’d taken out all of the Kaithian attackers. More will come.

“I’m taking charge,” he called to the others. “We’ve bought ourselves some breathing room, but clearly these Kaithe are berserkers. We’re double-timing it back to the shuttle. Anyone who can’t walk will be carried. We’ll have to leave the dead behind.”

Before he left the hill, Caine’s still form held his attention a moment longer. With her eyes closed, she looked like she was only sleeping.

“Let’s go. Maintain a defensive perimeter around those carrying the wounded and keep your eyes peeled for the enemy.” Scanning the horizon for the next wave of Kaithe, he strode down the hill.

The marine named Holloway, who somehow still lived, caught up with Husher, his eyes wide. “I thought the Kaithe were isolationists because they hate war,” he said.

“So did I. So does the Fleet. Looks like everything we thought we knew about them was wrong.”

Ryerson marched nearby, and he gave a bitter chuckle. “Darkstream’s gonna love this. Two wars at once? It’s gonna be a bonanza for them.”

“Darkstream may have already bitten off more than it can chew.”

They’d nearly reached the shuttle when a single Kaithian rose out of a depression in the ground. Within seconds, it had eleven guns pointing at it.

“Hold your fire,” Husher said. “I think it has children with it.”

“Who cares?” Ryerson muttered, and Husher silenced him with a glare.

The alien walked toward them haltingly, obviously uncertain of itself. It held a swaddled bundle in each arm. “Please,” it said, its voice quavering.

“Please what?” Husher snapped. “We just lost half our people and we don’t feel very positively about Kaithe right now. State your intentions and make it quick.”

“Take me with you. We are only permitted one offspring, but I have had twins. If you leave us here, my government will kill one of them under our population laws.”

“God damn it.” How had the Kaithe concealed how awful they were for so long?

“You can’t be considering this,” Ryerson said. “It’s probably a trap. Or a delaying tactic, so its comrades can catch up to us.”

Husher hesitated for a few seconds. Then he shook his head. “I’m not willing to live with the possibility that I condemned a baby to die.”

“They just killed half of us!”

“She didn’t. Other Kaithe did. Let’s not start painting entire species with the same brush.” He turned back to the Kaithian. “We’re going to be watching you carefully, so don’t try anything you’ll regret.”

The alien bowed. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

As she spoke the last word, Husher noticed that he couldn’t make out her face very well. In fact, her whole frame had become blurry.

No—the entire world. Everything grew indistinct, fuzzy around the edges. Then a piercing light made him squint. He realized he was lying on his back, staring up at the sun.

He sat up and saw the other marines lying on the ground around him, some of them beginning to stir. Their shuttle sat a few meters away.

Caine lay next to him, and when he touched her arm she opened her eyes. “Husher,” she murmured, sounding groggy. “What happened? I—I died. Oh my God. I was dead.”

She sat up, and her gaze drifted past him. Her eyes widened, and suddenly she was on her feet and sighting down her rifle.

He looked, and his breath caught in his throat. They were completely surrounded by Kaithe.

Chapter 24

Ocharium Barrier

 

“Please don’t shoot,” one of the Kaithe called to them in a strong, clear voice. When Husher looked, he recognized her as the mother who’d pleaded with him for the life of her twins.

Do the babies even exist?

“We understand you’re distraught,” the alien continued, raising her arms, “and we’ve erected barriers for our protection. They will deflect your Ocharium-laced bullets should you fire them at us, and you will risk harming yourselves.”

None of the marines lowered their weapons. “What did you do to us?” Caine shouted, aiming her pistol at the Kaithian who’d spoken.

“We tested you. As I know you are aware, our collective neural net is strongest here. Strong enough to simulate reality convincingly. We used such a simulation to determine whether you’re worthy of our help.”

Caine shook her head. “I watched you slaughter my soldiers. You killed me. Even if it wasn’t real, how can you expect us to trust you after making us live through that?”

“I don’t expect you to trust us, Sergeant Caine. Indeed, distrust will serve the Providence and her crew well in the struggle to come. Stray too far from it, and you will perish.”

Husher lowered his weapon to the ground and left it there, striding toward the Kaithian until they stood inches apart. He reached out with his right hand, and it met with a hard, invisible barrier just before it reached the alien’s face. She didn’t flinch.

“It stops Ocharium, First Lieutenant Husher. Including the Ocharium in your cells.”

His hand still rested on the barrier, which felt cool to the touch. “How much of the vision was true? Does your government murder children?”

“We ceased biological reproduction millennia ago.”

“What about artificial reproduction?”

“No one gets murdered, First Lieutenant. I’ll say nothing else about our capabilities. You’ve come seeking our aid, and we’ve elected to give it. But nothing more.”

“Step away from it, Husher,” Caine said from behind him.

He turned to see the sergeant with her gun pointed straight at him. “Sergeant?”

“Move aside and I’ll end it.”

“No, Sergeant Caine.”

“I’m giving you a direct order. I have been given command of this marine contingent and you will do as I say.”

“And I’m pulling rank on you. I’m sorry, Sergeant, but the captain’s already played out his hand, here. If we don’t accept the Kaithe’s help we might as well be dead in the water.”

Caine marched closer, until she was on the edge of the group of marines, many of who eyed her warily. “They aren’t going to help us. Don’t you get it? We’re still in their simulation! Get out of the way!”

“They’ve erected an Ocharium barrier, Sergeant. I can feel it. Even if I move, you’ll only hurt those under your command.”

“No. They’re still messing with your head. If we buy into their lies, we’ll be stuck here forever.” With that, Caine swung her gun around and aimed at another Kaithian, who showed no sign of distress.

She pulled the trigger.

Chapter 25

One Thing at a Time

 

At least the Kaithe understand the need to get this done quickly.

The aliens had volunteered twenty of their species to come aboard the Providence to peek into the minds of the crew, and Keyes had given Husher the job of organizing the ship’s marines into teams who would escort individual Kaithians through the ship.

Over eight thousand crewmembers worked aboard the supercarrier, and so he gave each alien a list with four hundred names on it, give or take.

To save time, he’d tried to go by department, but in truth it was almost impossible to predict where individuals would be at any given time. Not to mention, the process would involve waking several people from their bunks.

It promised to take a while, and keeping it quiet seemed out of the question. The traitors will likely know they’ve been found out long before we can do anything about them.

“Help your Kaithian to the best of your ability,” he told the last team of marines. “If anyone drags their heels or withholds useful information, the captain will hear about it.”

He saw the confusion that clouded their eyes. None of them knew the purpose of escorting an alien around the Providence and introducing it to four hundred crewmembers.

But none of them questioned their orders, either. They’re good soldiers.

The only marines he’d refrained from sending around with the Kaithe were those who’d been on the mission. Many of them still felt deeply resentful toward the strange aliens, and with the captain’s go-ahead Husher had ordered them quarantined from the rest of the crew to avoid compromising the current operation.

All but Private First Class Ryerson and Sergeant Caine, who were confined to sick bay.

Husher left Hangar Deck B to join the flow of crewmembers in the ship’s corridors. Protocol required that everyone maintain a measured pace, given that the narrow corridors only allowed single-file in either direction, but even so Husher wished those in front of him would move faster.

He couldn’t shake the sense of urgency that had plagued him ever since the first Winger attack. It took the form of a lump in his throat that never went way.

Thousands are dying as we float here in space. Maybe millions. We need to get moving. We need to find a way to end this war.

At last, he reached the captain’s office and palmed the buzzer. The hatch lock disengaged with a click, and he pushed it open.

Reclining comfortably in the wooden chair, her head-tail dangling down the back, was the Kaithian who’d played a mother of twins in the fantasy they’d concocted. She turned to study Husher when he entered, her youthful face serene, but she offered nothing else in the way of greeting.

There remained nowhere for Husher to sit, so he marched around the alien and came to attention facing the captain, saluting.

“What a refreshing display of deference from you, First Lieutenant. At ease. This is Aheera.”

“We’ve met. Though I didn’t know her name,” Husher admitted.

“You are First Lieutenant Husher,” Aheera said, and turned back to the captain. “I assume you want to share the information I’ve offered with the first lieutenant?”

Keyes raised his eyebrows, fixing the Kaithian with his characteristic bluff-faced stare. “I’m surprised to hear you ask. Can’t you glean my intentions from my mind?”

“I could, but I choose not to. We understand that other species value the notion of privacy, to varying degrees. Besides, if I simply siphon data from your mind, then what’s the point of conversation? Much more can be learned through actual interaction, which is why we felt it necessary to put you through what we did, First Lieutenant Husher.”

“Don’t give me that shit,” Husher spat, balling his hands into trembling fists. “Nothing could be worth what you did to Sergeant Caine. She’s gone from thinking she’s still in your simulation to thinking she actually died down there. And in her psychosis, she injured another one of our marines.”

When Caine had fired at the Ocharium barrier, one of her bullets had ricocheted and entered Private First Class Ryerson’s abdomen, thankfully missing any vital organs. We’re lucky more weren’t injured.

“You say nothing is worth that, and yet you know how many lives are at stake in the war with the Wingers. It is awful to engage in such a cold calculus, but even had your marine died, stopping a war would have been worth it.”

Husher seethed, and a retort sprang to his lips, but Keyes cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Contain yourself, First Lieutenant. Caine and Ryerson paid a price, to be sure, and God willing they’ll both have their health again soon. But I also know they’d be pissed off to learn we’re here squandering what their sacrifice has bought us.”

“Which is?”

“A direction to point ourselves in. Aheera just told me why a UHF ship crashed into Spire.”

The alien nodded. “It is because your dark tech malfunctioned.”

“Malfunctioned how?” Husher said.

“Someone managed to reprogram the UHS Buchanan’s wormhole generator  without anyone on board knowing. The modifications made it so that any wormhole it produced would disintegrate all organic matter that passed through it.”

My God. Husher had always considered dark tech dangerous, but he’d never envisioned anything like this. Programming the wormholes to only accept certain types of matter represented one of the most significant military advantages that dark tech offered. Or at least, it used to be an advantage.

Husher met the captain’s eyes. “How will we find out who did this?”

Keyes nodded at Aheera. “Our guest has provided us with a lead.”

The alien closed her large eyes and emitted what sounded like a sigh. “You must ask Ochrim.”

“Ochrim?” Husher shook his head. “Unless I’m misremembering, I don’t think I have him in my address book. Maybe because he works at one of Darkstream’s hidden research stations?”

“He is an old friend of ours. I will give you the coordinates.”

“Wait a second.” He took a step closer to the Kaithian, and while the captain started to rise from his chair, the alien remained perfectly calm. “Ochrim gave you dark tech, too. Didn’t he? That’s why you have the ability to deflect our bullets.”

Aheera stood. “We’ve given you all the information we intend to. I will have one of my people provide you with the coordinates, Captain. I take my leave.”

Despite her small stature, Aheera did not struggle to drag open the heavy hatch, and Husher remembered the incredible strength exhibited by the Kaithe during the vision they’d induced.

She closed the hatch behind her with equal ease, producing a prolonged, metallic click.

Husher pointed at it. “This is very troubling. The Kaithe have dark tech, too. That’s two species we have to worry about.”

Captain Keyes settled down into his chair once more and brought a hand to his eyes, rubbing them with thumb and forefinger. “One thing at a time, First Lieutenant. One thing at a time.”

Chapter 26

Copilot

 

Senator Sandy Bernard slumped in the shuttle’s copilot chair, where she spent most of her time sitting to catch the fleeting moments when Corporal Simpson showed the outside on the ship’s smallish display.

Mostly, Simpson studied readouts from the shuttle’s various systems—fuel levels, life support, tactical sensors, and so on. But every now and then the cosmos would flash on the screen in all its glory, and Bernard found herself sitting a little straighter. Even mediated by cameras, space took her breath away.

“Why does a shuttle have tactical sensors, Corporal?” she asked the marine.

Simpson glanced at her, expression neutral. Too neutral. “It’s a combat shuttle, ma’am. Sometimes we come in hot, other times we need to run away. And she does have a few small guns.”

“Are you growing irritated with me?”

The marine sighed. “To be honest, ma’am, I grow irritated with anyone I’m trapped with for this long in such a small space.”

The senator smiled. “Me too.” She stuck out her hand. “Friends in mutual irritation?”

They shook, and Simpson mustered a smile, though it looked canned.

“I don’t mean to nag, Corporal, but we need to find a way into the Larkspur System quickly.”

“I can appreciate that, Senator,” the marine said, her voice sounding even more strained. “But since you refuse to make contact with any UHF ship, I don’t see how it’s going to happen. The Larkspur-Caprice darkgate is under military lockdown.”

“Yes, meaning they definitely wouldn’t let us through, no matter how politely we asked. They won’t allow a senator to waltz into a warzone, no matter how proficient the marine she’s traveling with is.”

They were currently in heliocentric orbit on the outskirts of the Caprice System, and when she wasn’t waiting in the copilot chair for infrequent glimpses of space, Bernard watched the war unfold on the news, which reached their shuttle nine hours after broadcast.

“I’m still not sure why we need to access the darkgate at all,” Simpson said after about a minute. “I’m sure the UHF can handle the situation without our intervention.”

“But they clearly aren’t handling it, are they? There’s still a war happening, even though we both know that ship crashed because its crew disappeared.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes. “I apologize for my tone, Corporal Simpson. Listen, I know you aren’t obligated to take orders from me. But there’s something very odd about this conflict. Either the UHF is totally fumbling its diplomatic efforts, or it hasn’t made any. If we can reach Spire and tell the Wingers what really happened…”

“We might save a lot of people. I know, ma’am. It’s why I’ve been going along with this. It’s just…”

“Frustrating.”

“If we had the Winger’s stealth tech this would be a breeze, but the bastards never shared it with us.”

That’s probably fair enough, given how we’ve treated them when it comes to dark tech. But the senator opted to not say that. “Well, we know there’s a lot of activity around the Vermillion shipyards.”

Simpson nodded. “That’ll be the Fleet’s staging point.”

“Is there any chance of getting lost among the swarm of ships? Slip in unnoticed?”

“Hmm.” The marine scratched her forearm while staring at the tactical display. “If we perform an engine burn down-system and then turn off all our non-critical systems, coast in on the sun’s gravity as well as our own momentum…”

“Yes?”

“It won’t make us invisible to sensors. That’s supposed to be impossible in space, and no one can figure how the Wingers managed it. But it could make them overlook us amidst all those ships.”

Senator Bernard clapped her hands together once. “Let’s try it, then, Corporal. If it’s our only shot, then let’s give it a go, without delay.”

Simpson’s smile looked a little more genuine, this time. “Yes, ma’am.”

Chapter 27

Caine and Ryerson

 

Keyes stepped into Doctor Brusse’s office and shut the hatch behind him. “How is she?”

“Not good. She’s convinced she really died down there. A few hours ago, she managed to get her hands on a scalpel and used it to slash her wrist. One of my nurses caught her at it, thank God, and we were able to stop the bleeding in plenty of time. I asked her why she did it, and she said that if she’s dead then she wants to stay dead, instead of hanging around here in purgatory.”

The doctor raised her coffee mug to her lips with a trembling hand. Brusse often became visibly upset when crewmembers ended up in sick bay hurt or ill. She never showed that to the patients themselves, but she showed it to Keyes, and it was why he’d do anything in his power to keep her as his ship’s doctor. Other than the fact she’s damned good at what she does.

“So Caine thinks the Providence is purgatory?”

“It’s what she thinks now. I expect it to change. People suffering from psychosis often progress rapidly from one delusion to the next, sometimes ping ponging between a few of them.”

Keyes shook his head. “What are her chances of a full recovery?”

“Well, we’re calling it acute psychosis, meaning we expect it to come to a definite end. But that’s always how you represent this to patients, to avoid upsetting them unnecessarily. In truth, it’s possible Caine has always been vulnerable to becoming psychotic, and the Kaithe simply triggered it. She may experience episodes all her life, Captain.”

He nodded, refusing to indulge the stinging sensation in his eyes. “What about Ryerson?”

“Ryerson’s past the worst of it. He’ll live.”

“I want to speak to him first.”

“He’s in the sixth bed on the left, with the curtain drawn around him to minimize contact between him and the sergeant.”

“Good call. Thank you, Doctor.” He left the office and strode into sick bay, quickly locating Ryerson’s bed.

“Captain,” the marine rasped.

“Private First Class Ryerson. How are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better, sir.”

“I should think you have. Are they feeding you well?”

Ryerson’s mouth curved upward slightly. “The meals are exactly how I expected them to be.”

“I’m glad to hear it. We don’t want them giving patients any unnecessary shocks by feeding them food that actually tastes good.”

The private chuckled, then winced.

“I have to ask you something.” Keyes bent closer to Ryerson and lowered his voice, to eliminate the possibility Caine might overhear. “Do you harbor any resentment toward Sergeant Caine?”

Ryerson shook his head as best he could against the pillow. “No, sir. Me and the sergeant have had our differences, but I understand how a brain can give out on you like that. It happened to my cousin, back home. Sergeant Caine’s not well, and what happened to me is just bad luck.”

Keyes rested a hand gently on the marine’s shoulder. “You’re a good soldier, Ryerson. And a good man.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

He exited, drawing the curtain closed behind him. Taking a deep breath, he crossed the aisle to Caine’s bed on the opposite side of the sick bay.

Plastic restraints tied Sergeant Caine’s arms to the metal rails that bracketed the bed. He should have expected that, but he hadn’t, and it hit him hard. The burning in his eyes returned, and he sniffed it back, hoping he could play it off as allergies.

Caine’s eyes were rimmed with red, and when she saw Keyes she burst into tears, which didn’t help matters. For a moment, he didn’t trust himself to speak.

“I’m sorry, Captain. Please don’t get angry. I’m sorry.”

“Why would I get angry?” he asked, pronouncing his words slowly.

“Because they’re telling me I’m wrong about being dead, and you get angry at people who are being stupid, and I’m afraid you’ll think I’m being stupid.”

He reached down and took her hand where it hung from the metal rail. “I’m not angry.”

“Don’t trust the Kaithe, sir. Whatever they tell you, do the opposite. Okay?”

Caine’s words didn’t seem consistent with her belief about being dead, but he doubted it would accomplish anything to contradict her. “I’ll take that under advisement, Sergeant.”

“Captain,” said a voice from behind him.

Keyes released Caine’s hand and turned to find First Lieutenant Husher showing none of the respect he’d shown in front of Aheera. Funny how they’re so much better at following protocol with strangers around.

He was about to rebuke the first lieutenant for his sloppy comportment, but he bit off the remark when he noticed where Husher’s gaze had strayed—to Caine. And his expression was one of pure concern.

“What is it, Husher?” Keyes said.

“The Kaithe have finished their inspection of the crew.”

“I see. Wait for me outside my office.”

“Yes, sir.” Husher strode out of sick bay.

Keyes turned back to Caine. “Rest up, Sergeant. I’ll be back to visit as soon as I’m able.”

Caine nodded, barely seeming to register his presence any longer. Her brow was furrowed. She’s lost in her own troubled thoughts. He gave her hand one last squeeze and departed sick bay.

Back in his office, Husher gripped the back of the wooden chair with white-knuckled hands while Keyes tamped down the temptation to pour himself some whiskey.

He folded his hands on his desk. “Out with it.”

“Fifty-two crewmembers are conspiring against you, Captain. Against the Providence herself. Most of them are new, assigned to you for the purpose, but some of them are old crew who have turned.”

“Who recruited them to do so?”

“Darkstream, and their operatives within the UHF. The plan is to leave the Providence stranded down Pirate’s Path until the Wingers hunt us down. That’s why you were ordered to stay put. To make us easy prey.”

“Admiral Carrow gave us that order. Does he have something to do with this?”

“I don’t know. It could be his superior who’s the traitor, and Carrow was just passing along an order. What I do know is that the traitors aboard the Providence plan to sabotage our ability to fight the Wingers—but according to the Kaithe they haven’t settled on a plan for how to do that yet.”

Keyes opened his desk’s right-hand bottom drawer and took out the bottle of whiskey as well as two tumblers, filling each half-way. He slid one of them across the desk toward Husher.

The first lieutenant nodded, accepting his drink and draining a decent amount of it.

“What’s the purpose of this fiasco?” Keyes said.

“They figure losing the Providence to the Wingers will lead to widespread public approval of the war. That’ll lubricate Darkstream profits and leave humanity even more dependent on their dark tech.”

“Incredible.”

“It goes deeper. They anticipated the war, and they gave us the mission on Thessaly to make sure we were in the area when fighting broke out. It’s possible they even told the Tumbran to stall us at the darkgate, though I don’t know that for sure.”

“There’s one thing I’m not understanding. What do our double agents aboard the Providence hope to get out of all this?”

“The usual. Promotions and payoff. Apparently they’re planning to steal the escape pods right before the Providence goes down. It’s high-risk—crazy, really—but if it works out for them it’ll also be high-reward.”

Keyes sipped some whiskey, savoring the burn at the back of his throat. “I want the escape pods watched, discreetly. Any attempt to access them is to be reported directly to me, at once. See to it, First Lieutenant.”

Husher hesitated. “I will, sir. But surely you plan to do a little more than that?”

Swishing the whiskey around in its glass, Keyes watched the amber liquid swirl. Then he locked eyes with his subordinate. “The traitors will be dealt with, First Lieutenant Husher. Trust me. But before I can give them what they deserve, I need to find their replacements. One of them is my XO. Another is on my rotation of Tactical officers. You haven’t yet supplied me with the other names, and I cringe to consider which positions they might occupy. The Providence is understaffed as it is.”

“I’ll get the names to you as soon as I can, Captain.”

“Good.” Keyes drained the rest of his glass and slammed it onto the desk, but otherwise he kept his temper in check. “If there’s one thing we can take from this ordeal, it’s this: our system of government has rotted through. The UHF has rotted through. There’s no one to trust but ourselves, and they’re even trying to take that away.”

“We’ll get through this, Captain. The Providence will be whole again.”

Keyes chuckled, and from Husher’s offended expression he knew he shouldn’t have. Screw it. The first lieutenant’s youthful optimism combined with the idea that he should comfort Keyes…it was too funny.

“Dismissed, First Lieutenant.”

Husher saluted and marched stiffly from the office.

Chapter 28

Blackwing

 

“Course is locked in, Captain. We’ll be at the next darkgate within the hour.”

“Very good, Nav. Use the hour to start plotting possible courses from the darkgate on the other side, to the coordinates given us by the Kaithe. Project multiple possible deviations from the expected location of the darkgate.”

“Aye, sir.”

In theory, every UHF captain was supposed to possess accurate data about where each darkgate currently was in its heliocentric orbit. But as the Providence traveled deeper down Pirate’s Path, that information proved increasingly unreliable.

“Werner, the moment we emerge from the darkgate I want you to scan the system as thoroughly as we’ve been scanning every system. Full power to active sensors, straight away. Is that understood?”

“Sir,” the sensor operator said with a nod.

The coms officer on duty shot to his feet, drawing stares from everyone in the CIC. He scrutinized his station, oblivious to the attention of his crewmates.

“Ensign?” Keyes said.

“Sir…we have an incoming transmission.”

Keyes paused for a moment as he racked his brain for anything that would help him contextualize that information in a way that made sense. “From…from who?”

The ensign swallowed. “The codes belong to no organization I’m familiar with. It’s audio and video.”

“Put it through.” He suppressed the urge to sit a little straighter. His posture was already fine, and to act differently when in contact with strangers would only jeopardize his authority during normal times. It didn’t do for a captain to display uncertainty or insecurity to his crew.

A Winger appeared on the viewscreen, sprawled in what Keyes assumed was a captain’s chair. “Captain Keyes,” the Winger cawed, its wings spread to take up as much space as possible.

“You have me at a disadvantage.”

“I’m Captain Blackwing, the Winger who’s defeated you before you even knew it. Tell me, did you think they called it Pirate’s Path simply because it has a nice ring to it?”

“Your wings don’t look very black to me.”

“What?”

“They look brownish-gray. Maybe your bridge camera is washing out the color?”

The Winger emitted a series of coughing squawks that Keyes recognized as laughter from his interactions with Fesky. “The Captain of the Providence speaks to me of inferior technology? You should get your own cameras checked. I just flew my ship past your point defense turrets, and now I’m clinging like a barnacle to the side of your tub.”

Keyes gripped the fronts of his chair’s metal armrests. “When did the Winger government start giving their stealth tech to pirates?”

Blackwing clacked its beak. “Maybe we pirated it. Anyway, that’s enough chat. Surrender now, or we’ll cut through your hull.”

“I’m afraid you’ve sorely miscalculated. You can behave however you wish. Coms, terminate the transmission.”

“Aye, sir. Transmission terminated.”

Time to test the crew’s ability to follow orders that make no sense to them. Keyes stood and pointed at the pair of marines standing guard at the hatch that led from the CIC. “Lock down that hatch, with one of you on either side. No one passes through without my say-so. Coms, shut down communication between every console in the CIC and the rest of the ship, but leave my personal com unaffected.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Sir?” Ensign Moreno said from the Tactical station, and instantly looked regretful about speaking.

“Yes, Ensign?”

“Uh…shouldn’t we sound general quarters?”

“Negative.” Keyes turned to his sensor operator. “Notify me of a hull breach as soon as it happens, and send its location privately to my com. That’s all for now.”

A tense silence descended as the CIC crew exchanged furtive glances. Keyes pretended not to notice. He tapped a button that unspooled a keyboard from the armrest’s interior, the keyboard becoming rigid over his lap with a series of clicking noises.

He began typing a message to First Lieutenant Husher: Do the following without delay. Discreetly share the intelligence we received from the Kaithe with Corporal Davies, and tell her to lead twenty-five marines to the corridor outside the CIC, where they should prepare to confront an armed incursion. I want you to gather four teams of ten marines each, order them to don pressure suits, and distribute them throughout the Providence in a way that will allow you to rapidly answer a hull breach.

Keyes stowed the keyboard and settled back in his chair, awaiting news about the location of the breach. The pirates’ arrival had come at the worst possible time. Alerting the crew of the attack would almost certainly trigger the traitors’ plan of sabotage.

And I doubt I can keep it from them for very long.

Chapter 29

XO

 

Lieutenant Commander Bob Bronson slipped the protein cube into the waiting bowl of tepid water and tried to pretend he wasn’t watching Husher’s every move.

Husher should never have stepped foot in the wardroom in the first place—not according to military tradition. Aboard every other ship in the Fleet, the wardroom remained the exclusive domain of commissioned officers who held ranks that came from Old Earth’s navies. But not aboard the Providence. Here, Keyes let them straggle in from every branch, and Bronson never felt like he had enough space to think.

An XO should be able to eat his lunch in dignified quiet, not distracted by a scruffy young upstart’s fidgeting. The water began to bubble with the protein cube’s reaction, and he stirred it with his spoon, though he knew that wouldn’t meaningfully hasten the process.

Things had felt tense ever since the Kaithe had infested the ship. At first, Bronson had convinced himself that they’d come to peer into the crew’s minds and confirm their loyalties. That had had him jumping at shadows. Why else would Keyes go to the Kaithe in the first place? Why keep his purpose secret, even from his XO?

But then the Kaithe departed without any of them coming to gawk at Bronson, and he breathed a sigh of relief, amused at his own paranoia.

His reprieve hadn’t lasted long, as another thought soon crept inside his head to fester: What if they didn’t inspect me because Keyes already knows?

Now he stayed as close as he could to Husher, who he knew had an inside line to the captain’s thoughts. He sometimes caught Husher shooting him bemused glances, as though cottoning on to being followed, but Bronson took solace in the man’s confusion. The less he knows, the less the captain’s likely to know.

Husher surged to his feet, knocking a mug to the floor, where it shattered. Grimacing at the mess, he scooped up his com, which he’d been scrutinizing, and bolted for the door.

Bronson leapt to his feet as well, the moment the wardroom was empty. “Something’s happening,” he muttered.

Something was clearly happening—an attack? But general quarters hadn’t been called, and the first lieutenant hadn’t even bothered to pass on a sitrep to the ship’s XO.

Husher was an irreverent oaf, but this went beyond that. This means I’m right, God damn it.

Abandoning his soup, he ran for the exit, thumbing his com as he went. It was do or die time.

Chapter 30

Check the Action

 

Wahlburg would not stop flicking open his gun’s action, peering inside, and closing it again.

“If you do that once more, I’m putting you on point,” Husher said.

“Sounds good, sir,” Wahlburg replied, his voice sounding tinny from inside Husher’s pressure suit helmet. Wahlburg opened the semi-automatic’s action again.

“Cut it out, Private!”

“You say I should check the slide cut, sir?”

Husher gripped his own rifle tighter, struggling to restrain his irritation. Now I know how the captain feels when he’s talking to me. “I said stop playing with your God damned gun. What are you checking? Are you afraid the firing mechanism’s deteriorated in the two seconds since you checked it last? Do you repeatedly forget whether you loaded the thing or not?”

“Just a nervous habit, sir.”

Husher tapped on Wahlburg’s faceplate. “You don’t have that habit anymore. You’re a changed man. Otherwise, you can take two weeks of laundry duty and see whether you fiddle with your action after that.”

“Yes, sir.”

Husher saw Wahlburg’s hand twitch, but it stayed resting on the stock. Where it belonged.

They’d stationed themselves at the ship’s center, near the CIC but away from the traitors’ attack route, should Keyes be right about their objective. From this location, he and Wahlburg would make their way to wherever the Wingers breached the hull as quickly as possible. Probably not quickly enough for Husher’s liking, given the eternally crowded corridors.

“Where do you think they’ll break into her, sir?”

“Shut up.”

Wahlburg sniffed. “Why do you think they’re waiting so long?”

Husher shifted his weight and stared down the corridor—at what, he didn’t know. At anything but Wahlburg.

“Maybe they’re reconsidering.”

His com vibrated, and he plucked it from his pocket to read the short message it displayed: Aft port-side cargo hold.

“Holy shit.” From there, the Wingers could easily access the nearby munitions locker. That wouldn’t be good. Switching over to the channel he’d settled on with his four marine teams, he yelled into his com: “They’re coming in through the aft port-side cargo hold. Move! All teams converge there now!”

“It’s about time,” Wahlburg said over the two-way.

“Stow the chatter. The captain plans to seal off and depressurize that section of the ship, to avoid leaking atmosphere into space through the breach. We need to get there before that happens.”

Once Keyes sealed the bulkheads, it would be them and the Wingers, facing off in a section of the ship without atmosphere.

No chance of backup.

Chapter 31

Chicken

 

Gunfire thundered in the corridor outside, and even the sole marine stationed on the CIC side of the hatch looked afraid. He kept his gun leveled at the former ensign, Moreno, who Keyes had ordered arrested the moment the fighting began.

Even after he was exposed, Moreno retained all of his idiocy. “You’re a fool, Keyes,” he yelled from where he hunched on the floor against the bulkhead. “The entire Fleet is against you. They’ve always been against you, and now the chickens are coming home to roost.”

Keyes stared at Moreno, letting his face communicate the full extent of his disgust. “All I see is chicken shit,” he said, and that shut Moreno up.

“Sir, we’re closing on the dark gate,” Midshipman Arsenyev said from the Nav station. “Do you want us to go through?”

“Shut up, you stupid bitch,” Moreno yelled from the floor.

Keyes crossed the CIC, knelt, and backhanded the traitor across the face, sending flecks of blood flying to land two or three feet away. Glancing down, Keyes saw that some had ended up on the back of his hand, the scarlet droplets standing out against his dark skin.

He locked eyes with Moreno. “Anything else to contribute?”

Other than a sullen glare, Moreno didn’t seem to have anything left to offer. Keyes returned to the Captain’s chair.

“Nav, engage the reverse thrusters until our speed is matched with the darkgate’s. We’re better off dealing with our current troubles before barreling into an entirely new system. Thank you for bringing our imminent transition to my attention.”

“Yes, sir.”

He caught himself shifting in his chair. Its designers hadn’t prioritized comfort, but he knew his squirming had other causes. I should have remembered we were about to pass through the darkgate. It’s not like I have anything better to do while I wait to see whether my marines prevail.

That wasn’t all. His striking of Moreno, his failure to keep his temper in check—it did his station a disservice, and it made him feel unworthy.

Hitting a traitor was too easy. He’d wanted to do it, he’d done it, and he highly doubted his crew would raise any objections. Deciding not to fill in Corporal Davies on the extent of his plan for dealing with the saboteurs…few of the decisions his career threw at him wrenched his guts like that.

But she was hard-pressed out there, fighting for her life and the lives of her squad. That was how it had to be. If she knew she only had to hold on for outside help, then she’d fight less savagely and display more mercy to the enemy.

Keyes didn’t want that. He wanted to minimize the number of loyal crew members he lost. If that meant maximizing traitor deaths…

He studied Moreno, whose spitefulness had evaporated.

What to do with you?

“Sir, the Winger intruders are moving fast,” his sensors operator said. “They’ll soon be outside the area we’ve identified as acceptable for depressurization.”

Keyes considered this for a moment. “Where does Husher’s transponder signal put him at?” he asked, and instantly he realized he’d committed his second unworthy act of the day.

“Give me a second.”

He hadn’t asked about Husher because he considered the man a brilliant leader—although apparently he’d displayed acumen within the Kaithe’s induced hallucination—but because of who his father had been. Keyes’s friendship with the late Warren Husher had resulted in a soft spot for the son, and his question, he realized, had stemmed from concern for the first lieutenant’s safety.

“He’s inside the section we’ve slated for isolation.”

“Very good. Seal the bulkheads and depressurize the area.”

“Sir, one point of note: two of the four marine teams are still en route to the breach.”

“Noted. Seal it.”

“Aye, sir.”

Keyes couldn’t afford to compromise his ability to command by playing favorites with the crew, and currently his disgust for himself rivaled that which he felt toward Moreno and the other traitors.

It ends right now.

Chapter 32

Madcap

 

“Bulkheads sealing in thirty seconds, First Lieutenant,” Husher’s com squawked. “Good luck.”

Apparently the need for discretion no longer confined the CIC crew to text transmissions. Guess the cat’s out of the bag. They’ve probably dealt with Moreno.

“Acknowledged,” he replied, and something caught his eye at the back of his group of marines. Something inside one of the marines’ helmets…

Feathers.

He pushed through the marines, a couple of them shooting him sour glances.

“Fesky! Those bulkheads are about to close!”

The Winger shuddered, which Husher knew signaled irritation—an emotion he seemed to provoke a lot. “I know that. I’m here to fight.”

“Have you ever been in combat before?”

“Have you ever resolved anything using diplomacy?” she shot back.

“That’s a fine comeback, but Fesky, you don’t have to shoot your own people just to prove your loyalty.”

Her trembling grew more violent. “This isn’t about proving myself to you, human. This is about defending my home.”

The hiss and clank of sealing bulkheads filled the corridor. “Well, I guess that’s that, then. I think I know your callsign now, by the way.”

“What?”

“Madcap.”

One of the nearby marines scrunched up her face. “What’s that mean?”

“Stupid, basically.” As he pushed back to the front, he wished Caine were here. She had years of experience coordinating this many fighters, and during their short time together Husher had gained a lot of respect for her.

He understood why Keyes had given him command of the team assigned with answering the Winger incursion—with Davies otherwise occupied, Ryerson laid up in sick bay, and Wahlburg barely able to command a single squad, Husher was the guy. He had leadership experience, and he’d performed well in the recent ground combat mission.

Still…he didn’t like the improvised way Keyes did things. So far, everything seemed to have worked out, but how long could that last?

And how can I trust someone who still considers my father a hero?

“All right, marines,” he said as he turned to face them, speaking over the wide channel. “Here’s the plan. The pirates don’t know the layout of our ship, but you do, so let’s use that against them. We’ll want to execute a flanking maneuver, if we can. Who knows a way to accomplish that?”

Wahlburg’s hand shot up, like an overeager kindergartener, which Husher interpreted as sarcasm. Everything the squad leader did seemed sarcastic. “Just say it, Private.”

“Between here and the cargo hold, there are two intersections. The corridor to my right links up with the farthest one.”

“All right, then. Wahlburg, I want you to take a squad straight ahead and halt the Wingers’ advance at the far intersection.”

“What if they’ve already advanced past it?”

