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      When a training exercise at the Dome leaves Joe Kovacs blind, he faces the loss of a career he loves, as a special operator with one of the military’s top black ops teams. His only shot at getting his life back is in the hands of an anonymous shadow scientist. The offer is risky, an experimental implant that might not work. He jumps at the chance but quickly learns the device does more than restore his sight.

      Strange flashes appear, ghosts of images overlaid atop his own vision. Actions he could have taken but didn’t. Believing he’s going mad, he hunts down the scientist and confronts her—only to have Ana Sanchez reveal the implant’s shocking alien origin.

      The visions lead Joe to a system-wide conspiracy, concocted by the Federated Free Socialists, the nation-state that governs Mars. The incident, carefully constructed to indict a terrorist organization known as the Red Hand, would shift the balance of power in the Sol system for hundreds of years.

      With the guidance of visions from the alien implant, Joe and the Sabre Squadrons not only derail the FFS’s plot, they also uncover an Agency spy. When this catches the attention of the Director of National Security, Joe finds himself on a black op deep inside the Kuiper Belt—his mission, to destroy a deadly biological weapon.

      Meanwhile, news of the implant leaks to an ambitious and greedy Senator who seeks to profit off the tech implanted in Joe’s head. The NSA director, General Kim, moves to hide him by bringing Joe and his team into the agency—and just in time too.

      Joe begins to see strange, glowing ribbons of light, entirely different from the potential futures he’d become accustomed to seeing. Ana Sanchez recognizes them immediately. They perfectly match the cosmic web that stretches throughout the universe.

      There’s only one problem: sparks at the fringes suggest something is dying. They discover something is causing stable stars to go nova billions of years before their time. When Joe and a team from the Dome’s Hangar Fifty-One investigate, the implant in his head flips out at the sight of alien ships. Joe is filled with the premonition that the intellgence behind them is malevolent.

      Back home, strategies are hotly debated. In the end, the president of the United Terran States bends to the pressure of Congress to send an envoy to try to establish peaceful relations. When the envoy receives a hostile reception, a second battle strategy emerges, one Joe knows through the implant will fail epically. Despite his attempts to convince them otherwise, the military embarks on an attack that ends in the destruction of an entire fleet.

      Only cunning and deception remain. Through the efforts of several black ops teams run by the NSA, Joe and his compatriots carry off a mission to trick the aliens into believing a black hole is home to humanity. Now, tens of thousands of alien ships sit crushed at the event horizon of a black hole the aliens thought was Earth’s sun.

      But humanity isn’t out of danger yet…

    

  


  
    
      Si vis pacem, para bellum.

      If you want peace, prepare for war.

      
        
        ~ Flavius Vegetius Renatus
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        <Halt all Purges. Cease transmissions this frequency. Previous orders countermanded. All vessels stand down. Repeat, all vessels stand dow—>

      

      

      The communication from a minor Branch was faint, and it cut off abruptly. All attempts to reconnect failed.

      The xii of task force 6012 puzzled this for twelve spins. Probability curves derived from 1412 simulations were run against the transmission to extrapolate possible outcomes. The results gave the xii pause. Exactly six spins later, the task force altered course.

      A duodenary of spins later, the message was followed by another, this one Top Tier, recalling all Purgeships and all Branches.

      Task force 6012 had one of the fastest response records of all the Purge. The xii was proud of this fact. The task force turned smartly, angling away from the edge of the galactic spiral toward Home.

      They were one transit away when the packet arrived.

      The xii assigned control to the nearest available subcommander, then retreated from the command strata so the data could be properly digested. The transmission was a straightforward documentation of a recent Purge from the perspective of a different task force, 5612.

      The xii wondered briefly why this was relevant but dutifully scanned the packet from beginning to end. It didn’t take very many spins before the xii understood why the packet was sent and the warning it contained. The last few spins before the feed abruptly cut out were ones that elicited a combination of ::horror/disbelief/anger:: in the xii.

      These sensations were unacceptable. Unwelcome.

      The xii started the feed again and stepped through it slowly, searching for operational errors. Secondary and tertiary review revealed no new information.

      The Purgeships assigned to 5612 had dropped into a star system on the opposite end of the sector where 6012 had been assigned. The xii’s counterpart had executed changeover with routine efficiency, the umbilicals attached to each ship trailing behind and up/up into FourSpace as was proper.

      The xii paused the feed to examine the stability of the connections but found nothing amiss. Each umbilical was anchored firmly to the fabric of FourSpace and showed operational readiness.

      The feed resumed, showing the task force’s next maneuver. It was nearly flawless, executed to specifications with 0.01 percent deviation. Each ship fell into precise formation with no wasted energy, no excess movement.

      Immediately after, 5612’s xii issued the command for Hub deployment. Each Purgeship extruded its nozzle, the ends forming a perfect ring.

      The order was rescinded mere spins later. The xii paused the feed once more, puzzling this dissonant behavior. Careful review showed 5612’s instruments had flagged a navigational anomaly.

      Following protocol, its xii ordered the nozzles to retract so a careful examination of the anomaly could be conducted, but the anomaly refused to be quantified.

      Space had appeared to… ripple. Inviolable number-sets fluctuated. The instability lasted but a spin, and then the coordinates righted themselves.

      The xii knew its counterpart well and accurately surmised the next move. Diagnostics were run, but no errors were found. Following protocol, 5612’s xii then conducted a thorough sweep of the tainted system. The survey revealed nothing amiss. With no concrete reason to abort, the task force resumed formation.

      Before the Hub could be re-initialized, a data burst from the Core had come through. That same burst had been sent to all task forces, 6012 included.

      The xii recalled it all too well: a Contaminant had been found. Standing orders were explicit. Cleansing the Spiral of known Contaminants took precedence over any preventive Cleansings. Should a Contaminant’s origin star be found, all operational Purges were to cease immediately. The task forces were to converge on the coordinates in the transmission.

      In accordance with regulations, the commander of 5612 recalled the Purgeships. As one, they jumped to FourSpace and returned to the Branch ship where 5612 was based. From there, new orders were cut.

      The xii paused the feed yet again to review the orders, but they did not differ from the ones 6012 had received. The burst contained new coordinates, followed by the command line:

      
        
        <Proceed to new location immediately.>

      

      

      Task force 5612 had been much closer to the star system than 6012 had been. It hadn’t mattered. Like its compatriot, 6012’s xii had dutifully followed those same orders, pulling back into FourSpace and riding the particles back toward the new position.

      Logically, task force 5612 would have arrived much sooner at the new site. Indeed, the feed recorded that very thing. All 5612 ships crossed smartly down/down from FourSpace at the Contaminant’s home star.

      The xii made note of the radio bursts that fluttered, then stabilized upon reentry. Here, the xii now understood, was the fatal flaw.

      Having experienced a similar flutter in the previous system, 5612’s xii ordered its ships to adjust for such anomalies and ignore them in the future. The xii had then forwarded its experience to its Branch with the conclusion that such ripples were a glitch, a 0.2 percent probability event and one to be ignored. Appended to the report was the recommendation that such information be disseminated to all other Purgeships.

      The xii of 6012 paused the feed once more to run additional simulations. Results returned a 68 percent probability of external modification. Of tampering.

      The feed resumed. The Purgeships of 5612 moved into formation. The Hub was deployed, the ring activated. 5612’s Purge of the Contaminated system began.

      Its xii remained oblivious to the tidal stresses that pulled at it, having ordered all ships’ drives to ignore the navigational blip and compensate accordingly.

      Thus, when the ring activated, the nozzles siphoning matter from the Contaminant star, 5612’s Purge took too long to react to a stellar body that was clearly not what it should have been.

      In the blink of a spin, the entire Purge was sucked into the event horizon of a black hole, the ships crushed, flattened, compressed at the event horizon until all that remained was mere atoms deep.

      The feed switched from the perspective of the ill-fated task force to that of its Branch as the Branch followed 5612’s fate.

      ::horror/disbelief/anger::

      The feed continued. More Purgeships dropped from FourSpace, more Branches.

      ::horror/disbelief/anger::

      In all, a 29212 of hulls were crushed against the black hole’s event horizon before the Core stopped the routine and reprogrammed the remaining Purge with a different value.

      The data burst ended with an image of the event horizon, cluttered with the crushed shells of the Purge fleet. All that remained were the xii’s own, plus another small twelve of outliers, all too far away to reach the coordinates before the Core pulsed the cease order.

      Distance. It was all that saved the 6012.

      The xii committed it to memory, the transmission a clear warning to avoid the Contaminant at all costs, or suffer the same crushing fate…
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      “Dammit!”

      The loud crash brought Joe Kovacs to a halt just outside the PT room door. He recognized the voice. Bracing a hand against the wall, he waited for what would come next.

      “Leave me the fuck alone.” The menace in those words was clear.

      Joe grinned. “Not going to happen, brother,” he told the empty hallway. That threat might have worked against a civilian, but this was a military hospital, the finest on Earth. “You know the drill. Just follow orders like a good soldier.”

      If there was one thing a Delta operator knew how to do well, it was Charlie Mike; continue the mission. Despite the sour words, Joe knew his teammate. He’d do whatever it took to return to his team. Although technically, neither of them was Delta any longer.

      Joe counted to five, giving his battle buddy time to right himself, then triggered the door and walked through. Two figures looked over at him, one in medical blues, the other gaunt and pale, sprawled beside a set of parallel bars.

      Master Sergeant Matt Whitaker, Bravo Team leader and Joe’s counterpart, glared up at him. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Good to see you too, asshole.”

      Matt grunted. Hooking both hands around the nearest bar, he levered himself awkwardly to his feet. The medic, Scott Morris, continued to spot him, ignoring the daggers Matt threw his way.

      “I’m not a goddam invalid.”

      That earned him an eye roll. “Then prove it.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Scott chuckled. Once assured Matt wasn’t about to fall, he turned to Joe. “Hey, Top, how’s it going?”

      Technically, Scott was the medic on Matt’s team, not Joe’s. But they’d worked together on so many missions that the informal rank was used interchangeably between both men.

      Joe shrugged. The motion felt stiff, restricted by his dress whites. “You know how it is. Save the world, get fast-tracked to the biggest after-action fuck-fest on God’s green earth.” Lifting his chin in Matt’s direction, he asked Scott, “Whitaker giving you any trouble?”

      “Naw, he’s just pissed he got me instead of Amanda.”

      “Can you blame me? Who wants to look at your ugly mug day in and day out?”

      Scott jabbed a finger at Matt. “That there’s called motivation. Follow doctor’s orders, don’t overdo it, and soon you won’t have to see my ugly mug. You copy? Speaking of overdoing…”

      Scott stepped off the mat, hooked a hand around the back of a nearby chair, and deposited it neatly beside Matt. “Sit.”

      Matt narrowed his eyes at the medic. “Not a damn dog.”

      “C’mon, man, don’t be stubborn.” Scott’s tone was even, but Joe detected a well-concealed frustration. “You know how these things work. ‘Push through the pain’ is for the mission, not for recovery. You just had major reconstructive surgery. Don’t undo everything they did to rebuild you.”

      Matt let air hiss out from between his teeth and jerked a nod. “Fine.” Swinging his body around to the chair using upper body strength, he dropped into the seat. “Happy now?”

      Scott’s eyes cut to Joe, impatience in their depths. “He’s all yours. I’ll be back in thirty.”

      Joe snagged a second chair as the medic walked off. “He’s just doing his job.”

      Matt snorted. “Wasn’t six months ago that I said the same to you.”

      “Doesn’t compare. I was blind. No path forward for me. You’ll recover completely—if you don’t screw it up.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Matt’s hand sliced down, cutting off Joe’s lecture before it began. “I won’t. It’s just… I’d gotten used to the HAL, you know? It’s like starting all over again.”

      “Not like you to lean on a crutch like that.”

      HAL was a Hybrid Assisted Limb, with a neural web that bypassed acute spinal cord damage, sending messages from Matt’s brain to his legs, enabling him to walk. It was temporary, a quick fix that had gotten him on his feet again after his rescue from the Mining Consortium. The HAL’s exoskeleton had borne the weight of his shattered left leg, providing mobility and independence, something Matt had sorely needed after being held captive, tortured, and interrogated for weeks on end.

      Joe privately wondered if the reason it had taken so long for the hospital to schedule Matt’s surgery was to give the shrinks more time with him. The Consortium had done a hell of a mind-fuck on him too.

      Slowly, Joe was seeing the old Matt resurface. There would always be triggers, but he was dealing with them, determined to pass the psych evals and get back to the team. And Joe was determined to do everything he could to help.

      “All right, you’re here. So, fill me in. I heard footage of General Aggarwal’s actions got leaked to the press. They’re calling it a modern-day Antietam, a real clusterfuck.” Matt gave a predatory smile. “Real shame, isn’t it? You’d think the feed from a Raptor would be more secure than that.”

      Joe coughed to suppress a laugh. “Yeah, you’d think.”

      Aggarwal had broken one of the cardinal rules of war. Instead of leaving key, moment-to-moment decisions in the hands of the men and women captaining the ships on the line, he’d taken advantage of new FTL comms tech to micromanage a battle from the comfort of his command desk, over three hundred light-years away.

      “He never should have been put in charge of that operation. The Secretary of Defense should have relieved Aggarwal of command long ago,” Matt said.

      “Aggarwal is the General of the Fleet. Technically, it was his call.”

      “Well, he made the wrong one.”

      “Copy that.”

      Two Raptor fighters were all that remained of a fleet that tried and failed to stop an alien threat—a threat humanity only recently learned existed. But where regular means failed, irregular warfare succeeded. Delta’s Sabre Squadron did not emerge unscathed, though Joe’s wounds weren’t as visually apparent as Matt’s.

      At least they’d succeeded. Humanity continued to exist. For now.

      “They still monitoring the black hole?”

      “Yeah. There’s been no recent activity.”

      Matt hummed. “Think we got them all, or do you think there are more of those Starkiller bastards out there?”

      Joe smiled wryly as he considered the barrage of questions he’d fielded from government spooks and military brass today alone. “You have no idea how many ways that question can be asked.”

      That pulled a laugh from Matt. “I’ll bet.” He gave Joe a quizzical look. “And? What’s the answer? What’s that thing in your head telling you?”

      “It’s been pretty quiet lately,” Joe admitted. “But the feeling of immediate threat is gone.”

      “Well, that’s something.” Matt cleared his throat. “How are they handling the, ah…” He tapped his temple.

      “The implant? President Clarke is keeping it close-held. Any time someone asks where we’re getting our enemy intel, the response is ‘Classified. Need to know.’”

      “But the major and General Kim have your six, right?”

      “Yep.”

      Major Zachary Holden had, until a few months ago, been the officer in charge of Delta’s C Squadron. As team leads, both Joe and Matt reported to him. General Frank Kim was the director of the National Security Agency—and their new boss. Certainly someone Joe had never envisioned rubbing elbows with, at least not on a daily basis like he did now.

      “Any news on Cerberus?”

      The snapping of Matt’s fingers and the name of the lost ship that had been their FOB for so many years dragged Joe back to the present.

      “Any luck locating Cerberus?” Matt repeated.

      “No, not yet. They have a search grid going, but nothing so far. We’ll find them,” Joe said, infusing more confidence in his tone than he felt.

      The door opened and Scott stepped back inside. “Break’s over, brother.”

      Matt groaned. Joe stood, then clapped him on the shoulder before moving his chair out of the way against the wall. “Hang in there. This, too, shall pass.”

      He got a rude gesture in response.

      Joe was still grinning when he exited the hospital onto the streets of Concordia. A cloudless blue sky greeted him, the tropical sun causing sweat to bead at his hairline. He swiped at it and turned right, unsealing the front of his jacket as he went.

      The longer his stay on Earth’s capital, the more familiar he’d become with the real Concordia, not the destination tourists came to visit. It wasn’t so bad, as cities went, but his preference would always lean toward raw, untamed landscapes—both on Earth and beyond.

      Anticipation had him smiling as his thoughts turned to the upcoming evening. It was one of a rare few that he and Ana Sanchez both had free.

      There was a particular wine she liked. He’d seen it at a corner market frequented by the locals a few blocks away. After the day he’d put in, they could both use a drink. He headed in that direction, his thoughts on an intimate dinner—and maybe a little more, if his luck held. But that wasn’t in the cards.

      His thoughts splintered when an air taxi settled to the curb a block and a half ahead of him, and a ghost stepped out.

      It wasn’t possible. The man was dead. Of this, Joe was certain.

      He’d been the one to kill him.
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      Joe sidestepped behind a nearby kiosk, his training kicking in. The concealment provided by the street vendor was imperfect, but the man exiting the aircar seemed unaware his arrival had drawn attention. He strode purposefully down the street. After a quick visual scan of the area, Joe followed.

      A blinked command called up a secure channel over his military implant. “Dee Faulkner,” he subvocalized to the onboard AI; it routed the call to the team’s intelligence sergeant back at the Farm.

      “Top.” Her voice sounded inside his head. “What’s up?”

      Movement had Joe switching his focus from his quarry to the unmarked car pulling up beside him. It slowed but did not stop, keeping pace with Joe instead. He risked taking his eyes off his target long enough to assess the threat next to him. When he looked back up, the ghost was gone.

      Dammit. He came to a stop. The passenger door opened.

      “I’ll get back to you,” he told Dee, and cut the connection. He slid his hand beneath his jacket toward the holster at the small of his back.

      Everything about the man who stepped out of the car telegraphed ‘Protection Service Agent,’ but Joe was going to require proof before letting his guard down.

      The proximity badge that activated as he neared confirmed his initial assessment. The man looked legit. Joe eased his hand away from his pistol.

      The movement drew a fast look from the sharp-eyed agent. “Sergeant Kovacs.”

      Save for that one swift glance, the man’s attention remained focused outward, actively scanning for threats. Joe followed his gaze but saw nothing untoward.

      The agent tensed as the whine of a large vehicle sounded in the distance. “Come with us. Now, please. There’s not much time.”

      The agent’s reaction, so soon after the appearance of a man that should have been dead, had Joe fully ready to cooperate. The back door opened and he ducked inside.

      The moment he registered the identity of the person seated there, he turned to leave. “No thanks.”

      It was too late. The door shut, and as the armored car pulled smoothly into traffic, Joe heard the telltale snick of locks being engaged. He grasped the handle anyway, fully prepared to leap from a moving car.

      “Won’t do you any good. It’s biolocked.”

      Joe pinned Wallace Russell with a hard stare. “Then unlock it.”

      Russell stared back at him, stubbornness plain in the set of his jaw. “I’m trying to help.”

      “I’ve seen your kind of ‘help,’ Senator. The last time we crossed paths, you tried to kidnap me. In case you’ve forgotten, those people got real dead, real quick.”

      “Here they come!” The words whipsawed between Joe and Russell, breaking the verbal stalemate.

      Joe recognized that voice. Abruptly, he realized he hadn’t gotten a good look at the driver. He suspected that was by design. He turned to face the front, eyes clashing with those of a past teammate.

      The driver was not with Protective Services. He’d been recruited from Delta three years earlier to work for the Intelligence Agency. His faint headshake told Joe all he needed to know.

      Undercover, then.

      Joe’s gaze slid from the former Unit operator to the street up ahead, just in time to see a large white transport come around the corner. The Intrasystem Coalition of States logo was prominently displayed on its side panel.

      People stopped along the sidewalks, gawking and pointing as it juddered to a halt and disgorged a stream of armed, uniformed Peacekeepers. They fanned out, weapons drawn, causing alarmed passersby to scurry out of the way of the human dragnet.

      “Who are they after?” Joe asked.

      “You.”

      “Me! Why?”

      The senator didn’t answer.

      A thought occurred, conjured by the dead man he’d just seen exiting a taxi a few minutes earlier. “Does it have anything to do with that traitor, ‘Agent Smith’—Malcolm Reynaud?”

      Russell’s surprise couldn’t be faked. “Malcolm? No.”

      Joe analyzed the situation as the former Unit operator behind the wheel kept the armored vehicle moving. The ICS van had created a significant snarl, impeding traffic flow, which gave Joe ample opportunity to study the Peacekeepers’ formation, the way they marched down the sidewalks, combing the area as if certain their quarry was there.

      Street cameras, he guessed. If that was the case, then the ICS had an ally within the city government. Someone who had granted them permission to monitor the feeds. He shifted to watch out the back window as Russell’s car passed by, then picked up speed. It looked to him like they were wrapping up their search.

      The ICS contingent continued to shrink in the distance. Joe watched until the driver took a left down a cross street and a tall building obscured his view. He shifted his attention back to the senator.

      “Why me?” he repeated.

      Russell shook his head. “Oh no. I’ve done my good deed for the day. Ask your boss. I’m not getting involved.”

      The hell you aren’t. Joe took stock of their location, realized the street they were on was the same one he had intended to walk after picking up the wine. It led straight to the NSA. He wondered if that was by design, then decided he didn’t care. Saves me the trouble of a fifteen-minute walk.

      Joe did not know what Russell meant by that, but he knew how to find out. He tapped the driver on the shoulder and pointed. “You can let me out up there.”

      “That’s the plan, sir.” The eyes that met his in the rearview were intense, a silent order for him to figure things out, and fast.

      “I’m a sergeant, not a sir.” The response wasn’t just automatic; it signaled to the undercover operator, message received.

      Joe turned back to Russell. It was time for some answers. When the car pulled to a stop, he extended his hand.

      “Well, Senator, thanks for the save.” He added sarcastically, “From whatever threat you won’t tell me.”

      The senator looked with suspicion at his open palm, but habit overcame caution. He accepted the handshake. The physical contact triggered the alien device in Joe’s head.

      Joe was ready for it. His focus firmly on Russell, he formed a mental question and pushed it toward the senator.

      Can I trust you?

      In the next moment, the interior of the car vanished. Joe was shocked to find himself in a familiar office. The office of the Director of National Security.
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        * * *

      

      Russell leaned forward, tossing a data chit onto Frank Kim’s desk.

      The general’s brows lifted. “What’s this?”

      “Everything you need to indict Angus Reynaud and Darwin Cox in the conspiracy to steal a top secret drive during the mission to eliminate the alien threat.”

      “Darwin Cox…”

      “My half-brother.”

      

      The general looked astonished. Joe understood the feeling.

      

      “I might be a ruthless sonofabitch, General, but I’m also a patriot. Darwin crossed the line. He’s made his own bed. Now, he gets to lie in it.”
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        * * *

      

      “—and you tell the general he owes me one.” The senator’s words brought Joe back to the present. When Russell pulled on his hand, Joe realized he’d been holding it longer than convention dictated. The vision/memory provided just the excuse he needed to cover for the slip.

      “Tell him yourself, Senator. One more thing.” He leaned forward, tightening his grip when Russell tried to pull his hand away once more. “You tell your half-brother that Ana Sanchez is off limits. He makes one more threatening move against her, and he won’t be around long enough to regret it.”

      Russell bristled at Joe’s threat. If he suspected Joe had been digging through his memories, he would have protested, Joe was sure of it.

      He didn’t.

      Good.

      Joe dropped Russell’s hand, opened the door, and left.

      He didn’t bother to look back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          

      

    

    







            ELECTRODES

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe shoved aside the encounter with Russell and the ICS van, his focus again on the man he knew couldn’t possibly be on Concordia. He slowed to a walk as he neared the biometric scanner in the NSA lobby, masking the urgency he felt. Once he had gone through security, he moved quickly, aiming for the bank of lifts at the far wall.

      One had a Marine security guard standing watch in front of it. Joe shrugged free of his dress jacket and unfastened his holster. The Marine’s hand dropped to his weapon, but he gave no other sign he saw Joe coming. Extending his concealed carry to the guard, he pointed to the weapons locker as he approached. The guard bent to open the safe and Joe placed the gun in his outstretched hand.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. You looked like you were in a hurry, so I called the lift—” A soft chime interrupted him.

      “Again, thanks.” Joe sidestepped past the Marine and into the waiting car.

      “Sergeant! Wait!”

      The voice belonged to Nissa Connelly, Frank Kim’s aide. Any other time, Joe would oblige her. Not now. He used his credentials to bypass the AI, ordering the doors to close. They shut on a frustrated, “Kovacs!”

      I’ll pay for that later, he thought. A notification flashed angrily in the corner of his optics. Or now…

      He dismissed it, but Connelly’s position as General Kim’s right hand wasn’t without its perks—one of which was Priority Override.

      

      
        
        Get your ass back up here.

        General Kim wants to see you.

      

      

      

      Joe shot back a quick response, telling her he’d be there shortly.

      She gave a one-word reply: Now.

      They were going to have to wait. He ordered the lift to descend to a subterranean level not recorded in any building plans. It opened to a stark white, utilitarian hallway. Joe jogged down the corridor, using his creds to override the scanner up ahead.

      He entered the lab, automatically scanning the room as he went. The only person he recognized was Scott’s counterpart, Amanda. Scott was the medic for Matt’s team; Amanda Gruwell was on Joe’s.

      She looked up as he passed by. He shook his head. Not now.

      The smaller, private labs were sectioned off in the back. One had its tunable walls opaqued. That was his destination. Ana’s back was to him, her body language one of intense concentration, wholly focused on the screen hovering before her. Joe didn’t have time for subtlety. Cupping her shoulders, he spun her around, probably a little rougher than he intended in his urgency. He made a mental note to apologize later.

      She let out a startled yell, the stylus in her hand flying from her grip. Angry eyes met his. When she took in his expression, they turned instantly to concern.

      “What is it? You look like you’ve seen—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “—a ghost.”

      He winced, gave her shoulders a small squeeze, then let go. “I need you to run a scan on me—now.”

      Amanda appeared in the doorway behind him. “Why?”

      “Because…” He let out an explosive breath. “I just saw Malcolm Reynaud exit an aircar two blocks from Bragg Memorial.”

      “Agent Smith?” Ana clarified.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s impossible. He’s dead. Crushed at that black hole’s event horizon—along with everyone else in that FFS ship.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Amanda muttered the imprecation, a habitual response every time the Federated Free Socialists were mentioned.

      Joe shot the medic a not now look, then turned back to Ana.

      “I know that. Look, ever since the implant went dormant on Morpheus, you’ve kept these nano-things running in my head, right?”

      “Electrodes,” she corrected absently. Ana turned to her console. “Why would the implant show you a vision of Smith? How long ago did the blue shift hit?”

      “It happened about forty-five minutes ago. And I didn’t see him in a blue shift.”

      By now, he was familiar enough with the program she used to recognize the routine. A sinking feeling hit him as the app returned zero results. She rechecked the data feed.

      “Joe… there’s nothing here, except a memory you accessed of a meeting between the general and Senator Russell.”

      “Impossible.”

      Amanda stepped further into the room. “Can you give us more to work with? If it wasn’t a blue shift, then what color was it?”

      Joe’s visions appeared as transparent images, overlaid atop his natural eyesight. They were tinted and slightly out of sync with reality, like a misaligned photograph. The color indicated how likely the future event, or the ‘potentials’ as he’d come to think of them, would come true.

      Ana had explained the tinting was a type of Doppler effect. As a potential approached reality, it turned blue, not unlike the blue shift observed in astronomy when stellar bodies sped up. The more certain a vision became, the more solid the blue shift until it eventually merged with current events. In contrast, the red shifts were the longest wavelength, the ones slowing in time, and the least likely potential futures to come true.

      “I…” Joe’s voice faltered as he recalled Smith exiting the aircar. He stabbed his fingers through his hair in frustration. “There wasn’t a color. At least, not that I recall. I just assumed… Look, I know what I saw. I saw Smith. Reynaud.”

      “Same guy,” Amanda murmured.

      Ana’s expression was composed, but Joe knew her well. Concern lurked in the depths of her eyes. “Don’t they say everyone has a double somewhere out there? Maybe you just thought you saw—”

      “I didn’t.”

      “We believe you.” Amanda pulled a tablet from a cargo pocket. A second screen flared to life beside Ana’s, the unit automatically connecting to one of the room’s holoprojectors. “I’ll ask the intel weenies at the Farm to run a facial recognition sweep through the Agency’s planetary security grid. Maybe he has a cousin out there somewhere.”

      “Not a cousin. He didn’t look like Smith. He was Smith.” Joe was certain of this.

      “Reconstructive surgery, maybe? Some sort of FFS deep cover op?” Amanda suggested.

      “Occam’s Razor,” Joe shot back. “The simplest answer is often the right one. Check the electrodes again. It has to be there somewhere.”

      Ana did as he asked. After a moment, she stepped aside so he could see. On the screen was a list of dates, each associated with a thumbnail icon that represented a vid recording of a vision.

      “According to this, the only activity today was that one memory you pulled. The electrodes haven’t recorded any other events for the past forty-eight hours.”

      He moved closer. “That can’t be.”

      “Those electrodes are set to activate only when the chip does,” she reminded him

      “Play the last one, dammit!”

      “The one between Russell and the general?”

      “No, the one before that.”

      Ana exchanged an unreadable look with Amanda. “Okay.”

      She tapped on the icon at the top of the list, and a window appeared on the holoscreen. The recording showed a minor event from three days prior.

      “That can’t be right. There’s nothing else?”

      She shook her head.

      “The folks at the Farm aren’t finding anything on the net, either,” Amanda told him.

      “If it wasn’t a vision, then what was it? I know what I saw. Who I saw. It was Reynaud—Smith—but it couldn’t be. He’s dead.”

      “The chip’s already shown an ability to adapt to your brain,” Amanda suggested. “Maybe it’s evolving. Using visual cues differently to warn you of something. We know what red and blue shifts are. Maybe pulling up an old threat is its way of signaling—”

      “What?” he demanded.

      “Maybe there’s unfinished business that we need to know about,” Ana said. “Maybe—” She stopped when the lab’s entrance chimed.

      Amanda sidestepped to the door and peered out. She tensed, motioning for Ana to blank their screens.

      “Marine security. Four of them, weapons drawn. Looks like they mean business.”
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      “Well, shit,” Joe growled. He turned to Ana. “Keep searching. I’ll be back.”

      “What did you do now, Top?” Amanda asked.

      “I might have blown off Nissa Connelly on my way down.”

      “Never a good idea to piss off a general’s aide. Guess they’re here for you, then.”

      Amanda was wrong. They were here for him and Ana.

      Joe recognized the Marine from the lobby. The security guard nodded politely at Amanda as he stepped into the room. “Sergeant, I need you and Doctor Sanchez to come with us, please.”

      Ana’s grip on his arm tightened, and she angled a worried look his way. He gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, then gestured to the door. “Fine, we’re coming, but tell Nissa I ordered you to holster your weapons. She’s made her point and they’re scaring Ana.”

      That earned him a swift punch in the shoulder. It felt more like a tickle. “Quit putting words in my mouth!”

      They made it out to the lift; another Marine had a car waiting to deliver them straight up to the general’s floor, where Nissa was waiting, arms crossed and a distinctly exasperated look on her face. “Next time—”

      Joe lifted both hands. “Yeah, I know.”

      “No, you don’t, Sergeant.”

      “Sorry. Message received.” He fell in beside her, Ana on his other side, as Connelly strode briskly toward Frank Kim’s office.

      At the door, she stuck her head inside. “He’s here. Doctor Sanchez too.”

      Frank’s voice filtered out to the hall. “Send them in.”

      “One prodigal sergeant, coming up.” She delivered the words with a final stern look in Joe’s direction, then retreated the way she’d come.

      Joe and Ana stepped inside. The general waved them forward.

      “Sergeant. Want to tell me what was so urgent we had to send Marines to round you up?”

      “Nissa told you they came in armed?”

      “Son, I suggested it after you blew her off.”

      Joe hooked a hand around the back of his neck and looked down at the carpet. “Yeah, about that—”

      “I think I know you well enough by now that something has to be damned important for you to bypass my assistant. Have a seat and fill me in.”

      “There’s been an… incident.” He recapped what had happened earlier in the day.

      “Did Ana’s program capture what you saw?” Kim asked.

      “No. We switched the electrodes to auto-on instead of always-on, to give Sergeant Kovacs some privacy,” Ana said. “Since the implant didn’t trigger, they weren’t recording.”

      “But you’re looking into it?”

      “Yes. I was about to ask Joe if I could switch the electrodes back to always-on when your men arrived to escort us up here.”

      “Hell, yes,” Joe said feelingly. “I’d rather have my privacy invaded and get answers than go around wondering why I’m seeing dead people.”

      Kim nodded. “Keep us informed. We don’t need any more surprises if we can help it.”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      “Now.” Kim leaned forward, bracing his hands on his desk. “I just got a call from Wallace Russell.”

      Joe snorted. “Figured he wouldn’t waste time contacting you. Did he tell you the ICS is running a dragnet on the streets of Concordia?”

      “It wasn’t the ICS,” Kim said. “Those were mercenaries, backed by the FFS. Russell was right, though. They were looking for you.”

      Joe wasn’t expecting that. “Why? And how would Russell know?”

      “He knows because Angus Reynaud told him.”

      Angus was Malcolm’s father, and the owner of Reynaud Shipyards, one of the largest military ship builders in the solar system. They were an ‘equal opportunity’ company, contracting with different nation-states throughout the solar system. Reynaud had shipyards orbiting above both Earth and Mars. A third yard sat mid-system and serviced the smaller colonies.

      “What does Angus know that we don’t?” Joe asked.

      “There’s an FFS contract out on you.”

      That wasn’t news. Sabre Squadron operators frequently had bounties on their heads, thanks to black ops they’d performed in the line of duty.

      “What’s it for this time?”

      “Our best guess? They think you know more about the alien threat than you’re saying. There have been some recent reports of gravitational anomalies in FFS space near Neptune, and they’re jumping at shadows.”

      “Not that I don’t appreciate Russell’s intervention, but why the hell would he care?” Joe asked. “Angus sure as hell wouldn’t.”

      “I agree,” Ana said. Outrage colored her tone. “Angus is the one who colluded with Russell to kidnap me and Joe so they could get their hands on the implant!”

      “It’s complicated,” Kim said. “They thought—and still do, by the way—that the implant was your brainchild, Ana. And that the Advanced Research Agency developed it. They intended to reverse engineer the implant, then license it to the FFS. Both Reynaud and Russell firmly believe that war is good for business. They felt that would level the playing field between Earth and Mars. But then we spotted the Starkillers, and that changed things.”

      “I can see that,” Joe said. “Everyone’s ramping up their defense production now. Reynaud Shipyards has more business than they know what to do with. Same with the companies Wallace Russell has business interests in.”

      “War is good for business.” Ana repeated the words to herself, as if she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around such a motive.

      Joe shook his head, still mystified by Russell’s intervention. “Still. Why bother helping me?”

      “Angus Reynaud is furious that the FFS would risk the outcome of a system-wide covert mission to save humanity, all to get their hands on that new drive. He’s also convinced the FFS killed his son.”

      Joe would have laughed at the irony of that statement if he hadn’t just seen Malcolm Reynaud on the streets of Concordia. “Hell, I’m the one who got him killed, not the FFS. Or at least, I thought I did. I guess some fathers just can’t face the truth about their sons.”

      The general made a noncommittal sound. “At any rate, that’s one reason to get you two off Earth and back to the Dome. You’ll be much more difficult to snatch there than on the streets of Concordia.”

      “You said one reason. What’s the other?”

      Kim favored Joe with a look tinged with annoyance. “It’s the reason Nissa was trying to flag you down, Sergeant,” he said with some asperity.

      He called up a file, the holo floating between them an all too familiar one. Jagged, blood-red alien text scrolled across the image like an alien ticker-tape feed. It was the same text that had appeared in the lower third of Joe’s vision over a month ago, warning of an imminent alien attack.

      “I just heard from the Farm. They’ve translated the script.”

      The general’s words sent a jolt of anticipation running through Joe’s body. He’d been waiting for this. Hell, they’d all been.

      “The language of the Ancients,” Ana murmured. “I heard they were close. What does it say?”

      “They aren’t words.”

      Suspicion gelled into certainty. Joe wrenched his gaze away from the alien script to give the general a sharp look. “I was right, wasn’t I?”

      “Yes. They’re coordinates.” Kim blanked the screen. “We need to know what’s there. Is it the Starkillers’ home world? Have we fully neutralized the threat?”

      “Maybe the Ancients are inviting us to tour the remnants of their civilization,” Ana suggested.

      “That’s what you two get to find out,” Kim said. “There’s a Raptor at Farragut Naval Station, standing by to take you to the Dome. You leave now.”
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      When the director of the National Security Agency wanted something done, it got done fast. Normally, a trip from Earth to Ganymede took a little over two and a half days, the ship accelerating at an uncomfortable 5 gs the entire way if one was in a hurry.

      The Terran military—most militaries, actually—used bullet ships. These took advantage of the relativistic particle streams inside the magnetic tunnels that crisscrossed the solar system to ‘ride the rapids’ to their destinations. Using that method, a trip to Jupiter took about an hour.

      Technically, Joe and Ana could have been there in mere minutes, had a hyperspheric-capable ship been around to punch through to kata space—the fourth dimension. But that would have been overkill. Plus, the drives were still experimental. Very few were in service. The Raptor awaiting Joe and Ana at Farragut Naval Station would do just fine.

      They swung by the military hospital to update Matt and Scott, then grabbed an air taxi and headed to Port Liberty. The aircar landed just outside the base. When the driver toggled the window open, security drones darted in, gathering biometrics and sniffing for weapons.

      Cleared to Proceed flashed in the air in front of the car, and the security post’s AI lifted the gate. The driver pointed the car toward a Marauder that sat outside a nearby hangar that looked preflighted and ready to go.

      Dixon was there to see them off.

      “Major Holden’s pulling a team together,” she said, extending a hand. In her palm rested an encrypted data chit. “They’ll join you later tonight.”

      That was news to Joe, but it was welcome news. “Copy that.” He took the chit. “Thanks.”

      “General Kim told us about your Smith sighting.” Dixon added. She looked skyward. “Maybe your answers are out there.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      

      Farragut Station, the main military station in orbit above Earth, was just like any other base Joe had ever been on. The smell of grease and lubricants hung in the stale air, mingling with other familiar scents.

      Ana, a civilian newly deputized by the general to join his clandestine organization, was still new to the experience. She craned her neck, looking around with fascination as they walked the gunmetal gray catwalks that connected the ships moored inside the cavernous bay.

      “Hmmm,” she said.

      “Hmmm, what?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I keep expecting something different.” She waved vaguely. “This is the same as the mining platform where I grew up.”

      “Certain things are universal. Fuel, malfunctions, and the mechanics who fix them.” He knocked the back of his hand against the catwalk’s metal railing. “Mining rigs and military stations are functional. The people who run them don’t much care how they look. It’s not like civilian stations, where they have to add all that polish and shine to attract paying customers.”

      She made a noncommittal sound and followed him down a set of open stairs, accompanied by the loud clanging of metal striking metal from welders, riggers, and structural engineers working on repairs.

      At length, he found their ride, a sleek Raptor with a patina to its hide that spoke of many trips through the black. He greeted the crew chief, who directed them to grab any spare seat and strap in.

      An hour and some change later, the Raptor settled onto Ganymede’s icy crust. Joe had spent enough time there that his body settled easily into the moon’s familiar fifteen percent gravity. The pilot brought the ship to a stop just outside the airlock on the Dome’s east side. The structure’s thick, faceted clearsteel surface gleamed in Jupiter’s golden light.

      “Come on,” he told Ana, placing a hand at her elbow to nudge her forward. “This is our stop.”

      A flash caught his attention as he moved aft—lasers firing in the distance. The Dome’s automated preventive maintenance system was active, knocking down the towering icy walls of the surrounding grooved terrain.

      He smiled wryly at that, recalling a time not so long ago when he and his teammates had army-crawled along the frozen surface, dodging icy sheets of death raining down on top of them from a similar maintenance drill. He dismissed the memory, checking the seal on his suit as he stood by the hatch, waiting for the airlock to cycle.

      “I don’t understand why we couldn’t have just docked at the loading bay,” Ana complained. Her head was down, her hands fumbling for the strip that would connect her helmet to her suit.

      Joe eased her hands away and fastened it for her. “It’s shut down temporarily for maintenance. Look at it this way—the airlock’s closer to the proving grounds. It’ll get us to the hangar faster.”

      “Not helping. These suits never do a good job of combating the cold, despite their rating. I’m going to freeze.”

      He suppressed a laugh and stepped back. “You’re good to go. It’s just for a few minutes. Come on. You’re an NSA operative now. You can handle anything.”

      Ana gave an inelegant snort. “Sell that one to someone who’s buying. I’m a physicist.”

      “And a doctor. And damn good at both.”

      “And neither one requires me to do EVAs.”

      “I think that falls under ‘and other duties as assigned’ in your contract.”

      That earned him a glare.

      “You’re green, Sarge,” came the shuttle pilot’s voice from the cockpit.

      In the next instant, the hatch slid open and the airlock’s atmosphere evacuated, tiny glittering jewels hovering around them as humidified air instantly crystallized.

      He tugged on her arm. “Come on.”

      They pushed past the cloud and trudge-hopped their way to the security entrance ahead.

      Major Tom Bowers, Hangar Fifty-One’s chief pilot, was standing on the other side of the airlock. Joe lifted a hand in greeting as the hatch sealed them in. Air hissed, the sound coming across his suit’s speakers.

      “Good to see you, Major.”

      Tom’s voice filtered in over the speakers. “You looking for an ass-kicking? I told you, just Tom. I was retired, remember?”

      “Yep. And then they recalled you to duty when the shit hit the fan.”

      Tom grimaced. “Don’t remind me. I’m out again as soon as we sort out this whole alien crap.”

      “Hooah, brother.”

      Joe presented his creds to the security AI. It flashed green and the airlock opened, admitting them into the proving grounds. He blinked the command to retract his suit’s helmet, and it accordioned back into its shoulder pouch.

      Beside him, Ana did the same, her gaze fixed on the twenty-five-acre biosphere. “I missed this place—” Her words cut off and her nose wrinkled as the smell of sulfur carried to them from a nearby canal. “Woah, I did not miss that.

      Tom laughed. “Ganymede does like to remind us we’re guests here.”

      “I get that we have to deal with the ice melt caused by the Dome, but you’d think the filters would handle it better than that,” she griped.

      Tom shrugged. “They get fouled. Maintenance can’t keep up. Yada yada. You know this; you’ve just been away too long. You’re not nose-blind any longer.” He turned to Joe. “General Traynor’s waiting for us in Major Ingle’s office.”

      Ana looked from Tom to Joe. “Who’s General Traynor?”

      “One of General Kim’s generals. He’s part of the NSA, with Cyber Command,” Tom said.

      “One of his… how many does he have?” Ana asked.

      Her stupefied look amused Joe. “You’d be surprised,” he said. “Come on.”

      Tom held up a hand. “Just us.” He gave Ana an apologetic look. “We’ll catch up to you at the hangar.”
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      Joe had met Traynor on just a handful of occasions, but the three-star general had always struck him as a straight-shooter. His assessment of the man was dead-on. The moment Ingle’s door slid closed behind them, Traynor launched into his briefing. No hello, no welcome back, no how-was-your-trip. Joe respected that kind of directness.

      Traynor waved them to the table where he was seated. “General Kim told you they cracked the translation,” he said.

      “Yes sir, he did.”

      “Good. Here’s your mission. Major Bowers will fly you to the coordinates in the research ship, Pathfinder. Once there, Sergeant, you and you team will conduct a thorough ISR.”

      An ISR meant Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance. Eyes on, hands off. Joe wasn’t so sure that was what the Ancients had in mind, but he held his peace, waiting for the right moment to speak.

      “Gather all the intelligence you can, then determine the best placement for that advance probe we sent out. Recon the hell out of every rock in that system and report back.”

      “Yes sir,” Joe said.

      Traynor turned to Tom. “Since Pathfinder is no longer a military bird, you’ll have an escort. Two Raptors, fully loaded. If you run into any trouble, you let them handle it and you get the hell out of there. Sergeant Kovacs’s mission is to gather information. Yours is to deliver him back to us. Are we clear?”

      “Yes sir. Pathfinder backs off and lets the military birds deal with any threat that pops up.”

      “Just to clarify, is this ISR only?” Joe asked. “If things check out and there’s no immediate threat, are we cleared for an SSE if we find something of vital importance?” An SSE, a Sensitive Site Exploitation, would clear them to act, with discretion, on anything they found.

      He felt the weight of Traynor’s gaze as the general studied him. Though his expression gave nothing away, Joe had the sense he was taking his measure.

      “No. We don’t know what we’re dealing with. It’s too risky.” Traynor’s words were clipped. “ISR only.”

      Joe masked his disappointment. “Copy that, sir.”

      “I understand the Hangar Fifty-One team is prepping Pathfinder now,” Traynor said.

      “Yes sir,” Tom responded.

      “Very good. Then Sergeant, you’re cleared to depart as soon as your team arrives from Earth.” Traynor stood, bringing the briefing to a close.

      Soon, Joe and Tom were headed for the hangar. It surprised Joe when Tom stopped one hangar short of Fifty-One. “What’s in here?” he asked.

      “Pathfinder’s wingmen. Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      Two Raptors were crammed inside. Both were being worked on. From the look of things, they needed it. There was no way in hell those two ships were flight worthy.

      “Hell, Traynor shouldn’t be worried about Pathfinder’s readiness,” Joe murmured. “These look like they came out the wrong end of a street brawl.”

      “You recognize them?”

      Something about the way Tom phrased the question had Joe taking a closer look. He walked around to the side and drew up short. Open cowlings and workers’ scaffolding had hidden the ship’s bloated aft section—and the buffed plating that indicated where a weld had once held a hyperspheric drive in place.

      “These are the Paul Revere ships?”

      “One and the same.”

      These were the only two ships that had made it out of the battle where Aggarwal had screwed up by the numbers. And they had only survived because Joe and Holden had conspired to warn Cerberus’s captain ahead of time. Charles Vesey was a good man. A smart man. He’d listened to what Holden had to say, held these two back from the fight with instructions to return to Sol should the battle go tits up.

      Joe had reviewed the feed, had heard Evans, Vesey’s XO, order the Raptors to execute the plan, code-word Paul Revere… “I’d like to speak with the pilots—”

      “Well hell,” a familiar voice drawled from behind, interrupting him. “Look what the cat drug in.”

      The young man strolling up to join them had a shock of hair that stood straight up, as if he were perpetually running his hand through it. And Joe couldn’t imagine BDUs could get any more wrinkled.

      “Falcon. Didn’t know they’d lowered the Dome’s entry regs that far.” Joe grinned, held out a hand.

      C Squadron’s drone pilot clasped his forearm, then drew him in for a fast back pounding. “Good to see ya, Top.”

      Joe stepped back and nodded to the two ships. “You have anything to do with these?”

      “Those? Naw.” He hooked a thumb in Tom’s direction. “I’m on loan to this guy right now. Though I will say, trying to teach a fighter jock the finer details of piloting a probe through kata space?” He gave a long whistle.

      “Falcon!” A woman with dark brown hair rounded the tail end of the nearest Raptor. She moved with an athletic grace, her form filling out her flight suit in a way his granddad would have labeled ‘zaftig.’ Though full figured, she was clearly fit. And loaded for bear—if the scowl on her face was any indication.

      Falcon’s cocky attitude disappeared faster than a politician’s promises. “Oops.”

      “You little weasel. You have something to say about my piloting skills, you can damn well say it to my face.”

      A quick glance at Tom showed him fighting a grin. He introduced them. “Sergeant Kovacs, Doctor Sanchez, meet Lieutenant Tia Jimson.”

      Joe nodded toward the spaceframes. “I’m surprised to see these here. Figured they’d be at Jupiter Station, with all sorts of mechanics and engineers crawling over them.”

      “We were. Until Major Ingle intervened. Major!” Tia called out. “Visitors!”

      “I’m aware.”

      Joe recognized Ingle’s voice. Sharon Ingle was the Director of the military’s Advanced Research Agency and the Dome’s senior officer. She looked every bit the leader he remembered, a woman in her fifties with prematurely gray hair and an air of calm, quiet confidence.

      “Sergeant,” she said, coming to a stop beside them, “has General Traynor briefed you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Good.” Like her bearing, her words were no-nonsense and to the point.

      “They’re replacing the hyperspheric drives originally welded to the hulls with an integrated design, like Pathfinder has,” Tia said.

      “The original weld was a battlefield fix. This’ll make them a lot stealthier,” Tom said.

      Joe eyed the ships, his expression carefully neutral. Mechanics were everywhere, their heads buried in open access ports, hands wielding tools. These ships didn’t look anywhere near space worthy.

      Tom accurately interpreted his thoughts. “Don’t be fooled by what you see. They’re down to final checks. Tracing the lines, running tests to confirm everything’s working the way it should, that kind of thing.”

      Something about all this wasn’t adding up. It felt like a rush job to Joe. “Is there a reason why we’re in such a hurry to get to those coordinates, Major?”

      “Yes.” Ingle shot him an appraising look. “Didn’t Traynor tell you? The coordinates from the alien script overlap with our search grid for Cerberus.”
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      Charles Vesey, captain of the United Terran battleship Cerberus, stood alone on his ship’s observation deck. The meter-thick clearsteel pane gave him an unobstructed view of… nothing.

      Literally nothing, for light-years in any direction, he thought. The ship was stranded in interstellar space so far from Earth he seriously doubted they’d ever make it back.

      But we’re giving it one hell of a try.

      Enviro was marginal in this section. There was atmosphere but little heat. His breath hung in the thin air a moment before dissipating into the darkness of his surroundings. Power was offline too. He’d had to toggle night vision on his optical implants to keep from bumping into furniture.

      The observation area had been sealed off until this morning, its outer bulkhead last on an extensive list of structural repairs they’d been making ever since Cerberus had emerged from the wormhole—severely damaged but intact. Mostly.

      Charles glanced around. The room looked tidy, and that felt wrong somehow. There should be debris, chairs strewn about. Something to mark the rough passage his ship had endured. Not to mention the strange gravitational shifts that had followed them back into realspace—small ‘quakes’ that hit at random intervals over the span of the first three days.

      But the Terran military had long ago understood the dangers loose items could pose in a spacefaring vessel. Everything was locked and webbed, all equipment stowed and furniture magnetically clamped to the deck.

      He should get back, but he needed a moment. Just a little time to let down his guard. To release the grief he couldn’t show to those who looked to him for strength. To gather his thoughts before returning to the chaos that awaited him on the battered and broken decks below.

      Things had been far worse six weeks ago when they’d first emerged into realspace. The emergency wormhole they’d formed to escape the Starkillers’ attack had been without the protections a magnetic tunnel would have provided. The tidal stresses on Cerberus’s frame were very nearly catastrophic. Metal fatigue caused structural failures throughout the battleship. Entire sections were lost when bulkheads failed during wormhole transition and crew was sucked into kata space.

      You’re still alive, Vesey reminded himself. And hey, bonus. More than half the crew made it too.

      Heavy sarcasm laced his mental tone, his self-remonstration merciless. He successfully hid it from his ship’s officers—most of the time. It was his job to keep them stitched together, united in their will to live.