“Then push them back.” In reality, Husher expected the pirates to hold firm, which would allow his own squad to take them from behind. But during his time as a ship captain he’d learned that the most effective orders came attached to a clear goal.

“Who are you giving me for my squad?” Wahlburg asked, his tone suggesting he expected to be disappointed.

“I’m giving you your pick of half the marines present. You have way more ground combat experience than me, Private, and so I’ve assigned you the toughest job. To complete it, I think you should choose whoever you’re most comfortable working with. But make it fast.”

The squad leader raised his eyebrows. “Cool. Everyone from Holloway over, you’re with me. If that’s more than half, give whoever’s the shittiest to the First Lieutenant. Holloway, probably.”

That brought a round of chuckles, and the two squads quickly separated themselves. “Move out,” Wahlburg barked without further preamble, and his ten marines trotted down the hall with him, weapons at the ready.

“What he said,” Husher told his squad. “Double-time.” He took point, setting the pace, and at his side Fesky struggled to match it.

“How similar is ground combat to fighting in Condors?” she asked, panting.

“Not similar at all, Fesky. For starters, there’s a down in ground combat. That’s important to remember.”

“Down. Yes.” She raised her assault rifle higher, as though to prove to herself she could keep up with Husher and the marines.

He eyed her grip, which looked odd to him. Did the Winger military even have an equivalent to basic training? Could he expect Fesky to understand basic principles of combat?

Once enough time had passed for the other squad to at least encounter the enemy, Husher spoke over a two-way channel: “Sitrep, Wahlburg.”

“Our plan has not survived contact with the enemy, sir.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“The Wingers won’t engage us in the hallway. As soon as we made contact they started falling back, and now they’re squatting in the cargo hold taking pot shots whenever they spot movement. On the bright side, we control the intersection you indicated.”

“Damn it.” He should have anticipated this. In the cargo hold, the intruders could spread out and control the choke point while resupplying from their ship whenever they needed to.

Keyes wouldn’t want to enter the next system until they’d dealt with the enemy, meaning their efforts to stop the war could get delayed by days.

By then, it might be too late. “How many corridors feed into that cargo hold?”

“Just this one.”

“We need another way in. If we can’t find one, the Wingers are going to control the situation for a while.”

“We could toss a grenade in there.”

“We could, but I don’t know what sort of cargo Keyes keeps in there. Could be important, and I don’t feel like taking inventory before fighting the pirates.”

Wahlburg’s sigh came with a burst of static. “There’s a maintenance corridor that leads to a grate on the right side of the cargo hold. The grate’s just big enough for one person with a sniper rifle to take up position and start picking off Wingers.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

“Because I’m the best sniper here, meaning I’m the one you’ll send in.”

“Really? You’re the best?”

“I’m more than just a pretty face, sir.”

Chapter 33

Negotiations

 

Bronson raised his hand to hide a smile he couldn’t seem to suppress. Corporal Davies had positioned her marines at the closest intersection to the CIC, no doubt with the intention of using the corners of the merging corridors for cover.

That would have worked fine, except that Bronson had split up his forces, ordering the other half to attack from the corridor perpendicular to this one. Now Davies stood outnumbered and outflanked.

He dropped his hand to his side as the opposing marines began to fall back into the short section of corridor directly outside the CIC. Who cares if anyone sees how pleased I am? Once he and the others in Darkstream’s employ had control of the Providence, completing their mission would be a simple matter of flying her back toward Larkspur until they ran into a Winger patrol.

Bronson would record it from an escape pod as the battered old junk heap finally met her end. Then he’d sell the video to Darkstream, who’d leak it to the media, enraging the public and making them howl for war. He’d always resented getting reassigned here, but it had paid off in the end, hadn’t it? It’ll be a pleasure to watch her go. The reward money won’t hurt, either.

Over the gunfire and shouting he heard his com beeping, a sound that got louder the longer you failed to answer it. When he removed it from his pocket, it told him Captain Keyes was trying to reach him. He raised the com to his ear, his smile growing wider.

“I’m not negotiating with you, Keyes. We’ll gain access to the CIC soon enough. It’ll go easier for you if you just let us in.”

“I didn’t call to negotiate.”

“You’re surrendering, then?”

“Negative.”

Something hissed, and Bronson’s people stopped firing. Gunshots could still be heard from his operatives in the other corridor, but they were muted.

His smile melted away. “What’s going on?” he said, lowering the com to his side. “Why’d you stop shooting?”

A hissing sound from behind made him turn around just as the corridor sealed off with a clank.

Bronson brought the com back to his ear. “What are you playing at, Keyes?”

“You mentioned negotiating, and I agree with you—I don’t plan to do any of that, as I said. Instead, I’m making you an offer. Take it or leave it. Bring all your guns to the end of the sealed-off corridor closest to Corporal Davies and leave them there on the floor. After that, position yourselves at the opposite end, with your hands up. If you do that, I won’t pump the oxygen from that section until you suffocate.”

“You wouldn’t, Keyes. Be real. You don’t have the balls.”

“Is that so?” The captain’s voice grew fainter. “Ensign, tell Engineering to begin the process.”

Above Bronson’s head, a whooshing noise began and didn’t stop. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he already felt a little light-headed.

“You’re bluffing, Keyes! You’re not fooling anyone.”

“I’m very sorry you think that, Bronson. But if you’re willing to gamble away the lives of your fellow traitors like that, it’s your business, not mine.”

His co-conspirators stood facing him, their expressions varying from confusion to horror. Several of them gripped their weapons with white knuckles.

“Take your weapons over there and leave them on the floor!” he barked, pointing. “Do it now!”

“Good move, Bronson,” Keyes said. The transmission terminated.

Chapter 34

Tyrannical Dogs

 

“Continue suppressive fire to keep their attention on this corridor,” Husher ordered the others over the wide channel. “When Wahlburg causes enough confusion among the pirates he’ll give the signal, and when he does we have to move quickly. Don’t think, just charge into the cargo hold, choose your targets, and shoot. Make sure you head for available cover quickly, to make room for your squadmates coming in after you.”

He felt a little silly offering guidance to marines who’d had way more training and combat experience than him. But someone had to tell them how to apply that training to this situation. Right now, as their leader, that fell to him, and he couldn’t let his own insecurities get in the way of that.

Switching to a two-way channel with Fesky, he said, “You sure you really want to do this, Fesk?”

Through her faceplate, Fesky glared at him. “Yes, human. I practice in the shooting range often.”

“Very good.”

The muted sound of sniper fire reached his ears through the speakers in his helmet, and immediately the Wingers’ return fire into the corridor slackened. Panicked shouts echoed down the corridor from the cargo hold. More sniper fire. Louder shouting.

“All right,” came Wahlburg’s eternally steady voice. “Now’s the time.”

“Move!” Husher shouted, and his marines charged down the corridor and into the cargo hold with him near their head. Following his own orders, he ran for a metal crate while shooting at a Winger with earthen feathers speckled with black, whose head faced in the direction of Wahlburg’s grate. Its gaze snapped toward Husher as the bullets hit home, and it fell backward into stacks of shoe-box-sized containers, sending them crashing to the floor.

Fesky charged into the cargo hold too, and the few Wingers facing the corridor hesitated, no doubt shocked to see one of their own fighting with humans. She did not squander the momentary advantage, taking down two of the pirates with controlled bursts before diving behind a long, low container.

I guess she really has been practicing.

The battle ended as quickly as it began, with the Winger pirates unable to recover from their sudden disarray. They threw their weapons to the floor, raising their arms and wings into the air.

Pride swelled in Husher’s chest at how efficiently the Providence marines had dismantled the enemy while suffering only two casualties themselves—both minor injuries.

Later, after they’d repressurized the section near the pirates’ point of entry, Husher accompanied the marines as they marched the Winger prisoners to the brig.

“Tyrannical dogs,” bellowed their leader, Blackwing.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Husher said. “I think we’re being pretty nice to you, considering. Maybe you should have chosen a different career path, pirate.”

“Fool. We’re more than pirates. We’re revolutionaries, and we’re free to act against humanity as our government cannot.” Some of the Wingers offered half-hearted cheers, but overall they seemed pretty downtrodden.

“Actually, things have changed, where your government’s concerned. Our species are currently at war with each other.”

Blackwing clacked his beak. “I’d always hoped I would live to see this day. Soon the other species will join us and end your reign of oppression for good.”

Husher didn’t have a retort for that. I think you might be right.

Chapter 35

Prophecy

 

Fesky hovered near the lateral pulldown machine, fiddling with the weight setting as though she intended to use it, even though she wore clothing unsuited to exercise. As always, her modified Fleet uniform felt tight around her shoulders, and she tugged at it while trying not to glance toward the nearest weight bench.

“I see you there, skydweller,” Ek said between reps. “Why don’t you come speak with me, as you desire?”

Trying not to let her trepidation show, Fesky stepped around the pulldown machine and stood nearby, unsure what to do with her wings. “Honored One.” She bowed her head.

“Please. Let us not pretend you feel compelled to pay me the same respect you would other Fins.” Ek lowered the barbell in a slow, controlled motion. She still wore her glimmering black bodysuit, even while working out.

Fesky’s head snapped up, her gaze locking onto the Fin’s. “You err, Honored One. I have more respect for you.”

Ek completed the final rep of her set, her gills flaring with the effort. She lowered the bar with a crash and sat up. “You say to a Fin that she has erred?”

“I do. Fins perceive much, but your awareness of your own perceptiveness can blind you, sometimes. It makes you put too much stock in your own prejudices, leading you to one conclusion to the exclusion of all others.”

The Honored One stood and studied Fesky for a time. “No other Winger has ever spoken to me this way.”

Lowering her head reflexively, Fesky still refused to apologize. She knew she was supposed to curb her impulses and behave as a Winger should. But isn’t it years too late for that?

A black-clad hand came to rest on her wing, and she started.

“Walk with me,” Ek said.

“Yes, Honored One.”

The Fin had no need to change—her suit kept her clean as well as provided the moisture her body needed—and Fesky didn’t come dressed to exercise anyway, so they walked directly out of the gym and into the Providence’s corridors. “You are alone among these humans,” Ek murmured. “Do I err in that perception?”

“No.” Though Husher has made some token gestures. Which, Fesky hated to admit, she appreciated.

“You struggle with telling me something. A thing you consider grave and urgent. You have been forbidden to speak it.”

“The captain ordered me not to spread it to the crew. You aren’t one of the crew.”

“I have been given quarters in the aft. Will you accompany me there?”

“Yes.”

The Providence had no shortage of empty quarters, woefully understaffed as it was. In its glory days, it boasted a marine army, eight flight decks worth of active Condors, and a crew bristling with qualified personnel. Now it limped through space, making do with a crew that Fleet was constantly whittling down, with everyone working overtime regularly.

Ek’s quarters were modest but accommodating, with a tiny wall desk, an office chair, and even a stool for guests. The narrow bunk hung from chains at the back of the cabin.

The stool brought Fesky a measure of relief—human chairs did not hold her very well, but a stool let her wings take up what space they needed.

Ek lowered herself into the office chair, fixing Fesky with an unwavering gaze, her serene face framed by her bodysuit. “Speak.”

Beak clacking together once, Fesky did. “Have you heard the Ixan Prophecies?”

“I have read a transcript. Why?”

“I…I think they’re coming true. I think we’re living them.”

The Fin’s expression didn’t change.

No use stopping now. “The Prophecies predicted the human ship crashing into Spire. ‘It will begin with the soulless vessel sinking.’ Soulless, because no one was aboard when it hit. They also reference the Providence visiting the Kaithe: ‘And the juggernaut stands alone, divorced from its peers, beset on all sides. See how it looks to the children for aid. See how they betray it.’” Fesky paused to scrutinize Ek’s unchanging face. “I’m sure I’m interpreting it correctly.”

“You are not the first to match a series of events with verses from the Prophecies.”

“But nothing has fit them so well.”

“And yet the Kaithe have not betrayed us.”

Fesky felt herself begin to vibrate. Why am I the only one who sees this? “What about the vision the marines spoke of?”

“That was a test to determine whether the humans were worthy of help. Help that the children did give.”

“They told us to visit Ochrim. But consider the verse that speaks of a great disruptor, who ‘returns to his old tricks, but mirrored.’ Who better fits that description than the great Ixan himself? He disrupted how war is conducted by giving the humans dark tech.”

“And how might he disrupt it again? By giving them something even better?”

“The Prophecies say ‘mirrored.’ That is, reversed. Maybe he’ll give something to humanity’s enemies.”

Ek smoothed her suit over her tail, which drooped between her mechanical legs. “I do not truck with superstition. Yet I do not say your words are without merit, either.”

That stilled Fesky’s shaking some. At last. At last, someone listens. “There’s more. The prophecies mention the pirate incursion, too, along with Darkstream’s spies. ‘Two sneaks emerge from the shadows, preening in lockstep, barking hollow words. Both surrender, yet both will turn another coat.’”

Rising to her mechanical feet, Ek took one of Fesky’s hands, talons nestled in gloved digits. “I think this warrants mention to the captain. As you indicated, I can speak where you cannot.”

Fesky felt like she could cry. “Thank you, Honored One.” She tried not to think about how the captain would react to her bringing this up again, even indirectly.

Chapter 36

Article Fifteen

 

Captain Keyes leveled a finger at Ek across the conference room table, his cheeks reddening. “I’ve compensated you for your help identifying the traitors in our midst, and I’ve agreed to pay you for any further services you provide. But I will not be paying you to encourage this dangerous, cultish rhetoric. In fact, if you continue doing it you’ll quickly find yourself in the brig.”

Fesky clacked her beak. “Captain—”

“Don’t start with me, Fesky. Your position here has always been precarious; that’s just the nature of it. And it’s a very risky game you’ve started to play, lately.”

Under the table, Husher gripped the armrests of his chair so tightly it hurt.

“There may be more to these Prophecies than superstition, Captain,” Ek said, her voice as steady as it ever was. “Perhaps the Ixa have a better understanding of galactic power structures than we’ve traditionally given them credit for.”

The captain’s fist met the table with enough force to send vibrations into the floor and up Husher’s chair. “One more word on this subject, Fin. Go on. I dare you. One more word.”

In her infinite wisdom, Ek stayed quiet. Husher lacked that wisdom. He surged to his feet, hands curled tightly at his sides. “Captain, you’re out of line,” he said, his voice wavering with emotion.

Keyes’s incendiary stare landed on him. “Excuse you, First Lieutenant?”

“Every decision I’ve seen from you, you’ve made it with barely a moment’s thought. You shoot from the hip at everything that looks like a target. Today, you’ve discarded Fesky’s input without the consideration you know she’s earned.”

A quiet click from Fesky’s beak, which Husher took for surprise.

“Wait a second.” Keyes’s glare swept from Husher to Ek. “Something smells fishy. You invited Husher here because you knew he’d oppose me, didn’t you? You’ve mapped the social dynamics on this ship, and now you’re manipulating us all, aren’t you, fish?”

A gasp escaped Fesky’s beak, and she rose to her feet as well. “Captain, those are ugly words.”

“Shut up. Both you and Husher have forgotten what it is to be a member of the military, and it’s my job to remind you. I’m invoking Article Fifteen to exercise jurisdiction over you both and impose disciplinary action. Perhaps an application of Fleet protocol will remind you of your place. First Lieutenant Husher, you’re confined to quarters—involuntary separation until you learn to shave and obey me. Fesky, you’re grounded until further notice.”

The Winger squawked, but said nothing else.

Eyebrows raised, eyes on fire, Keyes looked at Husher. “Do I need to arrange a marine escort?”

Husher had not uncurled his fists. “No, sir.” He marched stiffly from the conference room.

Chapter 37

Five Minutes

 

Pacing his cramped but private officer’s cabin, his anger lasted him a long time.

Suffering minimal casualties, he’d led two squads to swiftly neutralize the pirate intruders. And this was his reward?

I was right about him. He’s just like the rest of the Fleet brass. Full of his own power, blinded by it. Absolutely certain he can do no wrong.

On the second morning of his confinement, Husher put in a request to visit Sergeant Caine in sick bay, and was denied. So when a knock came that afternoon, and he opened the hatch to find her there with a two-marine escort, at first he didn’t know what to say.

One of the marines spoke first. “She asked to see you, sir, and the old man okayed it. Do you need…?”

“I can take it from here, Private. Thank you. Thank you, Lance Corporal.”

Both nodded. “Captain said five minutes. We’ll wait outside to take her back to sick bay.”

“All right. Please come in, Sergeant.”

Caine did, and Husher closed the hatch behind her, turning to offer her the only chair. She sat, and he settled onto the edge of his bunk.

“How are you?” he said. Her eyes were wider than he remembered them being. Is that just how she looks, now?

“I’m okay, I guess. I heard you asked to visit me. And…”

“Good. I’m glad you came. It’s good to see you. You’re looking well.” It wasn’t totally true, but some positive reinforcement couldn’t hurt.

She looked at him with an expectant expression and said nothing.

“Um…is there something—”

“I just thought there must be a reason you asked to see me. That it must mean something.”

Husher cleared his throat and stared at the floor near the hatch. “You mean, like, that I wanted to, uh, do things?”

“No! Not like that. It’s just that you show up, and we go on a couple missions together, and then this happens to me…”

Slowly, Husher shook his head. “What?”

“I just thought you might have something you can tell me, to help figure this out. Something I can do, maybe, to escape from here…”

“Escape from where? The Providence?”

“Maybe. If that’s where we actually are right now. I just know I need to get out of whatever this is.”

He drew in a long breath. “Wow. You’re still really out of it, aren’t you?”

“Listen, I don’t even know what ‘out of it’ is anymore, okay? I’m starting to think the way I was before was ‘out of it.’ I’m picking up on things I hadn’t ever considered, like how everything lines up perfectly so you can never, ever get ahead, and the way everyone looks at you like you didn’t really earn what you do have, and…” Caine trailed off into tears, clutching her face with both hands and shaking with silent sobs.

God. Husher got up and crossed the cabin in one stride, lowering himself awkwardly to wrap Caine into a hug. “Hey. Just…just try to keep it together, okay? We need you, Sergeant. We need you back.”

“You don’t mean that,” Caine rasped. “You’re lying.”

“I’m not. I’m serious. Things almost got a little too real, fighting those pirates without you.”

She shrugged him off and looked up at him, wiping tears away with her fingers.

“I don’t have any tissues,” he said, returning to his spot on the bed. “I can offer you a shirt.”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

“Sure.” He studied the floor for another couple seconds, then he met her gaze once more. “You’re nothing like this, Sergeant. That’s how I know you’re sick, because when I met you I thought you were the toughest person I’d ever met. I would have expected to see Keyes cry before I ever saw you do it. But you’re going to get better. You’ll come back to us. Okay?”

“Yeah. Okay.”

I don’t think I’m very good at this.

“Do you think I’m stupid?”

He squinted at her. “Why do you ask that?”

“Well, you just…the way you talk, and you have these strong opinions about everything. You’re commissioned and I’m enlisted, and I just wonder if maybe everyone around you seems a bit dumb from where you’re standing.”

“God, no. I feel dumb, at the moment. I feel like I’m just babbling.”

Caine laughed. “That’s how I feel.”

“You’re the one who put on politics in the shuttle.”

“True.”

A sharp rap on the hatch. “Time’s up,” said a muffled voice.

They both rose, and an awkward moment passed during which Husher had no clue what to do. Do I hug her again?

Caine stuck out her hand, and they performed a handshake that lasted a fraction of a second. “Thank you for having me over, First Lieutenant.” She averted her eyes, color creeping into her cheeks.

“Yes. Thank you for…hopefully, um, they’ll let me out of here soon, and then…I…”

She nodded. “Have a nice day.”

“You too.”

Caine opened the hatch, joining the marines in the hallway. Weirdly, something inside Husher wanted her to glance back as they marched away. She didn’t.

He closed the hatch and went to the alcove where a shallow basin projected from the wall underneath a mirror. Officers were expected to look neat and tidy at all times, and so their cabins came with this. No head, of course. Still had to share those with the crew.

Husher ran the water until it warmed and splashed some onto his beard, which he’d been growing since the start of his confinement, out of spite. He slathered it with cream and began to scrape it off his face and into the sink.

Chapter 38

Captain Teth

 

Keyes entered the CIC, still bleary-eyed from sleep, which had been interrupted by Arsenyev requesting his presence over the intercom. He tried not to trudge as he crossed to his chair.

“Captain, we’ve arrived at the coordinates provided to us by the Kaithe.”

“Thank you, Chief Warrant Officer Arsenyev,” he said, taking care to enunciate her new rank in full. He wanted the crew to get accustomed to her promotion quickly, so that he could promote her again. His plan involved grooming her to be his new XO as quickly as possible, but for now she was too junior, and Laudano currently served as Acting XO. “However, I believe our arrival was Lieutenant Laudano’s to report. Can you confirm the Chief Warrant Officer’s words, Lieutenant?” Arsenyev averted her eyes, blushing.

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good.” Arsenyev was his favorite to permanently replace the traitor Bronson, which meant he intended to lean heavily on her, turning her every mistake into a memorable learning opportunity. “What are we looking at, Ensign Werner?”

“It’s just a small moon orbiting a gas giant, sir, with no relevant features that I can discern. There’s nothing here.”

Keyes leaned toward the main viewscreen, even though it showed only system readouts. “Are active sensors engaged?”

“Yes, sir. I—”

He looked over to see what had caused the sensor operator to break off like that. Werner leaned over his console, clutching it with both hands, eyes wide.

“What is it, Ensign?”

“We have a new contact, sir. Cresting the moon’s horizon.”

“What can you tell me about our new contact?”

“It…” Werner swallowed. “It appears to be an Ixan warship, sir.”

“The Ixa aren’t supposed to have warships.”

The sensor operator looked at him helplessly. “This seems to be one, sir. It looks like an updated version of what they used during the First Galactic War.”

“What’s our proximity to the Ixan contact?” He didn’t want to refer to them as the enemy—not yet. I’m reluctant to add another one of those to humanity’s current roster.

“Only twenty-two thousand kilometers, sir. And closing.”

“Tactical, ensure our point defense turrets are active.”

“Yes, sir,” Arsenyev said.

“Coms, try to establish contact with them.”

To his surprise, the Ixan captain replied to the Providence’s request, and soon Keyes was looking at it on the splitscreen, the other half of the screen showing the Ixan warship growing ever larger. The Ixa liked to make their ships as black as space, so that until they drew close you could only see them by the absence of stars. That didn’t make them any less visible to radar or lidar, of course.

When he first saw the Ixan captain, he did a double take. A lot of the aliens look alike, but I’ll be damned if this one doesn’t look just like Ochrim.

That almost certainly meant it had two Ixan parents. Many Ixa didn’t—they were the only ones in the galaxy capable of siring hybrids with other species.

“Captain Keyes, I presume?” the Ixan said, its reptilian mouth curved in that creepy smile the Ixa always seemed to wear across their scaly snouts.

“Correct. Who are you?”

“I am Captain Teth of the Silencer.”

“Captain Teth, you are currently in violation of the strictures placed on the Ixan military at the close of the First Galactic War. The very existence of an Ixan warship constitutes such a violation, let alone taking it out of your system without first seeking approval from the Galactic Amnesty Council.”

“This ship was never in the Baxa System to begin with. As for your so-called Amnesty Council, I wish you could know how lax their monitors have been, Captain Keyes. They were assigned to our system to prevent us from doing things like purifying our species of half-breeds, and look how that turned out.” The Ixan captain’s smile grew wider, stretching its faded skin across its muzzle.

The thing’s silky voice carried disturbing undertones. “What are you talking about?” Keyes said.

“I’m talking about how we killed your monitors months ago and started falsifying their reports, so that we can pursue our manifest destiny, as laid out in the Prophecies.”

“Captain,” Arsenyev said. “Can I volunteer an opinion?”

“Mute the transmission. Go ahead, Chief.”

“I think the Ixan’s stalling for time. They’re still closing the gap, which means we’ll have less time to react to anything they try.”

“Fifteen thousand kilometers, Captain,” Werner said.

We shouldn’t have to react to anything. Point defense turrets were active. That said, they had no idea what this new warship was capable of. “Noted. Unmute.”

“Unmuted.”

“Captain Teth, by the authority vested in me by the Galactic Amnesty Council, the United Human Fleet, and the Commonwealth, you are hereby ordered to surrender immediately.”

“And what would that entail, Captain Keyes? Am I to tag along behind your scrap-metal ship, weapons inactive, until we reach human space and I can be properly arrested?” Teth’s deep-set eyes danced with a mixture of amusement and scorn. “Or would you rather assign someone to pilot my ship while I rot in your brig? I’m just dying to know your mind on this matter.”

“We’ll start by boarding you.”

“Give me some time to think on it, will you? You’ll have my answer momentarily.” Teth vanished, and the view of the Silencer expanded to fill the viewscreen. It had grown alarmingly large during their conversation, its dark contours just becoming visible to optical sensors.

“Sir!” Arsenyev said. “They’ve launched a missile.”

“Just one? Shoot it out of the sky and tell Lieutenant Hornwood to scramble Condors.”

“Yes, sir.”

Keyes leaned back in his chair and pondered the sleek vessel, which showed no signs of slowing. For all their smallish size, nothing had matched the Ixa’s fleet of warships during the First Galactic War—not until Ochrim gave humanity dark tech. Normally they deployed in task forces, though, not alone as the Silencer was. Charging in by itself as it was…Keyes found the opposing ship more perplexing than threatening. Still, its mere presence was disturbing enough, and if Teth had told the truth about the monitors—

“Captain, the enemy’s missile has exploded!”

“What? Before we shot it?”

The sensor operator nodded. “It—it’s still coming. It exploded into a cloud of kinetic impactors, and they’re still coming our way!”

Keyes resisted the temptation to leap to his feet. “Tactical, engage secondary lasers immediately as well as point defense turrets the instant those impactors are in range. Shoot down as many as you can. Nav, hard to starboard and adjust attitude downward ten degrees. Now! Now!”

With such a sudden course correction, even the Ocharium nanites distributed throughout their uniforms and bodies couldn’t simulate stable gravity. The maneuver pitched anyone not strapped down into the air, including Keyes, who found himself tumbling from his seat and onto the floor near the Tactical station. The Providence groaned and screeched in protest as its massive frame shouldered the immense pressures her engines were exerting.

As he made his way back to his seat, shrugging off his undignified flight and ignoring the new pains flaring up across his backside, Keyes heard the sensor operator say, “Sir, almost half of the volley will still hit our fore port flank. Ten seconds to impact.”

“Arsenyev, discharge those lasers,” Keyes barked. Luckily, the Tactical officer had been strapped in and was still busy executing his orders. “Everyone, brace for impact. Coms, patch me through to shipwide—”

Too late. Countless speeding fragments hit his ship, sending violent tremors through her, followed by a prolonged, earthquake-like rumbling caused by a series of explosions. Gripping his chair’s armrests, Keyes managed to keep his seat this time.

The color had fled from Arsenyev’s face. “Sir, I wasn’t able to fully discharge the capacitors in time.”

Keyes’s heart hammered in his chest. “Werner, damage report.”

“The explosions were seven port-side capacitors blowing, sir. Also, Decks Three through Five are open to space, between Sections Fifty-One and Fifty-Nine. Damage control teams have already been deployed, and inner hatches sealed off the affected areas immediately.”

“Casualties?”

“Four injured, two unaccounted for, and one confirmed dead, Captain.”

Keyes inhaled sharply through his teeth. “And the enemy vessel?”

“It…it’s disengaging, sir. The Silencer has adjusted its attitude upward thirty degrees and is on a course to depart the moon’s orbit.”

“Should I plot a course to pursue?” the Nav officer asked.

“Negative,” Keyes said. He glanced at Arsenyev, who still looked shaken. “This isn’t your fault, Chief Warrant Officer. No UHF ship has ever gone up against a weapon like that before, and you did the best you could. It could have been a lot worse—if you hadn’t acted so decisively, there would have been even more charge left in those capacitors. We might not be sitting here right now.”

A hand pressed to her chest, Arsenyev gave him a grateful smile, which made him realize she’d probably been readying herself for a dressing-down. His temper was well-known to the crew, as was his love for the Providence. But Arsenyev wasn’t to blame for the damage she’d taken.

I am. I should never have allowed Teth to get that close.

Chapter 39

Incoming Transmission

 

“I owe each of you an apology,” Keyes said, standing at the head of the conference room table, locking eyes with each of the others in turn. “Fesky, I clearly should have taken your warning about the Ixa more seriously. That’s not to say I’m necessarily ready to treat their Prophecies as gospel, but I can see now that they deserve consideration. You’re reinstated.”

The Winger clacked her beak. “Thank you, sir.”

“Ek, I apologize for the slurs I addressed you with. Humans have suffered from prejudice since we rose from the muck, even prejudice toward each other, and I’m afraid our interactions with aliens have only revealed just how ugly that side of us is. I don’t offer that as an excuse—merely an explanation. I’m sorry.”

Ek inclined her head.

“First Lieutenant Husher, I apologize to you, too. Involuntary separation was too harsh a sentence for your transgressions, and considering your performance since you joined us on the Providence, we need you active. However, I do need you to respect my decisions as captain.”

Husher’s lips tightened, and for a long moment his gaze held little warmth. But finally, he nodded. “I’ll respect your decisions so long as they’re the right ones, sir.”

Keyes returned the young officer’s stare in silence, and briefly he considered sending him back to his quarters to stew a little longer. “Noted,” he said at last. Settling into his chair, he tapped his com where it lay face-up on the table. “Chief Warrant Officer Arsenyev, please come in.”

The conference room hatch opened, and Arsenyev took her seat.

Keyes went on. “I don’t know what the existence of an Ixan warship means for interplanetary politics, but I have a good idea of what it means for warfare, especially given their use of a never-before-seen weapon. The Silencer launched a missile that burst into a cloud of kinetic-kill masses—far too many for our point defense turrets to neutralize. As I’m sure you’ve all surmised, the Providence suffered significant damage from the barrage. I want to hear your ideas for how we can revise our approach to future engagements with the Ixa, given their possession of such a weapon.”

“Do we think Teth was waiting for us to arrive?” Husher said. “And if we do, does that mean Fesky was right about the Kaithe betraying us? They might have sent us to a meaningless location and then passed the coordinates on to the Ixa.”

“It’s possible, and I think we’d do well to cultivate a healthy suspicion of the Kaithe going forward, despite their supposed neutrality. That said, if the entire galaxy is aligned against humanity, I don’t see how we can prevail, especially if dark tech continues malfunctioning. We need to adopt a line of action that assumes victory is possible—otherwise, we might as well sit on our hands until someone comes along to wipe us out. But that’s not the question I asked, First Lieutenant. How will we deal with this new weapon?”

Arsenyev spoke up. “What if we use the primary laser to destroy their missiles far enough away to buy us time to maneuver out of the impactor cloud’s path? That would also mean not letting Ixan warships get too close.”

“Excellent idea. Although, the main capacitor can only hold enough energy for one discharge of the primary. We may be forced to rely on our secondaries, to preserve our ability to take out subsequent missiles.”

“But that still leaves us at risk of more capacitors exploding, sir.”

“It does. In case we fail to take out the missile with the secondaries, we’ll stand ready to discharge the primary and prepare for impact if necessary. It’s not ideal, but right now I don’t see a better tack.”

Neither did the others, judging by their silence.

Which Husher broke. “Why do we think the Silencer disengaged?”

“During the First Galactic War, the Ixan fleet’s main weakness was that it heavily relied on specialized support ships. If that’s still the case, Teth may have lacked nearby support, making him apprehensive to continue the battle. Even given his new toy, he must know the Providence would rally and likely destroy him.”

His com started beeping, which ceased when he snatched it from the tabletop. Skimming the message, he stood.

“Looks like this location isn’t meaningless after all,” he told the others. “The CIC just received a transmission from Ochrim, coming from an underground base on that moon.”

Chapter 40

Ochrim

 

They found the renowned scientist sagging against a pewter counter, arms spread out atop it to support him, head down. At first, Husher thought the Ixan injured.

“Ochrim,” he said, conscious of the fact that he knew no title or honorific to append to the name. Sir didn’t seem right. “Are you hurt?” Davies and her squad of marines spread throughout the laboratory as he spoke.

The scientist looked up, and Husher tried not to stare at how different he looked from the last time he’d seen him interviewed on the news. “Just tired.” Where Ochrim’s skin stretched over the bone protrusions that characterized Ixan faces, it had faded significantly. His eyes had a worn-out look, and the ridges above them were raised in an expression that looked slightly bewildered at the world. “You are First Lieutenant Husher?”

“I am. And that’s Corporal Davies, checking behind your refrigeration unit there.”

Davies offered no pleasantries, remaining focused on investigating the room’s blind spots.

“I’m the only one here,” Ochrim said, “though I’m sure it’s pointless for me to say that. Fleet protocol no doubt requires you to inspect every nook and cranny.”

“Afraid so. What can you tell us about the Ixan warship whose acquaintance we just had the pleasure of making?”

“They were here for me. Your timing was impeccable. Teth was threatening to send troops down to collect me if I wouldn’t come peacefully. I was stalling—he didn’t know where to find the entrance of this installation. But I knew it was only a matter of time before they wormed their way in here, and I didn’t expect cavalry of any stripe to arrive. Not this far down Pirate’s Path. Did they fire on you?”

“They sure did. What do your people want with you?”

“To force me to work for them, no doubt. Try to force me, anyway. I would sooner die. I didn’t lightly make the decision to develop dark tech for your species before mine could harness it. The faction in control then was repugnant, and I suspect they’ve risen to power once more.”

Husher sniffed. “Ardent worshipers?”

Before speaking, Ochrim answered with a sneer. “They cherry-pick Ardent’s teachings to justify their atrocities.”

“I see.” Husher took a seat at the counter, opposite Ochrim. He laid his assault rifle on the countertop, but kept his right hand resting on the grip.

The scientist glanced at it. “You don’t completely trust me, do you, First Lieutenant?”

“I’m not here to interrogate you, Ochrim. You’ve earned humanity’s enduring gratitude and respect. But recent events have made those of us aboard the Providence a little twitchy, and Keyes wants me to ask you a series of polite questions before bringing you aboard.”

“I understand. Please proceed.”

“What can you tell us about the wormhole malfunctioning over Spire?”

Ochrim opened his mouth but didn’t speak, holding Husher’s gaze for a time, his eyes wide. “Far too much,” he said at last. “I caused it.”

Husher pulled his rifle toward him, curling the fingers of his left hand under the barrel shroud and scooping up the weapon. He suppressed the urge to point it at the Ixan.

“I was tricked,” Ochrim said.

“By who?”

“A man named Tennyson Steele.”

“Darkstream’s CFO.”

“He’s CEO, now. Calvin Godfrey died in an alleged suicide.”

“Wow.”

“Indeed. Steele came to me with concerns about wormhole generation technology falling into the wrong hands. He wanted a master control system for remotely reprogramming any wormhole made using our generators.”

“Wouldn’t help if someone reverse engineered our generators to make their own.”

“Steele presented it as a stopgap measure, something to buy time so the Fleet could act in such an event. I saw the wisdom in that. So I designed the master control. And now it’s been used to stir up war with the Wingers.”

By now the marines had finished their inspection and stationed themselves around the laboratory. Davies stood at the head of the counter, holding a pistol at the ready and regarding Ochrim with an inscrutable expression. Husher doubted she would intervene—Davies had a cool head, and she wasn’t the mission xenodiplomat.

Husher was, for better or worse. “Has all of Darkstream gone rogue, or just a few near the top?”

“I don’t know.”

“There must be some collusion with the Fleet to make all this work. Fleet authorities aren’t stupid enough to unwittingly serve as patsies to all this.” They’re pretty stupid, though.

“The Fleet does as your government directs, and your government takes its marching orders from my employer. That’s well known.”

Husher rose from his stool and stretched his back, never taking his eyes off Ochrim. How practiced at lying could a scientist possibly be? The Ixan seemed earnest in everything he’d said so far. Then again, who could read aliens?

“Is it possible the Ixa are in on any of this? They wouldn’t risk revealing themselves unless they knew the Fleet would be tied up elsewhere.”