      The first few days had been all about survival. Life support was stabilized. Repair crews were organized. Some were sent swarming the outer hull, while others dug into Cerberus’s guts, pulling the ship back from the brink.

      Cerberus had been effectively blind and deaf for two days. They’d had to rely on EVAs and human eyeballs to confirm they weren’t on a collision course with a stellar body. And when sensors had come online, it had taken half a shift to recalibrate them.

      The star charts weren’t matching up with the sensor data feed. Everything was off. Shifted. Zavala, Cerberus’s nav officer, was certain the readings were wrong. He dove back into the code, rechecked the circuitry, but everything came back green.

      There was nothing wrong with the sensors. Cerberus had emerged from the rogue wormhole more than nine hundred light-years from Earth. They were well and truly fucked.

      I should have been more proactive. Should have shared Holden’s warning with the other ships. Should never have given Rudd the green light to send out that last squadron of Raptors.

      He should have stood up to Aggarwal. Refused to carry out orders to engage the enemy. Deep inside, though, Vesey knew that had he done so, he would have been relieved of duty and someone else would have been forced to shoulder the burden of carrying out impossible orders.

      At least, armed with the information Holden had given him, a forewarning he suspected had actually come from Kovacs, Vesey had been able to thread the needle and minimize the damage.

      During his secret meeting with Holden, the major had handed him a data chit filled with files he’d been ordered not to touch.

      

      “If I’m right about how the engagement is going to go down, then you’ll know when it’s time,” Holden had said. “I wish to God there were another way, but Aggarwal outranks us both.”

      “As well as a certain master sergeant we both know?” Vesey recalled asking.

      Holden had sighed. “That too.”

      

      “Well, you were right about that,” Vesey said aloud to the empty deck.

      The file contained a complete schematic for fabricating a hyperspheric drive. Only one was needed to power a probe. It would take a ring of them to move Cerberus into kata space and across a wormhole bridge.

      They’d need a magnetic tunnel for that, though. And a ship structurally sound enough to handle the trip.

      Zavala was already working on the first problem. He and Grier, Cerberus’s Chief Engineer, had 3D printed the parts for two space telescopes that could detect a tunnel’s magnetic signature. Zavala projected that they’d be ready within a few days.

      Grier had a second machine shop stamping out parts for a half dozen probes. When Zavala found those tunnels, they’d be ready.

      Footsteps from behind warned Vesey he was no longer alone. He was not surprised to find his XO come to a stop beside him. Josh Evans knew him well. He was the kind of guy to give Vesey the space he needed to decompress. Which meant something significant had happened.

      “Evans.”

      “Sir.” Commander Joshua Evans came to a stop beside him, his hands clasped loosely at the small of his back. “Rudd just commed from PriFly. She has an update on the Raptor repairs for you anytime you want to review it.”

      “Thanks. Have her join us in the ready room in half an hour.”

      Evans fell in beside him, their steps a hollow echo against the walls. “Feels strange, not having off-duty crew milling about up here. Be nice to have things back to normal again.”

      Vesey didn’t bother with a reply. Battleships assigned to the Terran military’s Special Operations Aerospace Regiment didn’t trade in ‘normal,’ as a general rule. Right now, where Cerberus was concerned, things were about as far from normal as it was possible to get.

      They had just exited the lift when an alert flashed on Vesey’s overlay. The look Evans gave him said he’d received the same. Blinking it open, Vesey scanned the text Zavala had sent.

      “Shit!” He broke into a sprint, pinging the bridge as he went.

      The message floating in his lower vision read:

      
        
        Contact. Energy signatures spotted,

        extreme sensor range. Starkiller match detected.
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      Joe felt shock mingling with hope at Ingle’s words. “Do you think the alien coordinates are going to lead us to Cerberus?”

      “Unknown. Cass can tell you more,” Ingle replied, stepping away with a crisp nod that doubled as both goodbye and a dismissal. “I’ll let her fill you in.”

      Cass Anders was Hangar Fifty-One’s project manager. Joe was suddenly eager to see her again. “Then I guess we’d better get over there.”

      

      Not much had changed inside Hangar Fifty-One. The military’s most advanced, skunk-works-like organization was still buzzing with energy, a scene of orchestrated chaos. Cass was in a huddle with Ana and a crowd of engineers when they arrived. Joe and Tom headed their way.

      “About time you got here,” Cass called out as they neared.

      Joe got straight to the point. “Did we find Cerberus?”

      “Ingle told you, huh?”

      “She said the numbers pointed to the same area.”

      “If you’re asking whether your implant spit out Cerberus’s location,” Cass said, “the answer is no. Not unless they landed smack in the center of a star. And that’s where those coordinates lead, to a main sequence yellow dwarf. A star similar to our Sun.”

      Joe reluctantly let go of the thread of hope he’d grabbed onto. “Yeah. Guess that would have been too much to ask.”

      “Hey, it’s close, though. It’s in the same grid where we’ve been searching. Interstellar space is just so damned big.” She squinted at him. “I hate like hell to ask this again, but are you sure they made it through to the other side? Cerberus’s telemetry cut off the minute the wormhole collapsed. Those last readings showed extreme tidal stresses.”

      “They made it. I’m certain of that much, at least. The blue shift stopped right as they dropped back into realspace. The ship was damaged, but it was whole.”

      Cass’s lips pursed as she scrutinized him, as if weighing the truth of his statement. She nodded. “Okay then. Good enough for me. Come on.”

      Most of the hangar was taken up by Pathfinder’s modified Raptor spaceframe. The other side of the hangar was filled with cradles, many of them empty; three contained probes.

      He inclined his head toward them. “Are those earmarked for the alien star, or Cerberus?”

      “One of them is for the star. Eventually.”

      “Eventually? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we’ve only mapped the tunnels in a fifty-light-year radius around the Sun.”

      “Wait, that doesn’t track. The battles we fought were farther out than that. They were three hundred light-years away. Cerberus has to be at least that far out, if not more.”

      “True, but we abandoned the mapping project when we detected the first nova,” Cass replied. “We focused on just that narrow sector of space.”

      She motioned for them to follow her to the back of the hangar, where office space had been sectioned off. “We only mapped two tunnels—one outbound, and one for the trip back. It was the fastest way to get out to those stars and investigate. We’ve been doing the same thing out where Cerberus should be. But since there’s some uncertainty about the ship’s exact location, we’ve had to cut a wider swath.”

      “Is that why it’s taking so long to locate them?”

      “Have you really forgotten just how big interstellar space is?”

      Joe felt a little foolish. “No. I get that.”

      “Okay then.” Cass resumed walking. “At any rate, yes, the coordinates are in the same cone where we’re searching for Cerberus. No, we haven’t mapped a route to the star. Yet. Once we do, we’ll send a probe out to investigate. But we’re not ready for that just yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “That alien star is farther out than Cerberus. A lot farther out.”

      “How far?”

      “One thousand thirty-five light-years.”

      It took a moment for Joe to wrap his head around that. “Damn.”

      “Pretty much my thought too.” Cass turned to Ana. “By the way, Priya could use your help with the mapping.”

      

      They found Priya standing in front of the holographic projection of a star chart that covered nearly the entire back wall of the room. When Cass knocked, the dark-haired, olive-skinned astrophysicist looked up and smiled. “It’s Ana! Hey Joe, thanks for bringing my bestie back.”

      “Need anything other than Ana?” Cass asked.

      “Only time,” Priya said. “Things will go faster with two of us mapping. It should only take a few hours.”

      “Okay then. Get back to me as soon as everything’s locked in.”

      “Will do.”

      Cass slapped Joe on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go talk over some food.”

      By Joe’s body clock, it was already late evening. Since Dome time ran behind Concordia by several hours, they still had a long day ahead of them, and Joe could use the fuel. “Sure. Lead the way.”

      Sharon Ingle joined them and the two filled him in on everything that had happened in the interim since he’d last been here. Joe used the opportunity to ask for more details about Smith’s escape from Ganymede several months earlier.

      “The guard he colluded with is still here,” Ingle said. “The Department of Corrections put him on ice until after the war.”

      “Can I see him?”

      If Ingle was surprised, she showed no indication of it. “I’ll ping security to let them know you’re coming.”

      “Thanks.” The chances that the guard might still have an open line back to the FFS were slim to none, but Smith’s sighting earlier that day had Joe grasping for any loose thread he could pull. It was a long shot, but he was willing to try.

      

      Three hours later, Joe was no closer to solving the Smith puzzle than he’d been back on Earth. He exited headquarters, turning out of habit toward the compound’s temporary housing. A shout in the distance caught his attention. It was a band of Unit operators, fresh off an exercise. Shoving aside his frustration, Joe lifted a hand in greeting.

      “Where you been, man?” the one in the front called out. “Good to see you.”

      Ian and Joe weren’t tight; he’d always served on a different squadron than Joe. But they’d been on a few missions together over the years.

      According to his suit’s tag, Ian was the Blue Team leader for the exercise they’d just completed. He was also caked from head to toe in dried mud, and stank of sulfur.

      “Let me guess,” Joe said dryly. “Canal infil.”

      “Unplanned exfil,” a voice corrected. Maya, wearing the ID pip for Red Team, pushed through to the front of the bedraggled group. She was as muddy as the rest, but grinning smugly. “It’s what happens when every other escape route is denied you.”

      Joe coughed to conceal a laugh when Ian flipped her the bird and got an elbow to his gut for his efforts.

      “Hey, want to grab a beer?” Ian asked.

      “Can’t. Maybe next time.” An icon flashing on his optics cut Joe off. He lifted a hand goodbye, then tapped his ear to indicate he had a ping coming in.

      He opened it as he walked away. The walk turned into a run when he read its contents.

      
        
        Get back here. They’ve done it.
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      They reconvened in Priya’s office, where a bright green line now zigzagged its way prominently across the projected star chart.

      “So that’s it, huh?” Cass asked.

      “It is,” Priya said. “And, based on the test runs we’ve done with the new drive, the probe should be able to get there in four jumps instead of thirteen.”

      Joe stepped closer to the map, staring at the spot where the green line terminated. Neat rows of jagged, alien script scrolled across the bottom, the same script General Kim had displayed in his office. “Wonder how they figured out they were coordinates?”

      “It took some doing. Once the analysts at the Farm translated the symbols into alphanumerics that we could read and understand, then they had to crack the code on their mathematics. They’re base-twelve, by the way.”

      That meant nothing to Joe. “I thought when you looked at a star a thousand light-years away, you’re actually seeing where the star was a thousand years ago. Not where it is today. What about tunnels? How do you know if what you mapped is really there?”

      “The rotation of the Milky Way around Sagittarius A* is unchanging, which means we can accurately predict where the star is now,” Priya said. “Plus, we’ve yet to find particle instability in any of the tunnels, and we’ve been traveling them locally for nearly a century. We’re good.”

      “All right, then.” Cass nodded decisively. “Let’s do it.”

      She moved to a panel inset by the door and pressed an icon that activated the hangar’s PA system. Her voice echoed throughout the building. “Start the countdown clock. We are green to go. Repeat, green to go.”

      The atmosphere in the hangar shifted, charged now with an energy Joe hadn’t seen since he’d witnessed Pathfinder’s first official launch.

      “T-minus thirty minutes,” one of the engineers, Davis, called out.

      The team congregated at the open hangar door, watching while Tom maneuvered the probe onto the tarmac.

      “We’re in launch position,” he announced.

      Joe split his attention between the man plugged into the mission command console and the compact spaceframe idling at the end of the proving ground’s long runway. Tom’s face was lit by a blue phosphor, the headset he wore projecting telemetry only he could see.

      “…three, two, one, ignition.” Tom’s voice sounded oddly detached, his focus entirely on the mission.

      A deep-throated roar had Joe pivoting back to the airstrip. The probe rocketed down the runway, then rotated skyward, arrowing toward the airlock inset into the Dome’s clearsteel roof two kilometers above them. At what seemed to be the last moment, the doors parted just enough for the probe to slip through, out into the black beyond.

      Everyone trickled back inside, drifting over to Tom’s station, where a holoscreen above the pilot displayed the probe’s telemetry. The small drone gained velocity under constant acceleration, eating up the kilometers between it and the magnetic tunnel.

      “Ten minutes to tunnel transition,” Tom said. As that countdown hit zero, the image shuddered. “Changeover. Merging with the slipstream.”

      The probe was now riding the rapids, caught up by the flow of high-velocity particles within the tunnel. It crossed Saturn’s orbit within minutes, then Uranus. A ticker counted down in astronomical units as Neptune appeared far in the distance, the ice giant growing rapidly larger.

      At the twenty-five-AU mark, Tom’s hands moved through nothingness, the gestures a command only he could see. “Hyperspheric drives coming online… now.”

      An image coalesced in front of the probe, part visible light, part infrared. Sparks pooled and eddied, swirled into a vortex that formed just off the probe’s nose. It was hypnotic, scintillating. The tunnel wall warped and melted.

      “Wormhole generated. Stabilizing…” Tom glanced over at Priya.

      She nodded. “The numbers look good. We’re green to proceed.”

      “Entering kata space.”

      The feed had a distorted quality to it that Joe knew from experience was nothing at all like what it felt like to actually be in kata space. Heavy filtering allowed those viewing from the hangar to approximate, in a way that human brains could grasp, what was truly happening to the small, remotely piloted vehicle.

      “Bringing secondary drives online…”

      A bridge formed ahead of the probe, stretching out into infinity before it.

      “Do it,” Cass ordered.

      Everyone let out a collective breath when the probe shot forward. Five minutes later, it exited the bridge. Poised, suspended in kata space.

      “Dropping back into the tunnel… and out into realspace.” The image shuddered once, twice, then stabilized. Tom double-checked the map, then favored Davis with an approving look. “The new drive performed flawlessly. We’re three hundred ten light-years from Sol.”

      All around Joe, the hangar erupted in cheers. There were whistles and backslaps among the engineers as they congratulated themselves on a job well done.

      Tom brought up the chrono. “Probe is holding steady at the speed it got from the tunnel and is headed for the next one. ETA, five hours.” He sat back and removed his headset. “Now all we can do is wait.”

      Ana stifled a yawn. Joe could relate. Five hours was time enough to catch some shut-eye.

      “Okay if we use the bunks in the back for a bit? We’re both still on Earth time.” Not waiting for a response, he steered Ana toward the room set up for just such an occasion. She was so tired she was weaving on her feet.

      “Just a few more steps, doc, and you can collapse.”

      She chuckled wearily. “Fooled you. I’m already asleep.”

      Behind them, Joe heard another launch begin, this one piloted by Falcon and Tia. Those must be the other two probes. He guessed they were joining in the search for Cerberus. He silently wished them luck.

      Someone had loaded one of the beds down with a bunch of boxes Joe was too tired to move. He led Ana to the other bed. She collapsed on top of it. He nudged her. She groaned but didn’t stir.

      “Move over, doc. Bed’s big enough for us both. I promise I won’t take advantage of you.”

      “Really? Damn shame.” Her words were muffled, spoken into a pillow and cut off by a massive yawn.

      He smiled, then crawled across to insert himself between her and the wall. Rolling to his side, he pulled her up against him. She made an inarticulate sound, burrowing her head into the pillow once more.

      Her hand rested atop his, the sleeve riding up to expose her forearm. In the dim light that filtered in from the transom window above the door, it looked gilded.

      The network of gold filigree etched just beneath her skin was the legacy of a childhood spent on a low-gravity mining platform. The web stimulated muscle growth, aiding in the proper development of tissue and bone.

      He brushed his finger lightly across her skin, tracing the lines. She made a sound of contentment and settled deeper into his embrace. Joe felt himself relaxing, his gaze fixed on her exposed skin. His weary mind began to drift.

      Until the strands pushed through the surface of Ana’s arm, levitating into the air.

      “Shit!” Joe jerked his hand away and his head flew back, cracking hard against the rough ceramacrete wall.

      Ana rolled to her back, instantly awake. She stared wide-eyed at him. “Joe? What…?”

      He missed the rest of her words, his focus entirely on the golden wire weaving back and forth in front of him like a cobra waiting to strike. Then it formed into familiar, runelike characters.

      Alien characters.
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      Joe dove across Ana’s body, rolling into a defensive crouch. His eyes never left the golden runes.

      Ana sat up, her eyes wide and startled. “Joe, what’s going on?”

      A second strand rose to join the first, this time from Ana’s right arm. She reached for him, and the strands shifted with the movement. He recoiled, his hand going for his weapon.

      “Joe!” Startlement had turned to panic. Her eyes darted to the door.

      It flew open and Tom, Stan, and Falcon rushed through. All three looked ready to take him down if need be. Cass followed behind them.

      “What the hell’s going on in here?” Cass demanded.

      He ignored her, his attention back on the runes.

      “Sergeant. Report.” It was Tom. The single word was sharp. It cracked hard against Joe’s focus.

      His training urged him to respond to the command of an officer. He shoved it aside.

      “Kovacs!” He heard the sound of a pistol being unholstered.

      The alien runes wavered in the air, a mirage. Joe blinked and they disappeared.

      He fell back on his ass, disoriented. He shook his head in the same way he would if he’d been gut punched—which, he realized, was exactly how he felt. The sudden disappearance of the golden thread was its mental equivalent.

      “I…” His voice sounded raspy to his own ears. “She…”

      He rose. Ana flinched.

      Very deliberately and with great care, he walked toward her. “Did you see it? Did any of you see it?”

      “See what?” Tom’s voice held confusion.

      Slowly, Joe reached out and gently grasped her arm. He turned it so that the filigree web caught the light.

      “Her augments.” He took a risk and cautiously brushed a finger over them, half expecting the strands to rise once more.

      Nothing happened.

      “What about them?” Falcon sounded as confused as Tom.

      Joe knew how they felt. None of this made any sense.

      “I, uh…” He cleared his throat. “They lifted off her arms and formed letters in the air. Just like the script that gave us the coordinates.”

      There was a gasp from the doorway. Priya shoved past the wall of men. “Did the electrodes capture it?”

      Ana frowned, her gaze going distant as she mentally accessed the program. “No,” she said after a moment, shooting Joe a worried look. “There’s nothing there.”

      “Okay. Not a problem. We’ll just record it manually.” Priya patted her pockets, then turned to the men. “Anyone have a tablet?”

      Stan dug his out of a pocket and handed it over. Priya accepted it, then strode briskly over to where Joe stood, her hand swiping through the interface as she went.

      “Ready anytime you are, Sergeant. Call them up again.”

      “Priya, I… didn’t do anything. I have no idea why those letters started forming,” Joe said. “And no clue how to get them back.”

      Consternation crossed Priya’s face. “Ana?”

      Ana had been studying Joe intently, her eyes never leaving his face. “I think,” she said slowly, “that there’s something deeper going on here.”

      “No shit,” Cass muttered under her breath. Louder, she asked, “Like what?”

      “Right now, it’s just a theory. I can’t be certain until we do an fMRI scan. Come on.” Ana pulled at Joe’s elbow and started for the door.

      “Where are we going?” He had a pretty good idea where.

      Ana bent to retrieve the jacket she’d tossed across the back of a nearby chair. Tugging it on as she went, she gave the answer he most dreaded. “The infirmary.”

      That’s just great. His least favorite place on Ganymede.

      

      Sharon Ingle met them at the entrance. “I heard about the excitement at the hangar,” she said with a glance Joe’s way. “Staff Sergeant Hollister cleared Exam Three for us. She’s waiting for you there.”

      They maneuvered through the infirmary in silence, the antiseptic smell conjuring memories Joe would prefer to never revisit. Hollister had the portable fMRI machine sitting on a cart beside the exam table.

      “Sergeant,” Joe greeted. “We should really stop meeting like this.”

      The blonde raised a brow. “Tell that to the little green men inside your head.”

      He scowled at her. “I could’ve gone without you phrasing it like that.”

      She cracked a dry smile. “I know.”

      Ana was already at the machine, calibrating it. Or whatever the hell neurophysicists did. Joe sure didn’t have a clue.

      She motioned him over, patting the table in silent invitation.

      “What do you think is going on with the…” Ingle’s hesitation was slight, but it was there. “Hallucinations?”

      Joe kept his expression blank, but inwardly he winced. The connotations associated with that word implied he was unstable. He wasn’t, he knew that. Something else was going on here. Of course, if I truly were unstable, I’d probably think the same thing…

      Ana placed the device on his head and stepped back, chewing at her lower lip as she studied him thoughtfully. “I think Joe’s subconscious has learned to suppress the chip.”

      “And the chip’s having none of it?”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “I haven’t done anything like that,” he protested.

      “I said subconsciously,” she reminded him. She pointed her stylus at him. “And don’t move.”

      “Copy that. Not moving.”

      “What evidence do you have to support that theory?” Ingle asked Ana. Her words weren’t challenging. She sounded genuinely curious.

      “For starters, look at the way Joe responds to kata space, compared to everyone else.”

      “I thought he saw things differently because the implant exists partly in kata space,” Ingle said.

      “That’s true. And I think that, while we were in kata space, the implant found it easier to map new neural pathways in his brain.”

      Joe resisted the urge to shift uncomfortably. He wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that.

      “Those new pathways, in turn, made it easier for him to use the device. Things became more fluid, more intuitive.” She turned to him once more. “Remember the first time you opened a direct channel through kata space to Major Holden’s comm unit? You weren’t even aware you’d done it and Dee had to cover for you. Now, it’s second nature for you to use a kata connection instead of a conventional one to call someone.”

      “Not entirely true,” Joe said. “I can only do it with people I’ve worked with and know well. Major Holden. The team.” He paused. “You.”

      Ingle nodded. “Okay then. So we have a more integrated chip inside the sergeant’s head.”

      “Yes. Then there’s the time Joe spent in the sensory deprivation sim.”

      “When he learned to control the blue shifts.”

      Joe was getting a bit tired of being talked about as if he weren’t there. “Technically, he learned to control a red shift, not a blue shift.”

      “Sorry, Sergeant,” Ingle said. She didn’t sound particularly apologetic to Joe, but since she outranked him, he let it slide. “Keep going, Doctor.”

      Ana turned to Joe. “It was while you were in the chamber that you first noticed the handles… what did you call them?”

      “Anchor points that worked like Bezier curves,” he said. “I found I could adjust them. Well, nudge them really. And that altered the timeline. The potential futures.”

      “Yes! Exactly. Subtle changes, just enough to shift the probability curve toward the blue end of the spectrum. The closer they got to blue, the more likely they were to happen.”

      Ingle hummed thoughtfully. “And you think he’s now gained enough control that he’s blocking it?”

      “I think it’s a distinct possibility.”

      “I never said I wanted it to stop,” Joe protested.

      All three women turned to stare at him.

      “I haven’t,” he said defensively. “Well, not in so many words.”

      Ana looked at him in a way that felt suspiciously like sympathy. “We’re not talking about your willingness to carry out orders, Joe. We know you’d never shirk your duties. But there’s a big difference between being willing to do something and truly wanting it.”

      Joe forced himself to think, to really consider her words, before speaking. “I know for a fact that I didn’t suppress it when it went dormant on Morpheus,” he said finally.

      Ingle’s arms were crossed. She dropped her head, staring down at the floor as she weighed his words. “I don’t think that was you, Sergeant. Hasn’t at least one hypothesis floated to the top that suggests it shut down to prevent the Starkillers from detecting it?”

      Joe nodded reluctantly.

      “What’s your gut tell you, Sergeant? Is that why?” the major pressed.

      Joe shut his eyes, mentally calling up that moment and examining it. “Yeah,” he said finally. “I’m pretty damn sure it went into some sort of self-protection mode. At least, that’s what it felt like at the time. Damned inconvenient, though. It would have been nice to be able to see what was about to happen.”

      “Except the implant already knew. And it knew everything was going right as planned, down to the last kata ship, crushed like a bug against that event horizon.”

      Joe inclined his head wordlessly to acknowledge her point. He turned to Ana.

      “Say you’re right. Are you telling me that I didn’t really see Smith? That the web under your skin didn’t…” He mimed the action, his hand floating upward in the air.

      The fMRI unit beeped and Ana removed it. She worked the app on her tablet for a minute, then flipped it around so they could all see.

      Ingle read it aloud. “Perfectly clean. No anomalies.”

      “So I’m seeing things,” he said flatly.

      “No,” Ana said. “The chip is prodding you. Pressing against the blocks you’ve subconsciously put into place that hinder it. I think it’s found a new way to warn you.”

      “About what, though?” Joe let his frustration show. “And how the hell do I get unblocked?”

      Accurately interpreting the look Ingle gave Hollister, Joe shook his head. “Huh-uh. Nope. No sim tank.”

      “Why not? It’s a proven method,” Ingle reminded him.

      “I just…” Confusion crossed his face. “I don’t know. I have this sense that we don’t have time for it.”

      “What about something to lower your inhibitions, instead?” Hollister asked.

      Joe was shaking his head before the sergeant even finished. “No medications that’ll fog the brain. And I don’t like being out of control.”

      An arrested expression crossed Ingle’s face indicating she’d received a message. At the same time, Joe’s optics flashed with an alert.

      The single line of text read:

      
        
        Probe has arrived. And it found something.
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      “That,” Cass said, pointing to a glowing, multihued swirl of ionized gas, “is the remnant of a star that shouldn’t have gone nova for another five billion years.”

      Ingle stared at the tiny, brilliant dot of white at its center. “What was it originally?”

      “A star similar to our Sun,” Priya said. “Now it’s another white dwarf. And it shouldn’t be.”

      Joe looked around at the small group gathered by Tom’s station. Those present all knew of the implant’s origin, which meant he could speak freely if it came to that. The team had arrived while he and Ana were at headquarters. Dee was there, along with Breeze, Chaos, and Ramon.