To his surprise, Davies did speak. “I very much doubt any human would collaborate with Ixa. Even a man like Tennyson Steele”

Ochrim glanced at her, and then back at Husher.

“You’re right.” Husher sighed. “I don’t approve of the way we’ve used dark tech since the First Galactic War. That’s no secret to anyone. But we’re going to need it, in order to win out over the enemies lining up against us. If the Ixa are ready to get involved, they’ll probably drag their old allies the Gok into it too. So, Ochrim, if you’re really on our side, tell me. Where is this master control you constructed for Steele?”

“Darkstream headquarters,” the alien said immediately. “The location of which is a secret.”

“Will you take us there?”

“Yes.”

“Then we’re done here. Keyes gave me authority to decide whether to take you aboard the Providence. I’ve decided.” He nodded at Davies, who crossed the floor to Ochrim’s side. Another marine appeared at his other elbow.

“I’ll need my tools,” the scientist said. “They will only take a few minutes to gather together.”

“Get them. We’ve got a war to end.”

Chapter 41

HQ

 

A harried-looking woman appeared on the CIC’s main viewscreen, her graying hair disheveled, as well as her uniform. “Captain Keyes, this is Tessa Notaras, head of security for Darkstream. Your presence here poses a big problem. Fleet tells me you’ve gone rogue, for one. State your business, and let’s not waste any time.”

Husher shifted his grip on his gun, glad he wasn’t on camera right now. Other than the fact that Notaras might not appreciate seeing him and Davies guarding Darkstream’s Chief Science Officer at gunpoint, he didn’t feel like getting scrutinized yet.

“I’ve uncovered a bigger problem than my presence, Ms. Notaras,” Keyes said. “A much bigger one.”

“And what’s that?”

“It has to do with someone using Darkstream technology to start a war that shows every sign of dwarfing the First Galactic War, unless something is done to stop it.”

“That’s absurd. You really have gone haywire, haven’t you Captain?”

Ochrim stepped into view of the camera, as Keyes had instructed him to do. “It’s true, Tessa.”

Notaras squinted. “Ochrim?”

He nodded. “I designed a master control for wormhole generation, and it’s already been used once to kill the entire crew of a UHF ship.”

The head of security’s mouth dropped. “The Buchanan?”

“Yes. The master control resides here, and Captain Keyes has brought me to prevent it from being used like that again. If it wasn’t for the Providence, I’d still be stranded in my research station.”

“I can’t just let you alter sensitive Darkstream infrastructure, Ochrim, even given who you are. I’ll have to consult the CEO.”

The scientist shifted his weight. “I would ask that you not do that, Tessa. I have reason to believe he was involved in the Buchanan’s destruction, and there’s a good chance much of the board was as well.”

Notaras shook her head, wincing. “Ochrim…”

“Tessa, please. You have a historic decision to make, here. Choose unwisely, and millions more could die.”

The security head hesitated. “All right. I trust your judgment. I’ll grant you access. Here’s hoping I don’t regret it.”

“Thank you.”

“Terminate the transmission,” Keyes said. Once Tessa Notaras disappeared from the viewscreen, the captain nodded at Husher and Davies. “Escort Ochrim to the shuttle and see it done.”

“Yes, sir.” Husher saluted, mirrored by Davies. They walked the Ixan into the corridor.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t take more backup, sir?” Davies asked as they went.

He shook his head. “Either they’ll let us access the master control or they won’t. I don’t think Keyes’s intention is to fight Darkstream.”

“Fair enough, I guess. At least I won’t have to put up with Wahlburg’s flirting.”

Once inside the shuttle, Husher poked his head into the cockpit and said hello to Skids, who gave his traditional grunt. Back in the passenger area, Davies was helping Ochrim  strap into one of the crash seats. Husher took one directly across from him.

“One of Darkstream’s greatest failures.” The scientist nodded at the dark reentry suits lined up along the back of the shuttle as Skids took off.

“And yet there they are,” Husher said.

“Better than nothing, I suppose.”

For their benefit, Skids lit up the dividing wall with a visual of the planet where Darkstream maintained its headquarters.

“Why’s it so dark?” Davies asked. “We’re approaching from the same side as its star.”

“That doesn’t make much difference,” Ochrim said. “Casper-3b is one of only a handful of gas giants ever discovered that’s blacker than coal, so it reflects back less than one percent of the light that falls on it.”

“Gas giant? Darkstream has its headquarters inside a gas giant?”

Ochrim shook his head. “They operate out of a space station orbiting its closest moon. The station is also as black as they could make it.”

“Like Ixan warships,” Husher said.

Davies glanced at him with eyebrows raised.

“My employer likes how little light is reflected by their headquarters and by the nearby planet,” Ochrim went on. “It makes it difficult to detect using optical sensors, and as for other sensors, the only darkgate leading into this system is directly opposite it, on the other side of the star. They also like how far Casper-3b is from its sun. Tech companies save costs by putting their servers in cool places.”

“Is that what we’re calling them now?” Husher said. “A tech company?”

The scientist shrugged. “It’s what they are.”

“They’re a few other things, too.”

“Such as?”

“Sociopaths.”

Ochrim looked away from him, apparently grown weary of the conversation.

But Husher wasn’t done. “Back on Vermillion, I heard a rumor Darkstream is experimenting with strong AI. Any truth to that?”

“Still interrogating me, First Lieutenant?”

“Oh, I doubt I’ll stop doing that any time soon.”

“Darkstream respects the ban on developing strong artificial intelligence.”

“Respecting anything would be a first for them. Another thing. During the confrontation with Teth, he mentioned purifying your species to Captain Keyes. What can you tell me about that?”

“As I’m sure you know, Ixan females are capable of integrating the DNA of other species during conception, allowing them to gestate a hybrid. Reproduction with species that lack sentience has always been looked on as an aberration, but when we began encountering other intelligent species among the stars, some Ixan women chose to produce offspring with them. Baxa rose to power in part by condemning the practice, saying that it dilutes not just our species but the entire galactic diaspora.”

“So it’s a popular opinion among your people, then.”

“It was at the time. I’ve never held it. We learned later that Baxa wanted to exterminate the hybrids, and that he’d already begun making headway toward that during the war.”

“Teth seemed to suggest they’ve finally accomplished Baxa’s vision.”

“A chilling thought.”

“That’s one way of putting it. You said ‘galactic diaspora,’ but that can’t be right. ‘Diaspora’ implies a common origin.”

“Apologies. It’s a teaching of Ardent that all life stems from a single source.”

“Wow.” Husher shook his head. “You believe in Ardent?”

“Not everyone who believes in Ardent shares Baxa’s beliefs. Considered in full, the Teachings are an argument for peace, not war.”

“Calm down, Ochrim. That’s not why it surprises me. I find it odd because you’re a scientist.”

The Ixan’s gaze strayed from Husher’s once more, as though he were truly finished with the conversation. “I pray that someday you lose your binary view of the world, First Lieutenant.”

On the screen, the moon orbited by the Darkstream headquarters grew larger. Soon after that, Husher noticed a tiny dot in orbit above it, which quickly resolved into the station itself. Having been constructed since the advent of dark tech, it also took a spherical shape. In the old days, most space stations took the form of a ring, which rotated in order to simulate gravity. But given the widespread adoption of Ocharium-enabled gravity, designers could make them into any shape they wished, and for most purposes spheres were chosen as the most efficient use of space. Just like the planets from which all life arose.

Communicating with a controller on the station, Skids guided their shuttle into one of the many landing bays distributed across the sphere’s surface, and the viewscreen flicked off as they descended into the gigantic edifice.

A gentle bump told Husher they’d touched down, and two seconds after that the shuttle door slid open to reveal the Darkstream landing bay.

Ochrim and Davies pulled at their straps, both clearly eager to leave the shuttle, where things had grown somewhat awkward since the scientist’s last exchange with Husher.

Outside, they found twenty armed Darkstream mercenaries waiting for them.

“Quite a welcoming party,” Husher said.

Tessa Notaras stood at their head, left hand resting on the butt of a pistol poking out of her hip holster. “The CEO has been in touch since we last spoke, First Lieutenant,” she said. “He claims that you’re the traitor, and Ochrim, too. He says you’re both in league with the Wingers. Says there’s even a rumor you have one on your ship.”

Ochrim’s mouth fell out of the unsettling smile the Ixa wore by default, which made him look pretty pissed. Davies was looking at Husher, clearly at a loss for how to react to the situation.

That makes the two of us. So he did the first thing that came to mind.

He put the barrel of his assault rifle against the scientist’s head.

Chapter 42

Hostage Situation

 

“Take us to the master control,” Husher barked.

“We don’t know where it’s located,” Notaras said, her eyebrows scrunched together in a look of bewilderment.

“He’ll take us there, then. Just get out of our way.”

“Did you hear what I just said? Ochrim betrayed us. Threatening the life of a traitor is not a persuasive thing to do.”

“He’s your Chief Science Officer. We’ve already told you that Steele is the real traitor.”

“Why should we believe you, Husher? You don’t have the best track record.”

“It’s not about me. Obviously either Ochrim or Steele is lying, so if I kill Ochrim there’s a fifty percent chance I’ll be killing an innocent person. Are you really so willing to risk the life of Ochrim, the one who made Darkstream possible in the first place? Do you really think the man who singlehandedly ended the First Galactic War is the traitor, here? You should at least consider that it might be the snake wearing a business suit instead.”

“I have my orders, First Lieutenant.”

“Fine. Davies, shoot Ochrim in the shoulder with your shotgun.”

Davies shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Uh…sir?”

“It’s an order, Corporal! Shoot him, and if he survives that we’ll see how Ms. Notaras is feeling then.”

Slowly, Davies raised her firearm until the barrel was pressed against Ochrim’s clavicle, or whatever the Ixan equivalent to a clavicle was.

“Wait,” Notaras said.

Husher raised his eyebrows. “Yes?”

“God damn it. We’ll let you through. Just go.”

“Excellent. Belay that order, Corporal. Ochrim, lead.” Husher repositioned his assault rifle, using it to nudge the small of the scientist’s back.

The Darkstream security personnel watched them leave the landing bay, most of them looking pretty angry.

“You’re a crazy person,” Davies whispered to him.

“It worked, didn’t it?”

“Sure, but you’re acting in Captain Keyes’s name. You’ve ruined our relationship with Darkstream forever.”

“Who needs a relationship with them?” He sniffed. “Besides, Caine would have done the same thing.”

“No, she wouldn’t.”

“If you’d like my opinion,” Ochrim said, “I think you made the best of an unfortunate situation. Millions of lives hang in the balance, after all. Possibly even billions.”

“Thank you, Ochrim. That’s very principled of you.” Considering it was your shoulder about to get blown out. Husher glanced at Davies. “See?” He nudged the Ixan’s back with his gun’s muzzle. “Move a little faster, won’t you?”

Since the illusion of gravity was provided by Ocharium evenly distributed throughout everyone’s clothes and bodies, the designers had seen no need to hold onto antiquated notions like “up” and “down”. Instead, Darkstream employees could be seen working on both the “floor” and the “ceiling,” with long metal bars halfway up the walls, used to “fall” to the opposite level when changing orientations.

Notaras and her mercenaries trailed behind the trio at a safe distance. Husher liked that better than having them running off to receive further troublesome instruction from Steele.

As the strange procession moved through corridor after corridor, station personnel stopped whatever they were doing to gawk. Husher watched their eyes light up at seeing Ochrim, though their expressions quickly turned to fear when they noticed the goon holding an assault rifle to Ochrim’s back. And I thought my military career couldn’t sink any lower. Turns out this is rock bottom.

At least, he sure hoped it was.

Ochrim’s master control system for every UHF ship’s wormhole generator resided several levels down, near the core of the station. The room that contained it was small and out-of-the-way. Its ceiling was not in use as a floor, making it a novelty at Darkstream headquarters, and at its center—the room was circular—stood a pedestal atop which sat a simple console. Husher had expected the master control to take the form of a vast apparatus, but everything in here looked pretty regular.

“See those containers?” Ochrim pointed at stacked rows of black cubes encircling the shaft of the pedestal. “Each of those contains a micro-wormhole leading to a UHF ship’s wormhole generator. Someone used this console to upload the configuration that killed the crew of the Buchanan.”

“Can you ensure the integrity of the remaining ships?”

“I doubt I have enough time to inspect each ship remotely.” Ochrim glanced at the door, which Husher had closed and locked. Notaras was almost certainly waiting for them on the other side.

“Then why are we here, Ochrim?”

“I expected to have more time. But there is another way. Whoever used the control maliciously will have tried to cover their tracks, but I installed this console with subroutines that run covertly, logging all activity. Unless you know what to look for, you’d never know they were there.”

“Great job. So, you can tell what ships your master control was used to compromise?”

“Yes. But I can’t ensure it isn’t misused again.”

Husher nodded. “That’s why we’re going to destroy it once we’re finished. Now get to work.”

Chapter 43

Review Board

 

Though he knew full well just how unpleasant the conversation with Admiral Carrow would be, Keyes couldn’t help but feel a measure of pride. The Providence had accomplished exactly what she’d set out to do: find a way to stop the war. With wormhole generation back online, the Fleet was poised to restore galactic stability once more. Hopefully we can do it in a way that makes us less hated, this time.

Of course, the Buchanan incident had turned the Wingers into berserkers, and humanity’s military capabilities didn’t seem to factor into the aliens’ decision to launch an all-out offensive. Keyes prayed for a way to placate them that didn’t involve obliterating every Roostship. That process probably began with exposing the agents who’d arranged the catastrophe. Heads would roll—Darkstream heads and Fleet ones.

And then there’s the Ixa. If they had warships, and weapons new to warfare, what else might they have? Not dark tech. If they had that, they’d have used it already.

A chilling thought. With the ability to generate wormholes wherever they pleased, the Ixa could carpet every human colony with nukes. It could happen without warning. They don’t have it. They can’t.

“Keyes,” Admiral Carrow spat the moment his gaunt face appeared on the console.

“Hello, sir.”

“Do you have any idea what deep shit you’re in?”

“Surely no deeper than the shit I would have been in had I not discovered the fifty-two agents intent on the destruction of my ship.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“We visited the Kaithe, Admiral. They uncovered the traitors for us, and those that survived are cooling their heels in my brig as we speak.”

In record time, Carrow’s face flushed crimson. “You allowed the children inside your heads? That’s strictly forbidden by Fleet regs!”

“I had no choice. I’d already found out about the traitors from other intel, and approaching the Kaithe was the only way I could come to trust my crew again.”

“What other intel?”

Keyes took a breath. “We had a Fin come aboard.”

“You brought a—” Carrow cut himself off as he bracketed his face with his hands and appeared to squeeze his own head rather tightly. “I don’t know how you got a Fin onto a spaceship, and I don’t want to know. You are so out of line it isn’t funny.”

Oh, I don’t know. If you look at it in the right light… Keyes suppressed a smile. Husher’s rubbing off on me. “Sir, that’s not all. I have reason to believe that agents within Darkstream and the Fleet collaborated to bring about this conflict with the Wingers.”

“Why in the world would they do that?”

Despite how much the admiral’s unflagging skepticism aggravated Keyes, it boded well. It means he might not be among the traitors. “I’m assuming it’s to increase Darkstream profits, with some kickback for anyone in the Fleet who helps. I just can’t believe any human would help the Ixa.”

“The Ixa? What have the Ixa got to do with anything?”

“They’re mobilizing, sir. We encountered one of their warships out here.”

“They aren’t supposed to have—” 

“I know. But they do have them. And I have the records to prove it. The warship’s captain, Teth, spoke of killing the Galactic Amnesty Council’s monitors. He mentioned purifying all the Ixan hybrids.”

“Christ…” Carrow cleared his throat. “That’s one of the main things they were there to prevent.”

“Let’s hope it isn’t true. But it bears investigating.”

“It will have to wait. We’re mobilizing almost half the Fleet and sending them into the Bastion sector. We’ve been testing our wormhole generators all along, and it looks like they’re finally stable again.”

“I know. We made them stable.”

Carrow tilted his head and narrowed his eyes, but said nothing.

“We have Ochrim with us. We took him to Darkstream headquarters to access the master control he built for them. He ensured that what happened to the Buchanan will not happen again.”

“How did you find…? Never mind. That was good work, Keyes. It’s not going to prevent you from getting hauled in front of a review board to answer for all your protocol breaches, but it was good work.”

“Sir, you said you’re sending half the Fleet. Is that really necessary, just to take out the Wingers? Surely a quarter of our ships would take care of their Roostships, especially with dark tech fully online again.”

“The Gok have allied with the Wingers.”

Keyes blinked. The Gok and the Wingers? “I see.”

“Yes. Which is why I find your report about the Ixa particularly disturbing. Both our old enemies are in motion once more, it appears. But we’re taking every precaution. The rest of the Fleet will stand ready on the other side of the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate, should backup be needed for any reason. But we expect that the mere sight of half our ships appearing out of fully-functional wormholes should give our enemies pause.”

I expect it should. “Sir, if you’re truly taking every precaution, then you will allow me to command the Providence as we join you in engaging the enemy. With two species aligned against us, maybe even three, it makes sense to ensure our victory in every way possible. Afterward, I will submit to the review board’s judgment.”

Admiral Carrow scratched his cheek as he considered. “Fine. We go to battle in four days—can you make it for then?”

“We’re already well underway. In the meantime, I’ll send you a full report on everything we’ve learned, including details about a new weapon used on us by the Ixa.”

Carrow nodded. “God speed, Captain Keyes.”

Chapter 44

Killing Machines

 

The Providence emerged from Pirate’s Path, and right away her sensors detected the enormous fleet, comprised of Wingers and Gok, arrayed between Thessaly and the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate.

From the Captain’s chair, Keyes sniffed. No doubt the enemy wanted to pressure both targets at once—the colony and the darkgate. Their posture suggested a threat to two assets vital to humanity.

But at least one of those threats was a bluff. Darkgates were of far more value to the aliens than they were to humanity. Without access to dark tech themselves, the darkgate represented their only avenue of striking back into human space. If humans had never given them darkgates, they would still be exploiting naturally occurring wormholes, which destroyed the ships that passed through them a certain percentage of the time. Besides, if they take out that dark gate, the energy release that results will probably wipe out their entire fleet.

Nevertheless, the Fleet was taking every precaution, and so would he. “Sound general quarters,” he said. “Set condition one.”

“Yes, sir,” Arsenyev said, and when she spoke next her voice came out of coms and loudspeakers all over the ship. “General quarters, general quarters. Set condition one.”

“New wormholes detected,” the sensor operator said, “well out of enemy weapons range. I’ve never seen so many opening in one place. The computer’s counting nine hundred and seventy-one.”

One for each ship. “Bring up a visual and magnify,” Keyes said. “Full-screen.”

“Yes, sir.”

The image sprang onto the viewscreen just as the first ships were nosing through the wormholes. Much smaller and sleeker than the Providence, modern designers had optimized them for taking advantage of all the capabilities dark tech offered. Whereas Keyes’s ship was meant to act as a mobile army and fleet unto itself, the Fleet’s newer ships, each equipped with a vast arsenal, were intended as invincible killing machines, capable of attacking with impunity or appearing out of thin air to exploit vulnerabilities. The First Galactic War had been won when UHF ships warped over two significant Ixan colonies simultaneously, weapons fully charged, and wiped them out from orbit.

As strongly as he felt about humanity’s abuse of the power dark tech afforded, he couldn’t help the thrill that ran through him as he beheld the sheer might on display. It’s much better to be on the side of so much might than opposed to it. Everything else aside, that one thing is certain.

“Something’s wrong,” the sensor operator said.

Keyes’s eyes stayed glued to the viewscreen. He felt a twinge of fear in the pit of his stomach. “What is it?” Although he’d already begun to suspect.

“Sir, the ships aren’t doing anything. They aren’t trying to establish contact with the enemy, as planned. They aren’t even reorienting to engage them. They’re just drifting.”

“Coms, attempt to establish contact with Admiral Peters aboard the flagship.”

The CIC crew waited in tense silence as the Coms officer leaned over his console and spoke. “Providence to Caesar, come in. Do you read me, Caesar. Caesar, come in.”

On the viewscreen, a series of brief explosions could be seen as two of the ships collided with each other. Several of the crew gasped. Keyes brought a hand to his throat, where he tasted bile.

“C-captain?” Arsenyev stammered, white-faced.

Everyone was staring at him. Waiting for him to tell them what to do.

“Nav,” he said at last, and his voice came out in a hoarse whisper. He cleared his throat. “Nav, take us back into Pirate’s Path. This system is lost.”

Chapter 45

Interrogation

 

Keyes ordered the brig guards to yank Ochrim out of his cell and into an interrogation room. Before they went in, he placed a hand on Husher’s shoulder and locked eyes with him. “Listen to me. Everything points to that Ixan as the perpetrator of one of the worst atrocities in our history. If we’re right, he just killed over seven hundred thousand men and women. But no matter what he says or does, we will follow the Amnesty Conventions during this interview, do you understand me? No harm will come to that bastard until he is properly tried and sentenced to death in a public court.”

The young officer blinked. “I’m not for torturing prisoners, sir.” He appeared to hesitate for a moment. “That said, I admire your restraint.”

Keyes gave a bitter chuckle. “Save it. We’re not in there yet.”

The guard opened the door for them, and they filed in, with Keyes in the lead. Ochrim twitched when he saw them, his handcuffs rattling against the table where he sat.

The two Fleet officers did not join the Ixan in sitting, instead taking up positions on the other side of the table and regarding him in silence. Perhaps it was an effective tactic. But for his part, Keyes simply did not know what could possibly be said.

So Husher spoke first. “Did you do it?”

Ochrim’s nostrils contracted to tiny dots, which Keyes knew signaled discomfort. “I know there’s nothing I can say to improve your opinion of—”

“Did you do it? Did you sabotage those ships even as you pretended to protect them?”

The cuffs rattled again as Ochrim repositioned his scaly hands atop the table. “I installed a timer. For less than a week, the wormhole generators functioned properly, which lulled your Admirals into a false sense of security. But when the timer ran out, my virus went to work on every Fleet ship. Their generators will now produce only wormholes that destroy any organic matter passing through them. Not only that, but my virus destroyed the generators’ ability to be reprogrammed. They are locked in this way. To harness dark tech again, humanity would have to essentially reinvent it.”

Husher shook his head slowly. “How did you know how long to set the timer for? You had to be impossibly precise.”

The Ixan returned his gaze, but did not answer.

“Tell me!” Husher yelled, slamming the table with both palms. Ochrim didn’t flinch.

Keyes placed a restraining hand on Husher’s shoulder. “So you are working for the Ixa,” he said to Ochrim.

“I work for the galaxy, Captain.”

“Wait,” Husher said. “You’re telling us this was all for some ideal? You don’t like how we’ve used what you gave us, so you killed seven hundred thousand people—as what, as punishment? To think the media always portrayed you as such a saint. Such a savior.”

Ochrim slowly shook his head. “You misunderstand me. The Ixa will prosper because of what I’ve done. At the end of all this, the Ixa will straddle the galaxy, uncontested. Which I view as an unfortunate outcome, by the way.”

Keyes and Husher exchanged looks.

“I don’t get it,” Keyes said. “You’re saying you massacred innocent people to achieve an outcome you consider unfortunate.”

“It was the only way.”

“The only way for what?” Husher spat.

“For the galaxy to continue existing at all.”

“You sound like a lunatic.”

“This isn’t something you’re able to understand right now, but hear me: I have made the most ethical choice available to me. I made it decades ago, when I first gave humans dark tech. Even then, I knew what I would bring about this day.”

Husher planted both his hands on the table and leaned toward the alien until they were inches apart. “That sounds like a cop out to me. If we’re not capable of understanding something, it’s because you’re not giving us the information we need to understand it. But I don’t think there’s anything to get, other than the fact that you’re a monster.”

“You’re right, First Lieutenant—you are missing some information. You will receive it, but not today. For now, all I can say is this: the Prophecies are true. And whatever you do next will only be another step in fulfilling them.”

Chapter 46

The Chain of Command

 

Silence followed Admiral Carrow’s remark, and a coldness gripped Keyes’s stomach.

“Excuse me?” he said to the feed of Carrow’s face, displayed by a screen next to one that showed Fleet Admiral Dawson’s fleshy countenance. Around the conference table, the assembled Providence officers sat stiffly, avoiding eye contact with their captain.

“I said your career is over. The admirals called an emergency meeting and submitted their recommendation to a formal review board, who approved it. We need every ship we can get right now, so the Providence will remain active, but you are removed from duty effective immediately.”

“On what grounds?”

Carrow emitted a drawn-out sigh. Even over the micronet connection, which they were patching through from the Captain’s quarters, the admiral looked tired. “Do you need me to spell it out for you, Keyes? Your actions led to the death of seven hundred and twenty-one thousand and nineteen of our people.”

“That’s bullshit,” Husher said.

“I’m sorry, First Lieutenant, but your opinion doesn’t hold much weight these days. I’m not sure why you’re even present at this meeting.”

“You can’t try to lay this at Captain Keyes’s feet.” Husher shook his head. “How do you live with yourself? Ochrim did this. Ochrim, who everyone trusted. Not just us.”

Keyes silenced the first lieutenant with a gesture. “Who do you propose to replace me with?”

“I’m not proposing anything. Lieutenant Commander Bob Bronson will take your place as captain, effectively immediately.”

A silence swept the conference room. Keyes became conscious that his mouth was open.

He closed it, and spoke slowly: “Bob Bronson led a mutiny attempt.”

“Yes, after you led a witch hunt against him. A witch hunt conducted by you and a cohort of aliens. It has been judged that given your actions during your escapade down Pirate’s Path, a mutiny would have been the correct course of action for any member of the United Human Fleet.”

“Incredible,” Keyes said, his voice barely above a whisper. “You’re just another Darkstream stooge.”

“Excuse me?”

Husher got to his feet with such force his chair fell backward. He looked around at the other officers. “The captain’s right. This asshole’s bought and paid for. For all we know, all the admirals are.”

“You’re out of line, young man.” They were the Fleet Admiral’s first words of the meeting.

But Husher wasn’t talking to the admirals. “No one outside this room needs to know about them trying to remove Keyes. We don’t need to put the crew through a difficult decision, because they don’t have to know. As long as we all agree that Keyes is the best one at the helm of the Providence.”

“Wait a second. Think about this,” Keyes urged them. “What Husher’s proposing is out and out rebellion. You’ll be out of the Fleet. You might as well be pirates.”

“Keyes speaks sense,” Carrow said. “For once.”

Davies joined Husher in standing. “I’d rather be a pirate who serves humanity than a Fleet member serving a corporation. And I won’t follow Bronson. There’s no way.”

Arsenyev stood. “I’m in. We cut off contact with Command, and this conversation stays in this room.”

Lieutenant Hornwood was also present, since they couldn’t very well bring Fesky to a meeting with the admirals. Dutifully, he rose to his feet as well.

The only one sitting was acting XO Laudano.

“Laudano?” Husher said.

The XO shrugged. “Majority rules, I guess. Not that this is a democracy. Especially considering you’re keeping it from the crew.”

“That’s it, then. We’re doing this.” Husher strode over to the console connected to the twin screens and tapped it firmly. Both admirals winked out of sight.

Everyone was looking at Keyes again. Just as they’d done when they’d realized seven hundred thousand people were dead.

Deliberately, he joined them in standing. The acting XO regarded him with raised eyebrows for a moment, and then he stood, too.

“You’ve all made a very brazen choice,” Keyes said. “And now you’ll have to live with it. That will involve continuing to live with me as captain. I appreciate the faith you’ve placed in me. A little surprised by it, to be honest, considering some of my missteps. But if I am to remain captain of this ship—if we’re really entering into open rebellion against Command—I have three conditions.”

“We’re listening,” Husher said. Arsenyev and Davies nodded.

“First, we are a military vessel, and we will continue to comport ourselves as such. We will maintain the chain of command. We will remember our oath to serve humanity. Does anyone object to that?”

He made eye contact with all of them. No one spoke.

“Second, the remainder of the Fleet will no doubt engage the Wingers and Gok at the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate. We will aid them in that fight. We will help humanity retake this system. Does anyone object to that?”

They appeared less resolute than before, and Husher opened his mouth. Keyes waited for him to speak, but he said nothing, nor did any of the others.

“Very well. Third, we inform the crew of our decision to defy the admiralty. We offer them the choice to depart in escape pods or remain as conscientious objectors.”

“No,” Husher said. “We can’t risk that.”

“We must. I won’t lead men and women into open rebellion against their government and their superiors without their knowledge. If we sought to keep it from them, we would also have to deny them all updates and correspondence with the outside world, since that correspondence would contain news of our defection. I will not establish a totalitarian state aboard my ship. That’s not what she was built for. She was built to serve and protect humanity.”

Keyes waited for several seconds. They didn’t like it, that was clear, but they would accept it. And he doubted it would be the hardest thing he asked them to swallow, before this was all over.

“Dismissed.”

Chapter 47

Oh Two Hundred Hours

 

At oh two hundred hours, when the pair watching the brig were two men he could trust, Mario Laudano paid an unscheduled visit, exchanging nods with them as he walked past and down the long alley between the two rows of cells. Both guards had a long history of pissing off their officers, who typically responded with disciplinary action, culminating eventually in their getting consigned to the Providence. And Laudano had helped both men escape a court martial at one point or another.

The first cells held those who’d participated in the attempted mutiny, five to a cell, most of them asleep on thin-looking mattresses. Laudano didn’t want to know how they’d decided who got the bunk.

He sneered as he passed the Ixan’s cell, flipping him off, but Ochrim didn’t react. The scientist slumped against the wall at the back of his cell, dressed in shadow.

The Wingers put on more of a show.

“Tyrant!” one shouted.

“Fascist!”

Laudano saluted them in kind, snapping off his best, with a sarcastic flourish as his hand left his temple.

In the last cell on the right, removed from the other prisoners as much as the layout allowed, was Bob Bronson. Like the aliens, he remained awake.

“Laudano. I hear they gave you my old job.”

“It’s not your job anymore.”

“I know. That’s what I just said.”

“No—you don’t know. You’ve been promoted to captain.”

Bronson chuckled. “Did Keyes retire, then? Somehow I doubt he would have recommend me to succeed him.” The former XO leaned back, gently laying his head against the metal bulkhead. “Thanks for the late-night visit, Laudano. Your weird sense of humor is actually cheering me up.” 

“I mean it. I was at the meeting where the admirals ordered Keyes to give his command to you. And he refused. The Providence is in open rebellion right now.”

That gave Bronson pause. “How does the crew feel about that?”

“They put it to a vote, and it was unanimous in favor of keeping Keyes as captain.”

“Well that’s that then, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not. I voted for Keyes too, but that’s only because I could see which way the crew was leaning. I think Keyes is a disaster, and I know for a fact there are several who feel the same way as me, no matter how they voted.”

“What are you proposing? Another uprising, starting here at the brig? Maybe get the Wingers on board? It won’t work. If we still had the element of surprise, perhaps, but those damned Kaithe…forget it, Laudano. Keyes holds all the cards.”

“I don’t mean now. I’m saying we bide our time. I’ll keep playing my role, keeping an eye on things as they unfold. I mean, how long can the old man keep it together? Floating in hostile space, with the whole Fleet against him…and the moment things fall apart…”

“We step in to piece them back together.”

“Exactly.”

“I like it. Why don’t we keep in touch, Laudano? Maybe a little more discreetly than actually coming to visit me in person.”

“Let’s do that.” Laudano extended his hand through the bars of Bronson’s cell.

They shook.

Chapter 48

A New Golden Age

 

Tennyson Steele removed his thick, black-rimmed glasses with shaking hands, wiping them against his suit and frowning when they remained smudged. He repositioned them, tight against the bridge of his nose, as he liked them.

A sigh escaped as he stared at the board room’s heavy oaken doors. He still couldn’t find the strength to enter and face the Darkstream board of directors. He couldn’t seem to recover his old poise. Not since hearing about the hundreds of thousands of Fleet member deaths. Admirals, captains, commanders, lieutenants, enlisted men and women…all gone.

It makes no sense. Ochrim agreed to sacrificing just one ship. The Buchanan was the necessary price to buy Darkstream’s, and humanity’s, enduring prosperity.

Steele had taken every precaution. After Ochrim had done his part, the fruit of which Steele had inspected himself, the Ixan was consigned to months of isolation aboard his research station.

None of this makes sense. The legendary scientist’s betrayal couldn’t have been spontaneous, given its scale. Such things came only after long periods of planning. Yet Ochrim couldn’t have known the Providence would show up to give him a ride to Darkstream HQ. Nobody could have planned for that.

His vintage watch told him he was five minutes late, and he pushed through the doors, which elevated the directors’ conversation from a murmur to a frantic buzz. They felt just as much panic and outrage as he did—as the rest of humanity did. Remember that, Steele told himself.

When he gripped the back of his seat at the head of the long mahogany table, it took longer than normal for them to fall silent. In Darkstream, being CEO also meant being Chairman. The others were all powerful people, but if any of them proved a problem, he would send them to join Godfrey in hell.

He stood there without speaking until, one by one, the others fell silent. “Our Chief Science Officer has betrayed us,” he said at last. “He’s betrayed humanity. I can only assume he’s been working with the Wingers from the start. Those sky-rats have waited a long time for their day, their pirates harrying our vessels while their government disavowed any connection. Now they’ve forged an unholy alliance with the Gok, and with that treacherous Ixan’s help they stand a better chance of victory than ever.”

A fresh wave of anxiety flitted through the room, its passage marked by frowns and furrowed brows. This was just how he wanted them. The Darkstream board always came around to the correct course of action—they just needed to hear the justification for it properly framed, first.

“We’re in rough shape. The Wingers will no doubt appropriate or destroy the empty Fleet ships whose crews were vaporized. And wormhole generators can’t be relied upon anymore. But wormhole generation isn’t the only source of our might. Darkstream provides many other things that give humanity an edge over its rivals.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “Simulated gravity. Instantaneous communications across any distance. Ordnance propelled to devastating velocities by gravity fluctuations.

“Our Fleet is still superior, even halved, even pitted against those of both the Wingers and the Gok. But a strong humanity requires a strong Darkstream. To make sure the Fleet retains strategic dominance, an enormous war effort will be necessary to manufacture replacements for the lost ships. That means Darkstream technologies purchased by the government en masse. That means skyrocketing profits.” Steele looked around the room, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “It means a strong Darkstream.”

A thin, graying man named Stapleton raised a tremulous hand. “Is this the time to be thinking about profits?”

“This is exactly the time. Darkstream profits correlate directly with human prosperity. The better we do, the better humanity does. And so to think of anything else would be treachery, plain and simple.” Spreading his hands, Steele gradually increased his voice’s volume, its resonance. “It has always been this way. Remember Earth, whose atmosphere and ecosystems were discarded in the name of corporate might. Was that the time to think about profits? Yes, it was. On the back of that necessary sacrifice, private corporations brought us into the stars, where humanity accessed untold riches. Where we came to dominate an entire galaxy. Corporations are the immortal gods of humanity, my friends, and they must be appeased. When they are, great things happen. And now, a sacrifice must be made again.”

“Sacrifice?” said a woman to his right named Defleur.

“Yes. Sacrifice. This war can be won in two ways. We can go for the jugular, ending it as quickly as possible. But what will that accomplish? It will leave our enemy largely intact, poised to rebuild and mobilize again in a few years.”

“So what are you proposing?” Defleur asked.

“We take them colony by colony. Annex the entire Bastion sector from the Wingers. Take their industrial base and add it to our own. With that many resources, that much Ocharium, who could ever challenge us again?”

“It could take years.”

“And yet it would leave us dominant for centuries. Millennia, even. A prolonged war will propel company profits to unprecedented heights, positioning us to lead humanity into a new golden age.” Pulling back his chair, Steele settled his bulk into it at last. “The public goes to the ballot box next week. I propose we contact our favorite presidential candidate with the implication that our continued support will be contingent on conducting this war the way we want. We do not aim for peace. We aim for sustained aggression, aggression that will elevate us to an unassailable position. All in favor?”

A chorus of ayes answered, and Steele felt a smile creep across his face.

Chapter 49

Flying Monkeys

 

“The enemy’s giving our ships a hard time at the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate, Captain. They’re using it as a choke point, pummeling anything that comes through. One Fleet ship has gone down already.”

Keyes looked up from his console, which displayed the report he’d ordered on the readiness status of all available weapons. According to Engineering, everything looked good.

“How have the enemy fleets adjusted their postures since we reentered the system from Pirate’s Path?” he asked.

“Barely at all, sir. A handful of ships are arrayed to confront us, but they don’t seem to consider us much of a threat.”

“Let’s correct that notion. Helm, bring the engines to full power along the intercept course you received from Nav. Tactical, calculate a firing solution for each target deployed against us, forty rounds per target. I want to take advantage of our acceleration to speed our railguns’ ordnance even further. On top of that, the Ocharium boost should take them up to almost relativistic velocities.”

 “I like it,” Arsenyev said, and Keyes permitted the personal input. He liked it, too.

“Stand ready to discharge the primary laser the moment we’re in range,” he said. “Aim for any target we miss with our initial volley. If we succeed in neutralizing them all, which I don’t expect, then pick the nearest available target.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Helm, begin deceleration as soon as the ordnance is away. Nav, collaborate with Tactical to determine the optimal window for firing railguns. I want a timing that will allow for meaningful ordnance acceleration while giving us room to decelerate and engage.”

“Aye, sir.”

At full engine burn, it would take them just over two hours to cross the distance between the two darkgates. The CIC crew barely spoke, each intent on their stations, checking and double-checking their calculations to ensure the coming engagement went as smoothly as it could.

Despite Keyes’s impulsiveness, he’d trained his crew to exercise prudence in everything they did. Even with the most brazen plans, a category to which this one definitely belonged, it paid to handle everything with care.

Keyes had rotated in his best officers to form the CIC crew during the coming battle, even if that meant extending some of their shifts. So far everyone appeared alert and ready, but if anyone showed signs of fatigue, Doctor Brusse stood by to administer stims. It wasn’t something Keyes normally condoned, but he’d decided to make an exception for singlehandedly taking on the entire Gok and Winger fleets.

“Arsenyev, do you have our railgun timing?”

The Tactical officer nodded. “Thirty-one thousand kilometers out looks optimal, Captain.”

“Very good.” He left the CIC for a coffee from the wardroom. Hopefully it’s the only stimulant I’ll need today.

He found the wardroom empty except for Husher, who sat as far from the door as possible, intent on his com.

“Shouldn’t you be getting briefed by Fesky?” Keyes said as he dumped a coffee packet into a mug of water. The reaction began instantly, and he grabbed a packet of wafers to munch on while he waited. They were tasteless other than a little salt, but eating always helped to calm him.

“That’s not for another hour. The CIC’s responsible for the opening act, aren’t you?”

Keyes nodded, but he didn’t allow himself to smile. He still wasn’t sure where he stood with Husher, or what his policy should be when it came to dealing with him. Cracking open the pack of wafers, he took his bubbling coffee to a seat across from the young officer.

“I’ve been in a bit of a daze ever since watching those people die,” he said.

Their eyes met. “I think we all have, sir,” Husher replied. His face was smooth and hairless, as it had been ever since his involuntary separation. Maybe Keyes had done some good there, after all.

“I still find it hard to fathom. Seven hundred thousand people, just gone, their ships floating derelicts.” Keyes cleared his throat. “I bring it up because it’s made me forget to thank you.”

Husher’s blond eyebrows met. “Thank me?”

“For standing up to the admiralty and inspiring the others to rebel against them. That’s not to say I think it was a sensible move. But it demonstrated a faith in me that, frankly, I wasn’t sure you possessed.”

Husher took a few moments to respond. “I didn’t know I did either, actually. Not until that moment.”

“I see.”

“As for sensibleness, I lost all of that when they robbed me of my command for doing the right thing. I don’t care about my career anymore, Captain. If following my principles means getting dishonorably discharged or arrested or killed, then I’d prefer those to the alternative, to be honest.”

“Fair enough.” Keyes lifted his warmed coffee to his lips, using it to gesture at Husher’s com just before sipping from it. “What are you looking at?” The lukewarm liquid hit his tongue, which always caused him to grimace at first. Those self-heating powders never grew hot enough for his liking.

 Husher turned the com to face him, showing an Ixan wearing the scarlet robes of a Priest of Ardent.

“The Prophecies.”

“Yes.”

Keyes sighed. “Don’t tell me that bastard Ochrim got to you.”

“Well, between him and Fesky…” Husher sniffed. “The Prophecies don’t just predict humanity’s downfall. They say the Ixa will save the galaxy from us, by defeating us. And Ochrim said he’s working for the galaxy.”

“The Ixa aren’t saviors of anything. Besides, they aren’t even here. We’re fighting Gok and Wingers, not Ixa.”

“Ochrim’s here. It’s fair to say he’s had a pretty big impact on this war already, don’t you think? Maybe they’re just getting warmed up.”

“Regardless, I can’t build our strategy around tea leaves and interpretations of prophecy.”

“Ochrim said whatever we do next, we’ll end up fulfilling the Prophecies. I think we need to start taking them more seriously, Captain. They appear to have predicted those people dying, too.”

That made Keyes take a deep breath. He squeezed his eyes shut, following up with a prolonged swig of coffee and wishing it contained brandy. “All right. Recite me the God damned verse.”

“At a word from the disruptor, a flock of flying monkeys is cleft in twain. The juggernaut moves to answer, dust in her master’s eyes, ash in his mouth. The silencer’s son keeps pace, and inside him wait the impossible tears he will shed.”

“Silencer could refer to the Ixan ship we encountered.”

“That would be pretty on the nose. What do you think it means for the juggernaut’s master to have dust in his eyes? And ash in his mouth?”

Keyes got to his feet. “If you’re suggesting that refers to me, then I’ll save you the trouble of deciphering it by telling you what I intend to do. I intend to show the Wingers what happens when they decide to align themselves with the Ixa’s favorite ally. I plan to demonstrate that this was not the correct way to make their displeasure with our policies known.”

“And how will you do that?”

“By defeating them.” Keyes marched out of the wardroom, leaving his cold coffee on the table half-drunk.

Chapter 50

The Wrong Question

 

“Report,” he barked as he strode for the Captain’s chair.

“The situation hasn’t changed much, sir,” the sensor operator said. “They’re still keeping the Fleet at bay near the darkgate. And the enemy still isn’t taking us very seriously.”

“That’s about to change. Tactical, how’s our salvo looking?”

Arsenyev studied her console as she spoke. “Our targets haven’t moved much, and my firing solutions have needed only minimal adjustment. We’re on track to start firing in eleven minutes.”

“If we’re lucky, they’ll continue sitting around.” With the rounds traveling at such high speeds, their targets’ reaction time would be whittled down to almost nothing. Neither the Gok nor the Wingers had experience fighting against Ocharium-boosted ordnance, given it had been developed since the First Galactic War. Keyes considered this an excellent way to introduce them to the concept.

“Rounds away, sir.”

“Very good. Time to impact?”

“Seventeen minutes.”

Keyes tapped his fingers against his chair’s armrest, part of him wishing he’d brought his coffee along to finish. Of course, another part of him would never have allowed himself to do that. He didn’t like his CIC treated like a food court, and it would be the height of hypocrisy to do so himself.

“Impact in two minutes,” the sensor operator said.

“Bring up a magnified visual of the targets, full viewscreen.”

Werner did so.

When the rounds hit, the CIC burst into cheering. All five targets had exploded in brief flashes of light. Keyes allowed them to celebrate their victory, though he couldn’t quiet the voice that whispered inside his head: you just killed three ships’ worth of Fesky’s people. Fesky wouldn’t fault him for that, but it bothered him all the same. The two Gok ships, he cared less for.

“Coms, patch me through to shipwide.”

“It’s done, sir.”

“All crew, brace for deceleration.” He gestured at the Coms officer to end the transmission and buckled himself into his seat. “Everyone strap in. Helm, begin deceleration burn.”

“Yes, sir.”

The arrested momentum threw Keyes forward, the straps digging into his torso. It took the Majorana matrix in the Providence’s deck a few seconds to recalibrate with the Ocharium nanites threaded through their uniforms and bodies, restoring ‘normal’ gravity.

I’m just glad no one puked. Bodily fluids contained no Ocharium, so they tended to float until someone found time to vacuum them out of the air. Or until they collided with someone’s face.

“Sir,” Arsenyev said, “I’m exploring new targets for our primary laser, and I have a Gok frigate and a Roostship at comparable ranges. Which species do we dislike more?”

Keyes paused in the middle of unstrapping himself from the Captain’s chair, then he let the strap go, causing it to recoil into his seat at speed.

We dislike the Gok more.

That was the answer to Arsenyev’s question. But she’d asked the wrong one. The right question was which ship poses the biggest threat to us as we pass?

“Target the Roostship, Chief Warrant Officer.”

“Yes, sir.”

It took them seven more minutes to draw near enough to fire their primary with a  reasonable chance of success. Waiting any longer would involve an unacceptable level of risk, since taking a direct hit with their main capacitor fully charged could prove catastrophic.

“Firing primary!” Arsenyev yelled, and Keyes watched as the Roostship’s aft boiled away into space. “We’ve taken out their mains, Captain. Will I follow up with Banshees?”

Keyes considered. Unlike the Providence, Roostships only had two main engine nacelles, in the aft. Their Talons had more maneuverability than everything in space other than Condors, but not so the Roostships, which depended on the fighters to cover their blind spots.

“Negative,” he answered. Even though the Wingers were allied with the Gok, he couldn’t be sure they even knew anything about how those hundreds of thousands of people had died. He would not behave as ruthlessly as the Ixan had, and anyway, he expected the Roostship’s captain would limp her away from the fighting, vulnerable as she was without her mains. Hopefully his act of mercy would end up meaning something.

“We’ll soon be amidst the main body of the combined enemy fleet, Captain,” the sensor operator said.

Keyes nodded. “Coms, get me a status report from Fesky. Make sure her Condor pilots are combat-ready.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Your orders, Captain, as we progress through the enemy?” Arsenyev gripped the sides of her console without seeming to realize she was doing it. She wasn’t the only one showing signs of stress. Throughout the CIC, his officers fidgeted, stared hard at their consoles, bit their lips, or exhibited other nervous habits.

Keyes realized his foot was tapping on the deck, and he stilled it.

“Our course has us moving past them at speed and then braking hard beyond the darkgate, at a remove that should give us space to regroup,” he said. “Ready point defense turrets to deal with any incoming missiles or kinetic impactors. For the most part, we’ll be moving too fast for them to train lasers on us for any length of time. It’s as we come around that we really need to start worrying. I want Condors launched the instant we pass the darkgate. Following that, we brake hard and return to back them up, flying against the darkgate’s orbital trajectory, as well as that of the enemy fleets. This is an all-out assault to knock the Wingers and Gok back on their heels and give Fleet the time to establish a meaningful presence in the Larkspur system.”

Werner leaned forward, staring wide-eyed at his console. “Sir, they’ve taken notice of our success. Several Roostships are coming about to train their weapons on us. I have three Gok ships tracking us as well.”

“Damn it.” So many. They’re bound to hit us with something, now. He clawed at his straps once more. “Everyone, secure yourselves again. Coms, put me through to shipwide.”

“Done, sir.”

“All crew brace again for impact.”

Seconds later, the first barrage came—a coordinated volley from eight ships simultaneously, mostly kinetic weapons, though Keyes saw from his console’s tactical readout that one Gok ship was firing its laser. None of the kinetic shots missed. The Providence’s turrets dealt with most of it, but several rounds got through. The ship shook, and even gripped tightly by his straps, Keyes felt tossed about like a rag doll.

“Werner, get me a damage report!”

“Yes, sir. Hull breaches on the starboard side, Decks Nine and Ten, Sections Seventeen, Eighteen, and Nineteen. We lost some of the active sensors on our port side, and over there Decks Two through Six are open to space between Sections Thirty-Five and Forty-Three. So far, I’m only seeing two injured in terms of casualties, sir.”

At least there’s that. “Mobilize damage control teams immediately, and tell them to stay alert for more impacts. Have the hatches been sealed in those sections?”

“Yes, sir.”

Keyes twisted to face his Tactical officer. “Arsenyev, how in blazes did they achieve that level of accuracy? There wasn’t nearly enough time for them to calculate reliable firing solutions that took into account our speed and trajectory. They should have been firing almost blind.”

Arsenyev took a shuddering breath. “I expect they were less distracted than we assumed, Captain. They were likely tracking our progress all along, with firing solutions ready should we break through the first five ships arrayed to confront us.”

He made two fists with his hands, and he repressed the urge to pound on his armrests. I underestimated them. It had been decades since either the Gok or the Winger militaries had seen real combat, while the Providence had been fighting insurgents pretty much since the First Galactic War.

But the Wingers were intelligent, and no doubt it had been their idea to feign a lack of concern over the Providence’s approach. I know they’re smart, and I should have accounted for it.

Keyes ran a hand over his short hair, drawing a deep breath. Berating himself endlessly wouldn’t accomplish anything, either. This was the time for decisive action, and he was taking it. A leader who’s afraid to be wrong is useless.

“How are the other enemy ships reacting to our passage?”

“A few of them are trying lasers, with predictably negligible effect. Most of them seem genuinely focused on the darkgate. Which we’re nearing fast, Captain.”

He nodded, forcing his fingers to uncurl. “Prepare to launch Condors.”

Chapter 51

Into the Fray

 

Fesky drove her foot into the left leg of her g-suit with more force than necessary.

I should have started the briefing earlier. 

Even with a battle looming, one that could conceivably see every one of them blown out of the sky, her stupid human subordinates had wasted time criticizing her strategies—as though they knew better than she did—or ridiculing the terminology she used.

She stomped to settle her foot into the attached boot, which always made her talons feel crowded and cramped. Her pilots were already distributed across several flight decks, possibly waiting in their Condors already. She’d had to stay behind to answer questions for the slower pilots, and before she knew it she’d been the last one left in the ready room.

Late. I’m late.

They loved to make fun of her tendency to call squadrons “flocks,” a word ingrained in her since her days as a Talon pilot during the First Galactic War. Fesky tried so hard to remember to use Fleet terms, but she couldn’t help getting excited when discussing tactics and formations. It emptied her mind of all other considerations.

Getting lost in battle planning reminded her of the old days, trading barbs with her roostmates, flying laps around the ship’s skyway. The humans wouldn’t let her have that, though. Where they saw joy, they had to stamp it out. That was just what they did. As a species.

“You are frustrated.”

Fesky’s head whipped toward the door to see Ek standing there.

“Honored One.” She started trembling immediately. Ever since Keyes had addressed Ek with those awful slurs, Fesky had avoided her, so embarrassed she was that the Fin had suffered such disrespect at the hands of Fesky’s captain. An apology had come, eventually, but it fell far short of adequate. “I have failed you.”

“You have failed me? How?”

“I…I should have come to you. Made sure you were being treated well.”

“I can look after myself, Fesky. I have survived among aliens for four years, and I am well acquainted with human impulsiveness.” Ek crossed the locker room and cupped Fesky’s cheek with a hand that brushed against her beak.

“H-Honored One, I—I must go—”

“You skydwellers always act with such gratitude toward us. You pay us such homage. Rarely the reverse. It is true that our species have benefited each other immensely, but our current relationship was not inevitable. You might have terminated us.”

Fesky jerked away from Ek’s hand in shock. The notion the Fin had raised manifested as physical pain in Fesky’s breast. She felt she might cry, which was not a productive mindset minutes before a major battle. “Don’t speak of such things!”

Ek stepped forward once more, replacing her hand. “Be calm. My touch is not sacred, and you should not fear it. The Fins are not sacred. Yet your kind has an unhealthy level of adulation for us. Adulation that Fins have not done enough to discourage, I fear.”

“That’s not true.” But Fesky didn’t pull away this time.

“No other intelligent species ever bothered sharing a planet with anyone, Fesky. Not for long. Instead, they used every available advantage to exterminate their evolutionary competition. The humans slaughtered their Neanderthal cousins. The Gok smashed the Treyans. And so on. But not you.”

“We recognized your gifts.”

“Not at first. You couldn’t even speak our language, at first. And you certainly had advantages. You literally held the high ground. You could have ended us in a hundred different ways. But you didn’t. It is we that should shower you with gifts, respect, and gratitude.”

Fesky still wanted to protest, but she didn’t. Instead, she covered Fin’s hand with her talons and pressed it closer to her face. She took a deep breath and let it out in a long, ragged sigh.

“The humans upset you,” Ek said. “But give them time. And please, do not take your reckless pride with you onto the battlefield today.”

“Okay,” Fesky said.

“When you return, I would talk with you. More often. As equals.”

“I’ll try.”

“Thank you, Fesky.”

“Thank you…Ek.”

Ek smiled.

Chapter 52

The Battle of Larkspur-Caprice

 

“Fesky, are you there, God damn it?” Senior Airman Bradley transmitted for the fourth time, his exasperation coming in loud and clear.

Other than their CAG, every Condor pilot on the Providence was waiting in a fighter on one of six different flight decks.

Two EW squadrons of twelve and four strike fighter squadrons of sixteen. They were distributed across so many flight decks to allow for a simultaneous launch with minimal hiccups.

Husher performed his checks for what felt like the millionth time since he’d climbed into his Condor. Nav computer: set. Tactical sensors: up. Interior lights: on. Pressure suit: okay. Fuel tanks: full. Loose articles: stowed. Hatch: locked. Oxygen valve: on. Oxygen levels…fine, but slowly being wasted while waiting for our CAG.

With so many enemy craft confronting them, he expected to rely heavily on his onboard AI to assist with trajectory and firing solution calculations. He still remembered the video he’d seen on the micronet, of Keyes getting grilled by an interviewer about why he refused to allow fully automated fighters on his ship.

“It brings too much distance into warfare,” the captain had said. “Too great a remove between the person unleashing the weapon and the weapon’s target. Turns killing into too much of a video game.”

No one else in the military spoke to the public that way. It wasn’t hard to see why they loved Keyes so much. And why Fleet Command hates him.

Bradley spoke again. “Fesky, for Christ’s—”

“I’m here! I’m here. Shut up, I’m here.”

“Finally. Captain wants us to launch in less than two minutes.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“Good.” Bradley sniffed, which he chose to leave his transponder on for. Bradley’s callsign was Meteor—he’d made out a lot better than most, in that department. “I still can’t see why we aren’t striking together with the Providence. Seems like that’s the way to maximize our force potential, not launching to fight on our own until Keyes comes about.”

Fesky’s response came swiftly: “How many times do I have to break this down for you, you idiot? This is how we maximize our force potential—by launching from a moving ship as she passes by the darkgate, because the enemy isn’t likely to expect that.”

“The element of surprise won’t matter if we’re getting blasted all at once by overwhelming numbers of ships. Where’d you learn your tactics, Fesky? A henhouse?”

Husher winced, but Fesky didn’t seem fazed by the comment. “You need to spend some time studying the capabilities of the fighter you pilot,” she said. “My species didn’t even build them, but the first thing I learned was that yes, Condors can provide close air support, but that’s not where their strengths lie. These ships were designed with unrivaled agility in mind, so we can go where other ships can’t, to suppress or destroy enemy air defenses. Not hug a carrier and pray we don’t get shot down.”

“Listen to me, you filthy—”

Husher thumbed his transponder. “That’s enough out of you, Meteor. Show our CAG any more disrespect and I’ll personally write you up. We have our orders, Madcap. Thank you for clarifying them.”

Several seconds of radio silence followed. Then, Fesky: “Acknowledged, First Lieutenant.” She sounded grateful. “All pilots stand by for launch in thirty seconds.”

Every Condor sat on a catapult propelled by four linear motors and equipped with sensors that calculated each fighter’s mass and weight distribution. During launch, the motors created magnetic waves to give each jet a customized shove into the sky.

Fesky started counting down from ten, and when she reached one Husher’s catapult threw his Condor toward the stars that were visible through the end of the flight deck. His stomach rose and fell—a sensation he always enjoyed.

Fifteen other ships leapt into the air too, in formation with his.

Husher led his squadron. The other three strike fighter squadrons lit up on his tactical display, as well as the EW squadrons, who would hang back and try to pick up on enemy transmissions, unless they encountered Talons.

Roostships operated more or less independently from each other, and it was unlikely the Gok ships would put much effort into coordinating with their allies, so Fesky had decided it was pointless to try to disrupt communications between the larger vessels.

Behind them, the Providence sped away into the distance.

“I’m seeing six viable near-range targets,” Fesky said. “Two Gok missile cruisers, three Gok destroyers, and a Roostship. I want a squadron each on the cruisers—they’re the ones taking out Fleet ships as they come through. Spank and Meteor, you each get one of those. Your mission is to neutralize them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Husher said, switching to a squadron-only channel. “All right, Haymakers, you heard the CAG. Let’s take down that cruiser. We can’t go for the jugular right away—their point defense turrets won’t allow it. So our first objective is to cut down on the number of those we have to contend with.”

“We talking guided munitions, Spank?”

The eagerness in Airman Gaston’s voice bubbled through the speakers. By Husher’s reckoning, Gaston was the most talented pilot in his squadron. Which is why he’ll be with me.

“You got it, Voodoo. I want everyone in fluid-two formation, following your preassigned pairs. Maintain maximum range between your Condor and the target, but keep track of your partner pairs, like we drilled, and be ready to form up into finger-four if we encounter enemy fighters.”

As his Haymakers darted forward to envelop the enemy missile cruiser, Husher kept an eye on his display to make sure they followed his command to keep their distance. He smiled when he saw they were following orders flawlessly.

Fleet Command may dump its undesirables on the Providence, but just look at the shape Keyes whips them into.

His heart thrumming in his chest, Husher engaged gyros to nudge his exhaust toward the Gok ship. Then he performed an engine burn that put his Condor on a course parallel to the hull of the cruiser. That done, he spun his fighter along her short axis until his dorsal weapons pointed at the enemy. Behind him, Voodoo followed his lead.

“Let’s light it up,” Husher said, and they both fired guided Sidewinders at separate targets. Seconds later, two point defense turrets disintegrated in explosions quickly quenched by space.

“Nice!”

The next set of turrets swung around to face them. “Accelerate along this vector, now!” Husher yelled.

As they both engaged their engines, the turrets fired, and Husher’s display told him they’d nearly been hit. “Let’s leave celebrating till after the battle, okay? Keep a cool head, Voodoo.”

“Sorry, Spank.”

They took out another pair of turrets without incident, and then another. The other fluid-two pairs were enjoying similar success. Husher moved his thumb to his transponder, about to give the order to form up as a squadron, for an alpha strike on the cruiser. Then Fesky’s voice cut through his thoughts:

“Spank, that cruiser needed to be destroyed two minutes ago. You have Roostships closing in on you, fast.”

He stared at his tactical display in disbelief. “Do we have any reinforcements coming through that darkgate?”

“Not yet.”

Chapter 53

Four to One

 

“The Providence will be back, soon,” Fesky told him. “Hang in there, Husher. We need to keep them busy long enough for the Fleet to come through. I’m sending you half an EW squadron.”

“Roger that, Madcap.” If the Fleet even realizes it has a chance to come through. They may have given up trying. He squashed the thought.

Taking a breath, he switched back to the squadron-only channel. “All right, Haymakers, we’re about to have lots of company. We’ve got two Roostships approaching from two different vectors.”

A chorus of curses greeted the news.

“No complaining. I want finger-four formations. We’ll soon have jamming capability, too. Fesky’s sending us half a squadron of EW Condors.”

They’d named his own finger-four formation Red Flight, and Husher was Flight Leader. As Element Leader, Voodoo fell back to his position behind and slightly to Husher’s right, and their wingmen fell in to either side.

Not a moment too soon. On his tactical display, the Roostships each belched out two squadrons before moving off in Fesky’s direction. Shit. They’ve got us four to one.

“Let’s take the initiative,” he said. “If they sandwich us between that cruiser, we’re done. So let’s go meet them.”

His squadmates responded without hesitation, with Red Flight going head-to-head with an entire Talon squadron flying in what looked like a modified wall formation.

That brought a quiet chuckle to Husher’s lips. “Okay, Red Flight, let’s make for the bottom edge of that formation at a rate of five Gs.” He transmitted a marker that would show the others where he wanted them to end up. If they arrived before the Wingers could respond, they’d only have to deal with four Talons instead of sixteen. The other twelve would have to shoot through their own fighters to hit Red Flight.

The pressure on his body mounted as the force of his thrust grew. “Be ready to point your Condors back the way we came and do an engine burn on my mark.” he said, trying to keep the exertion out of his voice. “And keep your blood flowing, people. Get your legs and abs into it.”

As they drew closer to the enemy, the top row of Talons peeled away from the formation, outpacing the others and orienting themselves downward to confront Red Flight.

“They’re adjusting, Spank.”

God damn it. They were baiting us. 

“Do we abort?” Voodoo asked.

Husher quickly fed his computer some figures. “Do you fighter jocks think you can handle nine Gs?”

“I’m game.”

“Thought you might say that, Voodoo. How about you, Shrubs? EZ?”

“Let’s do it,” Shrubs said, her voice even.

“Uh…”

“I need an answer, EZ, In or out? If you can’t do it, say so now.”

“I’m in.”

“Good. On my mark, form up in battle spread formation and fire at their bottom row. Right after that, we swing around and do a burn with full Ocharium boost, along a vector I’ll feed to your computers. Should bring us in line with their formation again. Then we’ll go to work.”

He waited till the second row of Talons was almost in line with the first. “Form up!” Gaston came in line with Husher’s Condor, with their wingmen lining up on either side. “Fire!” In sync, all four Condors peppered their Talon counterparts with kinetic impactors. “Rotate and burn, now! Now!”

Husher’s Condor swung around its short axis once again, and he told her to divert all available power to the engine, complete with a maxed-out Ocharium assist.

The pressure that resulted was like nothing he’d experienced outside of a centrifuge at the highest setting. Thrusting against his already considerable acceleration made it feel like a giant was trying to squash him against a wall. He worked his legs and stomach muscles like never before, determined to remain conscious for the risky gambit he’d assigned his Flight to carry out.

Just before they completed the maneuver, EZ’s Condor fell out of formation, drifting toward the enemy along a course that would expose his Condor to all sixteen Talons.

“EZ!” Husher yelled. “EZ, come in!”

“I think he passed out, Spank,” Voodoo said. “We have to follow through—that’s his best chance of making it, now.”

“God damn it.” The Condors came to a rest at last, their Ocharium-assisted engine burn canceling out their initial momentum. “Swing around, aim at the Talon opposite you, and fire. I’ll handle the other two facing us.”

Their maneuver succeeded in catching the Wingers off-guard, and Red Flight achieved its original aim of minimizing how many Talons had a viable firing solution on them. But EZ continued to drift, and Husher wasn’t sure they could do damage quickly enough to save him.

He opened fire on his two targets, who were just coming around to face them after completing their own reorienting maneuver. His impactors tore the first Talon apart, but the second managed to get off a few shots.

Luckily, neither Husher nor the Wingers had time to enlist their computers to provide targeting assistance. And Husher turned out to be the better shot. He aimed for the Talon’s gyroscopes, with the aim of throwing them out of alignment, sending them spinning into their enclosures so that they exploded into shards and hopefully punctured fuel tanks.

It worked. The Talon blew up.

Voodoo and Shrubs neutralized their targets, too. Now Red Flight had taken out the first rank of Talons, but EZ was still in trouble. “Let’s spin right ninety degrees and reorient ourselves to fire through the gaps of the Talons we just took out. Move. Move.”

His flightmates responded without delay, but it was too late. The still-active Talons at the back aimed their weapons at EZ’s Condor and fired. It didn’t explode, but Husher’s heads-up readout showed him EZ’s vitals flatlining. One of the Wingers’ impactors had hit him.

They could only continue to fire on the enemy, relying on the row of inactive enemy fighters for protection. The rest of the enemy squadron was responding quickly, though, with the rear two ranks splitting apart to come around and fire on Husher and his two remaining wingmen.

A glance at his tactical display told him worse news. The rest of his Haymakers were faring even worse than Red Flight. Yellow Flight had been obliterated, with the Wingers who’d done the job now converging on Blue Flight to outnumber them eight-to-one.

“Fesky, what happened to those EW fighters?”

But this time, Fesky didn’t answer.

Chapter 54

Rain Hellfire

 

The Providence returned to find its fleet of Condors crumbling.

Keyes knew his distress showed in his white-knuckle grip on his chair, and in the way he leaned forward as he scrutinized the tactical display. He also knew he should try to put on a better face for his CIC crew. But he couldn’t help it. My people are dying out there. Why did the Fleet stop attempting to enter Larkspur?

“Coms, any success raising Admiral Carrow through the micronet?”

“No, Captain. Excalibur is still refusing our attempts to communicate.”

“Damn it,” Keyes hissed, and a couple of his officers shifted uncomfortably. This is the worst possible luck.

Ensign Werner cleared his throat. “Sir, First Lieutenant Husher’s squadron is hard-pressed, but they did manage to neutralize most of the point defense turrets on that Gok missile cruiser.”

Arsenyev nodded. “He’s right. It’s vulnerable. A couple of Banshees fired at their port side would likely take it out.”

“At least there’s some good news, then,” Keyes said. “Program a pair of Banshees with a course that avoids the cruiser’s starboard side.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Actually, delegate that task to Nav. Chief Warrant Officer Arsenyev, I want you to analyze the battle and determine which squadron needs our help the most. Ensign Werner, split the viewscreen into six sections and show one of the targets Fesky’s indicated on each.”

The tactical readout vanished from the CIC’s main viewscreen, replaced by six enemy ships, four of them beset by Providence fighters. Seconds after they appeared on the screen, Senior Airman Bradley’s squadron formed up for an alpha strike on the other Gok missile cruiser. It exploded.

Cheers erupted inside the CIC, but Keyes held up his hand for quiet. “It’s way too early to celebrate,” he said. “Coms, patch me through to Senior Airman Bradley’s Condor.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Bradley here.”

“Senior Airman, this is Captain Keyes. I want you and your squadmates to back up First Lieutenant Husher’s squadron.”

“Right away, sir. Bradley out.”

Keyes pried his fingers from the chair’s armrests. “Tactical, how’s that analysis coming?”

“Fesky’s divided two of her strike fighter squadrons into four halves. Three of those are fighting a Gok destroyer each, with varying success. But Fesky and the Condors with her are facing down six squadrons from three different Roostships. She has one of our EW squadrons backing her up, but she’s already lost two pilots.”

“Do we have an opening to fire kinetic impactors at this range?”

Arsenyev frowned. “Doesn’t look like it, sir. The enemy Talons are swarming our Condors, and there’s too great a chance of hitting one of our own. We need to get closer.”

“Then let’s—”

His Tactical officer’s eyes went wide. “Sir, they got Fesky.”

He felt pricks of pain across both his palms. Looking down, he saw that he’d clenched his fists so tightly his neatly-trimmed nails were digging into his skin. His eyes itched, and he drew in a deep breath, then another.

“I need you to be more specific, Chief Warrant Officer. Define ‘got.’ Do we have a read on her vitals?”

Arsenyev squinted at her console’s readout. “Looks like they’re still up, sir. They destroyed her Condor, but she must have seen it coming and ejected right before.”

A sigh of relief escaped Keyes’s lips. “Coms, patch me through to her suit radio.”

“Yes, sir. She’s on.”

“Fesky, how are you holding up?”

“I’ve been better, Captain. They’re eating us alive out here.”

“I noticed that.”

Arsenyev interjected. “Two more Condors from Fesky’s squadron went down, sir.”

“Order that EW squadron out of there. We’re coming toward you, Fesky, guns blazing. Do us a favor and light up your transponder with your coordinates so we don’t hit you.”

“I can do that.”

“Thanks. Ensign Werner, search for any other ejected pilots and tell them to do the same.”

“Aye, sir.”

Fesky saved my life, once. It’s about time I returned the favor.

“Set a course for that swarm of Talons, Nav. Tactical, rain hellfire on them.”

Chapter 55

The Galaxy Is Watching

 

Both Senator Sandy Bernard and Corporal Trish Simpson sat in tense silence as they watched the Larkspur-Caprice darkgate on the shuttle’s viewscreen.

Days ago, they’d managed to slip in unnoticed to hide among the mass of Fleet ships mustered at the Vermillion shipyards. And when the majority of those ships started making for the darkgate into the Larkspur system, Simpson had managed to fly their shuttle under the belly of a Fleet destroyer, keeping pace with it the entire way.

And now they were here. Waiting. Parked in heliocentric orbit, trailing after the darkgate.

“I don’t get it,” Bernard said. “Why did they stop going through?”

“They must be running into trouble on the other side. If I were to guess, the enemy is probably arrayed around the darkgate, waiting for our ships to emerge, one-by-one. You couldn’t ask for a better choke point.”

“Which isn’t a situation we ever expected to face, before the dark tech failed.”

Simpson’s silence was answer enough.

Bernard had come to hate it, living aboard the shuttle. Bathing with the limited supply of cold water, sleeping in their seats. Dealing with an increasingly cranky Corporal Simpson. “We only have a week’s worth of fuel left. The food will run out shortly after that.”

“I’m well aware. It’s why I’ve been saying it’s time to let Fleet know we’re here.”

“No. It’s time to take action.”

Simpson twisted in the pilot’s seat, brow furrowed as she studied Bernard’s face. “What do you have in mind?”

“The destroyer we’re under is close enough to the darkgate. We can make for it without being apprehended.”

“That’s insane. If Fleet doesn’t shoot us down, the enemy will.”

“Fleet won’t fire on us if they know a senator is aboard. And I can’t believe the Wingers would destroy an unarmed shuttle.”

“We’re not unarmed. I told you, we have—”

“A few small guns, yes. I remember. Against Roostships filled with Talons, we might as well be unarmed.” Bernard stared at the viewscreen, her eyes locked on the darkgate, with its mismatched stars.

Simpson’s shoulders rose as she inhaled audibly, then exhaled through her teeth. “Ma’am, have you considered that Fleet might want you dead? If you’re right about something fishy going on…I mean, they told you to visit the Wingers aboard the Buchanan, right? Maybe they’ll shoot us down after all.”

“I’m confident the entire Fleet doesn’t wish for my death. In fact, I got quite a few of their votes during the primaries—many Fleet members liked my anti-war stance, believe it or not. If anyone wants me dead, it’s just one faction within the Fleet, and they won’t kill me with the entire galaxy watching.”

“Still. I don’t like this plan.”

“Neither do I. But I don’t see any other option. We have a duty to try to end this war, Corporal.”

“Are you ordering me to fly for that darkgate, ma’am?”

“Are you agreeing to follow my orders?”

“I guess so.”

“Then I am ordering you to do it, Corporal.”

“All right.” Wearing a resigned expression, Simpson gunned the shuttle’s engines.

Chapter 56

Gone Rogue

 

Admiral Carrow squinted at the main tactical display from where he sat in the Captain’s chair in the CIC of the Excalibur. “What’s that blip heading toward the darkgate?”

His sensor operator blinked. “Uh…” She tapped a few buttons on her console’s display. “It appears to be a combat shuttle. I’m running its engine profile against the Fleet database.” Her eyes grew in size. “She’s from the Buchanan, sir.”

For a moment his throat constricted, and he couldn’t speak. Massaging his neck, he finally managed to deliver his next order: “Put me in touch with whoever’s piloting it.”

“You’re patched through, sir. They’re accepting audio contact but have denied our request for visual.”

Carrow leaned forward—a bad habit, and an unnecessary one, though he knew he wasn’t the only one who did it. If he remembered correctly, Keyes himself had the same tendency. “This is Admiral Carrow in command of flagship Excalibur. Identify yourself and state your intentions immediately.”

“Admiral, this is Corporal Trish Simpson. I have Senator Sandy Bernard here with me. We intend to enter the Larkspur System to begin a diplomatic initiative to stop the war.”

Bernard. If it was possible to have worse luck, he couldn’t think of how. “Under whose authority?”

“The senator’s, Admiral.”

“Put her on.”

“Yes, sir.”

A new voice came through, then—Bernard’s. As in the many newscasts that had featured her recently, she spoke softly but confidently. “Admiral.”