      All four were dressed in standard gear, black tees, and cargo pants tucked into tactical boots. Breeze, the team’s sapper, and Chaos, their sniper, stood in the back with arms crossed and expressions blank. Ramon, their commo, crouched beside Tom, scrutinizing the feed’s source code as if it had secrets it had yet to give up.

      “Is the feed live?” Dee asked.

      “Close enough,” Priya said. “The probe left an FTL buoy in kata space at the system’s one-AU mark, so all we have to worry about is local light lag as it moves through the system. It’s already made a cursory sweep, using the magnetic tunnels. Now it’s dropping into realspace at various points along the way to get a closer look.”

      Cass ordered Tom to bring up a second screen. On it was a composite diagram of the system with all the planetary objects it contained. With a gesture, she tagged the three closest in.

      “Originally, these three worlds were in the system’s goldilocks zone. The closest two were incinerated when the star destabilized and expanded to become a red giant. The third had its atmosphere burned off.”

      “Any indication the system was inhabited?” Ingle asked.

      “Yes,” Tom said. He scrubbed through the recording, fast-forwarding through the planetary nebula expelled by the star when it went nova, then past a large, ringed ice giant. It shrank in the probe’s field of view to be replaced by a gas giant with a pair of moons. Tom stopped the feed there.

      “The probe picked up machined debris around this gas giant,” he said. Images populated the screen, showing fragments of what was clearly the remains of something made of refined metals. “There’s more around that ice giant. First looks suggest this is a tech similar to what we saw with the Starkillers.”

      “Are you saying this is a Starkiller system?” Ingle asked sharply.

      “That can’t be right,” Joe said. His gut told him that wasn’t possible. Or maybe it was the implant that so vehemently rejected the unspoken suggestion, he couldn’t tell. “The implant saved us from the Starkillers. It wouldn’t send us into enemy territory without warning.”

      Ana placed a hand on his arm. “Wait. Tom, you said ‘similar to.’ It’s not an exact match?”

      “It’s hard to tell with any degree of certainty just yet.”

      “Give me your best guess.” Joe heard the challenge in his voice but didn’t back down when Cass sent him a hard stare.

      “Yes,” Tom said. “It looks like there are differences.”

      Priya stepped in. “Ana’s right. We know the people who created the implant had access to higher dimensions. It’s obvious by the way it functions. And we all agree the Starkillers do too. You can tell by the way their ships are designed. You could say the very same thing about our hyperspheric drives. It’s simple physics.”

      Priya’s words defused the tension Ingle’s question had generated. Joe nodded silent thanks and stepped back.

      Tom set the feed in motion once more. It transitioned through a surprisingly dense asteroid belt before settling into orbit around a planet with craters and swirls in a mix of dusky purples and muted grays.

      “It picked up more debris here—”

      Tom’s narrative faded, replaced by a vision so strong Joe had to work to stay upright.

      But it’s not a vision, he realized abruptly. Not a blue shift, at least. Not a red shift, either. In fact, there was no tint at all, nothing to suggest a potential future that was either more or less likely to come about.

      Moreover, it looked like nothing perceived with a human eye—at least not in realspace. He staggered as the image tilted, then spread his feet wider to brace himself.

      “Joe?”

      Held firmly in the vision’s grip, he was unable at first to respond to Ana’s concerned question. His eyes remained locked on the feed and the ghostly overlay playing out before him, of a facility buried deep underground. An alien facility, seen now through alien eyes.

      He reached blindly toward Ana. “Electrodes.”

      A startled sound. Ingle’s voice, an order. “Check the electrodes.”

      The rustling of cloth as Ana reached for her tablet. A quick intake of breath. “Joe…”

      “You see it?”

      “Yes. We all do.” There was a flicker of light in his periphery. A second screen had come online.

      “Not a shift.” Joe’s concentration was such that his verbal skills were reduced to simple sentences.

      “Is it a memory, then?” Dee asked.

      Joe had read Holden’s memory once. Dee had been there when he did it. It had been the fastest way for him to prove to his commander that the implant was no parlor trick.

      This was different. Holden’s memory had been in vivid color, and Joe immersed in it fully, as if he were right there, alongside Holden, experiencing it with him. This, in contrast, had the fading sepia quality of—

      “Age,” he rasped.

      “Come again?” Cass said.

      With great effort, Joe strung together a coherent thought. “It’s a memory but it feels old. Like I’m pulling it from someone who’s been dead a long time.”

      Another sharp inhale. “Look.” Priya’s voice.

      The individual whose eyes Joe was seeing through was walking a long, curved hallway unlike any Joe had ever seen. It looked organic, as if the walls had been grown, not built.

      The person stopped in front of a short, squat door, and it opened. It didn’t part. There was no seam. It simply unraveled, like the thick weave of a basket that had come unlaced.

      “That’s some weird shit right there,” Breeze murmured from behind.

      Joe, or rather, the person whose memory he’d fallen into, stopped before a piece of equipment that looked skewed in only the way something could that existed both in this plane and at the same time in kata space.

      A picture resolved.

      It was him—and yet not.

      It was as if Picasso had decided to paint a portrait of Joe Kovacs, both from the top and the front, and showing him both inside and out. His face looked as if it were being seen from the front, the side, and from above all at once, while at the same time, his brain was clearly seen, protruding out through his short-cropped hair.

      “Bruh.” Chaos sounded a bit creeped out. “TMI, dude. Don’t need to be seeing your guts right about now.”

      “Look.” Dee pointed at a cream-colored, X-shaped object, just behind his eye sockets.

      “The implant,” Ana murmured. “I think we’re seeing two visions, Joe. Yours…” She pointed. “And his.”

      “What do you mean?” Ingle’s voice was sharp.

      “This memory. It’s from one of the Ancients.”
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      The moment Vesey and Evans entered Cerberus’s bridge, Zavala vacated the captain’s seat.

      “Telescope One is online,” he told them as they approached.

      “Is that what picked up the signal?” Vesey asked in a low voice.

      Zavala looked around to ensure no one was close enough to overhear. When he answered, his tone matched Vesey’s. “Yes and no. The energy signature is at the very limit of our sensors. And it’s diffuse, which was why it didn’t trigger an alert.”

      “That means it’s old,” Evans said.

      “Yes sir. In fact, the feed mistakenly categorized it as a magnetic tunnel. That’s what drew my attention to it in the first place. I’d just finished calibrating the telescope, so I had a look at what the sensors had picked up.”

      “It wasn’t a tunnel,” Vesey said.

      “No. I took the sensor data and combined it with the imagery the telescope was feeding us and had Argos run a simulation. It came up with this.”

      Zavala tapped the small screen on the captain’s chair, bringing up the image created by the ship’s AI. The vessel on that screen had dread slithering up Vesey’s spine.

      Evans swore softly under his breath. “Blank that, Lieutenant. Now, before anyone else sees it.”

      Zavala complied.

      Vesey thought back to the nav officer’s earlier words. “You called the signal diffuse.”

      “Yes. The Starkiller crossed the outer limit of our sensor range about three weeks ago.”

      “Think it might be one of the bastards we ran into?” Evans asked.

      Vesey shook his head. “No real way to tell. Probably not. They’re weeks apart. And more than seven hundred light-years away.”

      “We’re more than seven hundred light-years away.”

      “Point taken. Zavala, any way to trace its path?”

      “Sorry sir. The readings are just too diffuse and too faint.”

      Vesey considered what to do with that information. “Well, there was always the possibility that we’d run into more of them, though I’d hoped we were far enough out to avoid contact.”

      “Orders, sir?”

      “Continue scanning but restrict it to passive scanning only. Let’s not advertise that we’re out here, okay? If you find anything else, let me or the XO know. For now, this stays between us. You’re not authorized to speak about this to anyone. We clear on that?”

      “Yes sir.”

      A ping interrupted them, announcing Rudd’s arrival at the ready room. Vesey stepped away. “Carry on.”

      When Evans looked like he was going to say something, Vesey held up a hand. “Later. Let’s get through this first. We may need those Raptors sooner rather than later.”

      

      Sandi Rudd, Cerberus’s space boss and the commander of the ship’s PriFly, or Primary Flight Control, was standing by the ready room’s closed door when they arrived.

      “Captain,” she said.

      “Tell me you have good news for me, Commander,” Vesey replied, ushering her into the room.

      “I do,” she said as they took their seats. She dropped a tablet on the table between them. “All four Raptors, certified spaceworthy.” Her stare fell just short of accusing. “But you knew that already—at least for the two you held back from the fight.”

      Vesey rolled a finger, silently ordering her to skip her remonstration. Yes, he’d inserted a virus, supplied by Holden, into a pair of Raptors. It had temporarily disabled them. They’d already had this discussion. It had been the only way they could be assured that at least one pair of fighters would survive unscathed.

      As Holden had pointed out, Cerberus would need them as advance scouts if the ship were to survive their trip through uncharted space.

      Rudd complied. “The other two were shot to hell and back.” She shook her head. “Held together with spit and baling wire.”

      “But they’re ready to go back out into the black?”

      “They are. I do have one disclaimer, though.”

      “Oh?”

      “You’ve talked to Grier. You know the fluctuation he’s found in Cerberus’s drives?”

      Vesey nodded. It was one of the reasons they remained stuck in the same spot where the wormhole had dumped them. They weren’t moving an inch until the ship’s chief engineer could guarantee a reasonable amount of risk.

      “Well, I’ve found that same fluctuation in all four Raptors.”

      Evans leaned forward. “Odd that Grier didn’t mention that when we spoke earlier today.”

      “That’s because he didn’t know. We’d both been troubleshooting the same problem, unaware the other was experiencing it, until half an hour ago. That’s one reason why I pinged you.”

      “Any idea what’s causing it?”

      “Actually, yes.” Rudd reached for her tablet and thumbed it on. A screen coalesced above it, a readiness report. “The fluctuations are identical. Too exact to be an internal cause. No two drives are exactly alike. They all have different hours on them and have experienced different stresses on their various missions. The readings we’ve detected are too regular to be internal; therefore, we’ve come to the conclusion that an external force is acting upon them.”

      “You mean this region of space.”

      “Can’t be anything else. After filtering that out, they passed with flying colors.”

      “How’s their stealth?”

      “Better than before that last engagement.” She paused and speared him with a look that fell just short of accusation. “Not sure where you got those files from, sir, but they’re damned fine improvements. Cross-sectional energy signature—even in kata space—is so small, they easily pass for a cloud of gas and dust.”

      Her tone indicated she’d like more information on the file’s origins. Vesey ignored it.

      “Good, because we have a job for them.” He filled Rudd in on the diffuse trail Zavala had picked up. “We need those ships out on patrol. Have them head out in that direction, active camouflage. Cerberus is in no way fully capable. God help us if she had to maneuver right now.”

      A priority chime sounded, followed by the voice of Lieutenant Patel, the bridge’s comms officer for this watch. “Sorry to interrupt, sir, but Doctor Tropp asked to see you. She said it can’t wait.”

      “Understood.” Vesey stood, then waved Evans and Rudd back down as they made to join him. “You two work out all the details. Josh, fill me in later.”

      “Will do, Cap,” Evan said.

      

      Laura Tropp, Cerberus’s chief medical officer, greeted him with a look that told Vesey he wasn’t going to like what he heard. She waved him into her office and palmed the door shut, away from listening ears.

      She waited for him to take a seat, then got straight to the point. “I think the wormhole did more than just tear up the ship. I think it tore up space too.”

      Vesey grew very still. It was too much of a coincidence that he’d just heard something very similar from Rudd. “Have you been talking to Grier?”

      She looked startled. “Our chief engineer? No. Why?”

      “Never mind. Continue, please.”

      “Okay, well, you know those ‘quakes’ we experienced when the wormhole first spit us out? Gravity shifting, there one minute, gone the next, then slamming back onto us like a freaking freight train?”

      “That’s not something you easily forget.”

      “All right. Now consider how off-kilter things feel in kata space.”

      By now, everyone on the ship was familiar with the weird, tilted kata environment. It was as if gravity had shifted. Instead of pulling at a person through the soles of their feet as it would when planetside, it tugged down and to one side.

      “I think I see where you’re going with this. Both have something to do with gravity.”

      “Yes, but there’s more to it than that. This is going to take a bit of explaining. I’ll try to keep it short.” Laura stood, pacing as she thought. “Gravity is really weak in our universe. In fact, it’s the weakest of the four fundamental forces.

      “I disagree. Just look at a black hole.”

      She picked up a stylus. “Here, catch.”

      When he caught it, she motioned with her hand for him to toss it back. He did.

      “Congratulations. You just counteracted the rotational spin of a gazillion-ton battleship.”

      “I… what?”

      “By tossing a stylus or lifting a sheet of paper, you’re counteracting the centripetal force of Cerberus’s spin and the artificial gravity it’s creating. Doesn’t that seem a bit counterintuitive to you?”

      “When you put it that way…”

      “Gravity is a billion billion times weaker than the force that holds atoms together. And it’s everywhere. You can’t escape or isolate it.”

      There was a subtext here that Vesey wasn’t getting. “What does that have to do with space being torn up?”

      “We theorized a long time ago that gravity was so weak in our universe because it extended up into other dimensions.”

      Abruptly, he understood what they were trying to tell him. “Are you saying we’ve opened the door to let more gravity in?”

      “Something like that.” Laura shrugged, her hands braced on the back of her chair. “My premed’s in microbiology, not physics, so I’m not the one to ask about specifics. But I was fascinated by the strong and weak nuclear forces, because they are what keep the nucleus of an atom intact, and what causes radioactive decay. And those have a hell of a lot of impact on biology. On the human body.”

      “Go on.”

      She returned to her chair. “Some of the crew have come into the infirmary not feeling well. Vague complaints, nothing specific. We’ve run scans, and there’s nothing we can point a finger at. On the surface, they all seem perfectly healthy, even though their symptoms manifest very differently.”

      This had the hairs on the back of Vesey’s neck standing up. That feeling of dread was back. “You said ‘on the surface.’ Does that mean you found something beneath the surface?”

      “Yes. And it’s not good. Something is interfering with the strong nuclear force, that force that binds all the atoms in our bodies together. They’re fluctuating randomly. When and where they do, the atoms, the molecules, they just unravel. Disintegrate.”

      Her eyes met his, and he could see the fear in them. “We need to get out of this sector of space, sir.” She brought her hands together as if holding a ball. “Before our cells break down and…” Her hands flew apart.

      Vesey’s eyes remained riveted on her splayed fingers as he finished her thought. “…and we all just disintegrate.”
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      “I think we’ve seen enough for now,” Ingle said. “Cass, compile a report I can give to General Traynor and the SECDEF. I want that file in an hour.”

      She glanced over at Pathfinder, then at the two probes Falcon and Tia were maneuvering back into the hangar, back from their most recent sweep. There was still no sign of Cerberus.

      “Prep the ships for launch. Traynor wants Pathfinder and her escorts out there before Dome sunrise. And bring us back some answers.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Cass said. She turned to the hangar staff. “You heard the major. Sunrise is in six hours. Go!”

      The hangar erupted in a flurry of frenzied activity, with Cass at its center. Tom waved for Falcon and the two Raptor pilots to join them.

      Breeze stepped up close to Joe. “Where do you want us, Top?”

      “That’s up to Tom to decide.”

      Tom overheard the question. “Any of your people know their way around a Raptor’s weapons systems?”

      “Hell, we’ve all had to step in when crew was injured on an op,” Breeze said. “Chaos is your best bet. I’m probably second.”

      “Good, because all we have for the Paul Revere ships right now are its pilots.”

      “Ramon’s our commo,” Dee volunteered. “I’m cross-trained for it too.”

      “That work for you?” Tom asked Tia.

      “You bet.”

      “That’s settled, then. Chaos, Dee, you’re with Tia. Breeze, Ramon, you’re with Stan. Tia, you’re designated Raptor One. Stan, you’re Two.”

      He paused when someone called his name. A man Joe recognized as one of Priya’s astrophysicists was loping toward them with a duffel slung over his shoulder. “Cass can’t spare Priya, so I offered to go instead.”

      “Copy that.” Tom scrubbed the back of his head in thought. “Okay, Pathfinder’s getting crowded. Stan, you take him.”

      “Can do.”

      The scientist extended a hand to Stan. “Wes Chaing.” They shook.

      “Welcome to the crazy,” Stan said.

      Tia punched him in the shoulder. “It’s only crazy if it doesn’t work,” she said lightly.

      Stan didn’t get a chance to respond. The ground tilted beneath Joe’s feet. He felt himself falling sideways before gravity disappeared altogether.

      The moment of weightlessness ended, and he was falling hard, landing far faster than could be explained by Ganymede’s fifteen percent gravity. In the next instant, everything returned to normal.

      Joe staggered to his feet, knocking into Breeze, who grabbed onto him for balance.

      “What the fuck?” Chaos picked himself up off the ceramacrete floor, his actions wary, as if uncertain what to expect next.

      “What the hell was that?” Dee asked.

      General Kim’s words about gravitational anomalies flashed across Joe’s thoughts. Before he could form a response, Cass came racing toward them.

      “Get your asses on those ships!” she called out. “We launch now.”

      “We’re not ready,” Stan protested. “Scaffolding’s still being taken down and we haven’t done any runups with the new drives installed.”

      A pained expression crossed Cass’s face. “You’ll have to preflight the hyperspheric drives on the way.”

      Tom looked shocked. It went against every safety protocol to do as Cass asked, and they all knew it.

      “Cass…” Davis looked uncomfortable.

      “If you all don’t do a fast fade, and I mean right now, you won’t launch at all. Possibly not ever.” Her words came out fast and clipped. “So, what’ll it be? Would you rather wait and ask permission? Or go now—with Major Ingle’s last standing orders in place—and ask forgiveness later? Because you might get the second, but I can guaran-damn-tee you won’t get the first. Not now.”

      Reluctantly, Davis nodded.

      Tom made a circling motion with his finger. “All right, you heard her. Let’s go!”

      The crews disbursed. Before Cass could walk away, Joe pulled her aside.

      “What just happened?”

      “Ganymede experienced a gravitational anomaly. Which, by the way…” She raised her voice, and her fierce gaze swept the engineers nearby. “If anyone asks—and they will—that’s what you tell them. That’s all you tell them.”

      Cass’s words sent warning bells through Joe’s mind. “Hold on. General Kim mentioned gravitational anomalies out near Neptune.”

      “I know.”

      “And now they’re here.”

      “Yup.”

      He lowered his voice. “Are you saying those new hyperspheric drives you developed are causing this?”

      “Not the drives themselves,” Ana said. “The wormhole they open… maybe.”

      He turned on her. “You knew about this and didn’t say anything?”

      “No! I suspected. I wondered, when General Kim mentioned it, but I didn’t know for sure if there was a connection.”

      “And there may not be,” Cass added.

      Joe didn’t believe in coincidences, but he let it slide for now. “But why Neptune, of all places?”

      Cass started jogging toward Pathfinder. “Walk and talk, Sergeant. I’ve temporarily disabled the hangar’s comms system but that won’t hold. I can’t claim not to have received Ingle’s countermanding order if she shows up to deliver it herself.”

      She was right about that. He sped up to keep pace with her. “Why Neptune?” he repeated.

      Cass slid him a look. “Are you aware that we’ve been using the Jovian-Neptune tunnel to get to kata space?”

      “Sure. It’s the nearest outbound tunnel to the Dome. Locked to Neptune’s orbit. Passes within a hundred thousand kilometers of Galene station. But if you’re suggesting that the hyperspheric drives are causing the quakes, then why did they manifest in that location first and not here? It’s twenty-five AUs away. That’s…” He stumbled over the math.

      “Almost four billion kilometers. Which passes by pretty damn fast when you’re riding the rapids at relativistic speeds,” Cass said. “About half an hour, which is the same amount of time it takes for a ship—or a probe—to generate a wormhole and punch through the tunnel wall into kata space.”

      “Shit.”

      “As for why there first, and not here… All of our tests were small ones, comparatively speaking. Lab-generated pin wormholes, testing miniature drives.” Cass tilted her head to one side. “I think something had to hit critical mass for the leakage to begin. And that came when the big battleships fired up their ring of drives on their way out to fight the Starkillers.”

      Joe understood now. “And they only did that out by Neptune.”

      “Yes.” The word sounded as if it were dragged out of her.

      “How dangerous is it?”

      “That’s… what we still have to figure out.”
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      Pathfinder looked the same as Joe recalled it. Bunks still lined the main cabin on both sides of the fuselage, folded neatly above seats stacked in neat rows; hammocks for overflow personnel were stowed above them. A small galley was tucked between the cabin and cargo, stocked with enough supplies to last a month. Across from it was a head that, while compact, was still fully serviceable. Though the cargo hatch was sealed, Joe knew the Hangar Fifty-One team. Chances were, it housed one or more science stations, sandwiched between storage pallets.

      Lenora Powell, the gunnery officer on loan from one of the ships based at Jupiter Station, was at the gunner’s station behind the copilot’s seat.

      “Lieutenant,” he greeted as he stepped past.

      She gave him a distracted wave, too busy making her own systems checks to spare him any time.

      Davis sat at the crew chief’s station, the engineer looking the most worried of them all. “We need more time,” he muttered.

      “Pathfinder’s not ready?” Joe asked.

      Davis looked startled. “Oh no, she’s good to go. It’s the Paul Revere ships I’m worried about.”

      “We’ll keep a close eye on their readings as we go along,” Tom said as he slid into the pilot’s seat.

      Falcon fell in beside him. “Walkaround complete. All systems green.” The drone pilot’s voice held a constrained professionalism that was at odds with his usual cavalier attitude.

      Maintenance crews secured the last of the supplies in the cargo hold, then secured the hatch, hand signals indicating Tom was free to spin up the drives.

      As they taxied onto the runway, the Paul Revere ships holding short behind them on the taxiway, an unwelcome thought occurred. “How are you handling Ganymede’s space traffic control?” Joe asked.

      Now Falcon’s personality surfaced. He flashed a wicked grin over his shoulder. “The AI that runs it might have experienced an unfortunate glitch right about now. Should clear up in, oh, about ten minutes.”

      By which time, all three ships would have transitioned into the outbound tunnel and be well on their way.

      He settled back in his seat. “Nice.”

      

      They made it to the tunnel without incident. Once there, Falcon flipped the comms off.

      “Oops. Looks like we need to get that checked when we get back.”

      “I’ll be sure to let them know you said that,” Tom said dryly. “Hang tight. Bringing hyperspheric drive online…” A strange whorl of light danced before the nose of the spacecraft. “Aannnnd here we go.”

      Joe was prepared this time and shut his eyes tight as the walls of the ship seemed to melt around him. That single glimpse showed an impossible view of the ship’s interior, its superstructure, and its gray metallic outer surface all at the same time.

      With his eyes shut tight against the vertigo that entering kata space invoked, he reached for the eye patch Ana had stuck in his cargoes earlier. Donning it, he chanced a look around.

      Weird but tolerable, he decided.

      “Raptor One, Raptor Two, report,” Tom called.

      Tia’s voice filtered in over the cabin’s speakers. “Same weird shit as before.”

      “Only this time without funky alien ships firing at us,” Stan replied.

      Tom verbally jostled their elbows with a sharp, “Status, Raptors.”

      “Copy. Nominal here,” Stan said.

      “Systems green,” Tia added.

      “Good. We take the bridge in five… four…”

      Seconds later, they’d crossed the first wormhole and dropped out of kata space back into the tunnel. Instead of Sol’s warm glow, the forward viewscreen in the cockpit showed a dim red dwarf. They were now in an entirely different star system.

      Chaos’s whoop came over the comm. “Holy shit, what a ride!”

      “Three hundred freaking light-years.” Ramon sounded amazed. “All in one jump.”

      “Three hundred ten light-years,” Wes said. There was amusement in the astrophysicist’s voice as he added, “But who’s counting?”

      “I am,” Tia retorted.

      “That’s it for this tunnel,” Tom said. “Let’s drop into realspace and I’ll send you the cords for the next tunnel. It’s some distance away—it’ll take four or five hours to get there. Plenty of time to grab some food and a nap.”

      “Copy,” Tia said. Stan gave a fast two-click.

      Five hours later, they repeated the routine. Joe couldn’t tear his eyes from the cockpit’s forward screen. Six hundred and twenty light-years.

      Falcon caught him staring. “Real mind-fuck, ain’t it, Top? Seems impossible that we’re that far away from a living human being.”

      Lenora coughed. “Could have done without that reminder, Sergeant.”

      He flashed her a grin, then unwebbed and stretched. “Want coffee?” he asked Tom.

      “Thanks.” Tom handed control to Pathfinder’s AI and followed Falcon into the cabin.

      “How far to the next tunnel?” Ana asked Tom.

      “A little over thirteen hours. Now’s a good time to catch some sleep.” Indicating the bunks folded against the bulkhead with a lift of his chin, he added, “We’ll hot rack in shifts. I’ll take first watch with Lenora and Davis. The rest of you, sack out. We’ll wake you in six hours.”

      Early the next morning, crews on all three ships were rested. The first two transits had acclimated them to the strange Picasso-like warping of kata space, with its strange, off-kilter gravitational pull.

      “Ready for another round?” Tom called out over comms.

      “Ready,” Tia said.

      “Third of four, correct?” Dee asked Davis.

      “Yes. This next one will put us at…” The engineer checked his console. “…nine hundred thirty light-years. The final one’s just a short hop to get us to a thousand thirty-five.”