“Senator Bernard. I know you’ve been absent from Senate meetings, but have you been watching the news at all?”

“I’ve been absent because I was assigned to accompany the Buchanan to Spire. I’m surprised you didn’t know that. In case you haven’t heard, the Buchanan’s crew was killed within the space of a few seconds.”

Which raises the question of how you survived. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“I’ve been watching the news.”

“Then you’ll know the Senate voted not to pursue a diplomatic resolution.”

“Yes.”

“In that case, why is it that you’ve taken it upon yourself to do something our democratically elected representatives have voted against? Didn’t you run on a campaign of strengthening our democracy?”

Bernard laughed. She actually laughed. “My platform was about renewing a broken democracy, Admiral. The public wants less conflict, not more. But Darkstream wants everlasting war, so that’s the path our government has chosen to walk, hasn’t it? Tell me I’m wrong.”

Carrow ground his teeth together, feeling glad Bernard had refused his Coms officer’s request for video. “That darkgate is under military lockdown, and you are forbidden to enter it.”

“What are you going to do, Admiral? Shoot us? Before you answer that question, you should know that as we’ve been talking, Corporal Simpson has been broadcasting my presence to the rest of the Fleet.”

He glanced around at his CIC crew, gauging their reactions to the conversation. “Of course not. I wouldn’t kill a senator.”

“Of course you wouldn’t. Now that we’ve settled that, I’ll be going through that darkgate. I’ll see you later, Admiral.”

His Coms officer glanced at him. “She’s cut off the connection, sir.”

Carrow nodded, drumming his fingers against the cold metal of his chair. He cleared his throat. “Senator Bernard has gone rogue, and her actions pose a grave threat to galactic security. Transmit the following set of orders to Captain Alkesh of the Gregory. Tell him to take his destroyer through the darkgate and destroy the senator’s shuttle once he’s on the other side.”

“Sir?”

“Do you misunderstand me, Commander? The senator has defied the will of this Fleet and the will of the Commonwealth. She’s privy to sensitive government information, which the Wingers will not hesitate to extract from her using any means necessary. This isn’t an easy decision, but it is the right one. Tell Captain Alkesh to neutralize her, and tell him to keep this operation to himself. The rest of you are also to never repeat these orders, under threat of court martial.”

“Y-yes, sir. Transmitting the orders now.”

“Very good.” Alkesh’s destroyer would likely get taken out soon after he took care of Bernard, leaving only Excalibur’s CIC crew who knew what Carrow had done. He judged them as fairly loyal, but he would still have to closely monitor them from now on, making sure they never brought this to the public’s attention. The people of the Commonwealth loved Bernard, and if they ever found out Carrow had had something to do with her death, they’d riot. Fleet Command would not hesitate for long before offering him up as a sacrificial lamb.

 He did his best to put the matter out of his mind, returning to the problem of how they were going to break through the darkgate to retake Larkspur. He began running scenarios on his console, simulating possible outcomes if he ordered the Fleet to start firing nukes through the darkgate in all directions. As long as they didn’t hit the gate itself—easily avoided—they might be able to clear out enough room on the other side to—

“Sir, I just received a text transmission from Captain Alkesh. He’s reached the Larkspur System.”

“Excellent. Has he neutralized the senator?”

“No, sir. He says he can’t locate her amidst the chaos.”

“Chaos?”

“Sir, Captain Alkesh reports that the Providence is taking a stand near the darkgate on the other side.” The commander could barely contain his excitement, his voice steadily rising in pitch. “He’s been in touch with Captain Keyes, whose objective has been to push back the enemy so that the Fleet can make it through. Captain Alkesh has committed the Gregory to backing up Captain Keyes in the fighting.”

For the second time that day, Admiral Carrow found it difficult to speak. At last he said, “Tell the Fleet to commence transition into the Larkspur system, as quickly and efficiently as possible.”

Chapter 57

Legitimacy

 

Werner straightened up from his console, a smile creeping across his face. “Looks like they’ve had enough, Captain. The enemy’s line of battle has broken, and their warships are scattering to flee across the system.”

Letting his head loll backward until he was looking at the bulkhead just above the main viewscreen, Keyes said, “Give me that one more time, Ensign.”

“Um…the enemy warships are fleeing, sir.”

Keyes nodded. Music to my ears. He stood. “Arsenyev, Laudano, meet me in the conference room in fifteen minutes. Ensign, you have the CIC.”

“Yes, sir.”

He went to the wardroom to down as much of a coffee as he could in the time he’d given himself. His forehead felt tight with fatigue and stress, but there would be no time to rest. Instead, he stood over the sink and knocked back caffeine. When the time came, he left his mug half-empty in the basin and marched out into the corridor.

Keyes stood outside the conference room as his officers entered, greeting each one with his best salute. They saluted back in turn, some of them hesitantly, as though taken aback at his earnest gesture of respect.

Husher did not hesitate. His salute was as crisp as Keyes’s, and their eyes remained locked. Afterward, the young officer offered his hand, and Keyes gripped it firmly. With a final nod, Husher entered the conference room with the others.

Last came Fesky, and after their salutes, Keyes swept her into a hug. Fesky reacted with characteristic awkwardness, her wings fluttering against his back.

They drew apart, but he left his hands resting on her shoulders. “For a moment, I thought I lost you out there, old friend.”

She gave a wordless squawk. Then, quieter: “I thought so, too.”

“I saved your life. I guess we’re even, now.”

“I’ll have to save yours again, to restore things to their natural balance.”

He laughed, and Fesky headed for the nearby wardroom, where he’d asked her to wait while they spoke with the admirals. It pained him to send her away when she belonged among his officers, but she understood the reality of the situation. Fesky never complained. Sometimes, I wish she would.

He entered the conference room alone. Inside, Admiral Carrow and Fleet Admiral Dawson awaited him once again, their faces displayed on twin screens. A brittle silence reigned while the Providence officers took their seats around the table.

“Captain Keyes,” Carrow said once everyone was settled. “The last time we spoke, you  entered into open rebellion against the Fleet. Can we expect this meeting to go a little better?”

“I hope so, Admiral.”

“You may have bought yourself a pardon here today, Captain,” Fleet Admiral Dawson said, his jowls wobbling. “You enabled us to win a great victory. The Winger fleet has scattered and fled to their various colonies. Not to mention, the Gok fleet is showing every sign of leaving the system altogether.”

“A pardon isn’t guaranteed,” Carrow cut in. “If you perfectly toe the line from now on, there’s a chance you might escape a court martial. A slight chance.”

Keyes met Carrow’s eyes, letting nothing show on his face. His officers also kept their cool and remained silent. They were drained after the battle, but they also carried a new hardness with them, which Carrow’s discourtesy seemed to bring to the fore.

Motivated by service to humanity, they’d rebelled against their superiors, and by following that principle of service they’d covered themselves in glory today. I doubt anything Carrow cares to spout could ever dent their resolve. Not now.

“What does the Fleet propose to do now?” Keyes said at last.

“I’m going to overlook the fact you’re using the word ‘propose’ again,” Carrow said. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. The entire Fleet, including your ship—such as it is—will make for the nearest Winger colony. Once there, we’ll shoot every Roostship out of the sky. After that, we’ll head to the next colony and do the same thing. We’ve already divided the Wingers, so now we’ll conquer them. All throughout the Bastion sector, colony after colony, we’ll wipe out their ability to ever attack us again. And we’ll finish with Spire.”

“The Wingers still refuse to communicate?”

“We’re not trying to communicate with them. We’re done talking.”

Husher spoke up. “Admiral, we lost twenty-nine Condor pilots today. The Providence herself took a beating. Half the Fleet is gone, and several more ships were destroyed in the fight to establish a foothold in Larkspur.”

“I’m aware of the situation. But I’m not sure why you’re talking.”

Carrow’s acidity did not seem to affect Husher. The boy’s grown. In fact, Keyes envied him his control of his emotions.

“Sir, the Ixa are showing signs of mobilizing, and Ochrim was clearly their agent all along. Who can say how else they might be manipulating us? Now is not the time to enter into a conflict sure to drag on for months. We need to press for peace.”

“Peace?” Now it was Fleet Admiral Dawson’s turn to sound incredulous. “Young man, we just fought the bloodiest battle since the First Galactic War. The Wingers refuse to even speak with us.”

“So we make them speak. The quickest path to peace would be to strike at Spire, where the Fins also live. If we do that, it won’t be long before they have to open up lines of communication, and then we can negotiate a—”

“Do you speak for the Providence, Husher?” Carrow said, his face red.

“No, sir, but I was invited to this—”

“I didn’t invite you. So I can only attribute your presence to another one of your captain’s errors in judgment.”

Husher fell silent and looked across the table at Keyes, eyebrows slightly raised. But Keyes wanted to hear what the admirals said next.

“The Ixa behaved like they did in the First Galactic War because of Baxa,” Carrow went on. “He had them all under his thumb, fighting to realize his sick vision for the galaxy. But there will never be another Baxa, and the Ixa themselves have no teeth. We left them without a fleet, and our monitors ensure they stay that way.”

“Teth claimed they’ve killed their monitors and have been fabricating the reports,” Keyes said quietly. “He didn’t say for how long.”

Carrow brayed laughter, and Keyes repressed a grimace. “I spoke to Commander Price just yesterday via micronet. He’s alive and well, Keyes. Please spare me your Ixan fairy tales.” More braying. “Next you’ll start quoting from the Prophecies.”

“I’ve watched the recording of your encounter with the Ixan warship, Captain Keyes,” Dawson put in, his tone less mocking than Carrow’s, “It is only one ship. If the Ixa do show up, however unlikely that is, then we’ll deal with them the same way we’re about to deal with the Wingers. We’ve had twenty years to establish our dominance, and even with half of the Fleet gone, our might is irresistible.”

Slowly, Keyes shook his head. This is not how a Fleet Admiral should speak.

The admirals stared at him with their mouths slightly open in twin expressions of confusion. 

“What are you doing, Keyes?” Carrow asked. “Why do you shake your head like that?”

“I appreciate your halfhearted offer of a pardon, but I don’t think it’s realistic.”

“I agree with you there.”

“You misunderstand me, Carrow. The Fleet has lost all legitimacy. It’s you who’s gone rogue, not us. This meeting is over.” Keyes stood up and approached the console that controlled the screens.

“Don’t do this, Keyes,” Carrow growled. “This is suicide. You—”

Keyes tapped the console, banishing the admirals from the room. He swept the others with his gaze. “Let’s get Fesky and head to the war room.”

Chapter 58

War Room

 

The officers of the Providence filed into the war room ahead of Husher, with Fesky replacing Lieutenant Hornwood among them.

Husher took a deep breath and followed, taking his place around the blocky strategic planning console. Several of the others glanced at him expectantly, which didn’t come as a surprise. Fesky, who hadn’t been at the meeting with the admirals, just gazed at the blank display, her wings betraying the tension she felt.

“You suggested a strike on Spire,” Keyes said, his hands clasped behind his back as he regarded Husher with his trademark bluff-faced stare. “How much thought have you given the prospect?”

“A fair bit,” Husher answered.

“Good. I assume you know how to operate this?” The captain gestured at the console.

Husher nodded. “I used one aboard the Firedrake.” Sweeping aside his nostalgia for his old command, he performed the gesture for activating the strategic planning console, which every captain knew. The console communicated with the sensors to determine the Providence’s location, and then it rendered the Larkspur System as a three-dimensional hologram. He placed his pinched thumb and forefinger atop the Winger homeworld and made the spreading gesture that told the console to zoom in. A lushly colored planet leapt toward them until it filled the holographic display.

In his peripheral vision, he noticed Fesky begin to shake.

“Several heavily fortified orbital platforms,” Husher said, “defended by however many Roostships aren’t out defending Winger colonies from the Fleet. Plus, there’s the chance the Gok might come to the aid of the Wingers.”

“Madness,” Fesky squawked, apparently no longer able to contain herself. “If you think the Providence alone can neutralize those defenses, you’re mad. Besides, striking at Spire is not the way to do diplomacy with us. It’s a way to convince us to redouble our efforts to kill you.”

Keyes raised his eyebrows at the Winger, who trembled harder.

“I’m not suggesting we neutralize them,” Husher said. “I don’t even think we should harm your homeworld—only hold a knife to its throat.”

Fesky twitched.

Under Husher’s palms, the console’s vibration echoed the Winger’s. “My plan is going to sound insane, which is why I’m eager to hear out anyone who has something better. But I really don’t think we have a better option.” He took a deep, shaky breath. “I think we need to take a nuclear weapon to the surface of the planet.”

A variety of reactions from those gathered around the console. Davies’s mouth fell open, Laudano laughed, and Fesky turned away from the console altogether, her talons pressed against her head. Arsenyev shifted her weight, staring hard at the hologram. Keyes merely continued to look at Husher, his expression unchanged.

“The Wingers have refused every one of our communication attempts,” Husher said, a little louder. “But if we—”

“I don’t think anyone doubts a nuke on their planet would get their attention, First Lieutenant,” Laudano said, a sardonic grin plastered across his face. “The question is how you think we’ll get it there in the first place. Do you know anything about these defenses? The orbital platforms were designed to repel exactly this type of incursion. They power an EMP field that stretches between them, and no one gets through without the Wingers’ say-so. The Buchanan only broke through because it no longer had a crew—no rational beings to rein in its suicide run.”

“Are you finished?”

“Yeah, I think that about covers it.”

“Good. Now I’ll outline my actual plan. As I was saying, the Wingers will only talk to us if we force them to, and taking a nuke down to the Fins will accomplish that. The safety of their sister species has always been their top priority. We can use that as leverage to open communication channels and press for an immediate ceasefire.”

“I’m glad Ek isn’t here,” Fesky muttered.

“Let him speak,” Keyes barked. “No more interruptions, unless they pertain directly to First Lieutenant Husher’s proposal.”

“Sorry, Captain.”

“Thank you, sir,” Husher said. He reached forward with his pinched thumb and forefinger once more, this time expanding the side of the planet where its single moon was currently located. “The first part of my plan looks exactly like the sort of idiotic attack Laudano thinks I’m suggesting. It involves the Providence attacking the orbital platforms on this side of the planet, closest to its moon, where the Wingers maintain reserve forces and munitions. We want to draw all their attention to this spot.” Another gesture opened the console’s list of assets, and he instructed it to display the supercarrier conducting an all-out assault.

“For what purpose?” Arsenyev said.

“To give ample cover to the Winger stealth ship we acquired from the pirates. We’ll deploy it before ever approaching the planet, and it’ll speed ahead to approach the orbital platform on the opposite side, carrying a team of marines, along with our nuke. Each orbital platform is powered by a central reactor, and after the stealth ship performs a covert landing, it’ll be the marines’ job to take out that reactor, disrupting the EMP field’s power supply. Then they can fly the nuke down to the surface.”

“Who will pilot the stealth ship?” Fesky said. “I only know as much as you do about the technology. They developed it since I was…uh…”

“Exiled?” Laudano offered.

“We’ll figure that out,” Husher said. “It will take a few hours to reach Spire, so that’s how long we have to prepare.”

Keyes leaned against the strategic planning console, his hands spread apart on its edge. “Does anyone have a plan they consider more likely to achieve our objective than the First Lieutenant’s?”

No one spoke.

“In that case, this is our plan. Let’s begin preparations. But first—” The captain looked at Fesky. “Is there anything in the Ixan Prophecies we should know about? Something that seems to reference what we’re about to attempt?”

A look of what Husher took to be surprise crossed Fesky’s avian face. I’m a little surprised, too, to be honest.

“There is one verse,” she said.

“I assume you have it memorized.”

She nodded. “The humans’ own greed, unrivaled in the galaxy, takes up arms against them. The flesh they seek to drape with riches will melt from bone instead. Devastation visits the juggernaut, even as it paints itself a savior. The lesser species smash against each other, leaving only fragments for their masters to sweep up.”

Keyes blinked, but otherwise his expression stayed the same. “Sorry I asked.”

Chapter 59

Faith

 

Fesky, Husher, and the captain watched as Lieutenant Hornwood clambered over the dark hull of the Winger stealth ship, tools strapped to his jumpsuit, clinking together.

“How’s it going up there?” Captain Keyes called.

“Uh…could be worse, I guess,” Hornwood yelled back.

“Yeah,” Fesky muttered. “We could have a gorilla up there instead.”

The captain chuckled. “Hornwood may not be a very good CAG, but he does know ships pretty well.”

“I wouldn’t trust him to shine my boots, personally,” Fesky said. She couldn’t fathom how her captain was able to find humor in their situation, but she supposed it did make a certain amount of sense. Captain Keyes is happiest when he’s walking a path he knows is just. Her beak clacked. And when he’s defying Command.

“We only have a couple hours left before we reach Spire, sir,” Husher said from where he stood on the captain’s right side. Fesky stood on his left. “I don’t think we’re going to figure out how to operate this thing before then.”

The captain glanced at Fesky and winked. “We’ll figure something out.”

What was that about? She’d already told them she knew as much as they did about stealth technology.

“There’s also the fact that we’re down twenty-nine pilots,” Husher said. “We were already far short of the number we’d need to put Providence’s full complement of Condors into combat. Now we can only scramble fifty-nine.”

“You’re right, Husher. Victory will require a lot of creativity. We’re going to have to dig deep inside ourselves and find strength. Strength that’s been growing inside us since this war began, sometimes without us even realizing it.” The captain glanced at Fesky again, eyebrows raised.

Why does he keep doing that?

“If only the Fleet could see reason,” Husher said, frowning up at Hornwood. “This would go so much better with an escort. I’d kill for a missile cruiser or two. And I’d take as many as three destroyers.”

“Those certainly wouldn’t hurt,” Keyes said, folding his hands behind his back in an at-ease stance. “But the Providence was built to serve as its own escort, with a full suite of offensive and defensive capabilities. She’ll do us proud, Husher. She always has.”

“I hope you’re right, sir.”

The captain turned to face Husher. “If I wasn’t, would you recommend aborting this mission?”

Husher struggled visibly with that for a moment. “No. It’s clear that Darkstream wants endless war, starting with the Wingers. But we have a real chance of finding peace with them. Maybe even an alliance, which will put us on far better footing to deal with whatever the Ixa have brewing for us. I don’t consider failure today an option.”

“Exactly my point.” Keyes turned to Fesky, now, and fixed her with his famous bluff-faced stare. “Failure is unacceptable, meaning certain other things have become not just acceptable, but necessary.”

Suddenly, Fesky understood what her captain was getting at. At the same moment, she came to appreciate the full extent of his faith in her—his faith that she would look inside herself and know what she had to do, just in time to do it. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“Yes, sir,” she said, spinning on her heel and marching off the flight deck.

Chapter 60

The Quality of a Breath

 

Ochrim sat with his hands on his knees, legs folded, considering the quality of a breath. The way its passage made his nostrils flare. The slight breeze it created against the dry skin of his muzzle.

How it did nothing to loosen the tightness in his chest.

In the decades since he gave the humans dark tech, enabling them to defeat his people with ease, he’d achieved a measure of peace through meditation and mindfulness practices. A small measure, to be sure, but he’d learned it was better to accept the torrent of guilt that flowed through him daily than to try to dam it up. Better to observe the way it ate away at his psyche than to take up arms against it. Attempting to fight it left him a shuddering wreck, incapacitated for days.

Better to watch impassively as the last fragments of himself dissolved in acid.

He preferred to meditate with his eyes open, and so the flicker of movement at the brig’s entrance attracted his attention. The ship’s resident Fin and Winger appeared, walking with purpose past the cells. Though they seemed focused on the prisoners deeper in, they both still spared glances for Ochrim.

He’d always had trouble deciphering aliens’ expressions, but he surmised that even the Fin wore a look of disgust. Sadness welled up in his chest, at that. Even a Fin cannot see the necessity of my actions. I will live with this loneliness forever.

Certainly, his own kind would welcome him with extravagant celebrations, once he returned to them. But he’d never enjoyed the company of other Ixa. Certainly not those who still sought to bring about Baxa’s vision.

The aliens stopped in front of the Winger pirates’ cells, and the one named Blackwing approached the bars, while the other pirates pretended to ignore their visitors. “What can we do for you, traitor?”

“I’m not a traitor,” Fesky said. Her feathers were easily ruffled; even Ochrim could see that.

“You helped the humans fight us. I saw you kill two Wingers with my own eyes.”

“Of course. You attacked my home. Did you expect me to sit on my pinions and do nothing?”

Blackwing bristled, feathers stiff. “I expected you to act like a traitor, as indeed you have.”

“You’re wrong. I haven’t betrayed my species, because the humans aboard this ship are not our enemies.”

A brief silence followed that, while Blackwing eyed her. Then he emitted a strangled sound, half-cough and half-squawk, which Ochrim knew was laughter. The other Wingers laughed along with their captain. “All humans are our enemies,” Blackwing said. “They’ve oppressed us ever since that thing gave them dark tech.”

Ochrim blinked at the talons that now pointed at him.

“Not these humans,” Fesky said. “They aren’t your enemies, and neither is Captain Keyes, who leads them. The men and women of the Providence aren’t like the rest of the Fleet, or the human Commonwealth. The captain truly wants to do what’s right.”

“Pretty words,” Blackwing said. “But meaningless.”

“The Providence is currently in open rebellion against the United Human Fleet.”

That brought about a slight softening of the pirate captain’s demeanor. “Why?”

“Fleet Command ordered the Providence to join them in attacking Winger colonies, and Captain Keyes refused. He split from the Fleet instead, and he has the full backing of his officers. They intend to press for peace with the Wingers.”

“I see,” Blackwing said. “I’ll admit that’s a noble aim, but our people will never talk to humans again. Not after the Fins they killed when their empty ship crashed through our defenses.”

“That’s why we must make them talk. And we need your help to do that.”

“Help with what?”

Fesky’s shoulders rose and fell, which Ochrim took to mean she was steeling herself for the hardest part of her gambit. “We plan to take a nuclear bomb to the surface of Spire. And we need your stealth ship to do it.”

Blackwing laughed again as he turned and walked to one of the cell’s bunks. Another pirate stood to make room for him. “You’re insane,” he told Fesky once he was seated.

At that, Ek stepped toward Blackwing’s cell, her metal legs clanking against the deck. She gripped the bars with black-clad hands. “If you won’t listen to a Winger, then perhaps you will hear a Fin. Heed me, Blackwing. The Ixa are mobilizing while the other species tear each other apart. If we continue along this path, there will be nothing left of us to oppose them. This is the true way to protect the Fins. The only way. Join us, or know that you signed my species’ death warrant.”

The pirate captain rose once more to his feet, and even in the brig’s murk, Ochrim could see that he was trembling. “Honored One,” he said. “Are you certain—”

“Have you known Fins to make such pronouncements without first achieving certainty?”

Blackwing’s beak sunk until it pointed at the floor. “No, Honored One.”

“Then will you pilot your stealth ship? Will your Wingers join the men and women of the Providence in the battle to come?”

“Fight our own people?”

“I have already said this is the only way.”

Blackwing’s beak clacked once. “We’ll do it.”

With that, Fesky produced a keycard, which she waved in front of every Winger cell. The card made each door spring open, and the occupants emerged hesitantly, flexing their wings, fanning their talons.

Ochrim watched as the former prisoners filed past his own cell—walking toward their freedom. Walking toward their deaths.

The Providence would fall today, and soon after that the Ixa would strike, laying waste to what remained of their enemies, burning their homes. All had been foretold. Ochrim knew the future like he knew his own hands.

A handful of most species would survive. Some would escape, but most of the survivors would be kept alive by the Ixa for study.

It was a horrible future, and one that had jerked Ochrim from his sleep more times than he could count. But he had chosen it. Because his choice had been between that and no future for the universe at all.

Chapter 61

Home

 

Keyes opened the hatch to find Husher standing on the other side. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“Come in.” He returned to the chair behind his desk, briefly considering the whiskey that waited inside. But he thought better of it. They both needed to be sharp for what was to come. “Take a seat.”

The son of Warren Husher lowered himself into the wooden chair, his brow furrowed. “Have you considered how odd it is for us to attack the Wingers in an effort to end the conflict?”

Keyes folded his hands atop his desk and nodded slowly. “I have. War is a poor road to peace. But until the Wingers are willing to talk to us, it’s the only road open to us.”

“I suppose. They sure love the Fins. To launch a suicidal war like they have…they must have known they couldn’t win.”

“Unless they knew our dark tech would fail. Unless they knew they could count on the Gok for support. And maybe even the Ixa.”

Husher’s eyebrows twitched upwards. “Do you believe that?”

“No. I can’t believe the Wingers could be so underhanded. But if I’m wrong about that, we’re doomed to fail today. Even if we get the nuke to the surface, I doubt we can make allies of a species who sought to destroy us from the beginning.”

His remark sent them into a moment of silence, making him wish even harder for the whiskey. There was nothing like sipping from a drink to fill such conversational lapses. If he’d been a man of weaker will, Keyes felt pretty sure he could have been an alcoholic. But his love for the Providence, and his love for humanity, had stayed that particular demon.

He sighed. “You know, for a time, after the First Galactic War, our government behaved quite differently from the way it does today. How old were you when the war ended?”

“I was seven.”

“Then maybe you remember how, during the period of economic expansion that followed, our leaders made sure a healthy portion of the new wealth went to the workers who made it possible. And to their families. For a while, the Commonwealth really was one.”

A ghost of a smile flitted across Husher’s face. “My mother spoke about it a lot, actually. With my father gone…she was a single mother of three, and that was pretty important to her.”

“I’m sure. But the government doesn’t act that way any more, does it?”

Husher’s smile vanished like the ghost it was. “No.”

“They no longer serve the public—now, they serve only the wealthy. We don’t just fight the Wingers today, First Lieutenant. And following that, we won’t only have the Ixa left to defeat. We’ll have our own government to defeat as well.”

That brought another moment of silence. As he stared hard at the desktop, Husher’s lips twitched. “Yes, sir,” he said at last.

“I want you to lead the strike against that orbital platform, Husher. And I want you to be the one who takes the bomb to the surface.”

Husher looked up to meet Keyes’s gaze. “Why have you chosen me?”

Keyes sighed again, and this time his breath sounded ragged as it escaped his lips. “I’ve chosen you because you’re the person I least want to send, and that tells me that you’re the one I must send. I’ve never seen such talent in someone consigned to the Providence by Command. Normally I have to whip my new charges into shape, but not you. I think that has a lot to do with the reason they sent you to me. You defied Command, because you’re not afraid to do what your principles tell you must be done. You refuse to bend those principles—you bend others to them. That’s who I want in command of what is perhaps the strangest diplomatic mission ever conceived.”

“Yes, sir,” Husher said again.

“Do whatever it takes to make the Wingers listen, Husher. Whatever it takes. If you reach an impasse, if you fail, then it’s all over. There is no safe place to retreat to. Victory awaits you on the surface of the planet, but even that will amount to only a stalemate if we can’t make amends with the Wingers. Now, go prepare to deploy.”

Husher stood, but he hesitated before leaving. “Sir, if the Providence falls—”

“She won’t.”

“But if she does…”

“If the Providence goes down, I go down with her. She is my home, and until humanity is finally safe, I will never leave.”

“I consider her my home, too, sir.”

“Then see that you return to her.”

Chapter 62

A Head for Battle

 

Fesky strode across Hangar Deck H at the head of the Winger pirates. “Condor pilots, fall in!” she called.

Her pilots responded, but not as she’d ordered. They looked up from where they worked on their fighters or talked in groups of two and three, and then expressions of confusion spread across their faces. Confusion that soon became outrage.

“What’s going on here, Fesky?” Lieutenant Hornwood shouted across the hangar deck. He was no longer atop the stealth ship, and now he marched across the floor toward her. Senior Airman Bradley joined him, looking as angry as Hornwood sounded. Most of the other Condor pilots left whatever they were doing to join the pair, and few of them looked friendly.

A small voice inside her whispered: This is it. You’ve spent whatever points you gained as their CAG. Bow your head and say you’re sorry.

She began to tremble, but not with irritation—with rage. Rage at her own cowardice in the face of the humans’ aggression. “I’ll tell you what’s going on,” she said. “These Wingers were all once Talon pilots in my species’ Interplanetary Defense Force. You are to teach them about the capabilities of our Condors, so they can join us in the coming battle.”

“Like hell we are,” Bradley retorted, a sneer twisting his pinched face, making it look even uglier. “We’re not trusting these winged rats anywhere near our Condors. Obviously we were wrong to ever trust you with one.”

Behind her, she could hear several beaks clacking together, and Blackwing stepped forward, talons raised. Fesky raised an arm to restrain him.

“These Wingers broke into the Providence, Fesky,” Lieutenant Hornwood said. “They attacked us. And now you’ve released them?”

“They attacked us because they mistook us, Lieutenant,” Fesky said. “Just like we’ve mistaken them. These Wingers don’t want us dead. They actually want the same thing we do. They want justice. And in order to get justice, in order to win the coming battle, we need their help.”

“I’ll never accept the help of a bunch of Winger pirates,” Bradley spat.

“Then you’ll die,” Fesky said. “And not just that: you’ll kill everyone aboard the Providence with your stubbornness. I know you humans have never liked me. I know you resent that Keyes placed me in command of you. But I also know you recognize my head for battle. Who here can name one time I’ve steered this Air Group wrong? Anyone?”

She glared around at her fellow Condor pilots. Some of them met her eyes, but many of them looked away. No one answered her challenge.

“That’s what I thought. Now, let me tell you what I know about the conflict that’s coming in a couple short hours. We can’t win it without that stealth ship, and we can’t fly that ship without these Wingers. Lacking new pilots to put more Condors into battle, we also probably can’t hold long enough for the marines to complete their mission.”

Without any conscious decision to do so, Fesky spread her wings to their full span—an act of pure instinct. She stepped forward, putting most of her weight on her front foot, and raised her voice. “You can let your prejudice rule you, humans. You can let it kill everyone aboard this ship, and maybe even the entire human species as a result. Or you can accept these aliens into our Condors with open arms and win a battle that will go down in history.”

Fesky held her position, willing her wings not to waver from fatigue. After a few seconds, Hornwood crossed the open space between the human pilots and the Wingers. Then he came to attention in front of her and saluted.

“I’m with our CAG,” he barked.

A few more seconds, and another pilot marched up beside him—Airman Gaston, callsign Voodoo, who Husher liked to use as his wingman. Voodoo fell in beside Hornwood and snapped his own hand to his temple. “I’m with our CAG,” he shouted.

One by one, the Condor pilots crossed the floor and fell in, saluting Fesky. Finally, Bradley was left standing alone, and with a grimace he also marched over, falling in and saluting.

“At ease,” Fesky said, and the Condor pilots’ left feet parted from their right, their hands clasping behind their backs.

“Now get to work,” she said.

Chapter 63

Weapons Manifest

 

Husher stood just inside the weapons locker, using the console near the door to scan weapons and equipment manifests for what they’d need in the coming fight. Tactical suit and helmet… Much of the orbital defense platform sat exposed to space. Satchel charges. A few of those, actually.

He planned to divide his forces into two: one platoon to guard the stealth ship while the other fought their way to the reactor at the platform’s center. Husher intended to lead that platoon himself.

Something made him glance toward the weapons locker entrance. Sergeant Sera Caine stood there, still wearing her gown from sick bay and studying him with solemn eyes.

“Sergeant,” he said. “Does Doc Brusse know you’re here?”

A sharp sniff, and then she cast her eyes downward. “I escaped.”

“For what reason?”

“I’m coming with you.”

His mouth fell open, and he snapped it shut, teeth clicking together. “No, you’re not.”

“I’m not asking your permission.”

“You’d need it. I outrank you, Sergeant, and I do not grant my permission. You’re not well.”

Crossing the room with steps as surefooted as any she’d taken while in uniform, Caine joined him at the console. “Let me see the inventory you’ve put together for the mission.”

“Sergeant—”

“I want to see it, Husher.” She glared up at him, her eyes alight.

“Okay, fine.” What can it hurt? He brought up the inventory.

After a glance at it, she turned to him. “Where are your weapon-mounted tactical lights?”

He blinked. “The orbital platform’s well-lit.”

“And you don’t think that might change, once the Wingers realize we’re there? You don’t think they built in minute control of every last system on that platform?”

“All right, but if the area goes dark, our helmets will just switch to night vision.”

“And having tactical lights will enable us to blind the enemy, whether they’re using night vision or not. Shouldn’t you be looking for nonlethal ways to engage? This is technically a diplomatic mission, isn’t it?”

“You’re right. I’ll add them in.” As he did, he shook his head. “How did you even know about the mission?”

“I have my sources. You’ll want CS gas. And stun grenades.”

He typed them into the console.

“You have suppressors, right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. What are you bringing in terms of lethal weaponry?”

“Um…well, I have most of the marines outfitted with assault rifles and sidearms, with some carrying SAWs, grenade launchers, and a couple heavy machine guns with tripods. I’m guessing you’re about to advocate for taking less weaponry.”

Caine shook her head, brow furrowed in concentration as she studied the console. “Definitely not. It’s smart to take some nonlethal weapons, but that doesn’t mean we go in with our pants around our ankles, either. Things could get pretty real, down there. I expect it to.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he studied her intent expression. “Thanks for the input, Sergeant. Seriously.”

She turned to face him. “I haven’t forgotten what I know about battle, Husher. I might be having trouble knowing what’s real these days, but I’m still the best battle commander on this ship. You need me down there.”

He sighed, gazing past her at the racks of weapons, every one of them polished to a gleam. Waiting to be picked up and used to kill again. “What would the captain say about it?”

“He’d forbid me to go. Captain Keyes would never let one of his own go on a mission in the state I’m in. Both of you are about doing the right thing, but he’s more of an old-school, code-of-honor type. You’re the type who can see that putting a mentally unstable sergeant in charge of half your forces could make the difference between getting through to the Wingers or paving the way for the Ixa to kill us all.”

Several moments passed as they tried to stare each other down. But Caine refused to look away.

What frightened him most was that he felt certain she was right.

“Okay, Sergeant. You’ll command the platoon that guards the stealth ship.”

God help us all.

Chapter 64

Wingleader Korbyn

 

It took everything Wingleader Korbyn had not to clack his beak in anticipation. Doing that would be particularly inappropriate, and not only because of his lofty position, in command of all the Roostships in orbit around Spire. He’d reprimanded his bridge crew for clacking their beaks just minutes before, so doing it himself wouldn’t do much for his authority.

I still can’t believe the humans threw us back at Larkspur-Caprice.

Everything had gone so well for the Winger fleet, before that. Even with the Gok alliance, he’d never expected to enjoy such success against the UHF. Dark tech failing had been a stroke of luck, and after that, the Winger-Gok position surrounding the darkgate had seemed unassailable.

Who could have known Leonard Keyes would strike with such ferocity? The man had exceeded even his reputation, and the Providence’s stand in front of the darkgate had bought the humans the time they needed to come through in meaningful numbers.

Now the Fleet was coming for Spire—of that, Korbyn felt certain. It was only a question of when. However long it takes to conquer our colonies, most likely.

Well, he did not plan to allow the humans to capture him, or enslave him, or whatever it was they intended to do. He planned to die killing as many of them as he could.

“Captain, a human vessel approaches.”

Korbyn’s beak clacked, and then he began to tremble in irritation with himself. Several of the bridge crew glanced at him. Damn it. “What type of vessel?”

“It’s a combat shuttle, and it’s broadcasting on an open frequency, requesting contact.”

He laughed. “They must be suicidal.”

His strategic adjutant spoke up. “Should I send orders to launch Talons, sir?”

“Yes,” Korbyn said.

“With orders to take out the shuttle?”

Korbyn hesitated. “It poses no meaningful threat to the homeworld. Does it?”

“No, sir.”

“I want four Talon pilots to escort the enemy shuttle to our primary flight bay, under threat of death.” He turned to his communications adjutant. “Put me through to whoever’s commanding that shuttle.”

“Sir?”

“You heard me.”

“Yes, sir.”

Soon, a woman with long brown hair appeared on the bridge’s main screen.

“Yes?” Korbyn squawked. “Who are you?”

“Thank God,” the woman said. “Thank God you accepted my transmission. I’m Senator Sandy Bernard of the Commonwealth.”

“The Humanwealth, more like.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing,” Korbyn said, secretly displeased no one had laughed at his joke. “What do you want?”

“I’ve come to tell you that this entire war is one big misunderstanding. I was aboard the UHS Buchanan before it crashed into your planet. That ship’s mission was a routine weapons inspection—an inspection Winger government officials had agreed to. But something went wrong with the wormhole the Buchanan opened, and her entire crew was vaporized. Only Corporal Simpson and I managed to escape. We’ve been trying to reach you ever since.”

Korbyn scratched the back of his head with his right index talon. “And what would you call decades of human oppression, Senator?”

Bernard squinted. “What do you mean?”

“I asked what you’d call the way you’ve oppressed us. Is that a misunderstanding also? And what about the hundreds of ships currently laying waste to our colonies? Is there something I’ve failed to understand about that situation, too?”

“If you’d just—”

“I’m not totally heartless, so I’ve decided not to swat you out of the sky like the flea you are. But you will reside in my brig, going forward, and you’ll probably rot there. I find it disappointing but typical that you would consider us stupid enough to fall for a trick like this. No doubt you would have us drop our guard, to give your Fleet an easier time eradicating us.”

“That’s not—”

“Cut off the transmission,” Korbyn said with a wave of his talons. He settled into the Captain’s chair, his full attention on his beak.

No more clacking.

He waited for the humans to come.

Chapter 65

Stealth Tech

 

“I can’t believe you took that thing with us,” Corporal Davies said as she dismantled her assault rifle and inspected each part, even though the gun would have been thoroughly cleaned and checked after the last mission. Most marines obsessed over the care of their weapons.

Husher followed Davies’s gaze to the aft end of the stealth ship’s troop compartment. To where Sergeant Caine sat by herself, staring into space.

Fighting to suppress a surge of anger, Husher glared at Davies. “Corporal, I won’t tolerate any negative comments about Sergeant Caine. Not on this mission and not afterward.”

The corporal’s eyebrows climbed toward her short-cropped hair. “With all due respect, sir, I think you need to relax. I was talking about the reentry suit.”

He looked again, past Caine, at where he’d ordered the Darkstream reentry suit affixed to the bulkhead. “Oh. I see. I apologize, Corporal Davies.”

“It’s fine.”

A sigh escaped his lips. “Believe me, I didn’t take that suit because I’m eager for a chance to use it.” He stood and crossed the troop compartment, past two platoons’ worth of marines preparing for the coming battle. They’re ready for this. For anything I could care to point them at. But he wasn’t worried about them.

To Husher, the approaching battle felt like a test of everything he’d ever done to defy Command. A test to find out whether the sort of person he was even deserved a place in the universe. Maybe Carrow and Dawson have the right of it. Maybe we should be out there helping them crush humanity’s perceived enemies.

He didn’t actually believe that, of course. Not for a second. In Keyes, Husher had finally found a superior willing to join him in bucking convention and fighting in the name of humanity, not just its elites. And it scared the shit out of him.

As he passed the compartment that contained the nuke, he tried not to let his eyes linger on it for too long. Taking that much explosive power onto the orbital platform, and then down to the planet if they succeeded…

How will we ever look the Wingers in the eyes again, let alone partner with them?

Blackwing didn’t turn around when Husher entered the cockpit, even though the opening and closing of the hatch produced a chime. “Husher, I presume,” the Winger said.

“How’d you know?” Husher said, taking the seat next to Blackwing’s—the copilot’s chair.

“You’re the only one aboard who doesn’t fear to approach me.”

“You think the others are afraid?”

“Of course. Humans fear everything they don’t understand.”

Grunting, Husher eyed the array of readouts and instruments that covered the front of the cockpit. “You said we need to perform our first engine burn behind the Providence, so that the Wingers can’t detect it from Spire. I thought you had stealth tech?”

Blackwing shot him what Husher took for a disdainful glance. “Remind me why you think I should share any details about this ship with a human.”

Husher shrugged. “We’re on the same side now.”

“For the duration of this mission, maybe. But I never agreed to a long-term alliance. Besides, we all might die today.”

“Exactly. So what does it matter? And even if we survive, do you really think we’re going to share your secrets with the Fleet or the Commonwealth? Us?”

A sharp click as Blackwing brought his beak together. “There is no magical box aboard this ship that gives us stealth. We haven’t broken the laws of thermodynamics, as you humans seem to think.”

“What, then? Stealth isn’t supposed to be possible in space. Not with current Winger technology, and definitely not under our current understanding of physics.”

“Foolish human. Stealth isn’t something you turn on with a flip of a switch. It’s more a sliding scale, and it’s my job to decide where we need to fall on the scale to complete a given mission. Many ships have been lost because their captains miscalculated that.”

“How do you move up the scale, then?”

“Hiding engine burns is one technique. But it’s one of many, and which methods you use depends on the mission. The main reason we’ve been so successful with using stealth against you is because we have perfect knowledge of the location of every human sensor platform.”

Husher turned his head to look at the pirate captain. “How did you obtain that?”

The Winger laughed. “There are several in your Fleet who sympathize with our situation. They’ve always been more than happy to provide us with the information we need.”

“My God.”

“Not all human are blind to the tyranny of their own species. Luckily. Still, we’ve had the most success out in Pirate’s Path, where there are barely any sensors to account for at all, other than the ones your ships bring with them.”

“Tell me how you’ll conceal our approach today.”

“Well, I have perfect knowledge of Winger sensor locations too, obviously. Still, our mission will require at least two retro-burns, which makes things tricky—one to put us into orbit around the planet, and the other to guide us down to the orbital defense platform. The retro-burns will be harder to hide.”

“And yet we have to hide them.”

The Winger hesitated. “Well, yes. So we’ll run cold once we complete the engine burn the Providence is currently masking. When it comes time to perform our first retro-burn, I’ll deploy the ship’s cold plate in the direction of the only Winger sensors that should be able to spot us on that side of the planet. In the meantime, I’ll use directional radiators to beam our heat in the opposite direction.”

“What if we need to perform attitude adjustments while landing on the platform? Won’t that complicate things?”

“Providing we manage to remain undetected until then, I’ll use the ship’s cold-gas thrusters to ensure a soft landing. Those have extremely low exhaust velocity, only seven hundred meters per second, which is why we can’t use them for the retro-burn.”

“Wait. You just said providing we manage to stay undetected.”

Blackwing clacked his beak again. “I told you, human. Stealth is a sliding scale. Our job is to avoid a soft detect, and definitely a hard detect. If I can manage to avoid both, I will.”

“What’s the difference?”

“A soft detect will mean they’ll know we’re in the area, and troops will already be on high alert once we land on the platform. A hard detect means getting blown out of the sky before ever touching down.”

Chapter 66

Broadside

 

“It’s impossible to verify,” his sensor operator said, “but the stealth ship should have just broken away on its trajectory to the other side of the planet, sir.”

“Very good,” Keyes said, and he drew in a long breath before speaking again. “Let’s begin.”

“Firing kinetic impactors,” Arsenyev said. “Six minutes to impact.”

He nodded. “Ensign Werner, don’t bother with a visual of whatever damage we manage to do to the platform. Keep a tactical display on the main viewscreen for the duration of the engagement, unless I say otherwise. That said, I’ll want a report of the effect of our barrage the moment it’s registered by our sensors.”

“Yes, sir.”

The rounds they’d fired at the orbital defense platform were intended to get the Wingers’ attention, but not to do significant structural damage. We’re playing a dangerous game. They needed to engage every nearby Winger ship, so that none were available for aerial strikes on Husher and his troops, or on the stealth ship itself.

Threatening the nearest orbital platform offered the best way to do that. But such platforms posed a serious threat even to ships like the Providence, which had to devote a sizable percentage of its mass to propulsion.

Orbital defense platforms, on the other hand, had nowhere to go. They enjoyed the advantage of using all of their incredible bulk for artillery.

“Do you really think the Wingers will be willing to talk to us after this?” Laudano asked from where he sat nearby with a hand on his chin, gazing at the viewscreen.

“I think we’re already committed to this line of action and so you can keep your skepticism to yourself.” His patience for the acting XO’s snideness wore thin. The day Arsenyev replaced him couldn’t arrive soon.

Laudano removed his hand from his face and sat a little straighter. “Yes, sir.”

Sitting in a chair that folded down from the bulkhead, Ek caught his eye, sitting perfectly still. It was odd to have her in the CIC, but he wanted her on hand, in case her exceptional ability to analyze motivations proved relevant to his strategy.

“Impact,” Arsenyev said. “Ensign Werner should have the sensor data in just a—”

“Got it,” the sensor operator said. “We took out a primary turret battery, near the platform’s central power core.”

“That should do it,” Keyes said.

“The platform already returned fire, sir. Eight missiles incoming.”

He turned to his Tactical officer. “Use kinetic rounds to explode them before they hit us, but stand by to discharge our primary laser if necessary. We can’t afford to get hit with our main capacitor still charged.”

“Aye, sir,” Arsenyev said.

Keyes hoped to save the primary for one of the Roostships, but the immediate safety of his ship and crew came first. He refused to play dice with that. “Has the posture of the Winger fleet changed, Ensign Werner?”

A nod from his sensor operator. “Yes, sir. All eight enemy Roostships have broken formation and begun their approach.”

“Excellent. Helm, accelerate along our planned arc, using the moon for a gravity assist.” His plan for the engagement involved keeping the moon between the Providence and the nearby orbital platform. Without the platform bombarding them, they would stand a chance, however slim. But if they continued to offer it a firing solution, they’d soon taste defeat. “Werner, will the lead Roostship be in range of our starboard-side lasers as we swing around?”

“Just let me…yes, sir. It will. Two of them will, in fact, and they’re fairly close together.”

“Amazing. And how are we doing with those incoming missiles, Tactical?”

“Five down, sir. We should be able to take down the remaining three with another salvo.”

“Then let’s prepare to hit those Roostships with a broadside they’ll not soon forget.” He gave a silent prayer of thanks that Teth had damaged the port-side capacitors and not the starboard ones. 

A tense few minutes passed as no one in the CIC spoke, except for Werner, to tell them that the orbital platform had launched another salvo consisting of eleven missiles. Keyes decided to ignore them, for now. They wouldn’t hit the ship before she fired her lasers, and soon she’d be accelerating away from them, using the moon’s gravity to build additional speed. At that point, they’d be able to pick off the pursuing missiles at their leisure.

“Thirty seconds till our broadside, Captain,” Arsenyev said. “Our firing solution still looks good to hit both lead enemy ships. They haven’t separated.”

A lesson they’ll learn too late, with any luck. “Ensign Werner, throughout the engagement I want you running continuous scans of the entire system, starting now. I don’t want any surprise visitors flanking us because we weren’t paying attention.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ten seconds till we fire lasers,” Arsenyev said.

“Ensign Werner, give me a splitscreen visual of our targets. We’ll switch back to the tactical display immediately after we see what effect we’ve had.”

“Yes, sir.” The main viewscreen switched to a view of the Roostships speeding toward them.

“Firing lasers,” Arsenyev said.

A thrill of excitement shot through him as Keyes watched the twin bows of the enemy ships warp and melt under the extreme heat of the Providence’s laser. After a few seconds, the Roostship on the left, which had taken the brunt of the attack, exploded. Only then did its companion peel away to avoid any shrapnel that might chance to hit it.

Cheers erupted throughout the CIC, and Keyes allowed it. He needed morale as high as possible.

“It looks like we took out the surviving Roostship’s retro-thrusters, sir,” Ensign Werner said, smiling down at his console. “I doubt it’ll be eager to join battle with its maneuverability limited like that, though its fighters likely still will. And…” Werner’s smile fell away.

“What is it?”

“We have five Gok ships approaching from the outer system. The first one will be here in under fifty minutes.”

Chapter 67

Hot Landing

 

Husher hadn’t left the cockpit for the entire tense flight. He sat in silence, wishing he could help in some way as Blackwing sat hunched over the stealth ship’s controls, scrutinizing the viewscreen and various readouts.

Luckily, the cold plate didn’t prevent them from viewing things on that side. Blackwing had explained that the ship had sensors mounted on cooled heads that poked through the plate—periscopes, essentially.

Those same sensors had treated Husher to a magnified view of one of the orbital defense platforms as they passed overhead, and it had not inspired much confidence in him. He’d known about the Wingers’ total dedication to their self-assigned task of defending the Fins, but actually seeing the defenses they’d constructed to accomplish the task…

He’d even been able to see guards moving about the platform, resembling insects at this remove. Some of the insects loomed much larger than the others. Gok. It shocked him to see Gok ground troops deployed alongside Wingers. And it worried him. If the Wingers were coordinating their military efforts so closely with a species that hated humanity, would they really be open to human diplomacy?

They’re just desperate to save their homeworld. So they’re taking all comers.

The thought struck him as hollow, but clinging to it offered the only way to stay at all positive. If he couldn’t keep his own morale up, how could he expect it of the men and women under his command?

“How close do you think you can get us to the central reactor?”

The Winger glared at him, as though annoyed Husher was speaking. “Not close at all, human. I’d be insane to attempt a landing anywhere but the very edge of the platform. The rest of it bristles with sensors and weaponry. They’d spot us and then they’d shoot us down.”

Husher noticed his teeth were grinding together, and he relaxed his jaw. “That’s unacceptable, Blackwing. Landing on the periphery will extend our mission time by way too much. All it takes is for one Talon to peel away from the fight with Keyes and it’s all over. They can take out this ship and then start bombarding us from above.”

Blackwing started trembling, body language Husher knew well from his interactions from Fesky. “This is what happens when you allot two hours for mission planning, isn’t it? Details like this get overlooked.”

“Especially when you neglect to mention you can only get us to the edge of the damned platform.”

“You wanted a stealthy entrance, human, and this is what that looks like. As long as you apes don’t stumble around the platform, beating your chests and screaming like you so enjoy doing, everything should be fine. I’m performing the task you assigned me. I don’t do magic tricks.”

Despite Blackwing’s slur, Husher managed to rein in his temper before it got the better of him. Bickering won’t accomplish much. He clenched his jaw to restrain the acidic retort he yearned to deliver.

“We’re approaching,” the Winger said.

Husher gazed at the cockpit’s main viewscreen, which had switched to a visual of the defense platform. Then he squinted. “Can you magnify that?”

The orbital defense platform leapt closer. And so did large numbers of heavily armed troops, swarming over every part of the platform, including the edges.

“Is this what you said stealth looks like, Blackwing?”

The pirate clacked his beak. “They don’t look very relaxed, do they?” He punched a command into his console, and the ship’s lights turned red, accompanied by a deafening klaxon. When he spoke again, his voice also squawked out of overhead speakers, and the alarms decreased in volume. “Attention marines. The platform’s defenders know we’re coming. Prepare to engage the second we land.” He slapped his console, which stopped broadcasting his voice.

“How did this happen, Blackwing? It’s—”

“Unacceptable, yes, I understand that human. But they have a soft detect on us, and whining won’t change that. I suggest you join your marines and get ready for combat.”

Lips pressed together, Husher stood. As he did, Blackwing opened fire on the platform defenders closest to them, clearing the area for what would clearly be a hot landing. With a nuke on board.

So much for stealth.

Chapter 68

SNAFU

 

Defeating enemy fighters meant reacting—not to their current location, but to where they’d be in the near future. Predicting the movements of an enemy that outnumbered you four to one presented a unique challenge.

“Remember, keep as many Talons as possible on one side of your Condor,” Fesky squawked over the wide channel, to all her pilots. “If they start surrounding you, get out of there at speed, whip around, and fire.”

As per her instructions in the ready room, for the most part her pilots weren’t bothering with big, cumbersome formations. Instead, they operated in pairs of wingmen, many of them human-Winger teams.

Shrubs’s voice entered her helmet over their two-way channel. “You seeing what I’m seeing, Madcap?”

“The four Talons riding low in the moon’s gravity well?”

“Affirmative.”

“Let’s bracket them.”

Both Condors swooped down, using the kinetic potential from their higher position to boost acceleration.

Fesky eyed Shrubs’s trajectory on her tactical display. “Don’t try to engage two Talons at once. Fight your best one-on-one with the most immediate threat, dispatch it as quickly as possible, then move on to the next.”

“Right, Madcap.”

The two Condors screamed toward the enemy formation, the moon growing larger on Fesky’s visual display. Her threat indicator painted one of the Talons red, meaning it had a firing solution on her. She launched a Sidewinder missile at it and followed up with kinetic impactors, allowing herself to clack her beak in satisfaction when the enemy fighter exploded.

Immediately she switched focus to the nearest Talon, which now also appeared red on her display. She managed to get off a few shots before rocketing past the enemy finger-four formation—or at least, what used to be a finger-four.

“Okay, Shrubs. Let’s convert our energy into an upward climb and regain the advantage.”

“Roger that, Madcap.”

“I expect them to try to follow, and we can use our energy advantage to take out the remaining three.” Something caught her eye on the edge of her tactical display, and she swallowed, mashing the transponder again with her thumb. “Shrubs, we have eight bandits approaching. Break!”

“No way. I can take out another of these Talons long before the others get here.”

“I said break, Shrubs. They’re coming at us too quickly. Their ordnance will reach us faster than you—”

“Sorry, Fesky. I know I can do this.”

“I gave you a direct order!”

But Shrubs fell away from her, having ceased her engine burn in order to point her guns back at the trio of Condors.

“Damn it, Shrubs,” she muttered as she scrutinized her tactical display, racking her mind for what to do. There were no other Condors close enough to reach them in time, and anyway, everyone had their hands full. Do I help her clean up our initial targets or try to fend off eight God-damned fighters?

Her question was answered for her as Shrubs’s vitals flatlined, the newcomers’ fire having reached her. Fesky resisted the urge to smash her console in frustration, instead angling her engines along an escape vector that seemed viable and going into guns-D maneuvering, making random changes to her speed and flight path in the hopes of avoiding getting hit by one of eleven Talons. I’m not ejecting again. Not this battle.

An impactor hit her Condor as she escaped, washing the interior in red lighting. Thankfully, her gyros remained aligned, and it hadn’t pierced her cockpit. Spinning around her fighter’s short axis, she performed one last evasive engine burn before pointing her guns back at her pursuers and firing a suppressive burst across their new combat-spread formation. Two of them peeled away, and she must have knocked one of the Talons’ gyros out of alignment, since after a brief delay it exploded.

A glance at her display showed her a lone Condor escaping from a similarly hairy situation. Fesky accelerated toward it, using her momentum to send kinetic impactors hurtling toward a group of five pursuing Talons. One of them fell out of formation with the rest—she’d taken out the pilot.

“Thanks for the assist, Madcap,” the other Condor pilot said, rotating his bird to launch missiles at two separate targets.

“Voodoo.” It was Husher’s favorite wingman.

“I see you’re missing a wingman.”

“It was Shrubs. She’s gone.”

“Mine too. Partners?”

“Sure.” If she could have picked, she would have preferred Husher, or one of the more talented pirates. But Husher wasn’t here, and if Voodoo was good enough for him, he was good enough for Fesky.

Together, they made short work of the Talons chasing him—just in time to confront the eight still pursuing Fesky.

Captain Keyes’s voice entered her helmet just as she and Voodoo were about to engage the approaching fighters. “Fesky, are you able to give me a sitrep?”

“SNAFU, sir. You?”

The captain chuckled, though even that sounded tense. “SNAFU here, too. Keyes out.”

Fesky fired her weapons.

Chapter 69

Surprise

 

“The first Gok ship will arrive in approximately seventeen minutes, sir.”

Keyes caught himself in the middle of drumming his fingers against the Captain chair’s armrest. We need to even the odds before it gets here. They’d only managed to take out one more Roostship since their successful broadside. Meanwhile, the Winger warships pelted them with missiles only a little less powerful than Banshees, five of which had already gotten through.

Two squadrons of Talons persisted in harrying them, too—there were enough Winger fighters for the enemy to spare some to focus on the Providence herself. So far the point defense turrets were keeping them at bay, but they’d already taken out one of his secondary gun batteries, and they’d soon hit more.

A sudden explosion rocked them from the starboard side, and if the crew hadn’t already been strapped in, they would all have vacated their chairs. “What was that?” Keyes barked.

Brow furrowed, his sensor operator scrutinized his console. “It looks like the Talons performed a coordinated strike against the aft-starboard side, engaging most of our point defense turrets there. Their efforts allowed them to get a ship-to-ship missile past our defenses. A row of laser banks exploded.” 

“Damn it. Was anyone hurt?”

“Three injured, sir.”

“Chief Warrant Officer Arsenyev. Can Fesky spare any Condors to come to our aid?”

Arsenyev frowned. “I can send the order, but her pilots are barely holding their own as it is. Sending fighters our way won’t exactly improve their situation.”

“Our job is to distract the enemy fleet, not defeat it. Nav, what are our options for evasive maneuvers?”

“They’re pretty scant, given the Wingers’ orbital defense platforms. They have us pinned behind this moon, and if we so much as peek our nose out we can expect them to try to blow it off.”

Keyes grunted. “And yet the moon does create a narrow tunnel of space in which we can operate safely, does it not?”

“I suppose so, sir. We can move toward the moon or away from it.”

“Let’s try away. We fared best with the Roostships all on one side of us, not arrayed around us like this. Accelerate away from the moon, keeping a careful eye on the sensors to make sure we don’t offer any orbital platforms a firing solution on us.”

“They’ve anticipated that, sir,” his sensor operator spoke up. “Two Roostships are deployed to answer any escape attempt we might make in that direction.”

“This is the Providence you’re in, Ensign Werner. We’re not afraid of a couple of flying Winger nests.” Normally he steered clear of such bombast, sticking only to delivering orders with as much clarity and dignity as he knew how. But the battle was taking a toll on his CIC crew. He needed to see brows clear and shoulders rigid, not slumped. “Look alive, everyone. Tactical, by now we should have enough charge to swat those Talons, do we not?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Let’s shoo them away, then. In the meantime, get me a report from Engineering on whether they’re finished work on the surprises we’ve prepared for our winged friends.” The last-minute alliance with Blackwing had proved useful in more ways than one. A conversation he’d had with the stealth ship’s engineer yielded two spare cold-gas thrusters and an idea.

“Chief Engineer Victor says the stealth missiles have been outfitted with the new thrusters and painted black. They’re ready for programming, though Commander Victor cautions that their flight time will run about four times longer than our Banshees with traditional propulsion.”

“Nav, calculate two trajectories, one for each Roostships attempting to block our path, and send them to Engineering for downloading to that pair of missiles. In the meantime, Arsenyev, I want you to focus all offensive fire on the three enemy ships between us and the moon.”

“Yes, sir,” his Tactical and Nav officers said in unison.

The secondary lasers succeeded in driving the two Talon squadrons away, even managing to take out one of the fighters. That buys us some time.

His crew worked fast, and inside of six minutes the missiles were ready for deployment.

“Fire,” Keyes said.

“Missiles away, sir,” Arsenyev said.

“Very good. Now prep two more barrages, five Banshees each, which I want to arrive at the Roostships simultaneous to our slower stealth missiles.”

That took less time, since Nav had already calculated the course.

“Missiles ready, sir,” Arsenyev said. “If we fire them now, they should arrive at the same time as our stealth missiles.”

“Fire. Werner, bring up a splitscreen visual of both Roostships.” The screen switched views accordingly, and they waited.

The same Talons they’d chased off with their secondary lasers were called back to the Roostships to aid with dispatching the incoming warheads. The last of the regular Banshees was exploded harmlessly a mere three-thousand kilometers from one of the enemy ships.

Keyes cleared his throat. “Are we still getting a signal from our new toys?”

Arsenyev nodded. “They haven’t been spotted, Captain.”

As soon as she stopped speaking, twin explosions blossomed, one on each Roostship. Cheers erupted throughout the CIC, but Keyes held up his hand. “Quiet! I have more orders.”

They fell silent immediately. “Helm, bring us about to face those Roostships and engage all engines at one hundred percent. Tactical, stand ready on my mark to use our acceleration to propel kinetic bursts into the holes we made in their ships. I want the splitscreen view maintained, Ensign Werner, but everyone keep a close eye on your console’s tactical display.”

There was no tactical advantage in continuing to watch the Roostships on visual, but if his plan succeeded, it would do wonders for morale.

They sped away from the moon, and the enemy warships grew larger on the viewscreen. Both launched missiles at the Providence as she approached, but between his point defense and their incredible acceleration, he didn’t consider them much of a danger.

Arsenyev stood rigid at her console, glancing from Keyes to the viewscreen and back again. But she didn’t question his timing. Not at a moment like this. She’ll make a fine XO.

“Fire,” he said, and the ship vibrated as the main railguns spat ordnance at high speeds.

Both Roostships erupted in flame that was quickly quenched by the vacuum of space.

This time, Keyes did nothing to silence the cheering. He joined their celebrating in his own way, by squeezing his fists and allowing himself a slight smile.

His sensor operator was not smiling.

“What is it, Werner?”

The man’s eyes locked on to Keyes’s own.

“A Gok warship has arrived, sir.”

“What kind of warship?”

“I…I believe it’s a carrier, Captain. It’s launching fighters.”

But Gok don’t have fighters.

And yet a glance at his console’s tactical display confirmed otherwise.

Chapter 70

Toast

 

“Uhh…Fesky?”

“What do we do now, Madcap?”

“I don’t know how to engage Gok fighters. We were never briefed on this.”

The voices of her pilots filled her helmet, one after another, several of them overlapping. They sounded afraid and confused. She needed to reassert control.

“Calm down,” she said over the channel that went out to all Condor squadrons. “You’re Providence pilots, not a bunch of rookies fresh from the simulators. The birds you’re flying were built for versatility. For responding to new threats. Believe in your machine and you’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, but what do we do?” Bradley’s voice squeaked near the end of his sentence, making him sound a lot less self-assured than he had during their confrontation on Hangar Deck H.

Fesky had to delay her answer while she focused on the lone Talon that her tactical display showed as coming up on what was currently her six. She rotated, turning her six into her twelve, and blasted the thing apart.

“We outmaneuver them,” she continued, speaking quickly. “This is the first time Gok fighters have ever been deployed, that we know of, meaning they definitely are rookies. Given they’re Gok, I’m betting their fighter design sacrifices maneuverability and propulsion for weaponry, so they’ll likely pack a punch. And we can expect them to fly aggressively, committing to engagements more than another pilot would. Any questions?”

If there were, she had no time to answer them. A half-squadron of Talons screamed toward her and Voodoo, accompanied by six Gok fighters in no particular formation.

“We need to recruit some squadronmates or we’re toast,” Voodoo remarked, his voice as level as ever.

“Yes. And every other Condor pilot’s in the exact same situation.”

Chapter 71

Breach

 

Husher ducked beneath the barricade just in time to avoid a round of rifle fire to the face.

“Easy, sir,” Davies said beside him. “If we push forward too fast, they’ll pick us apart. We need to take our time and choose our engagements wisely.”

“We don’t have time,” he snapped, and instantly felt ashamed of letting his temper go. I’m getting as bad as Keyes. “Sorry. It’s just…I keep expecting to see a Talon overhead any minute.”

He shifted against the barricade, which was sloped and not very well suited to providing cover. At least, not from this side. The opposite side would be perfectly vertical and smooth, just like the others they’d passed, all of which had been built to defend the platform from an incursion. Not to attack it.

“I’m just grateful we haven’t run into any Gok yet,” Davies said. “They’d be a nightmare to fight.”

With a grunt, Husher activated his suit’s transponder. “Wahlburg, talk to me.”

“Sure thing, First Lieutenant. What would you like to talk about?”

“Now isn’t the time for your idea of humor, Wahlburg. Tell me what you see.”

The sniper had managed to secure a barricade at a higher vantage point, up a couple sets of stairs from the platform’s main level. “I see only death, the way you’re facing. Surely I don’t have to tell you it’s a bad idea to try attacking an open plane crisscrossed by lanes of fire.”

“Do you have an alternative?”

“I do. There’s a narrow corridor we can access if we backtrack a bit, but we’d need to go down it single-file, and it’s suspiciously devoid of defenders. Smells like a trap to me.”

Rolling over on the sloped barricade, Husher stared for a moment at the stars hanging over the platform. When was the last time I saw a star actually twinkle? He wished one of them would now, but the planet’s atmosphere didn’t extend this far.

A couple minutes before reaching their current position, they’d come across what was clearly a hatch, but one that only opened from the inside. He’d deemed it too risky to use the satchel charges they’d brought with them to blow it open—they seemed too powerful for the job. Now it seemed like the safest of his options.

He activated his transponder. “Sergeant Caine, how are things on your end?”

“Quiet,” came the immediate reply. “There’s been nothing since you left. It’s kind of freaking me out, to be honest.”

“I doubt you’d prefer what we’re facing.” Then again, she probably would. “I have a problem. I want to blow open a hatch, but the satchel charges I have contain too much C4. They’ll likely cause excessive structural damage.”

“I can improvise a smaller one using a machine gun bandoleer inside five minutes. How big do you want the boom to be, relative to the satchel charges we brought?”

“About half should do.”

“No problem.”

“Thank you, Sergeant. I’ll make my way to the spot I’ll need them at and then send you my location for your marine to find.”

“Yes, sir.”

He turned to Davies. “Corporal, I need you to hold here until my mark, at which point I want you to fall back to my position.”

“Can do, sir.”

“I’ll need you to provide suppressive fire while I fall back.”

“Now, sir?”

“Now.”

Davies popped above the barricade, the sound of her assault rifle making its way to Husher’s ears, though his helmet muted it. As he made his way from the battlefield, a young marine named Holloway sprang up to join Davies in firing on the enemy. The only difference was, he stood utterly exposed.

“Holloway, get down!”

Too late. A boom rang out that sounded loud even inside Husher’s helmet, and a gaping hole appeared in Holloway’s faceplate, with blood spattering what remained of it. The young marine fell backward onto the platform’s metal surface.

Damn it. Though he hated to leave Holloway’s body, there was no time to retrieve it. Husher dashed back the way he’d come, running from barricade to barricade while Davies, Wahlburg, and the others kept the Wingers at bay.

At last, he turned a corner that blocked him from the battlefield, though he didn’t consider that a reason to relax. As he ran back to the hatch, he monitored every possible avenue of attack.

Caine was true to her word, and it wasn’t long before the marine joined him. Husher wasted no time in directing him where to position the explosive.

“Okay, sir,” the marine said. “It’s on a twenty-second fuse. Is there any cover twenty seconds that way? Between here and the stealth ship, there’s barely any.”

“If we run. Start the timer, Private.”

Husher and the marine dashed back toward where Davies and Wahlburg were fighting the Wingers, stopping once they’d rounded a corner. They huddled against the wall, and a few seconds later an explosion rumbled through the metal underneath their feet.

“Perfect,” Husher said when he went back to gaze through the breach at what looked like an office beneath the platform’s surface. It would be connected to others. “With any luck, this will lead us closer to the central reactor. There has to be an emergency exit that comes out somewhere near that. Good work, Private. Get back to Sergeant Caine.”

The marine saluted and then jogged back toward the stealth ship.

Husher activated his transponder once again. “Davies. Wahlburg. Take the others and fall back. I’ve found us a third option.”

Chapter 72

Kamikaze

 

Fesky’s heart pounded as she realized the Gok fighter barreling toward her had no intention of breaking away. Instead it kept its weapons pointed toward her Condor, guns blazing, and maintained its course.

At the last minute, she angled her nose upward and gunned her engines, missing the Gok by what must have been no more than a meter.

She activated her transponder while rotating her guns to get a firing solution on the receding enemy fighter. “Attention all pilots—the Gok have gone full kamikaze. One of them just tried to collide with me.”

“One of them just took out Crank,” Voodoo said. “I don’t think the thing even bothered to eject before they collided.”

The Gok have always been reckless, but never suicidal. What’s driving them to this? Whatever it was, the strategy itself actually seemed pretty sound. Given the enemy’s overwhelming numbers, attrition could lead to a swift victory for them.

If we let it.

Fesky rotated her fighter along its short axis, lining up to perform an engine burn toward a nearby cluster of Winger and Gok fighters.

“Madcap!” Voodoo said from where she’d left him, somewhere behind and to her right. “What are you doing?”

“The Gok are slow and unskilled,” she said over the fleetwide, leaving it at that. As she squeezed every last drop of acceleration from her Condor’s engines, she tried not to dwell on how quickly the enemy Talons reoriented themselves to get a firing solution on her.

I’m moving too fast for them, she told herself. They won’t have time to calculate a proper trajectory.

That didn’t stop the enemy pilots from firing without computer assistance, and they did that. She returned fire in kind.

Then she was among the enemy fighters, and as planned, her course took her amidst the Gok fighters, blocking most of the Talons from taking a shot. Fesky halted her engine burn, quickly identified one of the few Talons with a viable firing lane, and took it out with a well-placed Sidewinder.

In the meantime, all five Gok ships veered toward her, clearly excited by her proximity and ready to pounce.

Flipping her Condor around, she performed an engine burn at an angle that took her near one of the Talons as she exited the cluster of fighters.

Success. One of the pursuing Gok fighters collided with the Talon, causing them both to explode. Her tactical display told her neither pilot had ejected in time.

Cheers from her fellow Condor pilots filled her ears as she trained her guns on one of the pursuing Goks. This target didn’t explode, but neither did it change course again. She’d killed the pilot.

“They’re novices,” she squawked over the fleetwide. “Use their recklessness against them.”

The rest of the enemy fighter cluster were reorienting themselves, with the Talons spreading out to keep their distance from the clumsy Goks. Then the entire formation moved to pursue her.

“Voodoo,” she said over their two-way channel. “I need you.”

“I’m on it.”

Chapter 73

On My Mark

 

“The Gok carrier has expelled all of its fighters, sir,” his sensor operator said. “It’s coming around to engage.”

Keyes squinted at the icon on the tactical display that represented the Gok warship. “What does it have in the way of firepower?”

Werner stood hunched over his console, neglecting his chair for the moment, as well as the straps that dangled from its back. “Uh…some point defense turrets…a primary railgun, though it looks fairly small. Other than that, just some smaller railguns for executing broadsides.”

An itch sprouted on Keyes’s nose, but he denied himself the pleasure of scratching it, his full attention on the CIC’s main viewscreen. “I don’t see how they can possibly hope to engage a ship with the Providence’s complement of artillery. What are the remaining Roostships doing? Do the Gok hope to distract us while the others pounce?”

The sensor operator shook his head. “No, sir. They’re hanging back.” He blinked at his console’s display. “The Gok ship is coming at us fast.”

A flicker of movement caught Keyes’s eye, and he glanced to his left in time to see Ek rise from her seat. “Captain, I suggest acquiring a visual on the Gok warship. Specifically a magnification of her nose.”

“All right. Do it, Ensign Werner.”

The main viewscreen showed a closeup of the Gok warship, which looked like someone had melted down several larger ships and combined them in an enormous, poorly crafted mold.

Keyes nearly gasped. “It has a nose designed for collision. Just like their destroyers.”

“Indeed,” Ek said. “And it is pointed at our starboard bow.”

“Helm, prepare to execute a full retro thrust on my mark.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Everyone strap in, and alert the crew to brace for possible impact. Coms, put me through to Fesky.”

“It’s done, sir.”

“Fesky, can you spare a squadron of Condors for a pass on that carrier?”

The Winger’s voice sounded even more strained than usual. “In short, no, I can’t, Captain.”

Keyes squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them. “Understood. Carry on, Fesky. Arsenyev, unleash a steady barrage of solid-core ordnance at the approaching ship. I don’t want them to know we’ve anticipated their intent. Ek,” he said, twisting to face the Fin, who was strapping herself back into her seat. “How did you know they’d try a kamikaze run?”

“The Gok never waste a battle asset, and they know our mobility is confined to the moon’s diameter. Given the carrier’s relative lack of weaponry, as well as her acceleration, such a maneuver seemed likely.”

“But the Gok have only ever bluffed a collision. Sure, their destroyers are designed to ram, but they’ve never actually committed to colliding with another ship—they’ve only bullied others into giving way, like they did to us at Larkspur-Caprice.”