      “Short hop,” Breeze muttered. “He just called a hundred frickin’ light-years a short hop…”

      Once the chatter cleared, Tom took over. “All right, then. On my mark…”

      The third jump seemed to be going smoothly until they reached the end of the bridge and a call came in from Raptor One.

      “Tom, we’ve developed a shimmy,” Tia said.

      “Hold short after you’ve exited the bridge,” Tom answered. “Do not exit kata space. Repeat, remain inside kata space.”

      Davis got busy on his console, calling up screens Joe couldn’t begin to interpret. “Tia, send me your feed.”

      “Raptor One feed, coming your way… now.”

      Davis’s screen changed. “Got it. Hang tight, let me review.”

      Joe sent Ana a questioning look.

      She shook her head and whispered back, “I’m as clueless as you. Physics is more about the why than the how. You want an engineer for this. Davis is your guy.”

      They waited in tense silence for Davis to diagnose the problem. It didn’t take long.

      “Looks like it’s not leaned out properly,” he told them.

      Leaned out? Joe mouthed to Ana.

      When she shrugged and gave him an ‘I have no clue’ look, he turned to Falcon. “Leaned out? Isn’t that an old CE term? Combustion engine’s fuel-to-air ratio?” Joe was pretty damn sure these drives weren’t CE.

      Falcon snorted. “It’s slang, Top.”

      “It means we need to tweak the fusion plant’s magnetic field a bit,” Davis said. “Tia, your plasma’s picked up a perturbation.”

      Now, that sounded more like it, though Joe still had no idea what the hell it meant. Davis rattled off a data string that was gibberish to Joe.

      “Copy. Give me fifteen to suit up.” Tia’s sigh came clearly over comms. “Shit, I hate walking in kata space…”

      The EVA easily took an hour. Dee, the only person onboard Raptor One with experience in kata space, spotted her. They waited in tense silence for the two women to report back.

      “Tia says it looks like she’s going to have to adjust manually,” Dee announced. There was a pause. “Okay, she says the plasma’s superconducting again.”

      “Good! Have her shoot me another set of readings once she’s back in the cockpit,” Davis said.

      “Copy.”

      This went on for another hour before Davis seemed satisfied it was safe for the Raptor to step down from kata space back into the tunnel.

      “Everyone set?” Tom asked.

      The other ships reported readiness.

      “Here we go. Pathfinder will lead. Raptor One, you’re next. Stan, you have our six.”

      Two-clicks from each of the pilots were followed by Tom’s “Brace for transition… now!”

      Pathfinder dropped into the tunnel and reality righted itself once more. Joe was shoved back in his seat as the ship settled into the slipstream of relativistic particles. Specially shaped electromagnetic fields along the spaceship’s trailing edges interacted with the stream, pushing them forward.

      Or, at least, that’s what should have happened. Seconds after the transition, Pathfinder bucked.

      “Major!” Falcon called out the warning. “Impact!”

      “I see it,” Tom said tightly. “Raptor One! Tia! Respond!”

      Joe strained against the chop, his eyes pinned to what he could see of the forward display from where he was webbed in. A secondary screen showed the tunnel aft of their position. There was only one ship on their tail.

      “Pathfinder, Raptor Two.” Stan’s voice was laced with strain. “Raptor One is gone.”
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      Tom reacted immediately. “Brace for transition!” he called out. To Stan he said, “Raptor Two, transition on my mark! And… mark!” Seconds later: “Brace for hard burn!”

      Several interminable minutes followed where Joe felt like he had ten elephants crushing him, sometimes on his chest, sometimes his side, depending on Tom’s maneuvers. At long last, Pathfinder settled into a steady acceleration that, while not pleasant, was at least stable.

      Joe still felt like he had a crushing weight on his chest, but he could catch a careful breath. With Dee and Breeze on board Tia’s ship, he wanted answers. They were his team. He’d be damned if he sat by and did nothing. But he knew better than to interfere with a flight crew in the midst of a crisis. One look at Tom, Davis, and Falcon and he could tell they were still in the thick of it. That left Lenora. The gunner’s eyes were glued to her station, but it was clear she was monitoring the situation, nothing more.

      “Lieutenant,” Joe called out softly. “What did Stan mean when he said Raptor One was gone?”

      Lenora replied equally softly, “Not sure, Sergeant.”

      “Okay, feed’s cued up,” Davis said. His voice was thready. It was clear the engineer, a civilian like Ana, was not used to high accel—the kind the rest of them experienced often under combat conditions.

      The recording from the tunnel began to play the view from aft sensors. The coruscating light generated by Pathfinder’s emergence from kata space trailed in their wake. Before it dissipated completely, another wormhole formed.

      “That’s Raptor One,” Davis said.

      Tom grunted. “Wormhole looks stable.”

      “It is.”

      The ship emerged.

      “Too fast, too fast,” Falcon muttered.

      Even Joe could see that. Tia corrected for the tunnel’s curvature, but at that speed, it ended up an overcorrection. The ship careened off the tunnel’s magnetic side, the ship’s own shaped EM field sparking against it. There was a flare, and then Raptor One was no longer there.

      Ana sucked in a hard breath. “Did they—”

      Something in her tone must have clued Davis in. “Oh no, nothing like that. They’re alive. They’re just several AUs behind us. Their interaction with the tunnel wall ejected them and the tunnel took us that far before Tom got us out too.”

      Tia’s voice interrupted them. “Tom, the hyperspheric drive’s shutdown sequence didn’t work right. It fluctuated. Dumped its energy all at once. I tried to compensate but… well, you saw what happened.”

      “Sitrep?” Tom rapped out.

      “We’re a little banged up but functional. Chaos sprained his wrist, but Dee gave him Fastheal and it’s wrapped.”

      “I got a lollipop for being so brave,” the sniper chimed in.

      “Stay off comms, Sergeant.”

      “Yes sir. Staying off, sir.”

      Joe resisted a smile. Tom was in full officer mode, and Joe didn’t blame him. But Joe knew Chaos well. His teammate had just told him, without coming out and saying it, that Tia had everything well in hand. They might have mechanical trouble, but it was nothing serious. “What now?” he asked.

      “With the gs we’re pulling, we’ll rendezvous with them in three hours. Until then”—Tom’s tone turned wry—“just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      Ana groaned. “Enjoy? That’s the last word I’d use to describe this!”

      “You and me both,” Davis said.

      “Hell, this is easy compared to combat,” Lenora said.

      Ana made a strangled noise that sounded almost like a whimper. “I’ll pass, thanks. Can’t begin to imagine what that would be like.”

      “Those braking moves the major made at the beginning to get us turned around? Like that, only who knows when it’ll stop,” the gunner replied. “Plus, you can’t just hang on for the ride. At least a gunner can’t. We still have targets to take down. Moving targets.”

      Davis gave her a jaundiced look. “Lieutenant, remind me never to make you mad.” That earned him a laugh.

      Something in Joe eased once they drew close enough for sensors to pick up Raptor One’s silhouette. Raptor Two was a few thousand kilometers off Pathfinder’s starboard side; between the two feeds, they got a good look at both sides of the ship’s hull.

      “I’m not seeing any visible damage,” Davis said. “But I’ll need to EVA to confirm.”

      The hours dragged on and Raptor One grew in the cockpit’s screens. Tom reversed the drives, causing Joe to strain hard against his webbing. And then blessed relief as Pathfinder came to rest alongside Tia’s ship.

      Falcon monitored drift, holding station while Davis suited up and the rest took the chance to stretch in zero g. Joe floated aft to double-check the seals on the engineer’s suit.

      Tom joined them. When Davis signaled that he was ready, Tom cycled the airlock. Joe and Tom watched until Raptor One’s airlock opened and Davis floated safely inside.

      Tom confirmed the seal on the hatch. “I’m going to grab a bite. Join me.”

      His tone told Joe the pilot had something private he wanted to discuss. “Sure.” He pushed off the hatch and followed Tom into the galley.

      Lenora was there and had just finished making herself a sandwich.

      Tom caught the bag of condiments Lenora had sent floating back toward the pantry. “Leave it. We’ll put it away.”

      “You got it. Galley’s all yours.”

      Joe pushed back to give her room to slide past, then reached inside the pantry for the premade sandwiches. After a quick glance back to make sure they were alone, he asked, “Okay, what’s going on?”

      Tom kept his voice low. “A message just came through the FTL buoys we dropped on our way out here. Traynor has ordered us back.”

      Joe’s hand froze on the lid. “What do you plan to do about it?”

      “I’d say that’s up to you.” Tom gestured to the container in Joe’s hands. “Toss me a tuna melt.”

      Mechanically, Joe did as asked, grabbing blindly for whatever was on top.

      “Up to me,” he repeated.

      “Yeah.” Tom hooked one foot around a table leg to keep from floating off, then took a big bite out of his sandwich. “You’re the one with the thing in his head,” he said around a mouthful of tuna salad. “What do you think we should do? What’s it telling you?”

      Joe resealed the container and pressed it back into its slot. It reconnected with a soft snick. “Nothing, really,” he said slowly, floating over to the table’s other side.

      “Close your eyes.” Tom waved the sandwich through the air. “Commune with it. Give it a minute, then tell me what your gut’s saying.”

      It wasn’t the worst idea, so that’s what Joe did. His image, his distorted image, came immediately to mind. His eyes popped open again. I really don’t need to see that again. On the heels of that came another thought. We really don’t have a choice. We’ve come this far. We need to see this through.

      “We keep going.”

      “Agreed,” Tom said instantly.

      “You going to tell the others about Traynor’s orders?”

      “No. I’m in command of this ship. Culpability stops here.”

      “Hooah, brother.”

      They finished the sandwiches and helped themselves to another. Tom called forward and took orders. They’d just retrieved a couple of ham-and-cheese for Falcon and a turkey club for Ana when Davis pinged.

      Tom put the conversation on ship-wide. “What’s the verdict?” he asked the engineer.

      Davis’s sigh carried clearly across the connection. “It’s repairable, but it’s going to take some time.”

      “How long?” Joe asked.

      “Another half day at least. A couple of the parts need replacing. The impact sheared off a few welds. The onboard printer can machine what we need, but it’ll take time.”

      Tom muted the call. “Shit,” he murmured quietly.

      “What if we loan Davis out? He stays with them, we keep going. They catch up after they’ve completed repairs,” Joe suggested. “It should be easy. All they’d have to do is follow the waypoint buoys we’ve been planting along the route.”

      “Good idea. There’s plenty of room for one more over there. It shouldn’t be a hardship for them.”

      They ran the idea past Davis, who readily agreed to stay behind and help. With that settled and Raptor Two reporting readiness, Tom announced it was time to depart.

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Tia told them as the ships accelerated away from Raptor One.

      Stan’s laughter carried over Pathfinder’s speakers. “If by that, you mean, ‘don’t do what I did, and use my ship to play pinball inside a tunnel,’ then thanks. I’ll pass.”

      “Damn, brother. At the rate you’re flapping your mouth, we’ll have these repairs done before you get to the tunnel.”

      Tom cut into the banter. “Keep your eyes open. We’ll see you soon.”

      She two-clicked a reply.

      Using the kata ability his implant gave him, the one that allowed him to initiate a direct connection to those he knew well, he pinged Dee.

      “If you don’t show by this time tomorrow, I’ll check in with you.”

      “We still keeping this ability of yours close-held?” Dee asked.

      “Yep. General’s orders.”

      “Could be tough to explain on my end.”

      “Not if everything goes as planned.”

      “Your lips to God’s ears, Top.”

      Joe sent her a mental chuckle. “See you soon.”

      

      Tom was right; the final jump was much shorter than the first. Before Joe had much time to process it, they were there, cutting through a sea of black, inbound toward a dusky gray sphere at the outer edge of the Ancient’s system. At its center, the dead star shone an icy blue-white, a tiny pinprick of light marginally brighter than the stars that served as its backdrop.

      Joe had relocated to the cockpit for the approach and was seated in the cramped, folding jump seat behind Tom. His attention was riveted on the planet as Pathfinder and Raptor Two approached.

      “I’m getting an update from the probe,” Falcon announced, his fingers flying across his board. “It’s still canvassing the system.”

      “Recall it,” Tom ordered. Catching Joe’s surprised look, he explained, “In a pinch, it can be used as point defense.”

      “Hooah,” Falcon murmured. His hands moved once more as he sent the message. “Done. Probe recalled.”

      As they settled into orbit around the planet, Lenora abruptly said, “We can’t keep calling it ‘the planet.’ It needs a name.”

      “How about Atheneum?” Ana suggested.

      “Atha-who?” Falcon asked.

      “It’s another word for library or archive.”

      “Vault,” Tom said.

      Ana shuddered. “No. Too much like crypt.”

      “All right, Athenaeum it is,” Tom said. “I’m bringing Pathfinder in for a close pass. Falcon, launch recon drones.”

      “Copy, launching—”

      Joe lurched forward, catching Falcon’s shoulder in a hard grip. “Stop!”

      Atheneum’s smooth and unmarred surface was moving.

      “What the hell?” Falcon muttered.

      Joe didn’t answer, caught in a different grip, one of the implant’s making. A blue shift wavered into existence, the image overlaying his vision. He froze, his focus shifting between reality and the transparent scene overlaid atop it.

      “Joe?” Ana said urgently. “Joe!”

      In the center of the flat, dusty plain beneath them, an outline appeared. His blue shift merged with reality, matching it precisely. The outline was rectangular in shape, with parallel lines unnaturally straight. And it was moving.

      The far end sank into Atheneum’s regolith, tilting down to form…

      “It’s a ramp,” Lenora said.

      “That’s…” Joe cleared his throat. “I think the implant triggered it. That’s our way in.”
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      Charles Vesey had been a ship’s captain for decades. Prior to that, he’d served under some of the finest commanding officers in the Terran military. He’d had plenty of time to perfect the impassive expression he now wore. He knew his face gave nothing away, therefore the first words spoken by Evans when he saw him next were telling.

      His XO met him in the corridor outside the infirmary. He reversed course immediately, falling into step as Vesey marched toward the lift that would take him down to Engineering.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Vesey tossed Evans a quick look but didn’t say anything. He intended to keep what Laura Tropp had told him close-held. That kind of thing was not something he wanted spread around. And it would, like wildfire, causing fear and panic. No one needed that, not now, not with everything this crew had just gone through.

      The silence held long enough for Evans to figure out that Vesey wasn’t going to answer. “I pinged Argos for your location,” he said. “I got worried when it showed you were still in the infirmary. You okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Evans got the message and lapsed into silence. He raised his brows when Vesey ordered the lift to engineering but held his tongue until the doors closed. “What gives?”

      “Argos, halt lift.”

      The AI responded with an acknowledging chime and the lift came to a smooth stop.

      “We need to move this ship.” Vesey recapped what Tropp had told him. “If Sandi Rudd says the Raptors are ready, then hopefully, Grier will feel the same about Cerberus.”

      He ordered the lift to move again.

      Evans didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Does she have an estimate on how long we have before…”

      “No. This is uncharted territory, and she admitted it was only supposition on her part.”

      “Good idea to err on the side of caution, though. How far out do you want us, and in what direction?”

      Vesey coughed a short, hard laugh. There wasn’t a shred of humor in it. “As far away from that Starkiller trail as we can get seems like a good plan.”

      “Agreed.”

      It didn’t take long to get Grier up to speed. The conversation could have been handled over comms, but there were times when nothing beat the ability to look into another’s eyes to gauge their gut response. Words were just one method of communication, tone another. It was the unspoken—body movement, the tension in the eyes, a person’s breathing rate—these were best read face-to-face.

      “I’ll get the drives warmed up,” Grier said as Vesey stood to leave. “We’ll be ready to move by the time you get back to the bridge.”

      Vesey held out a hand. “Thanks, Bill.”

      

      They arrived to find Zavala going over the nav boards with a systems tech, running last-minute checks.

      Good man, Vesey thought.

      The tech lay on the deck, his head stuck inside the navigation console. Zavala bent and said something to the tech before stepping up to meet Vesey and Evans.

      Vesey cut right to it. “How soon can we move?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      “Good.” He turned to Evans. “Sound the all-call.”

      Evans nodded and split off to his console. Seconds later, the distinctive two-tone ‘lock-and-web’ chime sounded, followed by the AI’s announcement.

      Vesey retreated to his seat and activated the chair’s mini holoscreen. From there, he could access the readiness states of all departments as they came in. A running tally on the right showed those that remained outstanding. Slowly, the list dwindled to nothing, all sectors reporting in.

      Things were as good as they were going to get.

      “Zavala, get us out of here.”

      The view on the forward screens swung to port, Cerberus moving with what felt like a ponderous slowness. Vesey knew that to be a lie, overactive imagination on his part; telemetry showed the ship accelerating at a steady speed, well within the green zone.

      He breathed a bit easier as they left the spot where they’d emerged, and in the distance, the dissipated remains of a Starkiller’s transit.

      He shot a message to Tropp. One line, vague enough that no one could intuit the meaning behind it.

      

      
        
        How far is far enough?

      

      

      

      A few seconds passed. His implant alerted him to an incoming reply.

      

      
        
        I’ll let you know when it stops.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three and a half days had passed. Grier had slowly eased them up to an accel of two gs, which had taken them nearly six AUs away from what he and Tropp now referred to as the tear in space. At about four AU, she’d reported the reversal of symptoms. At five AU, to Vesey’s immense relief, they had completely resolved in every crew member.

      Crisis averted. This one, at least, he amended.

      As if the words were a jinx waiting to pounce, a klaxon sounded on Zavala’s nav station. The bridge fell silent.

      “Report!” Vesey ordered.

      Zavala’s hands were flying. “Working on it, sir. Checking…”

      He scrolled through telemetry, then with a swipe, sent the feed—and the alert—on the main screen.

      “Contact. We have contact, bearing zero-two-eight, two degrees above the plane.”

      Vesey’s thumb came crashing down on the button that would send the order to rig for silent running. Klaxons were silenced. Red lights strobed; holoscreens all over the ship flashed with the words Silent Running.

      He turned to Zavala. “What is it?”

      “It’s not natural. I’m picking up an energy signature, and this time, sir, there is a tunnel nearby.”

      Shit. That was all they needed.

      “Starkiller?”

      “Unknown at this time. They’ve powered down. I’m getting heat readings but nothing recognizable.”

      “Do you want me to ping them?” Patel asked.

      “No. Zavala, how close is that energy signature to the Starkiller ships?”

      “Hard to say, sir.” Zavala forced a short, hard breath between clenched teeth. “Could be. Again, we’re dealing with a dissipated signal. It’s muddy too. Like there were more of them here, but they’ve since disappeared.”

      “Captain.” Evans appeared at his elbow. “We’re not in any shape to go head-to-head with even one of them,” he said in a low tone. “If there are more out there…”

      “Unless we use the element of surprise.”

      Evans nodded.

      “How many Speer rounds do we have left?” The twenty-centimeter metal-jacket Speers had been the only weapon to have any effect on the Starkillers in that single, fateful engagement several months back.

      “We still have more than half left, but we may not need them this time,” Evans said. “According to Zavala, they’re powered down. Sitting ducks.”

      Vesey mulled over the logistics. “Any way to map that tunnel without drawing their attention?”

      “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we get as close as we can to that damn tunnel before we fire, then ride the rapids and get the hell out of here as fast as we can.”

      “Give us an hour and I’ll see what we can do.”

      “Good. Head for that tunnel, Lieutenant. Then I want you to sneak up on them, nice and silent, until we’re in missile range. You got me?”

      “Yes sir. Altering course now.”

      “Evans, prep a Reaver. Let’s see if they can swallow one of those bastards whole when their drives are offline. Zavala, ETA?”

      “Hour and a half.”

      “All right.” He turned back to Evans. “Have all section heads stand down. Take a nap, grab a bite. I want them fresh and back at their stations in one hour.”

      

      The hour passed by in a blink. Evans stood behind the gunnery officer, overseeing the weapons crew.

      “Weapons reports Reavers have been loaded into missile tubes four and six,” he told Vesey.

      “Good. Prepare to fire.”
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      Tia growled under her breath as Chaos broke into another one of his off-key tunes. “Is he that tone deaf, or is he whistling like that just to annoy me? And what the hell is with that hat?”

      “Heard that!” Chaos ducked around the curved, bell-like radiation shadow shield and grinned unrepentantly at the two women. Dee knew what was coming next.

      “I’ll have you know this is my lucky hat,” she parroted along with him.

      He mock-scowled at her. “You don’t know me.”

      She gave him a smug smile. “I’m an intel sergeant. It’s my business to know you. Besides, you’ve said those exact words every time someone complained about the smell of that thing for the past—how long have you had it anyway?”

      Chaos pulled the battered cowboy hat off and pretended to study its brim, his short hair haloing around him in the null gravity.

      “Well now,” he drawled, “I reckon I’ve had it ever since selection.”

      “Sure you have.” Tia tossed him a jaded look before snatching the hat from his hand and jamming it on her head. “Thanks.”

      “Hey!”

      She shimmied back under the shield, the feat made more difficult by zero-g. Her voice was muffled as she called back, “That accent come along with the hat and those tall tales?”

      Dee bit down on a smile as Chaos rolled right into his wounded and misunderstood routine.

      “Hold that thought,” she told him before he could really get going.

      She made a shooing motion with her hand. He backed up, allowing her to pull herself out of the guts of the spaceship and back into the cargo bay.

      Patting him on the back, she whispered, “Good luck with that. I hear she’s dating some hotshot Marauder captain back on Earth.” Laughing at Chaos’s sputtered denial, she pushed off the bulkhead and ‘swam’ her way back up front.

      Leaving a civilian alone in the cockpit just didn’t sit well with Dee. Even though she knew Davis to be an outstanding engineer who held a top secret clearance, he wasn’t trained for this. He was what they called a ‘package.’ An expert they needed to help them along the way but didn’t know the first thing about how to handle himself when things went balls-up.

      Davis looked up when she grabbed at the back of the copilot’s seat to stop herself. “Hey,” she said, pulling herself down and webbing in. “My turn to stand watch. Why don’t you go grab something to eat? Maybe offer Chaos a different playlist.”

      Davis chuckled as he unwebbed and pushed off. “He told me he’s the team’s comic relief. That it’s sometimes necessary to break the tension when on an op, and it takes skill to know when the time’s right.”

      “Said that, did he?” Dee coughed to hide her laugh. “Sounds like him.”

      She turned her attention to the sensors, flipping through the feed to check for anomalies. She was surprised when Davis spoke. He’d paused, his hands gripping the bulkhead that separated cockpit from cabin, his attention on the forward screen.

      “You think we’re alone out here?”

      Dee let out a silent breath. He’s a civvy, she reminded herself. Don’t spook him. “You mean, do I believe there are aliens out there that aren’t Starkillers? People we might someday meet and get to know? I hope so. If you mean, are we alone right now, then yeah. There’s been no indication otherwise.”

      The expression on Davis’s face was a mix of wonder and awe as he stared out at the vastness of space. “It’s hard to believe we’re really nine hundred and sixty light-years from Earth. We’re the interstellar version of Lewis and Clark.”

      “They had their share of run-ins with indigenous people, you know,” Chaos said, coming up behind him.

      “Then let’s hope we’re not flying through someone’s backyard,” Davis replied.

      A panel started beeping.

      “Aww man, you just had to go and mention Lewis and Clark, didn’t you?” Chaos said. He pushed Davis toward the crew chief’s station, the action sending him reeling back toward his own.

      “Tia!” he bellowed. “Incoming!”

      Dee focused on her own board, scanning the sensor logs for the blip it had detected.

      “Make a hole!” Tia called out. “I leave you people alone for five minutes,” she muttered under her breath as she rocketed past.

      Expertly catching herself on the back of her chair, she flipped herself into it. She webbed herself in one-handed while her other hand flew over the ship’s propulsion controls. Raptor One swayed as she rapidly fired thrusters in succession, testing the ship’s controls.

      “Web in!” she called out, then turned to Dee. “Talk to me.”

      Dee dropped an icon at the edge of the main holoscreen. “Sensors detected an energy surge here, at the very edge of our range. Ship’s AI seems to think it’s an incoming missile.”

      “Send it over.”

      Dee routed the feed to Tia’s console. The pilot made a rapid calculation and a track appeared, leading from Dee’s icon to their coordinates.

      “I’ve rerouted all forward sensors for that track. If it’s a missile, it’ll—”

      Another blip appeared just to the right of the line. Tia swore.

      “Hang tight! Things are about to get bumpy.”

      “What’s going on?” Davis asked.

      “The impossible, that’s what,” Tia said tightly. “Dee, I want you to do exactly what I say, when I say it. Chaos, same. If I’m right, and another blip shows up right about here”—she jabbed a finger at the red line and a dot appeared—“then we’re going to need chaff and point defense, real soon.”

      “It can’t be a missile. Can it?” Davis protested. “We’re in the middle of nowhere!”

      “I’m more concerned about why this weapons station is showing a seventy-five percent confidence that what we just detected is a Terran missile,” Chaos bit out. All humor had fled, his wisecracking, easygoing manner replaced by the cold, dispassionate concentration of a sniper.

      “Davis, you’re the engineer. Want to explain that to me?” Tia asked. “I’m not seeing any Terran ships nearby.”

      Davis cleared his throat nervously. “Well, uh, they would have to obey the same laws of physics we do.”

      “Who’s ‘they’?” the pilot snapped.

      “Anyone. Any sentient, spacefaring race.”

      “So you’re saying that we have no real way to tell who’s on the business end of that thing.”

      “Only if they outfit it with encrypted IFF.”

      “And why would someone way out here do that,” Chaos muttered.

      “Exactly.” Tia’s hands were busy again. “Bringing the fusion drives and MPDs online. How much time do we have?”

      “ETA, fifteen mikes,” Chaos replied.

      MPDs were magnetoplasmadynamic afterburners that could deliver a thrust of more than a thousand newtons. All Raptors were equipped with them. It was what made them such nimble and effective fighters. And stomach-wrenching, body-battering hell-beasts.

      Dee was well acquainted with the effects MPDs could have on the human body, even ones augmented with nano mesh that reinforced internal organs, protecting them from extreme stresses. She cinched her webbing tighter in anticipation of the ride to come.

      They waited in silence as the minutes ticked down, all eyes glued to the forward screen. When another blip appeared, exactly where Tia had predicted, the sniper murmured, “Creepy. You don’t think…?”

      Davis’s voice was soft and thready. “Physics is the same throughout the universe.” He didn’t sound too convinced.

      Another minute passed. Tia tensed. “Brace for maneuvers!”

      That was all the warning they got. Dee’s world erupted as Tia sent the Raptor into a hard dive. Her hands locked around the arms of her seat, her webbing dug into her, and her vision tunneled. Then it reversed, slamming her back down.

      Training kicked in; Dee clenched muscles to force the blood back into her brain so that she wouldn’t pass out. Behind her, Chaos grunted and shouted, doing the same.

      Then the vector changed yet again. Dee’s body was yanked in every direction as Tia threw the Raptor into twisty, complex evasive maneuvers, jinking and diving to avoid the oncoming missile. All Dee could do was hang on and ride the tiger as she fought to keep her stomach under control. Retching sounded from behind and she realized that was one battle that Davis had just lost.

      Dee’s universe shrank into a pinpoint of chaos, punctuated by shouts and fusion drives that screamed, the ship’s frame vibrating through the soles of her feet. The sounds the Raptor made fought for dominance against the warning tone of a missile lock, which was answered by the heavy whoomp-whoomp of point defense fire. Her vision tunneled, graying around the edges while the glitter of chaff being released danced in her periphery.

      Pandemonium stretched for an eternity—and then abruptly, order returned. Her ears ringing, Dee straightened in her seat.

      “Did we destroy it?” Davis asked shakily.

      “It’s gone.” Tia’s response was clipped.

      Dee detected a strange note in Tia’s tone. Then Tia reached out and flipped on the ship’s IFF transponder.

      “What the fuck?”

      Tia glanced Dee’s way “That missile. Chaos was right. It was one of ours.”

      “That’s impossible. Unless…” Dee whipped her head around to stare in shock at the forward screen.

      “We just found Cerberus,” Tia said.

      “Technically,” Chaos said, “they just found us.”
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      If the situation on the planet’s surface had been less fraught with tension, Joe might have laughed. Everyone aboard Pathfinder was having a difficult time deciding who to stare at—him, or the apparition on the planet below. Their heads swiveled from the forward screen to Joe and then back again. Falcon’s mouth was actually agape.

      “Shut it, Sergeant. Or, as my mom used to say, you’re going to catch flies.”

      His comment had the desired effect. Falcon snapped out of his stunned state and returned his attention to his boards. The ramp continued to open, as if inviting them in, but its far end was enrobed in a darkness so complete, nothing beyond it was discernible.

      Tom snapped his fingers. “Falcon. Drone.”

      “Right,” Falcon muttered. “Drone. Got it.”

      Months of practice allowed Joe to shunt the potentials to one side, figuratively speaking, and concentrate on his immediate environment. He did so now, looking past the many-colored shifts of possible future events to concentrate on the drone’s feed.

      The tiny machine separated from the ship, darting down into the dark maw. As the drone moved further in, it lost access to even the tiniest photon offered up by the light of distant stars. It was forced to switch to echolocation to navigate.

      The sonar return showed a huge cavern. With no photons to bounce off surfaces, there was no way to distinguish color, so the images sent from the drone were black-and-white. Joe guessed it was the same as the planet’s surface. The walls were made of exposed rock. No identifying marks could be seen.

      Raptor Two was watching the feed as well. “Looks big enough to fit both ships inside,” Stan observed.

      “True. Thoughts?” Tom asked.

      No one said anything for a moment, then Breeze broke the silence. “Always have an egress. Maybe this is one of the hides the Ancients used to escape Starkiller detection.”

      “Maybe.” Tom sounded unconvinced. “It doesn’t explain that memory Joe showed us back at the Dome. That wasn’t a big hole in the ground. It was a facility, with tech and—”

      “Uh, guys…?” Falcon pointed to a square-shaped opening inset into one wall.

      “That wasn’t there a minute ago,” Lenora said quietly.

      “Nope, and sensors didn’t detect any movement either.”

      “Looks like we’re being extended an invitation,” Joe said. He turned to Falcon. “Hey, can you take the drone to the opening? See what kind of readings you can get from the other side.”

      Like the cavern, the space beyond the opening was unlit. Sonar showed a hallway beyond that led deeper beneath the planet’s crust. Its walls were smooth but textured. Definitely not the rough-hewn rock of the outer cavern.

      Falcon flipped on the drone’s FLIR. The corridor’s heat map came back in blue and purple hues that were a close match to the planet’s surface. Falcon panned the drone to the other side.

      “Look!” The cool blues faded in spots, giving way to a faint bloom of green-to-yellow. Something was coming online. Tom motioned for Falcon to send the drone through.

      “What if it cuts off our signal?” Lenora asked.

      “It won’t.” Joe was certain of that.

      The drone flew through, then pivoted on its axis to look back at the cavern. The door was gone.

      Falcon swiped at an alert that popped up on his screen. “I’m getting power readings…”

      In the next moment, the drone’s feed brightened considerably, giving them their first look at the inside of an alien structure.

      “Wow,” Ana breathed.

      “Understatement, doc,” Tom murmured.

      The walls looked organic.

      “Bioengineering?” Wes’s voice came across from the other ship. “I could swear they grew those walls.”

      “They could have,” Ana said. “We’ve done the same in the past. So far, it’s been much more efficient for us to manufacture by reshaping metals, although the military implants in your heads and the structure of the AIs that run the ships are somewhat biologically based.”

      “Why’s the light blue?”

      “Spectrum analysis shows its emitting in ultraviolet,” Wes said. “My guess? We’re seeing the part of the EM spectrum that was their visible light. It shares a very narrow band with us, and only intersects at the upper end of our spectrum.”

      Joe was sensing no malevolence from the implant. The opposite, in fact. There was clear invitation here. That decided him. “Breeze, Ramon. Kit up.”

      “Whoa, hold on,” Tom said. “Traynor specifically said ISR only.”

      “He did. But it’s my mission, my call. You know as well as I do that when you’re in the field, the one running the op has the ability to supersede orders.”

      “You’re saying that thing in your head’s telling you something?” Tom sounded suspicious.

      Joe skated the truth by ignoring the question. “I’m changing the original operational order,” he said firmly.

      Breeze pinged him privately. “A frago? You sure, brother? I’ll back you either way.”

      Joe would answer for this when they got back home. Fragmentary orders made in the field were met with heavy scrutiny, but they existed for this very reason.

      “You want anyone else with you?” Lenora asked.

      “No, just Breeze and Ramon. This is the kind of thing we’re trained for.” Joe glanced over at Ana. “You, too, if you’re up to it. After me, you’re the one most familiar with Ancient tech.” Recalling her dislike of the EVA suit on Ganymede, he added, “Or you can monitor the feed from here. If we see anything that needs addressing, we’ll reassess.”

      Ana stared back at him, apprehension mingled with excitement in her gaze. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I’m going. When do we leave?”

      “Now.”

      She unwebbed and floated from her seat. “EVA suits are still by the aft hatch?” At Tom’s nod, she ‘swam’ toward cargo.

      Joe returned his attention to Pathfinder’s forward screens. “How close can you get us to that door?”

      “I’m not flying Pathfinder down in there, if that’s what you’re asking.” Tom’s voice held a note of finality. “Not until I know we have this facility one hundred percent under our control.”

      Joe didn’t blame him. “How about you set us down at the ramp’s edge?”

      “That I can do.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know when we’re ready. Guys?”

      “One step ahead of you,” Ramon said. “Already suited up.”

      Joe unwebbed. “I’d better get my ass in gear, then. Looks like we’re about to take another giant leap for humankind.”
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      Everyone on Cerberus’s bridge held their collective breath while missiles streaked silently toward their target. At the one-hundred-thousand-kilometer mark, the enemy ship lit up its drives.

      “Shit!” Zavala spun to face Evans. “That’s no Starkiller. It’s one of ours.”

      “What? That’s impossible.” Evans stared at him for a shocked moment, then stabbed at his consoles.

      Vesey pulled up Zavala’s feed. The ‘Bogey 1’ tag he’d placed on top of the amorphous sensor return of the stealthed ship dropped off as the target’s drives lit up. In its place flashed a red warning:

      
        
        Friendly Fire • Friendly Fire

      

      

      

      Argos, the ship’s AI, had analyzed the signature faster than any human could. It identified the ship as a modified Raptor.

      “Could it be a trick?” Evans asked. His eyes were on Vesey, his finger poised over the ‘kill’ button.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. I’m sure the military sent out search ships, but how could they pinpoint where the wormhole threw us?”

      Kovacs? Evans mouthed.

      That was a good question. If Holden—and their own experience—was to be believed, it was entirely possible that Kovacs knew exactly where they were. If that were the case, though, it had taken them long enough to get here.

      The missiles were now close enough for the mysterious ship to engage. Vesey had to admit the moves were textbook perfect—and vaguely familiar, as if he’d seen this particular pilot fly before. The ship jinked and dodged, slewing at the last instant to point its drive’s hot plasma exhaust at the incoming warhead, slagging it.

      One down, four to go.

      “They would have announced by now, wouldn’t they? Or at least broadcast an IFF?” Zavala now sounded doubtful.

      The feed bloomed as the ship ejected what could only be chaff. A dozen tiny sacrificial drones raced away then dodged and wove in an intricate dance of confusion, each energy signature exactly matching the original ship.

      On screen, the ship fired, taking down missiles two and three. That convinced him. IFF or not, that was a Terran ship.

      He met Evans’s eyes and jerked a nod. “Kill it.”

      His XO stabbed his finger at the controls and the final missile detonated harmlessly a thousand kilometers from the unknown vessel. Belatedly, an IFF blip showed up on screen.

      “It’s a UTS signal,” Zavala called out.

      A notification flashed, both on Vesey’s captain’s chair and on his optical overlay. He accepted the ping.

      Rudd’s face showed on his small screen. “That one’s ours, sir.”

      “We figured that part out,” he said dryly.

      “No, Captain. I mean it’s one of ours, assigned to this ship. That’s Paul Revere Two.”

      A cold knot formed in Vesey’s gut as he stared at the forward screen and the implications sank in.

      “That can’t be,” Evans said. “Both of those Raptors were headed to Earth. What if they didn’t make it? What if Earth wasn’t warned?”

      “Sir…” Zavala hesitated. “Is it even possible for that ship to be this far out? Could this be some sort of Starkiller ruse?”

      Vesey forced himself to pause and consider the possibility. “I don’t think so. That goes against everything we’ve observed of their behavior. Their actions have always been straightforward and immediate.” He gave the comms officer a thin smile. “Apparently, devious is something only we humans excel at.”

      He studied the forward screen another long moment before looking down at his personal monitor where Sandi Rudd’s face stared up at him.

      “She’s one of yours, Sandi. Bring her aboard. Evans, get with Grier. See if the two of you can figure out how she got here.”
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      They were in the middle of a systems check when an alert popped up on Dee’s board. “Incoming transmission,” she told Tia. “We’re being hailed.”

      “Put it on ship-wide,” the pilot instructed.

      The voice was female. “Paul Revere Two, Cerberus.”

      “Sounds like Commander Rudd,” Chaos said.

      “It is,” Tia said. “Commander, this is Captain Jimson. Damn, but it’s good to hear your voice.” Her voice wobbled with restrained emotion. She cleared her throat. “Everyone okay over there?”

      There was a pause. “Captain, be warned. We’ve picked up emissions in the area. Weeks old, but assume this is enemy territory and proceed accordingly. Rendezvous with us immediately.”

      Tia’s voice was firm when she replied. “Copy that, Cerberus. Inbound.”

      It took them far longer to reach the battleship than it had taken Cerberus’s missiles to reach them; the only thing that limited a missile’s top accel was the upper stress limit on its components.

      When they were close enough to make out detail, Tia threw up the scan onto the Raptor’s main screen.

      Chaos gave a low whistle. “That’s some major patchwork there.”

      “Cerberus took a lot of structural damage during the battle,” Tia said. Her voice was carefully neutral.

      Dee could imagine the memories this evoked. She had plenty of her own and was painfully well-acquainted with the feeling. Davis was the only one on board who didn’t wrestle with the demons of past engagements. Of teammates lost.

      The final approach to Cerberus’s boat bay was a silent one, each person locked in their own thoughts. Tia had plotted a course that would give them a good look at the battleship’s scars. There were plenty. New metal panels seamed into the hull where breaches had occurred. Antennae were sheared off, missile tubes seven and nine missing altogether. The ship’s patchwork hide gave it a piebald look, one more suited to the outer belt’s scrappy miners than the Terran military’s finest.

      The bay doors were already open when they completed the parabolic curve that had taken them over the top and set them up for a short final. The inside was cavernously empty, achingly so. Directional beacons indicated the slip where Tia was to dock. As it settled onto its rails, the bay doors slid ponderously closed with an almost arthritic slowness, or so it seemed to Dee.

      Figures waited behind the demarcation line that separated the airless bay from the section that held atmosphere. She could make out the captain and the XO, as well as the space boss, Commander Rudd. At least some of the bridge crew had survived.

      The bay’s warning lights switched from amber to green, indicating atmosphere had been restored. The energy field dropped and those waiting approached.

      Tia had powered the Raptor down, performing the post-flight check in record time. Dee, already unwebbed, was ready when Tia indicated it was time to leave. Chaos and Davis stood beside the starboard hatch, waiting.

      “Let’s go swap stories,” Tia said, palming the panel that controlled the hatch. Hydraulics rumbled beneath the soles of Dee’s feet as the ramp extended and the hatch slid open. “Something tells me theirs beats ours.”

      Dee followed her out. “That’s one competition I’d be happy to lose,” she said.

      “Hooah,” Chaos murmured.

      Tia came to a stop before Rudd, Evans, and Vesey, snapping a crisp salute.

      “At ease, all of you,” Vesey said, waving the formalities away. “Where the hell did you come from? And what were you thinking, sneaking up on a battleship like that, behind enemy lines?”

      Dee stepped forward. Now that the flight was over, mission command dropped on her shoulders. “We weren’t here for you, sir.” She quickly held up a hand when she saw the shock her words evoked. “Not that we weren’t looking for you.”

      A fast look around showed that the bay, though not nearly as full as any of them were used to seeing, was still not completely empty.

      “Can we take this somewhere more private, sir? Looks like we owe you a debrief.”

      Vesey jerked a nod. “CIC.” He pivoted and marched toward the exit. They trailed after him.

      Dee thought she knew what to expect, based on the external damage they’d seen. The ship had obviously taken one hell of a beating. Nothing prepared her for the reality. What ordinarily would have been a fast, five-minute trip by lift to the command center took far longer. Vesey detoured around sealed bulkheads three times. Each represented an untold story of countless lives lost when that section of the ship had been exposed to the vacuum of space.

      Or the weird alienness of kata space. Dee felt an icy draft of fear singing against her spine as she recalled her one EVA, and her brush with death in that strange, off-kilter dimension.

      They trooped into the CIC, Evans securing the door behind them. At a signal from Vesey, he engaged SCIF protocols. Dee felt her implant go offline as all outside communication was severed.

      “Who goes first?” Davis asked.

      “We do,” Tia snapped.

      Dee touched Tia’s elbow and shook her head. Davis was a civilian; it wasn’t expected that he would know procedure. Tia gave the engineer a thin, apologetic smile.

      Dee motioned to the console inset into the CIC’s center table. “May I?”

      Vesey gestured for her to proceed. Dee inserted a data chit into the console. Wiping through the menus, she called up the report and threw it up in the holotank for them to see.

      She brought them up to speed on the alien coordinates, on their orders to investigate. When she came to the grav-quake that had hit the Dome, Vesey interrupted her.

      “You too?” He exchanged a worried look with Evans.

      “Yes.” Dee motioned for Davis to take over the explanation.

      “We’re still studying the phenomenon, but it seems to be localized around the areas where wormholes have been generated.”

      “So the hyperdrives are causing this,” Evans said flatly. He didn’t look happy to hear the news. He also didn’t look surprised.

      “You said, ‘you too,’ sir. Cerberus experienced one?” Dee asked.

      “One?” Rudd’s laugh held no humor. “Oh, there were more than one.”

      “I was hoping they were an aftereffect of a wormhole being formed outside a magnetic tunnel,” Vesey mused. “That means the other problems aren’t isolated one-offs either.”

      Dee tensed. That didn’t sound good. “What other problems, sir?”

      Vesey glanced at Davis. “Seems your drives do more than cause grav-quakes.”

      “We don’t know for sure that they’re to blame—”

      The captain cut across Davis’s protest.

      “They cause damage at the cellular level. The atomic level.” Vesey shook his head and corrected himself yet again. “Smaller than that, even.”

      Davis blanched. “Are you talking…?”

      “Doctor Tropp and Commander Grimes have a theory,” Vesey said. “They think leakage from higher dimensions is occurring in spacetime at the locations where the wormholes have formed. Something about the strong and weak nuclear forces. I don’t pretend to understand it, but we saw evidence of it in the ship’s structural frame and in some of our people. It resolved once we were able to move away from the site where the wormhole spit us out.”

      Dee exchanged a worried look with Chaos. “That complicates things, sir,” she said.

      “How so?”

      She returned to the report on the holotank. “Because we have two ships that are another hundred light-years farther out than our current position, and they’re expecting us to arrive ASAP.”
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      Atheneum was smaller than Ganymede, but it had much greater mass; its gravity was one fifth that of Earth, which made it easy to get around. Ramon and Breeze were waiting for them at the ramp’s edge, with a second drone Falcon had launched hovering over them.

      Both had pulsed-energy rifles slung crossways over their bodies. Extra batteries were tucked into bandoliers. Breeze’s vest bulged with various incendiary and concussive devices, and Joe caught sight of a DEB holster strapped to Ramon’s thigh. They were as prepared as they could be to meet the unknown.

      Breeze scuffed the planet’s surface, sending a small cloud of fine dust floating away into space. “Hey Falcon, you take samples of this yet?”

      “Nope. You have the honors.”

      The sapper’s gloved hand dipped into a suit pocket and came out with a container. He bent and scooped up a handful. “I’m sure it’s standard stuff, but better to be safe—”

      “Heads up,” Falcon interrupted. “I’m getting fresh readings from the first drone. It’s detecting atmosphere now.”

      Breeze straightened, the sample forgotten.

      “Composition?” Wes asked.

      “Analyzing…” The line went silent, then Falcon laughed. “Oh, you’re not going to like this.”

      “Let me guess. Hyperacidic. It’ll eat right through our suits,” Ramon said.

      “Nope. Worse. It’s twenty percent methane, seventy-eight percent carbon dioxide, and trace amounts of other gases. That’s one hell of a cow fart.”

      “That’s an old wives’ tale. Methane has no smell,” Wes told him. “Are any of those trace gases methyl mercaptan? That’s what gives natural gas its smell.”

      “Actually, yeah, but just a trace—”

      “There’s your cow fart.”

      “Well, it’s not breathable, so we won’t be taking off our suits to smell it,” Joe said. “Okay, chemistry lesson’s over. Let’s go get some answers.” He started down the ramp. The drone led the way, its light piercing the darkness.

      The door was about a meter and a half high, the top coming to the middle of Joe’s chest. It had no distinguishing marks that he could find. Ana scanned it with her handheld. The results were the same.

      “Now what?” Ramon asked.

      Joe shifted his focus off his surroundings and called the blue shift forward. The future potential showed the team grouped around the entrance. The Joe in the vision reached out, wrapped his hand around the top of the frame, and pulled. The door turned translucent, its edges glowing.

      “Okay, I’m going to try something.” He mimicked what he’d seen in the potential. Nothing happened.

      Calling the potential again, he studied it carefully, comparing it to where his hand was currently placed. He adjusted his grip, centered it, and curled his fingers more completely around the frame’s edge. This time, when he pulled, he heard an audible intake of breath from Ana.

      He stepped back to see the door had turned translucent.

      Ramon whistled. “That’s some real shit, right there.”

      “What’s the glow?” Wes’s voice came over the comms channel. “Energy field?”

      Ana held up her scanner. “If so, it’s shielded. I’m not picking anything up.”

      “Neither is the drone,” Falcon added.

      Joe pressed against it. It gave slightly. “It feels like some sort of membrane.”

      Ana moved forward. “Let me try.”

      He stepped aside to give her room. She placed her palm beside his. “You’re right. I think…” Her voice trailed off and she thrust her hand forward. There was resistance, then her glove was through.

      She pulled her hand back out. The transparent surface remained intact. “It’s a self-healing membrane. Their version of an airlock.”

      “Impressive,” Wes said.

      Joe nudged her gently aside. “Let me test it out first.”

      It felt odd, pushing through the giant, transparent sheet. The alien membrane clung to him, enclosing him fully before snapping. The abrupt release sent him staggering forward a step before he caught himself and regained his footing.

      “That’s going to take some practice to get right,” he said. Turning, he pressed through again, landing back out in the cavern.

      Breeze pushed his hand against it. “Yeah, I see what you mean. It’s in the timing, I think. Slower’s better.”

      He entered, then Ramon. Ana was next. Breeze caught her when she tripped. Joe came through last.

      Ana had her scanner out, taking readings by the time Joe made it through again. “Standard pressure. It’s a little on the cool side, but it’s slowly warming. Falcon was right.” She sounded awed. “They’re methane breathers.”

      “We can’t draw that conclusion yet,” Wes cautioned. “Maybe flooding the site with methane was their way of preserving it. Or booby-trapping it. It’s highly flammable.”

      “Someone shut the scientist up,” Ramon muttered. “My imagination doesn’t need any extra help right now.”

      “We’re fine.” Breeze slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. It needs an oxidizer to burn and there isn’t any. You’re safe.”

      “Says the guy who likes to blow shit up.”

      Joe cut through their byplay. “Falcon, send the drones out again. I know we mapped it once before, but our entrance may have changed that. I don’t want any surprises.”

      “You got it.”

      The drones left, and Joe reached for his suit’s light to flip it on, expecting to need it in the dark.

      “Whoa,” Ana said softly, stepping forward to press a hand against the wall. It glowed from within, like the light of a million fireflies contained in a jar. “I didn’t catch this from the feed.”

      “Pretty,” Ramon said, holding a hand up to it.

      The feed from the drones showed the corridor curled back on itself in both directions, like a big, horizontal ‘J.’ A series of doors, set side by side, were inset where the curves began.

      “Odd layout,” Breeze commented.

      “For us maybe,” Ana said.

      “Let’s split up. See if we can get any of the doors to open for us.” Joe held his hand out, palm down and fingers curved inward. “Top center of the frame. Squeeze your fingers and pull up.”

      Breeze tossed him a two-fingered salute and turned right. Ramon followed. Joe and Ana turned left. At the base of the J they came to the first door.

      “Look.” Ana pointed to a panel inset beside the door. It looked almost like a reverse braille, but instead of raised dots, there were small, round, half-centimeter pinholes. “Some sort of control panel?”

      “I don’t think we can assume that.”

      “The doors down this hallway have them too,” Ramon reported. “There’s no lever at the top of these door frames, by the way. At least, none that we can find.”

      Joe squatted to put the panel at eye level so those watching his suit’s feed could get a better look. “Wes? What do you think?”

      “Just because they’re alien doesn’t mean they’re not control panels,” Wes countered Joe’s earlier comment. “Certain things are just universal, like the gravitational constant and the periodic table. This might be something similar. I’d go with control panel for now.”

      It felt right. Joe reached out to touch it… and his vision doubled. Overlaid atop his real-time action was another hand reaching out—if one could call it that.

      “Ana, pull up the program!”

      “Wha—Oh crap. I should have anticipated that. Blue shift?”

      “No.” It was tinted sepia and had the faded quality of an old memory, like the one they’d witnessed back at the Dome. “You guys seeing this back on the ship?”

      “We are,” Tom confirmed.

      “Hang tight.” Straightening, he shut his eyes so they could all get a better look and hoped the ghostly image stuck around. It did.

      The hand that came into view was not human. It had six long, pincerlike digits that looked wickedly sharp. The two that curled inward functioned as thumbs. The arm it was attached to was multi-jointed, the lower part covered in fine hairs that waved gently with the movement. Joe felt a finger of cold racing up his spine as he took in its hard, chitinous shell.

      Someone made a gagging sound. “They’re bugs?”

      “Stow it,” Tom snapped. “Pay attention.”

      A claw-tip extended into the top left hole, then flexed. The door opened.

      “Would you look at that? We push buttons to activate things; they pull up on them,” Breeze said. “What do you want to bet the outer door’s got a bigger trigger mechanism, and we could only access it because their EVA suits are bulkier?

      “Makes sense.” Joe bent to examine the panel once more. “We need something that can mimic that action. Bring that drone in closer, will you, Falcon? Shine the light into those holes.”

      Falcon did. They caught the glitter of thin metal wire.

      “Circuitry?” Tom suggested.

      “It would make sense.” Joe turned to Ana. “Can I borrow your tablet for a minute?”

      She handed it over. Accessing her notepad app, he roughed in a crude sketch of his idea, then showed it to the drone’s camera. “Anyone able to 3D print an actuator arm like this for us?”