The Fin returned Keyes’s gaze with her usual calm. “I have observed a recent change in Gok behavior. Clearly, they are fully committed to your destruction, no matter the cost.”

“Captain…” The helmsman shifted nervously at his station.

“Wait for my mark,” Keyes snapped. “And get that viewscreen back to a tactical display, Ensign Werner.” In the meantime, he stared at the smaller display his own console showed.

This has to be exact. If they moved to evade too soon, the oncoming carrier would simply adjust its course. Too late, and she’d hit his ship.

He caught himself stroking the cold metal arm of his chair and stopped. I won’t let them hit you, old girl. This is not your last run.

“Captain?” his helmsman said.

“I said to wait for my mark!”

“I don’t think—”

“Now!”

The helmsman executed the command he’d already queued up on his console, and the supercarrier lurched backward, throwing everyone against their safety straps.

Keyes’s eyes never left the tactical display. As the Providence moved to evade, the Gok carrier did adjust its course, turning inward toward its quarry. But Keyes’s reaction was well-timed. The enemy slid past them, already reorienting for another attempt.

“They’re going to try again, Captain,” his sensor operator said.

“I can see that,” he barked. “Arsenyev, prepare four Banshees, and don’t let up on the solid-core rounds. We need to take out that ship. Otherwise, it’s going to catch us eventually.” He looked around at his crew. “I want silence in the CIC, unless someone has something to say other than the bleeding obvious.”

He returned to scrutinizing the tactical display, though out of the corner of his eye he could see Werner wilt.

I can coddle them or I can increase our chances of survival. Not both.

Chapter 74

Scattershot

 

The subsurface rooms Husher and his platoon had infiltrated seemed mostly dedicated to communications and data storage. They were lightly staffed, defended only by noncombat personnel armed with handguns, most of who surrendered their weapons as soon as they saw the Providence marines.

“Good call on blowing that hatch,” Wahlburg said as he returned from checking the next room. As always, he dispensed with honorifics, even when paying Husher a compliment. “Dumb birds still haven’t figured out we’re down here.”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” Husher said. “More likely they’ve simply chosen a battleground that favors them—a more easily defended room we haven’t reached yet.”

“Even so,” the sniper said, glancing around the room they were currently in, which had viewscreens that showed tactical displays as well as visuals of both the planet below and the surface of the orbital platform. “These rooms seem to be getting more important. Could be we’ll find one that lets us deactivate that EMP field remotely.”

Davies laughed at that. “Stick to what you know, Wahlburg. There’s no way they’d give us uncontested access to critical control systems. If a shutoff exists, it’ll be near the center of the platform, just like the main reactor.”

That drew a sharp sniff from the sniper, but otherwise he acted as though Davies hadn’t spoken.

At that moment, Caine’s voice filled Husher’s helmet, which he still wore even though these rooms had oxygen—he refused to expose himself or his troops to chemical attacks, so helmets stayed on. “Sir, we’re under heavy fire from the Wingers. I think they’ve figured out how important this ship is to our plan.”

“That’s why I left you there, Sergeant,” he said. “I want you and your platoon to defend that nuke at any cost.”

“I’ll try, sir. But—”

“But what?”

“Have you ever considered that maybe…maybe we deserve this? For everything humans have done?”

He suppressed an urge to yell. “Sergeant, you assured me that you were fit for this mission, and yet now I hear you entertaining delusions. Was I mistaken in trusting you? Should I reassign command of your platoon to someone more fit to lead?”

“No, sir,” Caine answered in a quiet voice.

Something about her tone told Husher that an important part of Caine was very close to breaking. That bothered him, a lot, and not just because it could mean the end of their mission.

“Caine…remember what you told me, back in that weapons lockers. You said we’d need you, and you were right. We do need you. And…and I need you. Okay? I need to find you waiting for me once I make it back to that ship.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and her voice sounded stronger this time.

“Thank you, Sergeant. Husher out.”

Striving to push the conversation out of his mind, he motioned for his marines to follow him into the room that Wahlburg had just cleared. As soon as he entered a bullet whizzed by him, burying itself in the wall near his left arm and sending chips of metal flying.

“Fall back,” he shouted, turning and shoving Wahlburg out of his way. “You said that room was clear!”

“It was.”

“They just fired at me from the doorway on the other side.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, First Lieutenant. It was clear a few seconds ago.”

Wow. He actually addressed me by my proper rank. That convinced him Wahlburg actually was sorry.

Husher inhaled slowly. “All right. They must have just taken up that position, so we need to act fast before they properly entrench themselves. Wahlburg and Siu, you’re going to provide cover fire while I rush into the room with a stun grenade. I’ll lob it through the doorway they fired from, and once it goes off, we’ll all rush in together and overwhelm them.”

Davies was shaking her head. “Sir, you’re our commanding officer. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be the one to go in first.”

An image popped into his head, of Caine back on Thessaly, risking herself to protect her squad. “I’m not ordering anyone else to take on this much risk. We’re also not wasting time arguing. Everyone has their orders. Wahlburg, Siu, let’s go!”

Husher pulled out a stun grenade with his right hand and his pistol with his left. Then he ran into the room where he’d been shot at, making a hard right as soon as he was past the door.

Firing at the doorway with his off-hand, he ran across the room to give himself a good angle for throwing the grenade. Behind him roared the staccato of Wahlburg’s and Siu’s suppressive fire.

A shotgun boomed, and pain exploded in Husher’s left shoulder, sending him to his knees. He lobbed the stun grenade blind, even though he knew it was a desperate, dangerous move. If he missed the doorway, he’d incapacitate himself as well as the two marines he’d ordered into this room.

He continued to fire his pistol into the doorway, looking away to avoid getting blinded by the grenade. A sharp blast told him it had gone off, and he waited a second before looking.

The Winger who’d shot him stumbled back, blinded, clutching its shotgun to its chest. Husher leveled his pistol at its head and fired. His bullet struck home, making a hole in the center of the Winger’s faceplate. The alien fell to the ground.

“Move!” he yelled to the others.

As the marines rushed past him to attack the Wingers, Davies ran over to him wearing a concerned look. “Sir, we need to patch up your suit and get you back to the stealth ship.”

“Not an option,” Husher said through gritted teeth. “Caine is surrounded, and besides, I intend to continue leading this mission. Patch me up while I instruct my suit to start administering stims.”

Davies opened her mouth, but Husher cut her off. “No arguing, Corporal. As you said, I am your commanding officer, and you will follow my orders.”

She nodded. “Do you think the scattershot hit any vital organs?”

Leaning heavily against the wall, Husher found his feet. “I’m still breathing, and I’m still giving orders. For now, that’s all that matters.”

“Yes, sir.”

Chapter 75

At Any Cost

 

Caine ended the transmission with Husher and forced herself to make eye contact with the marines huddled near the stealth ship’s airlock. Outside, other members of her platoon traded fire with the Winger defenders.

“What did he say?” Blackwing demanded, his ebony eyes piercing into hers.

“He said to defend the nuke at all costs.”

“Did you happen to mention how that’s impossible?” the pirate captain asked.

“More or less. But…everything about this is impossible. Isn’t it?”

“That’s not exactly encouraging.”

“But it doesn’t matter. Whether it’s encouraging or not, whether it’s actually possible…none of that matters. Because if we can’t do it, we lose everything. Humanity loses everything. And so do you Wingers. So we have to do it.”

“How?” Blackwing asked.

“There are more of them, ma’am,” one of her marines radioed in. “We’re pinned here, and they’re advancing on our position.”

“Thank you, Private,” she said.

“What do we do?”

Caine ignored the question. Instead of answering, she turned to Blackwing again. “What kind of guns does this ship have?”

The Winger clacked his beak. “Guns? This ship wasn’t meant for combat.”

“But she must have guns of some kind. Right?”

“Twin frontal rail guns. Very small. And they’re stationary. This ship wasn’t designed like a Talon. She can’t easily turn along her axis to point weapons at an enemy. She’s completely outmatched in a dogfight.”

“We’re not in a dogfight.”

Blackwing paused, studying her. “What are you proposing, exactly?”

“Are you telling me you haven’t figured it out yet, Winger?” She switched to a platoon-wide channel. “Everyone back inside the ship, now!”

“Sergeant Caine, this is way too risky,” Blackwing said, and now he sounded panicky—or at least, more panicky than Wingers normally sounded. “To use the guns we’d have to achieve liftoff and then rotate the ship downward, tilting it to fire at the enemy. If we go too high, the platform’s turrets will shoot us down.”

“Then don’t go too high.”

“I’ll have to—”

“You do captain this ship, don’t you, Blackwing?” Caine raised her eyebrows.

“Yes,” the Winger said.

“And you’re known as a talented pilot. So prove it. You say it’s a risky maneuver—I say letting the enemy have our nuke is far riskier. This is how we continue fighting. Now let’s get to the cockpit. Unless you want me to try piloting her.”

Caine started jogging through the ship, not waiting to see whether Blackwing followed. When she reached the cockpit, he was right behind her.

All over his body, the pirate’s feathers stood at attention. “Strap in, you crazy human,” he said.

“Crazier than you know,” Caine muttered, pulling the copilot chair’s safety straps across her chest.

Twenty seconds later, the marines were inside, and they were rising into the air. The cockpit’s main screen showed a shifting view of the orbital platform, and far sooner than she expected, Blackwing started tilting the ship downward.

Too soon. Her nose will scrape the surface. But it didn’t. And as the enemy Wingers realized what was about to happen, they began to run.

“Open fire,” Caine commanded.

Blackwing did. The stealth ship’s twin railguns, though he’d described them as small, did a lot more damage than anything the Wingers carried.

The pirate captain strafed the enemy ranks, sending spray after spray of bullets into their fleeing backs.

To Caine, watching the enemy get mowed down as they retreated didn’t feel honorable. It didn’t even feel like victory.

It felt like following orders. And though their mission aimed to save billions, she wondered if any goal, no matter how lofty, could ever be worth this.

Chapter 76

Brave Bastard

 

“Madcap, Providence is in trouble.”

“And she’ll be in even more trouble if we don’t hold off these fliers,” Fesky snapped. “How long do you think she’ll last with hundreds of Talons and Gok fighters directing coordinated alpha strikes at her? The best thing we can do for her is—”

She cut off with a gasp as enemy ordnance cut through her Condor, entering above her head and exiting near her left boot. The interior of her fighter plummeted in temperature, and her suit fought to keep her warm. A deafening hiss filled the cockpit as the Condor depressurized.

“Madcap, you all right? Madcap!”

Her first instinct was to whip her guns around to blast the Talon that got her. Then the hissing sound penetrated her thoughts, scattering them, and she thought about ejecting. The flight suit was designed to keep her alive while floating in the void, but…

But who will pick me up?

No one. “Breathe, Fesky,” she muttered as she racked her brain for what to do. Ejection didn’t seem like a good way to continue surviving…not with the most fraught battle she’d ever experienced raging around her.

It also wasn’t a good way to make sure they won.

“Madcap? Did they get you? Come in!”

Just a few seconds had passed since the hull breach. She didn’t move to retaliate. Instead, she kept an eye on her helmet’s heads-up tactical display as she rooted behind her seat for the repair kit.

“Voodoo.”

“Madcap! Thank God you’re okay. Why didn’t you answer me?”

“Distracted by leaking atmosphere.” Tearing off a strip of self-fusing tape, Fesky went to work on the first hole. “Listen, Voodoo. I haven’t reacted since the enemy shot me, so there’s no reason for them to think I’m still alive. I want you to lure an enemy squadron right on top of me.”

“Are you crazy? You’ve been hit!”

“I’m fine, and none of my critical systems have been damaged. We have an opportunity for a tactical advantage, which hasn’t happened much in this fight. This will probably only work once, so let’s make it count, all right?”

“Roger that, Madcap. Allow me to get our friends’ attention.”

Keeping an eye on the tactical display, she watched Voodoo dispatch a few harrying shots at a full squadron of Talons. Brave bastard. She could see why Husher liked him. Not only was he talented, he stood ready to risk it all for victory.

She was just starting on the second patch as Voodoo drew closer, flawlessly executing guns-D maneuvers. Encouraging words rose to her lips, but she squashed them. It’ll only break his concentration. And I need to move faster.

Anchoring the tape as she’d been taught in flight school took up the rest of her time, and she finished just as the first Talon was passing her. She leapt back into the seat and held her breath while the next two enemy fighters rocketed by.

Steady, Fesky. Wait for it…

“Chew on this,” she said, with more anger than she’d expected to feel. She taxed her gyros to swing her fighter around as quickly as possible, assigning a single Sidewinder to each receding Talon.

She ran out of missiles after nine, and then she fired a stream of kinetic impactors at the Talons nearest her. By now the enemy fighters were turning around to engage her, but they’d been thrown into total disarray, and the damage had already been done.

Nine explosions took out nine Talons, and her barrage of ordnance soon neutralized two more. On the other side of what remained of the Talon formation, Voodoo had come about and was performing an engine burn back at the enemy while launching missiles of his own.

Within seconds, nothing remained of the enemy squadron.

“Holy shit,” Voodoo’s voice screamed in her ear. “Holy shit! I love you, Fesky. I don’t care if you’re a Winger, I’m ready to marry you. That was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Stick around,” Fesky said. “There’s more where that came from.”

“Oh, shit,” her wingman said, and the jubilation had seeped out of his voice as quickly as it had come.

“What?”

“The Providence, Fesky.”

She looked at he tactical display, and her mouth went dry. “Oh, no,” she said, her voice small. “Oh, no.”

The Gok warship was colliding with the supercarrier.

Chapter 77

Impact

 

The Providence shook as though undergoing a seven-point earthquake.

Keyes’s body bucked in his seat till he worried whether the straps would hold. He knew they would—he’d replaced them all two years ago, with the latest in nanofabrics, which could withstand more or less anything. But the violence of the collision did not allow for rational thought.

Members of his CIC cried out in terror and pain. Keyes gritted his teeth and rode out the shaking. It seemed impossible that his ship would survive this, and he knew the others were thinking the same thing.

As the rumbling finally began to lessen, the CIC lights flickered and went out.

“Werner,” he said. “Where are the God damn—”

The emergency lighting came on, filling the CIC with a light slightly dimmer than before. Then the alarms began, and every console, every face, became awash with red.

Keyes took a deep breath. Another. Everything inside urged him to slam his fists against his console, to give this rage a channel to get out. To abuse his crew verbally, to paint them with the blame for what had just happened.

Then, a quiet voice spoke inside him:

Let the enemy be a conduit for your rage.

Yes. That would do.

He took another breath, afraid to speak the words he knew he must. “Damage report.”

“Half of Flight Deck A has been torn off, sir. The port-side storage compartments also suffered significant damage, and two of the crew corridors have been breached. Your order to roll with the collision did appear to prevent further damage.”

Half of Flight Deck A… His hand twitched. He wanted to place it over his face and cry. “Seal off those crew corridors.” I’ll kill them for hurting my girl. “Get me a casualty report.”

“I already have it, sir. Seven crewmembers are unaccounted for.”

“God damn it,” he muttered. “Was Hangar Bay A affected?”

“Querying the hangar bay crew now…no! It wasn’t breached, and the Condors there are fine. The damage did not extend that far in.”

“Thank God. What kind of shape is the Gok carrier in?”

Werner furrowed his brow. “Streaming atmosphere and fuel into space, but still limping along, sir.”

“Arsenyev, what do we have for them?”

His sensor operator spoke again before Arsenyev could answer. “Sir, their starboard point defense turrets are mostly gone.”

“Good. Arsenyev, arm a couple Banshees and program them with a course that exploits the new weakness they’ve acquired for themselves. I want to plant two nukes deep inside her guts.”

“Can do, sir.”

“Do it now. Do it five minutes ago.” Keyes’s breath was becoming ragged, and he tried once more to steady himself. Screw it. He ripped the straps from his chest and stood. All eyes found his, except for Arsenyev’s, who knew better than to delay his orders.

“If any of you want to abandon ship, now is the time to run for the escape pods. You have my permission. From this moment on, only those willing to die fighting will remain in my CIC.”

He looked around at his CIC crew. No one moved.

“Fine,” he said, and now he let anger lace his words. He pointed at the main viewscreen. “They’ve taken a piece of our home. It would take months to replace it, and that’s assuming we’re likely to find a safe harbor to do so. We’re not. Every species in the galaxy is aligned against us, including our own.”

Silence reigned. The helmsman opened his mouth, but closed it again.

Keyes brought a fist to his chest. “This is my ship.” He pointed at Arsenyev. “And she’s yours.” He pointed at Werner. “And yours.” He pointed at Ek. “And she’s yours. It’s all of ours. I trust my ship, because she’s never failed me. Whatever we’ve asked her to do, in the service of humanity, she’s done it.” He pointed back at the viewscreen. “Right now, I’m going to ask her to fight the ones trying to throw an entire galaxy into darkness. If I die in that fight…if I die in that fight, then I couldn’t ask for a better death.”

Grim nods answered his words, and set jaws.

“Banshees ready, Captain.”

“Fire, then. Bring up a visual of the bastard, Werner.”

The viewscreen showed a visual of the Gok warship, which had come about and was drifting slowly back toward them. Incredible.

Two minutes later, the enemy ship erupted with a fire the void quickly extinguished.

“The Roostships are moving to engage again, Captain,” the sensor operator said.

“Then we’ll destroy them, too.”

“That’s not all. Another Gok carrier is about to arrive.”

Chapter 78

Rolling the Dice

 

“Everyone toss your IDs in a pile in the middle of the room,” Husher ordered the Winger administrative workers. “Now!” he yelled when they hesitated.

Of the Winger force sent to stop them in the subsurface offices, only two had survived. The rest had refused to surrender, instead fighting to the death. Using some cord from a supply closet, the marines had hastily bound the pair that had finally thrown down their weapons. Husher gave the order to lock them in the same closet.

Luckily, even though they all carried handguns, none of the workers in this room seemed interested in opposing the intruders, and they quickly surrendered their sidearms.

Thanks to the stims, the pain in Husher’s shoulder had been reduced to a dull throb. But that wouldn’t last forever. We need to end this.

He assigned three privates with the task of sorting through the IDs relinquished by the Wingers. After a few minutes, they’d identified the most senior official here.

“You’re coming with us,” Husher told it. “The rest of you are free to go and find whatever safety there is to be had.” The Wingers quickly filed out of the room, in the direction of the platform’s perimeter. 

“What do you want with me, human?”

“I’m sure you’ve already figured that out, uh—” Husher glanced at the Winger’s ID. “—Dyson.”

“You want my biometrics.”

Husher nodded. “We need to get back to the platform’s surface without drawing too much attention. Cooperate, and we promise we won’t expose you to battle. If things get hairy, we’ll release you to flee. You’ll be free to go.”

“Why should I help you?”

“For the same reason Fesky helps us. We need to talk to your government, and this seems to be the only way to do it.”

 “Do you really think name-dropping an exile will persuade me?”

“Blackwing is helping us, too. He got us here. Do you know him?”

Dyson clacked his beak. “He was one of our most decorated pilots before disappearing down Pirate’s Path.”

“And after hearing us out, he agreed our cause is not only just, but necessary. Now, we can stand here arguing, making it less and less likely we’ll complete our mission. Or you can follow your instincts—the ones telling you to take the same side as a Winger you clearly respect. You won’t get in trouble with your superiors. You are facing down a platoon of armed marines, after all.”

But the Winger stood immobile. “I cannot. I won’t betray my species.”

“Then we’ll force your face against the bioscanner. Is that what you’d prefer?”

Dyson regard Husher with what he felt sure was disdain. “Very well. Let’s get this over with.”

Husher nodded. “How close can you get us to the central reactor?”

“There are two elevators that will take you within twenty meters of it—one on either side.”

Husher turned to Wahlburg. “Remember fighting the pirate incursion?”

The sniper raised his eyebrows. “Are you going to ask me to take one of the elevators by myself? You do know we’ll be fighting Gok up there, right? They’ll overwhelm me before I can snipe even three of them.”

“You won’t be using a sniper rifle. You, Siu, and Davies will take our two SAWs, along with the heavy machine gun and tripod. Once you’re in position with the big gun set up, get in touch. We’ll be ready to hit the Gok from behind.”

“Not the most honorable way to conduct yourselves,” Dyson said.

Wahlburg smirked. “We’re talking about Gok, here, bird. They’ll probably be insulted if we don’t try to take them dirty.”

“We’re leveraging every available advantage to complete our mission as fast as possible.” Husher didn’t like it either, in truth, but he liked the alternative of unnecessarily endangering his three marines even less. “Let’s move.”

When they reached the first elevator, Dyson placed his hand on a DNA scanner while letting a camera inspect his eye. “There,” he said. “You have full control over the elevator.”

“We’ll wait until Wahlburg, Davies, and Siu are in place before going up.” He eyed the three marines that would press on to the other elevator. “Be fast, but cautious. Don’t draw any unnecessary attention to you. This could fall apart pretty easily.” That seemed true of a lot of his plans, lately. Against odds like the ones they faced, rolling the dice on a desperate gambit seemed logical, since at least it offered a chance of success. But if I keep rolling the dice, eventually I’ll roll snake eyes.

The marines remained silent as they waited for the trio to get into position, their usual off-color banter stowed for now. They knew the importance of staying covert.

Several minutes passed, and Husher noticed his heart beating harder. And not just because they were about to enter battle. How far away can that other elevator be? They should have reached it by now.

“They’re taking too long,” he said at last. “We’re going up there. I want to be in position to help them, in case they’ve been compromised.”

“What if they get compromised down here?” asked a marine with a wide jaw.

Markov. His name is Markov. “Then we take advantage of the disturbance and strike at the power core.”

“Why don’t you just radio them to see how they’re doing?”

“Because if they’ve been caught, then we’ll probably be tipping off whoever captured them.”

Markov didn’t reply, seeming to accept the explanation without further scrutiny.

“Let’s go,” Husher said.

They all piled into the elevator, which was clearly designed to accommodate large freight. There was enough space for all of them, meaning there would be plenty of space for Wahlburg and Davies to set up the tripod. Providing they’re still in action.

As the elevator reached the surface, the muffled reports of a large gun reached them through the doors.

Husher activated his transponder. “Davies, Wahlburg, what’s going on?”

“It was the bird,” Wahlburg said, his voice sounding strained for the first time Husher could remember. “We didn’t search him thoroughly enough. He had a pistol hidden on him, and he had it pointed at Siu. I had to take him out. You better move now, sir. The Gok will be on top of us any second.”

“Is Davies all right?”

A brief hesitation, and then Wahlburg replied. This time, he sounded dazed. “Davies is dead. The bird got her right in the neck.”

Chapter 79

Stims

 

“I’m going to set her down,” Blackwing said, his eyes glued to the visual display of the platform’s surface. “We got every hostile that’s in range.”

“Belay that,” Caine shot back—the second time she’d said it in as many minutes.

“We’re too clear a target up here, human. If we land, the ship will at least have some cover. Having a ship that can fly is sort of important for the mission—you remember that part, right?”

“If we land, they’ll just start swarming us again. Plus we won’t be in position to strafe any new targets. We need to take out as many enemy combatants as we can. The more we leave alive, the harder it will be for Husher to make it back.”

“You aren’t my commanding officer, you know. I haven’t even taken orders from Wingers in—”

“Look!” Caine yelled, pointing at a hulking mass on the visual display. A Gok. It towered over one of the barriers meant to provide cover to the platform’s defenders, holding— “What is that? Magnify its weapon.”

Blackwing did, joining her in squinting at the screen. “Could that be…?”

“What?”

“I think that’s a directed-energy weapon.”

“Impossible. The Gok don’t have the technology for that. No one’s been able to make energy weapons work.”

“Because the power demands are too great, and you’d need to carry around so much heavy equipment. The kind of weight only a Gok could bear. And it looks like someone’s developed it for them. We need to land now!” On the viewscreen, the hulking alien was raising its weapon.

“No, you need to take out that Gok.”

“Human, you don’t get it, we—”

A bolt of light streamed from the Gok’s weapon, connecting with the ship somewhere below the sensor that was feeding them the visual display. An explosion followed that rocked the stealth ship and sent Caine to her hands and knees on the floor.

An alarm sounded, even louder than the one when they’d first approached the platform. Red light pulsed throughout the cockpit. The ship began to fall.

Blackwing had been strapped in when the energy beam hit, and he’d kept his seat. He punched a button on his console, sending his voice through overhead speakers: “Brace for impact!”

That was all he had time to say before the ship’s nose connected with the platform’s surface. Caine’s body smashed against the main control bank. The stealth ship rocked backward, coming to a rest in an upright position, which caused her to slide onto the floor once more.

For a moment, she was transfixed by a scarlet string of her own blood, which rose slowly into the air before floating to the ground. She tried to get up, but the pain was too great. Instead, she lay back on the floor as Blackwing unstrapped himself, stood over her, and fixed her with what she felt fairly certain was a glare.

Moving her extremities told her she hadn’t broken any limbs. But a sharp pain in her torso spoke to a likely fractured rib. She instructed her suit to flood her body with stims—something she hated to do, since it tended to cloud her ability to think strategically.

With the stims moving through her system, she was able to push herself off of the floor and regain her feet. She retrieved her assault rifle from near the cockpit entrance, where it had ended up in the crash.

Blackwing was still glaring at her, looking a little murderous now that she had a chance to study his face. “What was the explosion?” she asked.

“Oh, just our main engine.”

She nodded and walked to the hatch, punching the button that made it slide open.

“Where are you going?” the Winger said. “The mission is over, human. We might as well surrender.”

“Our mission right now is to protect the nuke. At any cost. We’ve been doing that, and we’ll continue to do it.” She exited the cockpit.

“I don’t think Husher meant for you to protect it at the cost of the mission itself!” Blackwing shouted after her.

She ignored him and continued walking.

Chapter 80

Berserkers

 

“Open the door!” Husher screamed at the marine closest to the elevator’s controls. They slid apart to confirm his worst fears: the central reactor was surrounded by Gok.

The Wingers had quickly figured out what the humans’ target would be, and they’d deployed the most formidable troops at their disposal to defend it.

Currently, the Gok soldiers were all turned toward the other elevator, where Wahlburg’s SAW had gone off. Several of them were running around the reactor to confront Wahlburg and Siu.

Not wanting to alert the enemy of their presence, Husher gave the hand signal to move out. They rushed out of the elevator as quickly and quietly as possible, spreading out in front of it.

He brought his assault rifle to his shoulder, and the others mimicked the action, readying their weapons and lining up their first volley.

The trigger felt cool under his finger, and he squeezed it slowly, the way his father had taught him when he’d been just eight. Warren Husher’s words echoed through his mind: Don’t pull the trigger with your finger. Pull it with your thoughts.

The roar of gunfire rose up around him, and the marines’ bullets sailed into the hulking alien forms, seeking weak points in their armor. Several Gok went down. Several others turned back toward their attackers, faces rictuses of rage.

Bulky weapons were raised to massive shoulders, and Husher realized what they were at the last second. My God. They have energy weapons.

“Scatter!” he yelled.

Blinding beams of light lanced out at the marines as they ran in all directions, some of them back into the elevator, some of them to the scant cover offered by the wall on either side.

Husher saw three marines go down as he ran toward a doorway a few meters from his original position. He took a second to check the knob. Locked. Raising the assault rifle to his shoulder again, he sighted down the barrel at the nearest enemy.

The Gok weren’t content to blast the marines from their initial position, near the reactor. Instead they advanced forward, firing at anything that moved. One of them headed for Husher’s doorway, giant strides closing the distance rapidly. Husher’s bullets bounced harmlessly against the Gok’s titanium-plated armor.

The alien cut a menacing figure, made somehow more imposing by its pressurized suit. Through its massive helmet, Husher was sure he could see the hatred in the thing’s dark-green eyes, even overshadowed as they were by the prominent ridges Gok had in place of eyebrows.

Acting on instinct, he threw himself from the doorway and out into the open, just in time to avoid getting hit by a bright bolt of energy.

But his adversary had no plans of giving him time to recover. The giant rushed at him, casting aside its weapon to seize Husher by the shoulders and throw him against the wall he’d just left. His assault rifle skittered away across the orbital platform’s surface.

Pain lanced from his shoulder as he collapsed to the floor, but the beast was atop him again, picking him up off the ground and pinning him against the wall by his neck. The thing’s massive fingers clenched, and dark starbursts exploded in Husher’s vision.

The sound of battle seemed to get turned down as the pressure on his windpipe demanded all his attention. I need to do something. His arms dangled freely, and he managed to grip the haft of his combat knife. He drew it from its sheath and rammed it into the Gok’s suit, under the armpit, which was covered in tough fabric that nevertheless yielded to the blade.

The thing only tightened its grip, apparently undeterred by the hissing of its suit depressurizing or the blood that dampened it. Husher withdrew the knife and stuck it in again. Again.

Finally the Gok’s grip loosened, and Husher managed to draw some oxygen into his pulsating lungs. He raised the knife to where the alien’s helmet met its suit and punched it through the seam there. The Gok released him, and Husher fell to his knees, clutching at his throat.

But the alien wasn’t done. With the combat knife still lodged in its neck, it raised both fists to deliver a blow Husher knew would likely kill him.

At the last instant, he rolled to the right, toward where his assault rifle had ended up. Out of the corner of his eye he saw another Gok gripping Markov’s helmet in its enormous hands, with the marine pinned helplessly against the wall, battering his opponent uselessly with his fists.

Husher scooped up the assault rifle, aimed, and fired. Markov’s tormentor stumbled sideways, its faceplate shattered. Then the Gok who’d thrown Husher against the wall shoved him to the ground and planted a boulder-like knee on his chest.

The Gok punched Husher’s helmet, knocking his head against the platform’s hard surface and making him feel dazed. Another blow knocked the wind out of his lungs.

Next, several sharp reports sounded as Markov emptied his sidearm into the back of the Gok’s head. It collapsed on top of Husher, and it took the last of his strength as well as Markov’s help to push it off.

“The brutes are fighting like berserkers,” the lance corporal said. “No self-preservation. I’ve never heard of Gok acting like this.”

Husher looked around for another target and found none. At least half of his platoon lay dead, some of them gruesomely so—one of the privates who’d collected IDs from the Wingers was missing an arm. But the remaining marines had taken advantage of the Gok’s recklessness and prevailed.

Gunfire could still be heard from the elevator where Wahlburg and Siu had made their stand. Husher flooded his system with a fresh round of stims, ignoring a warning from his heads-up display that he was nearing dangerous levels. “Let’s go help Wahlburg,” he said to the nine marines still able to walk.

They rushed around the reactor to find Wahlburg pinned down by three Gok, who were advancing on the corner the sniper was using for cover.

Husher took out the Gok nearest him, and Markov dispatched the second. The third alien managed to turn around before getting mowed down.

Wahlburg emerged from behind the corner, his face paper-white. His eternal cool had finally cracked.

“Where’s Siu?” Husher asked.

“He stayed in the elevator, so he died. I knew shooting that Winger would draw the Gok’s attention, so I ran as soon as the doors opened, before those things could turn it into a shooting gallery.”  Wahlburg slowly shook his head. “I can’t believe she’s gone, sir.”

“I’m sorry, Wahlburg. But I need you to hold it together. For the mission.”

The sniper nodded.

“Sir,” Markov said, “we have three marines near the other elevator who are injured but still alive. Are we going to carry them back to the ship?”

Husher considered the question. It would slow them down, but… “We’ll have to. Otherwise they’ll be killed in the explosion.”

“Explosion?”

“We still need to destroy the reactor, remember? Rig up the C4.”

It took them under two minutes to place the explosives and set a timer that would allow them just enough time to escape—providing they didn’t encounter meaningful resistance on the way back. Husher was counting on the remainder of the platform’s forces being too busy attacking the stealth ship.

He assigned two marines each to carry the three wounded. “Wahlburg, you and Private Simmons carry one of those Gok energy weapons between you. Markov, help me do the same. Everyone be ready to put down whatever they’re carrying to fight.”

Caine’s voice entered his helmet. “Husher, the stealth ship’s engines have been taken out. And we’re about to be overwhelmed.”

A wave of cold washed over his body. For a moment, he considered telling his marines to disarm the explosives and prepare to surrender to the Wingers. It’s over.

He shook his head to clear it. “Sergeant Caine, I told you to defend that nuke and I expect you to follow my orders.”

The sergeant hesitated for several seconds, the sound of background gunfire punctuating her silence. “Yes, sir,” she said at last. “Caine out.”

The others were looking at him. “That was Sergeant Caine,” he told them.

“What did she say?” Wahlburg asked slowly.

“She said she hopes you haven’t had your fill of fighting yet. Double-time!”

Chapter 81

We Hold On

 

“Sir, three more Condors just went down.” His sensor operator refused to meet his eyes, instead staring down at his console’s display.

“How many does that leave us with?” Keyes said, glad he was still able to keep his voice level.

“Fifty-eight, down from the ninety-nine we began the battle with.” Now Werner did look up. “Our losses are already unacceptable, Captain. We can’t keep the enemy fleet engaged for any longer without suffering a total rout of our Condor force. I recommend pulling out.”

“You are not my Tactical Officer,” Keyes said, locking eyes with Werner until the other directed his gaze away, at Arsenyev.

“Chief?” Werner said.

Arsenyev ignored him, her lips tightening. The battle had frayed everyone’s nerves, including Keyes’s.

His CIC crew looked haggard. Almost everyone had black marks under their eyes, and many of them drooped in their seats, staring at their consoles as though not really seeing what they showed. The smell of stale sweat pervaded the air.

Quietly, he typed a message to Doctor Brusse, instructing her to come and start administering stims. I guess this is what happens when you fight two major battles in one day.

As Keyes continued to study his tactical display, dismay gripped him, bordering on panic, and for a moment he felt like he was seeing the world through a tunnel. For his crew’s benefit, he fought not to let it show on his face. We need Husher to end this. Now.

“Sir,” the coms officer said, his face schooled to neutrality. “We have a transmission request from the stealth ship.”

Before he could stop himself, Keyes swallowed. “Patch it through.”

Blackwing’s feathered face appeared on the CIC’s main viewscreen. “My ship’s engines are gone, Keyes.”

“Gone?” Keyes said, and his voice came out sounding choked. “Elaborate.”

“Gone. They’re destroyed. The Gok have energy weapons now, apparently, and they used one to trigger a catastrophic reaction in my engines. There’s no getting your nuke to the planet anymore. The mission’s over.”

Slowly, Keyes nodded. He raised a hand to wipe sweat from his brow, and it shook as he lowered it. “Thank you for the report, Blackwing.”

“Report? I’m asking you to come and get—”

Behind the Winger, Caine burst into the stealth ship’s cabin. “What are you doing? I told you not to contact the Providence!” The sergeant gripped the front of the Winger’s suit and dragged him out of the seat, taking it for herself. She leaned forward. “We’re still fighting, here, Captain. We’re going to solve this. Caine out.”

Keyes said nothing. Language had escaped him. The mission is over. I should…I should collect my people…

But extricating themselves from this battle wouldn’t be easy. They’d lose more Condors as the fighters fled to the Providence’s flight decks, and the supercarrier herself would come under heavy fire as they made their way around the planet to rescue Husher, Caine, and the others. Not to mention we’ve failed humanity, and the galaxy.

“Captain?” Werner said.

“What?” Keyes asked, biting off the word.

“Another Gok carrier has arrived and is deploying fighters.”

Keyes cleared his throat. “It’ll be heading for us next. Prepare to execute evasive maneuvers.”

“We should retreat, Captain Keyes,” Laudano said.

The CIC fell silent, and Keyes turned his gaze to his XO.

His stare did nothing to deter the man. “You’re putting the lives of your crew in unjustifiable danger. The mission is over. We need to leave.”

“Our people are still down there fighting,” Keyes answered, his voice quiet. “Caine said they’re still fighting. If they still fight, then so do we.”

“We’ll be overwhelmed within minutes.”

“We’re going to hold on a little longer.”

“Keyes—”

“I am your captain, and you will address me as such. You are my XO, and I command you to cease your opposition to orders I’ve already given. My crew’s morale has had enough of your pessimism. Are we clear, or do I need to throw you out of my CIC?”

Laudano stiffened, his eyes narrowing. But he remained silent.

“We hold on,” Keyes said, injecting his voice with strength, willing it to be steady. He looked around at his CIC crew.

“We hold on,” Arsenyev repeated.

“We hold on,” Ek said.

Chapter 82

Company

 

Husher motioned for Markov to help him position the enormous energy weapon atop one of the Gok barriers. Once that was done, he tapped his chest and then made a trigger motion. He would be the one to fire the gun, while the lance corporal steadied it for him.

Probably it would have been fine to communicate all this over a two-way channel, but he refrained, in case the Wingers had compromised their radios somehow. He’d already ordered the others to stay quiet unless absolutely necessary.

The stims flooding his system still kept him going, but they gave him a strange, hollow feeling, and the pain in his shoulder was returning. It wouldn’t take much longer for his energy levels to crash.

On top of a barrier three over from his and Markov’s, Wahlburg and Simmons had already positioned their Gok weapon. The marines were distributed behind the other barriers, to maximize the firing arc they had on the Wingers and Gok still pressuring the marines defending the stealth ship.

This time, we’re on the right side of these barriers. Even the wounded that could still hold a gun slumped against them, taking careful aim.

“Fire,” he whispered over a wide channel, and a couple of the Wingers turned to face them. So they have compromised our radio.

It was too late to do them any good. They were pinned from two sides, and Husher and the remaining marines of his platoon proceeded to mow them down. Once the marines guarding the nuke realized what was happening, they began to emerge from their cover, increasing fire on the enemy.

The handful of Gok among the Wingers quickly became enraged, weaving through the barriers to try to get at Husher and his troops.

The marines knew better than to let that happen. They lined up their shots with a precision that spoke to years of training and combat experience.

The energy weapons proved even more devastating. Two Wingers actually burst into flame, and when Husher and Markov directed a searing bolt at one of the Gok, it felled the hulking alien within seconds.

“It’s over,” Wahlburg said less than a minute after that. Some of the aliens showed signs of life, groaning and shifting on the platform’s surface. None of them attempted to stand. “Now what?”

“I don’t know,” Husher said. “But let’s join back up with Sergeant Caine and the others.”

“Are we taking these Gok weapons with us?”

Husher fixed the sniper with a level stare. “What do you think?”

They hauled the energy weapons back to the stealth ship, placing them inside the airlock in case they were needed to repel another wave of attackers.

When Caine saw him, she rushed over to wrap her arms around him. Husher tensed up for a moment, before allowing himself to relax into the embrace.

“A salute might have been more appropriate,” he said gently. He felt her stiffen then, too, but he patted her on the back before they parted. “You did good work here, Sergeant. You did exactly as I ordered.”

“Not really.” Caine cast her gaze down at the deck of the stealth ship. “I assume your orders entailed keeping the stealth ship operational.”

“Well…”

“What do we do now?”

He cleared his throat. “Have you tried contacting the Wingers?”

“Blackwing’s been trying for the last ten minutes. They still aren’t taking our calls.” The sergeant mustered a tiny smile.

Wahlburg cut in over a two-way channel from where he stood watch outside the stealth ship. “Two shuttles just flew overheard, sir. I can only assume they’re bringing company. And there’s another one.”

“I’ll be right out.” He told his transponder to revert to a two-way channel and met Caine’s gaze again. “More Wingers are coming. More Gok too, maybe. Any ideas?”

“No.”

A deep breath. “Maybe it’s time to surrender.”

“Is that really what you want to do? Do you really think those Gok will allow the Wingers to accept our surrender, with how crazy they’re behaving?”

Husher shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Maybe what it’s actually time for is a last stand.”

If the Wingers truly wouldn’t accept their surrender, then that was probably true. They’d need to hold out until the Providence came to rescue them, at the very least.

But is that even possible? She doesn’t have stealth. The orbital platforms will tear her apart.

Wahlburg’s voice entered his helmet again. “Where are you? We need everyone outside to hold these bastards off.”

Husher sighed, and then he ordered every marine still inside the ship to crowd into the airlock. As the inner door closed and the chamber depressurized, he focused on breathing. With fifteen people in here, plus two Gok energy weapons, it felt pretty cramped.

The Wingers had already begun their assault by the time they exited the stealth ship. There were at least sixty of them, with more on the way.

So this is it, then.

Husher raised his assault rifle to his shoulder and fired once. Then he drew back behind the corner of the stealth ship, just in time to avoid getting fried by an energy bolt.

Chapter 83

Backs to the Void

 

“Bring out those Gok weapons!” Husher shouted over the wide channel.

As for where they might set them up, he had no clue. No human was strong enough to duck in and out of cover while holding one. He’d mostly said it to remind the others that they possessed the Gok weaponry, to boost morale, but he doubted anyone was convinced.

This is over. We’ve failed. I failed.

The Wingers and Gok began leaving the barriers to close in and surround the marines guarding the stealth ship. Husher saw Markov overextend himself and go down in a spray of bullets. Wahlburg’s leg got caught in a blast from one of the Gok guns, and he survived only thanks to Simmons, who dragged the sniper backward.

The human soldiers’ backs were up against the edge of the orbital platform. Husher glanced back, at the planet’s curved horizon and the stars that shone above it, and then faced forward.

He looked back again, this time for longer.

It’s time to try surrendering. Touching Sergeant Caine on the shoulder, he switched to a two-way channel. “It’s time to put our guns down,” he said. “Tell the others to stop shooting and wait for the Wingers to close in. They need to find you with your guns on the ground and your hands in the air.”

“What if they don’t accept our surrender?”

“I can’t believe they’ll slaughter us like that. The Gok, maybe, but they’re outnumbered by the Wingers, and I can’t believe it of them. They’ll intervene on our behalf.” Husher started toward the stealth ship’s airlock.

“Where are you going?”

“To tell Blackwing.” If he told her what he actually intended, she would argue, and there wasn’t time for that.

He found the pirate captain still inside the cockpit, staring at the console viewscreen showing the battle outside. “Husher. Shouldn’t you be outside dying?”

“Maybe, but I thought of a better death.”

The Winger looked up and met his gaze. “What are you talking about?”

“I know the engines are gone. But are the ship’s cold-gas thrusters still operational?”

“Yes. What does that have to do with anything?” On the viewscreen, the Wingers and Gok were creeping close to the sides of the stealth ship, no doubt to investigate why the marines had stopped shooting.

“We can use them to get off this platform. The gravity up here is minimal, so it won’t require much thrust.”

That brought Blackwing’s now-familiar coughing laugh. “They’d shoot us down long before we made it to the Providence. Even at normal speeds they’d get us, but we’d only be crawling under the cold-gas thrusters.” Behind him, the enemy had found Caine and the others. Luckily, they weren’t shooting. Yet.

“I’m not talking about escaping to the Providence.”

The Winger blinked. “Then what—”

“We can use the thrusters to get us off this platform. After that, we’ll use them to drop out of orbit.”

“Drop?”

“It works out, right? The platform’s in geosynchronous orbit, so it should be traveling at about three thousand meters per second, and you said the cold-gas thrusters can do seven hundred. It won’t take long to counteract our momentum and descend.”

“Descend is one way to put it. Without our main engine, we won’t be able to slow down enough to, you know, survive.”

“I have the Darkstream reentry suit. And you have wings.”

Seconds ticked by in silence as Blackwing gawked at Husher, beak open. Behind him, on the viewscreen, the platform defenders had reached the airlock.

Husher gritted his teeth. Soon they’ll be cutting their way in here. Or setting charges to blow their way in.

“Listen, Blackwing, I know this is insane, and I can’t force you to risk your life. But we have a chance of finishing this mission, however slim, and it involves you flying this ship over the edge of this platform right now.”

Slowly, the Winger turned back to the console and began keying in commands. “I did volunteer for this suicide run, didn’t I? Might as well see it to the end. You might want to buckle up.”

“I’d love to,” Husher said, but walked to the cockpit’s hatch instead. “Unfortunately, I have to figure out how to get into a reentry suit while falling from the sky.”

“Good luck, human.”

“You too.” Husher ran out of the cockpit toward the troop compartment, where Darkstream’s suit awaited him. As he did, he felt the ship lurch off of the platform, and he heard the Wingers’ gunfire as they tried to shoot it down.

Then they slipped below the platform, and the sound of gunshots faded away.

Chapter 84

Descent

 

Husher made his way through the stealth ship to the troop compartment as quickly as he could. As he went, he clung to anything available—instrument panels, safety tethers, and finally the side of the hatch into the compartment itself. Very soon, Blackwing would successfully counteract their momentum, and they would enter free fall.

A few seconds after thinking it, it happened. Husher’s feet left the deck, and if he hadn’t been holding one of the crash seat’s straps, he might have ended up suspended uselessly in midair.

Instead, he used the straps to fling himself from crash seat to crash seat, until at last he reached the onyx reentry suit. This needs to happen fast. If he didn’t finish by the time they started tearing through the atmosphere, he doubted he’d make it out of the ship.

He shed his pressure suit as quickly as he could, though it felt like it took forever as he fumbled with clasps and tore at straps, periodically jerking himself back toward the bulkhead before he drifted away.

Finally, he was free. Using his thumbs and forefingers, he pressed the four buttons simultaneously that told the back of the reentry suit to fold downward, allowing him to scramble inside. The buttons resided in shallow depressions, and the simultaneous pressure needed to activate them meant the suit wouldn’t pop open during his fall. In theory.

The interior of the suit felt like slipping into a giant sleeping bag, but the exterior was covered in ablative armor plating meant to protect him from the intense heat and pressure that awaited him in his near future.

He tried to close up the back of the suit manually, but his reach was severely limited. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead, and a wave of claustrophobia made him spend a few frantic seconds straining against the stiff frame. The fact that the front of the suit was still attached to the bulkhead didn’t help.

Finally, the suit detected his presence, and the heads-up display lit up, transposing green text over his view of the wall: “WELCOME TO DARKSTREAM SECURITY’S PATENTED ATMOSPHERIC REENTRY SUIT. SEAL SUIT?”

“Yes,” he said, already panting. The back of the suit rose up of its own accord to meet the sides, and a hissing sound ensued.

“PRESSURIZING. CALIBRATING ANEROIDS.”

What’s an aneroid?

“DECOUPLE SUIT FROM BULKHEAD?”

“Yes.”

The reentry suit immediately detached itself, and he started to float away, having forgotten about being in zero-g. Heart rate skyrocketing, he kicked out with his legs, hoping to float back toward the crash seats. Instead, with the suit limiting his mobility, he succeeded only in propelling himself backward through the room, flying blind.

Shit. Shit.

After a few seconds he crashed into the bulkhead near the ceiling on the opposite end of the troop compartment. Luckily his right leg floated near the hatch, and he managed to hook the upper lip with his toe, jerking himself down to it. The compartment that contained the nuke was attached to the bulkhead near the hatch, and he opened it, extracting the container that held the bomb. The container was a gray cylinder with rounded ends, a little larger than a traditional letterbox. He secured it to the reentry suit.

Finally, he hit the button to open the hatch and then pulled himself through. That done, he set his feet on the side of the hatch and pushed himself down the gangway toward the airlock.

“WE SEE YOU ARE IN FREE FALL. PLEASE MAKE YOUR WAY TO THE VESSEL’S AIRLOCK AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE.”

“I’m on it,” Husher muttered, catching himself on the handle of a storage compartment within reach of the airlock controls. Before opening it, he spared one last glance back toward the cockpit. His thinking had been that Blackwing could use the ship for protection until he reentered the atmosphere. Then he could fly out of the airlock. But the Winger’s chances of survival seemed a lot lower than they had during the final panicked moments on the orbital platform.

I may have asked him to die. And he agreed to it right away. The sheer selflessness of it struck Husher, and he realized the pirate was the last person he’d have expected it from.

The suit allowed him enough mobility to bring his hand to his temple in a clumsy salute. Maybe he’ll see it on the cameras. If not…the gesture of respect meant something to Husher, however paltry it actually was.

Opening the airlock, he used the edge to pull himself inside. He instructed the control panel to close the hatch and begin depressurization. Then he waited, and tried not to think about the only person ever to attempt using one of Darkstream’s reentry suits for survival.

The company claimed that tragedy had been a fluke—that the suit had been tested and retested, the science was sound, and the shuttle pilot had merely been incredibly unlucky. Husher trusted that story about as much as he trusted its source. And yet here he was.

“BODY TEMPERATURE RISING. ENGAGING VENTILATION SYSTEM.”

Wow. I haven’t even entered the atmosphere yet. Clearly he hadn’t succeeded in forestalling anxiety. His entire body felt like it was coated in sweat, and he trembled with the mounting tension.

The outer doors opened. He took a deep breath and pushed himself out into space.

He didn’t part company with the stealth ship nearly as quickly as he’d expected. It still appeared to float next to him. It didn’t even feel like either of them were falling. It felt like nothing—no wind whipping at his suit, no change in the sky around him. If the dark of space could be called a sky.

“PLEASE ASSUME THE DELTA POSITION.”

The what?

Below him, the planet did not seem to grow any larger. For a moment, Husher worried that Blackwing hadn’t succeeded in exiting orbit.

“YOU MUST DISTANCE YOURSELF FROM YOUR CRAFT. PLEASE ASSUME THE DELTA POSITION AND BEGIN MANEUVERING AWAY FROM IT.”

“What the hell is the delta position?”

The heads-up display showed him a neon-green representation of someone wearing a reentry suit and falling through the air in what was almost a dive, with the head angled down twenty-five degrees or so. “IF YOU DO NOT ASSUME THE DELTA POSITION YOU WILL SPIN OUT OF CONTROL SOON AFTER BREAKING THE SOUND BARRIER. WOULD YOU LIKE TO DEPLOY THE DROGUE?”

“No. No drogue.” If he used the braking device now, he’d give the Wingers more time to find him in the sky and shoot him down.

“ASSUME THE DELTA POSITION.”

He tried shifting his weight, carefully, to avoid sending himself into a spin he couldn’t stop. Gradually, he came closer to the correct posture. Then he spun right past it.

“Damn it.”

“ASSUME THE DELTA POSITION.”

“Shut up.”

He made waving motions with his arms and legs meant to slow his spin, and he managed to stop, but in the wrong body position. Frustrated, he tried again—too enthusiastically. He began to rotate, faster than before.

The heads-up display flashed more text at him, this time in red, but he didn’t have the focus to read it just now. He had a pretty good idea what it was saying, though. “No drogue,” he told it. “Do not deploy the drogue!”

His spinning sped up, and soon he was flipping rapidly, the planet trading places with space, flashing around and around him.

Too fast. It reminded him of enduring high g-forces in his Condor. He flexed his stomach and legs to encourage blood flow.

He spun faster. A tremendous rushing sensation filled his head, making his ears roar with a sound similar to that from inside a seashell.

Husher blacked out.

Chapter 85

Flockhead Bytan

 

Flockhead Bytan was smothered with paperwork in her already cluttered office. Keeping the Fins in the dark about their war efforts meant the government wanted everything documented and justified in triplicate. If she went to the washroom, they expected her to submit a detailed plan of action, along with a careful tally of resources used.

Her napping nest sat in the corner of the office, and she could almost hear it calling to her. Not yet. Not for a while, actually.

She glanced up from her desk to see First Fledgling Cooper entering her office, twitching nervously, his feathers standing at attention all over his body.

“What is it, Cooper?”

“Ma’am, I’ve just received a report that at least one of the humans has made it past our orbital defenses.”

The sudden tension she felt at Cooper’s words made her wings unfurl slightly. “Impossible. The last I heard, the stealth ship they stole had its engines taken out.”

Cooper bowed his head with a jerky motion. “It did. But apparently the cold-gas thrusters were still operational. Which will be useless when it comes to a safe landing, but one human has left the craft wearing a reentry suit. We expect the human to reach the surface in fourteen minutes.”

Bytan clacked her beak softly in thought. “What’s its angle, here? Why is it so desperate to get to the surface?”

“Should I scramble Talons to kill it before it arrives?”

She considered the idea for a moment. “No. I want you to continue tracking its trajectory. Where is it projected to land?”

“In the sea.”

My God. “Contact whatever Fins live near the coordinates of his landing site. Ask them to apprehend him if they can, and bring him to Cape Pinion. I plan to lead a platoon there myself.” Bytan stood, pushing her chair back. “As far as I can tell, there are two possible reasons for this human’s strange behavior. Maybe it has a desperate need to communicate with us.”

By the time Cooper spoke again, Bytan had crossed the office and had almost reached the hallway.

“What’s the other possibility?”

Drawing to a halt, She turned back to face him. “It has a nuke, which we risk detonating by attacking him with Talons.”

Cooper’s feathers stood even straighter, if that was possible. “You still plan to go meet it?”

“Yes. And you’re coming with me.”

Chapter 86

Overridden

 

When Husher awoke, he was falling much slower than he remembered. Also, the sky around him had lightened to a dark gray, and he could see an indistinct layer of white, far below him, toward which he hurtled headfirst.

“YOUR ORDER TO NEGLECT DROGUE DEPLOYMENT WAS OVERRIDDEN. DARKSTREAM RESERVES THE RIGHT TO IGNORE ORDERS THAT WILL NEGATIVELY AFFECT USER SAFETY.”

His head was pounding. “This negatively affects my safety even more.” Falling at a slower speed meant offering himself up to the Wingers as an easy target. On the other hand, if the suit hadn’t stilled his wild revolutions, that would have likely killed him, too.

Despite its fresh success, he still didn’t trust the reentry suit to keep him alive. There was still the parachute it could mess up.

At least the nuke wasn’t affected by all that spinning. Its container was designed to prevent accidental explosions in pretty much any situation, but all the same…having a nuke attached to him made him a little nervous.

As he drew ever closer to the planet’s surface—though not nearly fast enough for his liking—he spared a thought for Blackwing. The ship was nowhere in sight. Maybe it had already breached the clouds he could see far below.

The prospect of taking off from a speeding ship and flying…it seemed impossible, now. Blackwing would have to wait until the ship got low enough for the atmosphere to be breathable, and then he’d have to leap while it screamed toward the earth at incredible speed. Don’t Wingers need to run before taking off? He supposed momentum wouldn’t be a huge problem for the Winger. The main issue would be redirecting that momentum in a direction other than down.

At last Husher broke through the cloud cover, at what the suit told him was eleven thousand feet above the planet’s surface. He still couldn’t see any Talons coming to neutralize him, nor could he see any incoming missiles, though he doubted he’d have much time to contemplate it if the Wingers did fire on him.

“PREPARE TO DEPLOY PARACHUTE IN 30 SECONDS.”

“No. Override.”

“DEPLOYING PARACHUTE IN 25 SECONDS.”

“Do not deploy that chute. It’s too early.”

“IT IS STRONGLY RECOMMENDED THAT YOU DEPLOY YOUR PARACHUTE IN 20 SECONDS.”

“I said override, you bastard.”

“ACKNOWLEDGED. PARACHUTE DEPLOYMENT OVERRIDDEN.”

“Good.”

Husher had never skydived before, but even he knew it was probably ill-advised to land in the middle of the ocean, which seemed to make up most of what stretched below him, horizon to horizon. To the right, however, he spotted a sizable landmass, and he tried to angle himself toward it. He had no idea whether he had a hope of making it anywhere near shore, but he was determined to get as close as possible.

Presumably this thing has some way to keep me from drowning.

The ocean expanded below him, and the wind whistled past as he fell. Despite his stomach turning back flips, it was refreshing to experience a sense of motion. Much preferable to falling through space, which reminded him of stories about people going crazy from being left in sensory-deprivation tanks for too long.

“IT IS DANGEROUS TO DEPLOY YOUR PARACHUTE BELOW THIS ALTITUDE. DEPLOYING PARACHUTE.”

“No. Belay that.”

“DARKSTREAM RESERVES THE RIGHT TO IGNORE ORDERS THAT WILL NEGATIVELY AFFECT USER SAFETY.”

“The Wingers will shoot me out of the sky if I float down like a dandelion seed. Stop. You’ll kill me if you deploy that thing.”

“DEPLOYING PARACHUTE.”

“Do not deploy the parachute.”

“DEPLOYING PARACHUTE.”

A mass of white blossomed from the back of his suit and into the sky.

“God damn it!” Husher waved his arms over head, trying to foil the parachute by tangling up its strings. When that didn’t work, he popped the suit’s utility knife out of its holster and began hacking.

He managed to cut away the leftmost strings, making the parachute flap wildly above him.

“DANGEROUS INCREASE IN SPEED DETECTED. DEPLOYING EMERGENCY PARACHUTE.”

“Not yet. I need more—”

The emergency chute popped out of his back, and its strings became tangled with the primary’s, rapidly twisting around each other until they offered next to no air resistance at all.

Oh, shit.

The water rushed up to meet him, and when he hit the surface he felt his right leg break. Pain lanced through his body as the reentry suit dragged him farther underwater.

“Deploy flotation device,” he grunted through clamped teeth.

“FLOTATION DEVICE MALFUNCTION. WOULD YOU LIKE TO EXIT DARKSTREAM SECURITY’S PATENTED ATMOSPHERIC REENTRY SUIT?”

There’s no way I can swim with a broken leg. There’s oxygen left in the suit…

But he would die when it ran out.

I should eject.

Husher twisted his head upward to see the surface of the ocean sparkling far above.

He’d waited too long.

Chapter 87

Diplomacy

 

The water around him grew dimmer as he sank deeper. Detecting the change in lighting, the suit switched on a beam that shone out from near the top of his helmet. Oh, well at least that’s still functional. He’d get a glimpse of what this planet’s ocean looked like before he died.

He would also stay comfortable. The suit kept track of the pressure change as he descended, and it adjusted the internal environment accordingly. Warmth washed through the suit too, which made sense. Providing the user survived, there was a pretty good chance of ending up in a harsh environment, so Darkstream had installed more than just the ability to stay cool while passing through a planet’s atmosphere.

It’s going to hurt, hitting the bottom with this broken leg. He was just starting to consider maneuvering himself to land hands-first when he noticed the water around him growing brighter.

He looked down, and his breath caught in his chest. Below him, a glowing city stretched across the sea floor, as far as he could see. Streets lined with what he assumed was bioluminescent coral crisscrossed each other in a neat grid, adorned with structures that looked too beautiful to be functional. It took him a few seconds to realize that these were broad, tree-like plants that must have been trained to grow as they had.

A few kilometers to his right, several of the structures reared up as high as skyscrapers, but the ones directly below him looked like residences. Then he noticed the creatures entering and exiting them, and his notion that the buildings were ornamental evaporated.

They look like Ek. Without the metal legs.

Many of the creatures were staring up at him, and now a group of four pushed off the seafloor, cutting through the water toward Husher an at alarming speed.

Oh God. I’m done.

But once the foursome reached him, they did not attack. Instead, they each grasped one of his limbs. When one took hold of his right leg, Husher’s entire body spasmed in pain, and the Fin quickly released it. It gripped him by the hips instead, and together the Fins carried him through the water.

Their trajectory trended upward, but not by very much. They brought him along a shallow diagonal, and it didn’t take him long to figure out that they were taking him to the shore. To the Wingers.

“Start a timer,” he told the suit, and it complied instantly. According to the clock, their journey lasted for twenty-seven minutes and three seconds, but to Husher it felt much quicker.

His head broke the surface, next to what appeared to be a metal wharf. Atop it stood an armed party of Wingers, who quickly trained their guns on him.

“Do not move, human,” said the most fearsome Winger Husher had ever seen. Its huge, metal-gray wings showed her tension, partially unfurled as they were. But otherwise, the Winger showed much more self-control than he’d ever seen from members of its species.

“Shoot me and we all die!” Husher shouted, and the suit’s AI recognized his desire to speak, amplifying his voice on a couple-second delay. Ignoring the Winger’s order to freeze, he reached down to where a pistol was attached to the suit’s thigh. He popped it out of the holster and raised it above the water, pointing it right at the large alien.

Its comrades, whose feathers stuck up like most Wingers who felt distressed, reacted with alarm, many of them kneeling on the side of the wharf and pointing their weapons at Husher’s head.

“Hold your fire,” their leader ordered. “Explain yourself, human. You don’t look to be in a position to make threats.”

“I’ve brought a nuclear bomb. Kill me, and my suit will detect my death and transmit the detonate command.” That was a bluff, but it would have been a fine idea, if he’d thought about it before jumping from the stealth ship. And if I’d had time to set it up.

It occurred to him that the Fins holding him would probably know he was lying. And yet they did not expose the lie.

“Honored Ones,” the Winger leader said. “Thank you for taking on such risk to bring us this terrorist. It must have been stressful, to think he might have detonated his bomb in your city.”

“I’m not a terrorist,” Husher said.

“It was not danger that moved us to comply with your request, Flockhead Bytan,” one of the Fins said, releasing Husher to move closer to the Wingers while the others continued to hold him. Her voice was distinctly feminine, like Ek’s, but it rang out stronger and clearer than hers. She was also even prettier than Ek, with a perfectly symmetrical face that appeared almost human, other than its glistening, mottled skin. “It was what his presence signifies.”

“What do you mean?” Bytan said.

“You should know better than to feign ignorance with a Fin. My people know of the war you have sought to conceal from us.”

Now Bytan’s emotions came through more, though only with a soft click of her beak.

The Fin continued. “We feared the hundreds of Fin deaths would stoke within you a rage that led to rash actions. We feared you would alienate yourself from the galactic community by striking out at the humans. Have you not done so?”

A tremor ran through Bytan’s frame, but she arrested it quickly. “We have,” she said quietly.

“We also feared you would refuse to communicate with them. This human’s desperate gambit confirms those fears. It would make no strategic sense to fight through the planet’s defenses simply to kill more Fins. That would serve only to make your people more dedicated to the humans’ destruction. Clearly, this human is here to make you listen.”

“There is no desire among the Wingers to listen to humans, Honored One,” Bytan said, her words clipped.

“Fool,” the Fin said, which made most of the Wingers lower their weapons in shock.

Despite the tense circumstances, Husher suppressed a smile that wanted to stretch across his face. Took the words right out of my mouth.

“We find your attempts to hide this war from us patronizing,” the Fin went on. “Insulting. Unacceptable. We also consider it a sign that you know well what our counsel would have been, had you consulted us as you do in every other matter.” She turned to Husher. “It is time for the human to speak. Speak, human.”

“The Ixa are mobilizing,” Husher said.

The Wingers stared at him, frozen. At last, Bytan spoke. “What proof do you have of that?”

“All the proof you could want, if you’d just accept the Providence’s transmission requests. We have footage.”

“Even supposing you’re telling the truth…it does nothing to change the atrocities your species has committed.”

“The Buchanan was not sent here intentionally. Ochrim betrayed us—he programmed the ship’s wormhole generator to kill the crew, knowing that would cause it to crash into your planet and cause this war.”

“That makes no sense.”

“It does if you assume he’s been working with the Ixa all along. That they want us to make war with each other, to weaken each other, making it that much easier for them to conquer us.”

 Bytan’s wings spread apart a little more, rigid. “Your military has entered this conflict with enthusiasm. If they truly didn’t want war, then why do they seem so hell-bent on wiping us out now?”

“It’s true that some humans wants war. Darkstream profits from it, and so it pushes violence whenever it can. But most humans aren’t like that. The Providence is here to join you as allies, along with as many other ships as we can persuade.”

The flockhead laughed, now. It sounded bitter. “Your ship struck at one of our orbital platform and has destroyed four Roostships, along with countless Talons. And you claim to be less warlike than other humans?”

“Captain Keyes is fighting you to buy us time to reach the surface and make you hear us. If that fight continues, he is sure to lose, and he knows that. Do you think he would confront you at such an extreme disadvantage unless he considered it vital that we start talking instead of fighting? We need to ally. Now. We can’t afford to lose one more ship to each other. Not one more soldier.”

“His words have the ring of truth,” the Fin said who’d spoken before.

Bytan didn’t answer, but her tremor returned, and this time she appeared unable to stop it.

“You seem embarrassed,” the Fin said.

“Because she is,” Husher said, fully aware of why Bytan would be embarrassed. “The Wingers have joined with the Gok.”

The Fin’s gaze whipped from Husher’s face to Bytan. “Is this true?” It was the first time Husher had heard a Fin sounding angry.

“Yes,” Bytan said, her voice barely audible.

“We’ve wondered whether it means you’re also allied with the Ixa,” Husher said. “Are you?”

“Of course, not,” Bytan said sharply, then she moderated her tone. “I will admit, the Gok have been sporadic allies. Often, they fail to show up when and where they’re needed, and they’re a nightmare to coordinate with. They behave irrationally during our war councils. But we were desperate to even the odds with the humans, to make them pay for hurting the Fins. So we accepted their offer. I accepted their offer.”

“Fool,” the Fin said again, and Bytan’s trembling increased.

“The Gok and Ixa are old allies,” Husher said. “The Ixa probably instructed the Gok to join with you, to encourage you to fight us. Right now the Ixa are only setting the stage, using Ochrim to hurt us, while they build up their fleet in the background. The real war is yet to come.”

“This must stop, Flockhead Bytan,” the Fin said.

Slowly, Bytan turned to the other Wingers. “I have been foolish. It’s time to start listening to the Fins once more. First Fledgling Cooper, contact Wingleader Korbyn and pass on these orders: make peace with Captain Keyes. Order the Gok to stop fighting, and if they refuse…if they refuse, destroy them.”

“The human is hurt,” said one of the Fins who held him. “We should help him.”

Bytan turned back to face him. “What’s your name, human?”

“I’m First Lieutenant Husher.”

This inspired the most dramatic reaction in the Wingers yet. Wings spread open, accompanied by a chorus of clacking beaks.

As before, Bytan appeared the most composed. “Vincent Husher?” she asked slowly.

“How do you know that?”

“He claimed you were coming, but we didn’t believe him.”

“Who?”

“Warren Husher. He arrived two days ago, and we have had him in our custody since. We have your father.”

Chapter 88

Trust

 

Keyes’s thoughts were muddled from the stims, and he was having trouble extracting the meaning from Korbyn’s words. Several minutes ago, the Wingers had abruptly disengaged, though the Gok carrier was still attempting to ram the Providence. So far, they were having more success evading it than the first. So far. And a third carrier was almost here.

He shook his head to clear it. “I’m sorry. You said—”

“We have received orders to stop fighting you, which we passed on to the Gok. They are not heeding us, and so our orders tell us we must engage them.”

Keyes couldn’t help it—he could feel his lips curl into a smile. “Husher reached the planet. He did it.”

“I don’t claim to understand our orders, Captain Keyes. But it appears we are now allies, despite that your Fleet continues attacking our colonies. I hope you know what it means to be allies.”

“I do.”

“It means persuading your fellow humans to stop attacking us,” Korbyn said as though Keyes hadn’t spoken. “Using force, if necessary.”

“We will stop the fighting,” Keyes said.

“I suppose your words will have to do, for now,” Korbyn said, and then he clacked his beak. “I’m assuming you’d like some help with the carrier attempting to collide with you.”

“Yes. Immediately would be ideal. We can’t afford to take another hit like that.” We could barely afford the first collision. Thinking about Flight Deck A still made him wince.

“Your Condors appear to have some talent for engaging the Gok fighters. If you’ll order them to keep those occupied, I’ll have my Talons perform alpha strikes on the carrier. As many as it takes.”

“Very good,” Keyes said. “And thanks.”

“Korbyn out.”

The wingleader disappeared, replaced on the CIC’s main viewscreen by the Gok carrier, which grew ever larger.

“Coms, patch me through to Fesky.”

“It’s done.”

Keyes nodded, leaning forward. “I need you to keep the Gok fighters occupied while our new friends take out their carrier, Second Lieutenant Fesky.”

Silence was the reply.

“Hello?”

“Captain,” Fesky said at last. “You…”

“Yes?”

“You called me Second Lieutenant.”

“I did. It’s time you became my CAG in name as well as function. Welcome to the Fleet.”

“But we left the Fleet.”

“Wrong, Second Lieutenant. We are the Fleet. And we will rebuild it as what it’s meant to be—a force dedicated to serving and defending humanity and its allies.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll expect you in Hangar Deck B the moment you return, for the promotion ceremony.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Keyes out.” He turned to his sensor operator. “Give me a sitrep, Ensign.”

“The other Gok ships are turning around, sir,” Werner said. “They know the battle is lost.”

“But not the carrier pursuing us.”

“No. But…sir, the Gok ship has sent us a transmission request.”

He blinked. “Accept.”

Instead of a Gok, the Ixan Captain Teth appeared on the screen, his creepy smile firmly in place.

“What the hell,” Keyes muttered.

“Captain Keyes,” the Ixan said. “Don’t bother embarrassing yourself by talking at me. This is a recording, which I’ve instructed the Gok to transmit to you. If you’re receiving this, it means you’ve survived your scuffle with the Wingers and the Gok. I want to warn you: don’t let your narrow escape from destruction make you think this is anywhere close to being over. This was the opening act, and I look forward to meeting you on the battlefield again. I expect you’ll be wearing the same confused expression as last time—still trying to figure out whether the Prophecies are real or not.”

Teth vanished from the viewscreen, and for a moment there was silence in the CIC.

“Captain, the Wingers just performed a second alpha strike. The Gok ship has been neutralized.”

“Very good,” Keyes said. “Order the crew on Hangar Deck G to prepare a shuttle. I mean to convene a war council with the Wingers immediately.”

Keyes faced the viewscreen once more, which now showed the remnants of the Gok carrier that had almost destroyed them. No doubt Teth’s transmission had been intended to scare him, and maybe it had succeeded in scaring his crew.

But feeling afraid didn’t even make sense to Keyes. His perspective was as simple as it had always been—he’d assumed this command with the intention of seeing humanity through the dark times he’d always known were coming. He’d known he might die while carrying out that duty since day one. So fear didn’t factor into it.

Together, with this ship, and this crew, he’d already accomplished the impossible. He trusted in God, and he trusted in the Providence. That was enough.

We’re coming for you, Teth.

Epilogue

Victory

 

Reporter Horace Finkel fidgeted in the front row of the enormous crowd, waiting for Sonya Hurst to make her entrance and deliver her victory speech.

The Winger war had been a huge boon for her, and her poll numbers had surged in the days leading up to the vote, until they’d tightened up with those of Zach Santana. More than ever, her message of ousting the aliens forever resonated with a sizable segment of the population. And now she’d squeaked out a win.

Finally Hurst emerged, family in tow. They marched across the stage to trumpets blaring.

“This is a great night,” she said as she took the podium, arms spread. The crowd roared. Hurst then launched into the necessaries—thanks for her supporters, followed by a series of platitudes about how the galaxy would enter an era of economic expansion like never before. She didn’t give any specifics, but the crowd cheered each sweeping proclamation.

Secretly, Finkel wasn’t the biggest fan of Hurst, but he’d seen a tremendous opportunity for his career in her rise, so he’d spent the months before the election fawning over her in his coverage. In return, he’d gotten exclusive access. And now that would continue to pay off.

At last, Hurst spoke on what the crowd really wanted to hear.

“And to the cowards who turned their backs on humanity, running to our enemies, I say this.”

For a moment, the audience fell deathly silent.

“Ochrim,” Hurst said. “Are you listening?”

A few enraged shouts from the people behind Finkel.

“Senator Bernard. Can you hear me?”

More shouting. Angrier. Louder. Even over the din, he heard it when someone screamed, “Kill Bernard!”

“Captain Keyes.”

For a few seconds, the tumult grew deafening, and Finkel held his hands to his ears. 

Hurst held up her hands, and there was quiet once more. “I ran on a platform of no more war. But clearly, the situation has changed. The only way to end war forever is to destroy our enemies completely. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

The crowd lost it. The rumble of stamping feet ran up Finkel’s calves, and even his clamped hands did nothing to stop his tender eardrums from aching.

“The Wingers’ days are numbered. The Gok’s days are numbered. Even now, we are wiping them out, colony by colony, on planets we will take to enrich humans. And Captain Keyes? Your days are numbered. You have lied to and swindled the people for too long, and with the entire United Human Fleet aligned against you, it will not be long before you’re brought to justice.”

Finkel had to leave. The noise was too much. He would wait backstage, where he expected to be granted the first interview with President Hurst.
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Dedication

 

 

 

To those who keep fighting in the absence of hope.
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