      “Can do. We’ll have a couple of them over there to you in fifteen.”

      Breeze trekked back to Raptor One and returned with a pair of them. “Same plan? You go left, we go right?”

      Joe took the actuator Breeze held out to him, slid it over his glove, then made a few practice grabs at the air. Satisfied it would work, he nodded. “Yeah. Call out if you find anything.”

      He and Ana retraced their steps, trying their hand at the first door, using the actuator to pull at the top left hole, just like the memory had shown. The door slid open.

      Just then, Ramon called out. “Top? You’re going to want to see this.”

      The urgent call came just as Joe was about to step through the open door. He pulled back, flipping his suit’s feed over to the commo’s suit cameras.

      “Yep. You’re right. This can wait.” He motioned for Ana to follow and jogged back down the corridor in the direction Breeze and Ramon had gone.

      The two former Unit operators remained out in the hallway while Falcon flew the drone into the room. It gave everyone an unobstructed look at the objects strewn across several long, low tables.

      “Looks like a laboratory of some kind,” Ana said.

      “That’s your first observation?” Breeze sounded angry, a sure sign he was spooked. “Take a closer look, doc. Tell me what you see.”

      “Sergeant.” Joe snapped the warning as he rounded the corner and came face-to-face with the sapper.

      For once, Breeze ignored him. Rounding on Joe, he demanded, “Why the hell didn’t that thing in your head warn you about this? Those are Starkiller ship hulls in there!”
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      “Disassembled.”

      The single word, so incongruous, cut through Joe’s standoff with Breeze outside the room that held the incomplete Starkiller ships.

      “What?” Joe asked.

      Ana nudged Ramon aside, then ducked through the door before Joe could stop her. He followed her through, intent on dragging her back out at the first sign of threat.

      She pointed to a half-completed hull suspended in a sealed room at the back of the lab. “Disassembled, as opposed to partially assembled,” she repeated.

      “Explain.” Tom’s single word cracked with command over the comms channel.

      “I don’t think we’re looking at a Starkiller manufacturing plant. For one thing, this moon is too small. Think about our own shipyards in orbit around Jupiter. Any spacefaring race would have to have something similar, don’t you think?”

      As Joe considered her words, it dawned on him what she was saying. “You think they’re taking them apart. To study them.”

      “Yes. And unless I miss my guess, that room with the hull floating in it is an anechoic chamber. They were probably running tests on it.”

      “Wes, are you seeing this?” Joe asked.

      “I am.”

      “Do you concur? Is this a lab?”

      “It makes sense. We’re doing the same thing back home with the fragments we picked up after the battle. But we won’t know for certain until we can crack their database. That room you and Ana found looks like a good candidate.”

      “I agree.” Joe turned his back on the two chambers, even though it raised the hairs on the back of his neck to do so. “Breeze, keep opening doors, see what you can find. Ramon, you’re with us. Let’s see if we can’t put Dee’s translation software to good use.”

      The drone had completed mapping what Joe had mentally come to call the control room. A diagram popped up on his HUD, showing three rows of consoles. The nearest one came to about mid-thigh. The alien console was all smooth lines, hard and metallic, but in a familiar way. Like a family heirloom Joe had long ago forgotten about and had only just rediscovered.

      He shook off the strange feeling, taking a knee in front of it to get a closer look.

      Ramon’s hands skimmed the top of it. “More indentations here. Pinholes too.”

      “So we’re agreed? This is officially the alien equivalent of a keypad?” Ana asked.

      Ramon grunted. “I’m sure as hell not going to start pulling up on random keys. Any ideas?”

      Joe knew what the commo was asking. He kneeled beside Ramon and placed his hand on top, willing a vision to form. After a moment, he shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Well…” Ana looked around the room. “There are a dozen of them here by my count. Who’s to say the one closest to the door is the primary?” She flashed a crooked smile. “Think like an arachnid. Which one do you think they’d consider central?”

      Central. Of course. Spiders spun webs. He might be anthropomorphizing, but the consoles were curved. Besides, they had to begin somewhere; what did he have to lose?

      Joe skirted the outer ring and came to a stop in front of the console at the heart of the room. This time, when he reached out a hand, watery sepia images formed, of a claw-tip.

      “Center pinhole, then upper right. Then the two on the lower left, in sequence,” he said. His eyes snapped open and he reached for the actuator. He paused, one claw-tip inserted into the center divot, and looked up at Ramon. “You ready to do this?”

      Ramon folded his legs under him and scooted close. “Feels like I’m sitting at the kiddie table,” he muttered. He lifted his gear from his ruck and fiddled with it until a holoscreen flared into being. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      Joe pulled up with the claw-tip and felt a click, followed by a low vibration. It began in his chest and made him feel vaguely unsettled. Next came the upper right. He had to work to get the claw-tips into both lower openings at the same time, but he managed. The moment they clicked into place, the vibration increased.

      “It’s so sad,” Ana murmured.

      Joe glanced over where she stood, one hand hovering over the console’s surface. “What is?”

      “Can’t you hear it?” Gaze distant, she turned her head as if seeking something hidden. “The eternal drone of machines working tirelessly… for no one.”

      Joe listened. She was right, the sound was subtle, but it was there. Thinking back, it had been there all along; he just hadn’t noticed it.

      Powering up the console was influencing it too. It was different now, more like a deep bass rumble yet melodic, like a concert hall tuning up for a symphony.

      “That sound is extending down into the subaural range,” Ramon said, rubbing at his chest. “I can feel it in here. Either of you getting an uneasy feeling, kind of like someone walked over your grave?”

      That fit what Joe was sensing. “Now that you mention it, yeah.”

      “Ultra-low frequencies below five hundred Hertz can do that to you.”

      He pulled up on the third pinhole—and the console’s surface flickered dimly, washed by faint blue light. And then its surface deformed. Raised characters lifted into the air, liquid metal shaped into symbols, letters, and geometric shapes, everything tinted blue.

      A series of clicks, hums, and scratches emanated from the curved edge of the console, interspersed with a soft ululation. The pattern seemed random.

      When Joe stepped aside to let the others get a closer look, the sound faded. He moved back into position, and it returned. He turned to Ramon. “Interesting. You hear it?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hear what?” Ana asked.

      Ramon scooted aside and motioned Ana over. She knelt between them, her face registering first surprise and then speculation.

      “It’s directional,” Ramon observed. “Targeted.”

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s beginning to make sense now.”

      “How about clueing in the viewers back home?” Tom sent over comms.

      “Wes, remember how you mentioned the Ancients seeing in a very narrow band? Everyone, switch to ultraviolet and then take a look.”

      Joe did as she suggested, and lines of jagged alien characters sprang into being. Ramon saw it too. He set his handheld down and pulled a small, ten-centimeter-long cylinder from his ruck.

      “What’s that?” Joe asked.

      “Nanofilament electrodes, similar to what’s in your brain. It was Ana’s idea. If we can get the translation program up and running, I’m going to try to interface with it.”

      “Good idea. Just don’t get us all killed.”
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      Once the translation program came online, it became clear that this was, indeed, master control for the underground complex. Ana set herself up at a different console, joining in the database hunt.

      “Oh wow,” she murmured. “Fall back.”

      Joe’s head jerked up. “What?” he snapped the word at her.

      She looked up, bewildered by his sharp tone. “What’s wrong?”

      Joe felt like shaking her. “You said to fall back. I need to know if there’s a threat.”

      Awareness spread across her face. “No! There’s no threat. I meant that Fallback was the name the Ancients gave this facility.”

      Joe let out a breath and focused on lowering his heart rate back down to DEFCON 4. “Woman, you need to pick your words more carefully in a hot zone like this. You nearly scared the shit out of me.”

      She winced. “Sorry.”

      He laid a hand on her shoulder and gently squeezed. “It’s okay. Just don’t get so absorbed in what you’re doing you forget where we are. The Ancients might be long gone, but even the most benevolent people back home can still have watchdogs, understand?”

      “Understood.”

      Joe went back to his study of the room while the other two worked. He found no other distinguishing features. There were no secondary doors, no hidden panels that he could see. He’d nearly completed his circuit of the room when a short, piercing whistle drew his attention back to Ramon.

      “We now have environmental control,” the commo said. “I’m evacuating the current atmosphere now. We’ll have something breathable in a few hours.”

      “Good work.”

      Wall vents opened, whooshing as the air in the room emptied. A breeze buffeted against his suit. The strap on Ramon’s duffel swayed from the draft.

      “Or minutes,” Ramon murmured, looking around at the vents. “They don’t do things by halves, do they?”

      “At the risk of sounding really cheesy,” Breeze’s voice filtered in over the comms channel, “it’s getting breezy over here.”

      That made Ana smile.

      Ramon updated him, then stopped when something on his console flashed. He poked at it, then shook his head. “You wouldn’t believe how hard it was to convince the damn thing that yes we do, in fact, want to introduce a toxic environment.”

      “Come again?” Breeze asked.

      Ramon laughed. “It thinks a nitrogen/oxygen atmosphere is unbreathable.”

      “For them, it was,” Wes weighed in from Raptor Two.

      “Well, there’s one way we might be able to find out,” Joe said. “And that’s to download and translate everything in this repository. It’s probably in here somewhere, in their version of a medical database.”

      “Just do a global search for ‘Grey’s Anatomy for Aliens,’” Lenora quipped.

      “And that’s why gunners stick with the pew-pew,” Ramon replied. He flexed his fingers and turned back to the console. “Okay baby, you gave us enviro. Now give us the rest. Tom, you know how we didn’t pick anything up until that damn ramp appeared? I think I know why. If I’m reading this right, they have active camouflage, and a defense system too.”

      “Yeah, we’re gonna want to get control of that,” Stan chimed in.

      “Make that a priority,” Tom said. “I don’t like the idea of the facility arbitrarily deciding we’re no longer friendly.”

      “Copy that.”

      “Found something,” Breeze cut in. “Top, you and Ana are going to want to see this.”

      “On our way. Ramon, keep at it,” Joe said.

      The commo sent them an absent wave, his focus entirely on the readouts before him. Ana ducked under the door frame and Joe followed her into the hall. She looked speculatively at the remaining three doors lining the J terminus, just beyond the control room.

      “Wonder what’s in there?”

      Joe nudged her elbow to get her moving. “We’ll check it out later.”

      Breeze met them in the hallway. All three doors beyond the lab entrance stood open. Joe caught a quick look at what was behind door number two as they passed. It was another hallway that led deeper into the facility.

      “We’ll deal with that later too,” he said as he came to a stop beside the sapper. “What did you find?”

      “Aside from that hallway?” Breeze hooked a thumb at the third doorway. “That looks like a cantina of some sort, but what the hell do I know? This one…” He looked at Ana. “Well, I think it’s medical.”

      Ana started forward. Breeze’s hand flew up to stop her.

      “There’s a body in there.”

      Ana’s breath caught. “Dead, I assume.”

      Breeze’s eyes met Joe’s. “Yep.”

      “You haven’t touched anything?”

      “Wasn’t born yesterday, ma’am. I might blow shit up for a living, but I know when to keep my paws to myself.”

      “Good.” Her medical scanner was already in her hands and running. Joe let her lead.

      The ‘patient’ was the size of a large, round ottoman, and was suspended over a console that resembled the ones in the control room they’d recently left. It had six legs, which dangled loosely through openings in a webbed sling. They swayed ever so slightly, stirred by the breeze caused by air evacuating the room. Its torso was concave in the center, like a donut, and it had no head that Joe could spot.

      The moment the idea entered Joe’s head he rejected it. It wasn’t just that the thought disrespected the dead; there was just something innately wrong about a spider-donut combo.

      Ana seemed utterly unperturbed, which Breeze found amusing—if his grin was any indication. He caught Joe’s stare and mouthed ‘Chaos’ at him.

      Abruptly, Joe understood. Even the toughest Unit operators could have their quirks, and Chaos’s was an insane aversion to spiders. He’d been known to unload an entire magazine against one no bigger than his thumbnail.

      That reminded him. “Hey, Tom, any sign of Raptor One?”

      “Nothing yet. I—”

      The console went haywire and an otherworldly, keening cry filled the room. Joe grabbed Ana by the waist and hauled her from the room.

      “That wasn’t me,” she protested. He held up a hand when startled shouts came across the channel.

      “What the hell?” Stan exclaimed. “Thrusters just came online!”

      “Here too. Fuck. Wes, cut the feed! Now, dammit!” Tom’s voice was furious. “Kovacs! That alien computer just took control of Pathfinder and Raptor Two.”
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      Vesey was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that Dee Faulkner was standing here in front of him. That the ship in their bay had just jumped more than nine hundred light-years in a matter of hours.

      Her announcement that their ship was one of three, and that the other two were waiting at a nearby star, prompted Rudd to blurt out, “How is that even possible?”

      “Yes, how?” he asked. “When Cerberus was fitted with the new drives, the most we could bridge in one jump was seventy-five light-years, and that took several days per jump. It took us two weeks to get to the star system for our shootout with the Starkillers.” Somehow he managed not to wince as he said that last.

      Dee motioned for Davis to answer. The engineer swiftly brought them up to speed on the specs for the new drives.

      “We’ve been sending probes out for a while now, looking for you. We had a rough idea, based on the composition of the wormhole, where you were most likely to end up. A probability cone. They’ve been sweeping the area.” He paused. “But I can see now that we underestimated the distance quite a bit. The probes started at the three-hundred-light-year mark and have been sweeping outward.”

      “At that rate, they would have found us around the time I was ready to retire from service,” Rudd said dryly.

      Davis had the good grace to wince. “Sorry.”

      “What’s this about the other two ships?” Vesey asked.

      Dee filled him in on the alien translation breakthrough, learning the text they had contained coordinates, and their orders from Traynor.

      “The reason we ended up stranded here was because we had no time to give the new drives a good shakedown,” Tia added. “We had a rough tunnel transition and stopped for repairs while the others jumped ahead. They left buoy markers for us to follow. They’ll be expecting us to arrive today. When we don’t, they may send the other Raptor back for us.”

      Dee had been thinking about where to go from here, and what to do with Cerberus. It didn’t feel right to abandon the battered ship, but Joe and the rest were expecting them.

      “Sir, if you don’t mind me asking, what’s Cerberus’s current status?” she asked.

      “You’ve seen the damage she took. We’re at sixty percent crew and are down two missile tubes. Munitions were heavily depleted during the Starkiller engagement.” He looked at Evans, who took over the count.

      “We have enough missiles and Speer rounds left to possibly win a skirmish—if we take them by surprise. Nothing near enough to stave off a full attack.”

      Dee considered what they’d said, then turned to Davis. She’d been monitoring his expression as they listened to Vesey’s report. If she wasn’t mistaken, there was a speculative light in his eyes.

      “Is there any way to update their drives so that they can make the longer jumps?” she asked him.

      Davis nodded, then shook his head. The apparent contradiction almost had her laughing. Almost.

      “Bringing them up to spec with the drive on Raptor One is going to take some doing,” he said. “I do think I can tweak them, though. Increase their range from seventy-five light-years to 125. That’ll let us catch up to Pathfinder in a single jump.”

      “What are you thinking? That we go after them?” Evans asked.

      Dee nodded. “It’s up to you, of course. But we have two ships out here that are unaware there are Starkillers in the vicinity.”

      Dee could practically see the wheels turning in Vesey’s mind as he stared at Davis, considering his options. “Everything we’ve done out here, every repair we’ve made, has been with the goal of getting home and reporting in. Obviously, that’s no longer necessary. Now that we know Earth isn’t in imminent danger, our responsibility lies with you and your mission. But my concern is that we won’t get there in time. Not with these drives you tell us are now already outdated.”

      “What about shortening our transit time?” Rudd asked Davis. “It’d be nice to cut four days travel to just a matter of hours, like the Raptors do.”

      “Afraid not. A ship this big can’t fit through one of the smaller, faster wormholes.” Davis shrugged. “It’s a physics limitation we haven’t figured out how to get around yet.”

      “Well, a long journey is what we signed up for,” Vesey said. “And since you’re one of the engineers who designed the drives, I won’t say no. You say Pathfinder has no idea there are Starkillers in the vicinity?”

      “No, sir,” Dee replied. “To date, we’ve found no indication of Starkiller activity anywhere—and believe me, we looked.”

      “All right, then.” Vesey straightened and turned to Evans and Rudd. “Compile a report on everything we have learned so far and send it back to Earth. They need to know the threat has not been fully eliminated. Send the same to Pathfinder and let them know we’re on our way.” In a flash of rare humor, he added, “And we’ve picked up some strays.”

      “Two probes and some strays,” Evans said. “Got it.”

      “Wish I was there to see their faces when they get that message,” Chaos said.

      Dee smiled, envisioning the team’s reaction. “Yeah, me too.”

      Chaos leaned closer and murmured, “Unless Top already knows.”

      He hadn’t said that last soft enough to escape Vesey’s notice. The captain angled a knowing look Dee’s way. If he wasn’t already read into the secret of the implant, she’d be willing to bet he’d guessed, based on recent missions and the incident a few months back that had outed Smith as a spy.

      She sent him a bland look in return. The amused gleam in his eyes gelled her suspicion to certainty, but she wasn’t in a position to confirm or deny, so she looked away.

      The meeting broke apart, with Vesey escorting Davis down to engineering to meet Commander Grier and get started on the upgrade. When Grier heard it was possible to boost the ring of hyperspheric drives, he dropped all noncritical repairs and reassigned the teams to assist Davis.

      Dee and the crew were given temporary quarters to bunk in overnight. Just like the old days, she thought as she entered her cabin. And yet nothing will ever be the same again…

      

      The next morning, Davis declared the repairs complete and the ship ready for transit. Cerberus had been under standard acceleration throughout the evening, bringing the battleship alongside the tunnel that had been the site of Raptor One’s mishap. Everything was in place, ready for the transition into kata space.

      Dee, Chaos, and Tia were on the bridge for this jump. Davis remained in engineering, on hand for any last-minute tweaks. They settled into observation seats, webbing in while Evans coordinated the dispatch of the two probes with Rudd.

      As the EM flare dissipated following the probe departures, Vesey settled back in his seat. “Zavala, I believe it’s our turn.”

      “Yes sir,” the lieutenant said crisply, and Cerberus began to move.

      Evans handled the ship-wide warning. “All hands, brace for tunnel transition!”

      Dee could sense nervousness all around her, but she’d seen Davis’s work.

      They’d be fine. They’d be more than fine. They had to be. A few days after Pathfinder and Raptor Two left Raptor One behind, Cerberus would exit kata space at the heliopause of an alien star.
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      As the pilots struggled to regain control over both ships, Joe and Breeze raced for the control room, with Ana trailing behind.

      Joe’s words came out staccato-fast. “Ramon, what the hell is going on?”

      “I don’t know! The mainframe just kicked me out!”

      “Well, get back into it!”

      Neither Stan nor Tom were having any luck. Every attempt they made to wrest control from the hijacked systems failed.

      “The nav display’s going nuts,” Stan said. “It’s flashing screens faster than any of us can process.”

      “AI override isn’t working,” Falcon reported.

      “Try again,” Tom ordered.

      “I did. It’s not responding!”

      “Something weird just popped up,” Stan warned. “Looks like a countdown clock, but two of the numbers don’t make sense.”

      “That’s their base twelve math,” Wes told them. “Since we’re base ten, we don’t have any numerical analog for the extra two numbers, so the system just left them as is.”

      “I’m getting the same thing here,” Ramon confirmed. “Except the control room’s main screen is flashing an additional warning. Hang tight. Translating…”

      He looked up as Joe, Breeze, and Ana ducked into the room. Ana diverted to the console where she’d been set up and plugged back into it.

      “The program’s interpreting it as ‘Alert, Purgeship Detected, Sector…’ and then an alien number, so it’s either Sector Eleven or Twelve,” she said. “Then it starts over again.”

      “What do you want to bet Purgeship is their name for Starkillers?” Lenora muttered.

      “Ramon, have you come across any kind of sensor feed that’ll show us what it’s seeing?” Joe asked.

      The commo shook his head. “Later. Right now I need to find that command line code the system’s using to jack into our AIs, so we can get control of our ships back. Backtracing now.”

      Falcon cut in. “Hey, Top, I think I know what it’s trying to do. Telemetry’s showing a flight path, if you can call it that. It’s maneuvering us down that ramp.”

      “Yes!” Ramon shouted. “Got it!” He jabbed a finger through his tablet’s holographic interface. “Take that, you alien motherfuckers.”

      The line on the other end was silent. Joe waited and when there was no immediate answer, prompted, “Stan? Tom? Did you get control back?”

      “Yeah. Good work, Sanchez.” Tom’s tone turned brisk. “All right then. Falcon, Stan. Get these ships down that ramp!”

      “What?” The way Lenora said it, it sounded involuntary, like she’d tried to take it back, but it was too late.

      “If our alien friends want to save our asses, I have no problem with that,” the pilot drawled. “My issue with them was how they went about it, stripping away my autonomy. I’ll be damned if anyone controls Pathfinder but me.”

      Joe pulled up the telemetry feed. Both pilots were on the move, Tom floating Pathfinder gracefully down into the cavern’s dark maw. Stan followed with Raptor Two, settling his ship gently down onto the dirt floor beside it.

      Once both ships were clear of the ramp, it lifted, sealing them inside. Just before it closed completely, a third object darted across the threshold. It was the probe, the advance scout they’d launched from the Dome days earlier to recon the system.

      “Did you recall that?” Joe asked Falcon.

      “Wasn’t me,” he said.

      “I think the complex’s computer did it,” Ramon told Joe quietly, pointing to his screen.

      “It sure seems insistent about hiding everything,” Breeze murmured. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think the damn thing was spooked.”

      “Keep at it,” Joe ordered. “I want to know why.”

      “Copy, querying the system,” Ramon said absently, his attention wholly on the console before him. Abruptly, power cut out, plunging the room into total darkness. The lights in their suits came on automatically; they lent the room an eerie feel.

      “Shit. Now what?” Breeze muttered.

      “What did you do?” Joe asked Ramon.

      “Nothing! Not one damn thing. The whole place suddenly shut down.”

      “Here too,” Tom reported. “Pathfinder and Raptor Two are on emergency battery power. Hell, even this signal’s on a carrier wave.”

      “Fine. It wants to play dirty?” Ramon pulled out a second cylinder. “Let’s see how it likes another dose of nano.” He pressed the actuator against the connection port he’d created to interface with the alien system.

      His action triggered a blue shift. Joe leapt forward, seizing the canister in Ramon’s hand. “Hold!”

      Ramon froze.

      “I’m getting something…” A spectral vision played out atop the control room’s shadow image.

      Ana grabbed her tablet and moved to his side, launching the program that monitored the electrodes in his brain. Joe averted his eyes from the tablet’s tiny holoscreen that projected his blue shift for everyone else to see. He didn’t need to see the damn thing twice…

      The vision began with Atheneum, floating in space before him. The perspective rapidly changed as the blue shift sent him zooming toward the white dwarf at the system’s center. The vision swept on, past a gas giant orbiting the star’s far side, until the white dwarf was nothing but a cold pinprick of light in the distance.

      Ana must have forwarded the electrodes’ feed to the two ships. As the image froze, Tom’s voice broke in, identifying the location. “That’s the heliopause, on the opposite side of the star from where we are,” he said.

      Joe waited, sensing something was about to happen. He thought he knew what it was and hoped to hell he was wrong.

      For a long moment, there was nothing. Then, in a flash of coruscating light, a lone Starkiller ship appeared. The channel remained quiet, everyone holding their collective breath as the ship began to move.

      Joe relaxed somewhat when it became obvious the Starkiller wasn’t on an intercept. The ship used magnetic tunnels to transit the system, dropping out long enough to inscribe a fast parabola around each planet before moving on to the next.

      “Routine patrol?” Breeze whispered.

      “Looks like, yeah,” Ramon whispered back.

      Then it was Atheneum’s turn.
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      The lone Purgeship crossed smartly down/down from FourSpace, the former xii of 6012 setting an optimal course for this routine patrol through Dvanast territory.

      He felt a certain kinship with this place. It had been stripped of its existence and left barren. He’d been stripped too. Of title, command. Position. Authority.

      He didn’t blame the Core. This was no reprimand, he reminded himself. His performance had been exemplary. It was simply the expedient thing for Top Tier to do, a reorganization after so many task forces had been lost.

      His had not been the only task force to be broken apart under the restructure. More Branch ships had been destroyed than Purgeships, possibly because they natively dwelt in FourSpace itself. Of all the Branch ships the Core had built, only two remained.

      Until they could rebuild, it was imperative that they be recalled to Home, that it may be protected. The xiis assigned to those Branch ships were divided; half assigned to defend, the other to supervise the rebuild.

      The former xii contemplated this last, as his ship latched onto the moving web to ride inward toward the dead star. Building was not natural to the people. He wondered idly if there were enough workers remaining to facilitate the rebuild in the spins the Core had allocated for it, or if xiis would be instructed to take up claw and function in a role alien to their code, their imperative.

      But would it be against code if the instructions were uploaded and the imperative altered?

      The former xii knew the direction of his thoughts fell outside normal parameters. One limb reached up to stroke the faint markings that had appeared on his torso mere spins after he’d been hatched.

      ::speculation::uncertainty::worry::

      Perhaps those markings were to blame.

      There had been discussions, he knew. Debates among those maintaining the clutch. Deliberation, conducted with the utmost dispassion, on whether or not the markings called for a cull. In the end, the fact that he produced the proper caste pheromones prevented them from ending his life before it had truly begun.

      He had quickly learned to suppress traits not in conformity with the Branch he’d been assigned as Initiate. Yet somewhere deep inside stirred feelings. Feelings not of this caste. Of purpose, of destiny.

      These, he intuited, were from the markings, however faint they might be. He instinctively knew that to show such dissonant behavior would be to reveal a programming that had not fully taken. Then talk of a culling would begin again. Therefore, they remained hidden, buried deep within.

      There were rumors, speculation spun by soldiers with time enough to wander places their limbs should not take them. The rumors said there were others that sported non-caste markings. Some even said the Gerent, the very leader of the Core, had them as well. The former xii wondered if any of this was true. If so, did these, too, battle wayward thoughts, or was he alone in this?

      Uncomfortable with where such theories might lead, the former xii refocused on his task, comparing the projected path to his current trajectory to ensure the optimal course. Satisfied it was within parameters, he moved on to the data, scanning it for anomalies as the ship dropped from the moving web once more to inscribe a parabolic path around the next dead planet.

      Against volition, and with little else to occupy his thoughts, they returned to the current state of affairs at Home. With only the two Branch ships remaining, there was a surplus of Purgeship task forces. These, the Core decided, would be dismantled. Individual Purgeships like his were assigned to sweep nearby voidspace and the stars between, for anything that might be deemed a threat.

      Despite his earlier self-talk, the former xii was fighting a losing battle within himself. He knew it was not logical, and yet something deep inside insisted that the ‘reorganization’ was more than that; it was a demotion.

      ::disgrace/shame/humiliation::

      It occurred to him that such feelings also fell outside parameters for Ishumi. None of the other displaced xiis had expressed anything like it. There was no shame in the logical reassignment of duties. All knew this; they served as the caste prescribed.

      The direction his thoughts had taken pushed against programming. The Ishumi pheromones rose, causing discomfort. Listlessly, he turned his attention to the final rock orbiting the dead system.

      Nothing, as expected.

      With a feeling that humans might have labeled as melancholy, the former xii latched back onto the fast-moving web, then pulled his ship up/up into FourSpace, moving on to his next assignment.
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      Ana’s grip on Joe’s arm tightened until he was certain she’d lost all feeling in her fingers. He didn’t blame her. It was the closest any of them had ever come to a Starkiller, the scraps in the lab notwithstanding. It was damned unsettling.

      Then it moved on to the edge of the system, disappearing once more in a brilliant flash of light—this time, for good.

      The vision ended.

      “Is that what’s happening out there right now?” Ana’s voice was so soft Joe could barely hear it.

      “I think so. Maintain radio silence,” he ordered.

      They waited in the dark, the lights in their suits warping the shadows of now-dead consoles into strange, elongated shapes. Five minutes stretched into ten, ten into twenty.

      Ramon shifted restlessly, but Joe held out a hand. “Wait,” he subvocalized.

      It was just a sensation, a feeling he had, that things would soon change. Another minute passed, then the facility came online as if nothing had ever happened.

      “Power’s back,” Stan reported.

      “Here too,” Lenora said.

      “It knew,” Breeze said. “This facility, base, lab—whatever you want to call it—knew that damn ship was out there before it showed up, and it knew when it left.”

      “Apparently, Ancient detection systems are better than ours,” Joe said.

      “That’s impressive,” Ramon said slowly. “Over the years, surely the Starkillers would have improved on their tech. So, how could a relic like this base, left over from a dead race, still remain hidden?”

      Ana jolted. “Ohhh.” Her tone sounded as if she’d just had a revelation.

      “Care to clue us in?” Tom asked.

      “Obviously, this is no automated system. It’s being run by adaptive AI.”

      “Translation, please?” Stan asked.

      “Machine learning,” Wes chimed in. “She’s saying that it’s capable of independent thought and action, in its own limited way.”

      Tom sounded wary. “How limited, exactly?”

      “We won’t know until we dive into it. I’m surprised it’s letting us have access, considering how well it defends itself.”

      An alert flashed on Joe’s optics, a private call from Tom. Joe flashed Breeze a hand sign to let him know. Back in a bit. He rolled a finger. Keep going.

      Tom got straight to it. “Your mission, your call. But now that we know the Starkiller threat still exists, do we stay or leave?”

      Everything in Joe rejected the thought of leaving. “We haven’t begun to scratch the surface here. We need to get our hands on that tech. Think about what that kind of shielding can do for our battleships. Our space stations.”

      “Agreed. But that Starkiller does change things. And then there’s the adaptive AI to consider. We need to get this intel back. We need to warn Raptor One.”

      Joe had to restrain himself from laying into the man. He knew they were safe as long as they remained hidden inside Atheneum. He knew the facility meant them no harm. He knew that what they needed to defeat the Starkillers was here. He couldn’t leave. He had to stay. Everything hinged on it. Everything.

      Joe stumbled to a halt as an ugly suspicion bloomed. This wasn’t like him. The thoughts popping into his head were powerful, compulsive, bordering on obsession. An uneasy feeling crawled over him as he considered the possibility that they might not be originating from him.

      “Kovacs?”

      “Yeah. I’m here.”

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, hang tight.”

      Tom had a point about Raptor One. They needed to know about the Starkillers. Joe tried reaching Dee through his kata connection, but couldn’t. He tried Chaos. Same result. Something was blocking him, and he suspected he knew what it was.

      The base’s shields. That meant he couldn’t ping Holden either. Dammit.

      “Those are both good points,” he said, “but we need whatever the Ancients have stored in this database. Got any suggestions?”

      “We could send a probe to Raptor One with a warning,” Tom said.

      “What if we sent another one back to Earth too?”

      Tom rejected the idea immediately. “As good as a probe’s onboard AI is, it doesn’t hold a candle to the human mind, our instincts, our intuition. I don’t trust it to be able to outwit a Starkiller if it detects enemy emissions. Under no circumstances can we lead them back to our home system.”

      “Valid point. Okay then. It’ll take an hour for a probe to get back to where we parted ways with Tia and the Raptor,” Joe said. “We’ll use that hour to download what we can and finish mapping this base. Then we’ll have a better idea what we’re dealing with.”

      “I can live with that.”

      Joe left Tom and Ramon to figure out how to coax the ramp to open once more. Tom decided to leave the two ships underground with the ramp down and sent the survey probe back out into the black.

      With a wall of rock overhead, there wasn’t much for a drone pilot or a gunnery officer to do, so Tom sent Falcon and Lenora over to help speed things along. Wes joined them. Tom and Stan remained with the ships in case the base’s ‘adaptive AI’ got any ideas.

      Ramon and Falcon teamed up in the control room, while Lenora took to the hallways to map out unexplored territory. Breeze, Wes, Joe, and Ana headed back to the other side of the facility.

      Joe’s mind kept returning to the compulsion he sensed was being forced on him. He had nothing to base it on, just a feeling. But if he was right, then that marked the second time this facility had tried to control them. Yet he didn’t sense any inherent malice in it. In both cases, it seemed driven by an intent to protect and shield.

      We know too damned little about them. Need to rectify that.

      He stopped at the entrance to the alien infirmary and turned to Breeze and Wes. “I need you two to figure out what they were doing with those Starkiller ships in that lab. I’ll stay here with Ana and the… corpse.”

      “The spider?” Wes looked interested. “I’d like to see that.”

      Ramon’s voice came over the channel before Joe had a chance to respond. “Atmosphere has stabilized. It’s safe to remove helmets and gloves.”

      “Copy. Thanks.” Joe turned to Ana. “Is there any danger in us being near that dead body without our helmets on?”

      “I don’t think so, but let me take another reading. Their atmosphere was methane, so it’s possible exposing it to ours could induce oxidation. That corpse looked mummified to me, desiccated. But the remains could still oxidize.”

      They ducked inside, Wes staring with fascination at the rounded husk as Ana walked around it, taking sensor data. She returned, pocketing her tablet. “We’re good. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay.” Breeze wasted no time stripping off his gloves and unsealing his helmet. He took in a cautious breath and broke into a cough. “Falcon wasn’t kidding,” he wheezed. “Smells like cow fart in here.”

      Joe pressed his helmet’s release and it accordioned back, packing itself into storage at the base of his neck. He took a careful sniff. The room reeked of the characteristic natural gas odor, but it also held a burnt quality, like coffee left over from yesterday’s after-action briefing—bitter and with a strange aftertaste that lingered in the back of his throat.

      Comes from… what? he wondered. Residual atmosphere? The walls themselves? It would take time to figure that out. Since it was low in the priority list, he dismissed it.

      “We don’t have a lot of time. Let’s get to work.”

      Breeze tapped Wes on the arm to get his attention. “Come on. There’ll be plenty of time for that later.”

      Wes ripped his gaze off the spiderlike form. “We’re taking the corpse with us?” he asked Joe.

      Tom overheard and protested vehemently. “Hell no! I’m not bringing anything on board Pathfinder that could contaminate us.”

      Ana’s eyes rolled ceilingward. “Well then,” she said, adopting a reasonable tone, “Raptors have portable decon units in the cargo area, right?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Stan said cautiously.

      “Problem solved. We rig the chamber to hold it.”

      There was a pause on the other end as Tom thought through her suggestion. “Okay. Good idea. That’ll work.”

      “That’s settled, then. Joe, do you have an actuator arm?”

      Thankfully, Wes and Falcon had thought ahead; they’d printed two more arms and brought them over with them when they came. Joe had the original. He held it up to show her.

      “Can you help me with this console? I think we need to input the same power-on sequence you used in the main chamber.”

      The console was low to the ground and curved in much the same fashion as the first ones they’d come across, only this one seemed tied into a bank of diagnostic equipment. As he approached, he discovered one more difference between this room and the core.

      There was no need to use the actuator arm. His proximity seemed to trigger it.

      He had just laid his hand on its surface when the thing lit up, emitting strange and unsettling sounds. A different sound from behind had him instantly on alert. He spun—and came face-to-face with Smith.
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      Joe didn’t have time to think through the improbability of it. Smith was armed. Joe dove for Ana, dragging her behind the console when the double-agent’s aim swept from him to her. Shielding her with his body, he pulled his sidearm and fired—but Smith was no longer there.

      “Breeze!” he shouted. The weapons fire had already alerted the sapper; he was there almost instantly, his own weapon drawn.

      The equipment’s keening intensified, and Joe’s vision doubled. Smith was there—and not. Visions descended with a rapidity that made him dizzy. He squeezed his eyes shut against the onslaught, then cracked them open again, unwilling to leave Ana unprotected when Smith was here and on the loose.

      That action proved to be a bad call. Wincing, Joe grabbed at his head, his pistol slipping through numb fingers to fall on the floor.

      “Joe!” Ana’s hands were on either side of his head, her concerned face peering up into his from where she crouched by his side. “What happened?”

      “Smith.” He forced the word out. “He’s here.”

      He registered bewilderment on her face before he could no longer force his eyes to remain open. “No, Joe. He’s not.”

      There was the sound of footsteps rapidly approaching.

      “I think it’s the equipment.” Ana’s voice.

      “Make a hole, Wes,” Breeze said, his words sharp and clipped.

      Hands seized him under the arms. Joe fought against them.

      “Top, it’s me. I’m getting you out of here.”

      That was the last thing Joe remembered.

      He came to with four sets of eyes peering worriedly down at him, one of them unexpected. Tom had left Pathfinder to come assist.

      “What the fuck was that, Sergeant?” he asked.

      Joe’s brain took a moment to catch up. When he did, he jackknifed up and looked around. “Smith!”

      “Isn’t here,” Breeze said.

      Joe considered that, then nodded. Of course he wasn’t. That would have been impossible. “That damned implant’s messing with me again.” He looked around, tried to figure out why, and came up blank. “How long was I out?”

      “About five minutes,” Breeze said. “Ana, Wes, and I have been talking. We think this might be different than the time you saw Smith back on Earth.” He glanced at Ana. “Although the message behind it might be the same.”

      “Want to share? Because that felt for damn sure like I was suppressing shit again.”

      “Not so,” Ana said, moving in closer. “You had a blue shift in the control room just half an hour ago, remember?”

      “When Wes and I came in, the equipment in that room was all lit up,” Breeze told him. “After I pulled you out, it went dormant again.”

      “You’re saying the chip in my head triggered it.”

      “Yeah, and it might be warning you.”

      Joe blinked, trying to wrap his mind around what Breeze was telling him. He felt like the slow kid in school. “I’m not getting it.”

      “Joe, remember back at the Dome, months ago, when we returned from Engee?” Ana asked. “We ran a scan on you and discovered the implant had integrated itself so completely into your brain that it was impossible to untangle it.”

      Joe tamped down the swell of anger that came along with the reminder. True, they’d tried to remove it without his permission, but there had been good reasons and he’d gotten past it. “I’m not about to forget that. What does it have to do with what just happened?”

      “I think the room registered the presence of Ancient equipment—the implant in your brain—and it responded with a preset sequence. I also think it’s possible the implant has…” Ana hesitated, searching for the right words. “…switched loyalties.”

      “What sequence? What was it trying to do to me?”

      “We won’t know until we get into that database with a translator, but since the implant resurrected Smith for you, my guess is it’s something that threatens your control. Your autonomy.”

      Anger hit him hard. “I will not be some fucking alien’s pawn.”

      “No.” She stared back at him steadily. “None of us want that. So anything you can tell me about how it felt, what sensations it evoked—”

      “You mean, other than conjuring a dead man?”

      “Joe.”

      It amazed him how Ana could pack so much meaning into a single word. She clearly didn’t appreciate his sarcasm.

      “Fine,” he said, holding up a hand in silent acquiescence.

      Memory of what he’d been thinking just before they’d entered the medical facility resurfaced. Of the mainframe seizing control of their ships. Of the compulsion that had blanketed his thoughts and emotions, so intense and powerful—and so unlike him.

      “I think you might be onto something there.” He filled them in on his theory. “If that’s the case, what do we do about it?”

      Ana let out a sigh. “Well, for one thing, I don’t think it means the Ancients are malevolent. Or that you’re a liability. Or that you’re going to turn into some alien’s automaton.”

      She glared at Tom—which told Joe that was exactly what the pilot had suggested. Tom’s expression remained unrepentant. Joe couldn’t fault him for that. A teammate could not be compromised and remain on active duty.

      “Wes pointed out something about the corpse that I hadn’t taken into consideration,” she said. “Given their physiology, it fits.”

      “And that is?” Tom asked.

      “Clearly, we’d classify them as arachnoid. I need to get into that database to confirm, but my initial download supports this supposition.” Ana was framing her words carefully.

      “Spit it out, doc,” Joe said.

      “We already know from what we’ve observed here that they likely see in a narrow visual spectrum that only overlaps ours slightly. Audio cues imply that their hearing is much more acute than human hearing. So we already have two big differences. If we were to apply what we know of natural selection and evolution of arachnids on Earth to here—”

      Tom made a sound of disbelief and Ana’s hand shot up to stop him before he could interrupt.

      “I know that’s a stretch but bear with me. If we draw from arachnid physiology on Earth, then their primary sensory organ might not be sight but touch. That’s followed closely by sound, and then taste. Vision falls into fourth place, and it may be a distant fourth.”

      “I’m with you so far.”

      Wes took up the explanation. “Some spider species have hive minds. And we cannot assume they think like we do. In fact, I’d go so far as to say it’s dangerous to anthropomorphize them. This base seizing control of our ships, and the compulsion you just described feeling, could be explained by a hierarchical hive structure. You’re inside the building, therefore you’re subject to its hierarchy.”

      “Which is another reason why we’re leaving in an hour.” Tom’s voice was intractable. He checked his chronometer. “Forty-nine minutes now.”

      Breeze held out a hand and Joe grabbed it, hoisting himself up. “Then let’s not waste it.”

      Tom returned to Pathfinder and Ana to medical. Breeze swapped places with Joe, who followed Wes back to the lab.

      “We haven’t begun downloading anything yet, but the equipment’s set up to tap into it,” Wes explained. He ducked through the door and pointed to a console set against the wall. “It’s over there.”

      The workstation sat adjacent to one of the low, flat, lab tables that had parts strewn haphazardly across it. The dull metal surfaces of Starkiller hull gleamed in the artificial light.

      Wes saw where he was looking. “There are circuit boards mixed in there too,” the scientist offered. “Or at least that’s what I think they are.”

      “You’re familiar with what we salvaged from the star system where we lost Typhon and Cerberus,” Joe said. “Is there anything here that they don’t have back home?”

      “Circuit boards, yeah. Hull scraps, no. We have plenty of that.”

      “All right, then. Clock’s ticking. What can I do to help?”

      Wes grabbed a tablet and jogged over to a nearby console, where he flipped an alien container onto its side to use as a stool. He worked the claw hand to input a specific pull-sequence, then tapped commands into the tablet’s holographic interface.

      “Okay, I’ve set up this tablet to copy everything from the lab’s computers. It’s pretty straightforward. Just monitor the database download, and if it stalls give me a yell.”

      “Can do.” It felt a bit like busy work, but after the day they’d had, Joe didn’t complain. He could use some downtime to work through what had just happened. Thankfully, unlike the console in medical, the damn thing didn’t react to his presence when he sat.

      They worked in silence, downloading data until a ping from Tom pulled Joe away.

      “The probe arrived back at the tunnel where we left Raptor One.” The pilot paused. “They’re not there.”

      “Shit,” Joe said under his breath. “Any indication where they might have gone?”

      “Yeah, but you’re not going to like it.” Tom let out a long breath. “Energy residual suggests there was weapons fire.”

      “Shit.” Joe’s gut clenched at the thought of losing both Dee and Chaos. He hated his next question, but it had to be asked. “Debris?”

      “None.”
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      Joe took a few seconds to process that information. “Any possible way to recreate what happened?”

      “Falcon’s analyzing the feed now. Starkillers have a distinct emission, and we’re not seeing any signs of that yet. It’s possible there were other reasons they fired their weapons.”

      Hope stirred. “Like?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe a rogue asteroid got too close and their drives were down, being repaired. They shot it to deflect it, or to bust it up into smaller pieces the shields could handle.”

      Joe had the impression the pilot was grasping at straws. “You believe that?”

      “Hell, Kovacs. I don’t know what to believe.”

      “If something like that happened, they may have relocated. We need to find them.”

      “Falcon’s having the probe sweep the area within a hundred thousand kilometers. Joe…” Tom hesitated. “We have to consider the possibility that they’re gone.”

      “You said no debris.”

      “If a Starkiller snatched them, there wouldn’t be.”

      Tom was right; they had to consider that possibility. But Joe refused to give up. “We search until we know for certain they’re not there.”

      “Agreed. But I’m not sending Stan back there alone, and I don’t think it’s wise for us to split up—"

      Lenora’s voice came through on the team channel, cutting through his next words. “You need to see this. I found something.”

      Joe flipped over to that channel to find an icon flashing. It was the feed from her suit’s cameras. He blinked it open.

      “What the—?” Tom muttered.

      “That’s a drydock!” Stan exclaimed.

      The image panned to the right, Lenora showing them the full breadth of the vast space. “It’s at the end of the second tunnel. As you can see, it’s huge. But that’s not all. Check this out.”

      She turned to face the other way. Joe stared at the feed, dumbfounded.

      “Oh shit,” Ramon whispered. “That’s a Starkiller ship.”

      “It is,” Lenora confirmed.

      “What the hell is that doing here?” Breeze demanded.

      “Research?” Wes guessed. “Captured in battle?”

      “The aft hatch is sitting wide open,” Lenora said. “I’m going to go look.”

      “Do it,” Tom said. “But be smart about it, Lieutenant. Send in a drone before you step inside.”

      “Hey Lenora, catch,” Falcon said. Another alert flashed, this time for Falcon’s drone two. “Transferring control to you.”

      “Got it, thanks. I’ll send it in and report back what I find.” Lenora signed off.

      “Sergeant!” Wes looked over at Joe, a gleam of excitement in his eyes. “There’s mention of some sort of masking tech in this database. I think I’ve found the shields that kept that ship from spotting us.”

      “Can you access it?”

      “Working on it now. Just a matter of time.”

      Joe’s jaw tightened. Every moment they delayed, they risked Raptor One’s trail growing cold. He pinged Tom once more and quickly sketched in the news Wes had just delivered.

      “Dammit, I hate postponing our departure, but those shields, man…”

      Tom was clearly wrestling with the decision too. “Agreed, that’s worth taking a little extra time to explore. They could have a huge impact back home. What’s your implant say?”

      Joe closed his eyes and queried it. “I’m getting no sense of danger. No warnings.”

      Tom sighed. “After what happened in their infirmary, I’m not so sure you’re that reliable a barometer any longer. Hang tight. Let’s bring the rest in on this. It’s not just our asses that are on the line here. Theirs are too.”

      They switched over to the team channel and Tom filled everyone in on the missing Raptor and the need to return to Earth to warn the military about the Starkillers.

      “Tom’s right—we shouldn’t split up,” Joe added. “And this place has successfully hidden itself from the Starkillers for a century or more. It’ll be here when we return. We can come back later, better staffed and better armed.”

      “Logistically, it doesn’t make sense for them to send a ship back to this system so soon after they’ve done a routine sweep,” Breeze said. “So we should have a few weeks at the outset. And it was a routine sweep. It did nothing out of the ordinary. It didn’t backtrack, it didn’t call in reinforcements. The fact this facility returned to normal after it left suggests it’ll be a while before it comes back.”

      “Don’t forget, we put a serious dent in their fleet,” Stan added. “They’re low on resources, and there’s a hell of a lot of space around for them to police. I get that the shields are a game-changer, but I agree. I want to go after Raptor One.”

      “All right, so we’re agreed,” Joe said. “Wes, download everything you can find on those shield specs, while Ana and Breeze load the corpse. Then we leave.”

      Joe went back to Pathfinder to set up the decon chamber while Ana and Breeze got the corpse ready for transport. He’d just brought the chamber online when Stan’s voice broke in over the team channel.

      “Contact!” the pilot called out.

      Oh for fuck’s sake. Can’t we catch a friggin’ break for once? Joe asked the universe as he raced for the cockpit.

      “Confirmed,” Tom said. “Analyzing sensor return now.”

      Adrenaline flooded Joe’s system, giving him razor-sharp focus. He leaned into the cockpit to look over Tom’s shoulder. “What is it?”

      “Unknown.” Tom pointed to the copilot’s seat. “If you’re going to be up here, you need to web in.”

      Joe complied, sliding into the copilot’s seat and reaching for the webbing.

      “What the fuck?” Tom murmured, just as Stan’s exclamation cut in.

      “Holy shit! It’s one of ours!”

      “What?” Joe looked to Tom for answers.

      The pilot’s hands raced across his board. “Can confirm. It’s broadcasting an IFF. Hold for ident…”

      He reared back in disbelief.

      “It’s Cerberus.”
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      To Vesey’s immense relief, the ship had made the trip without any ill effects and—for now, at least—kata space was behind them. He studied the composite map Argos, the ship’s AI, had generated. Though not to scale by any stretch, it gave him a clear picture of every planetary body in the system and its position relative to both Cerberus and the white dwarf at its center.

      “Going for a deeper scan to see if I can pick up any energy traces…” Zavala said. “Oh shit.”

      Inwardly, Vesey tensed, but he kept his voice even as he ordered, “Report, Lieutenant.”

      Zavala’s hands danced across his board, checking and rechecking his readings. “Sensors are picking up Starkiller emissions.”

      “Evans!” Vesey barked the word at his XO.

      “Wait! Sir, the dissipation pattern suggests it was here for a routine system sweep. The Starkiller has come and gone.”

      “Understood. Thank you, Lieutenant.” Vesey tapped a command on his tablet and Rudd’s face appeared on his chair’s holoscreen. “Sandi, we’ve detected evidence that a Starkiller visited here recently. I’d like to park a couple of recon drones in strategic spots to act as an early warning system.”

      “I’ll get right on it.” Her face winked out.

      “Sir,” Dee Faulkner said, “if Pathfinder was here when they arrived…”

      That was Vesey’s primary concern too. But Kovacs was on that ship… “Wouldn’t he have known ahead of time?” Vesey murmured, too softly for the rest of the bridge crew to hear.

      Dee caught his meaning instantly. “I’d like to think so, sir.”

      “Then we head for that dwarf planet you said was their objective.” He dropped a pin on the small outer planet that looked like it was about the same size as Ganymede and forwarded it to Zavala. “Plot us a course, Lieutenant.”

      The ship got a boost from an inbound tunnel that bisected the system. Within an hour, the dusky gray orb was visible to the naked eye. It grew larger as Cerberus closed in on it.

      “I’m picking up residual energy traces that match a Raptor’s signature,” Zavala announced. He turned to face Vesey. “And no signs of battle.”

      Tension leached from the bridge in an almost palpable way, though no one made a sound.

      “Is there any chance that alien ship might have picked up on Pathfinder’s emissions?” Chaos asked.

      Vesey shook his head. “Unlikely. We’re trained to look for a Raptor’s camouflaged emissions—they’re not. We weren’t exactly stealthy during our one engagement with them. And based on what you told me of the second battle, there were no ships left to report back. I think it’s fair to say they don’t have enough data on us yet.”

      “Let’s keep it that way,” Dee murmured.

      “Amen to that, sister,” Chaos said.

      “So we know they made it here,” Evans said. “Now we need to find out where they went. Lieutenant?”

      “Scanning the planet’s surface now,” Zavala replied. “It’s pretty smooth, just a big rock with craters from micrometeorite strikes—” He broke off to swipe furiously at his board. He looked up and the view on the forward screens changed. “I’m detecting movement!”

      Vesey leaned forward, arrested by the unexpected sight of the planet’s crust… retracting. “Are those bay doors?” He heard the incredulous note in his own voice but was too preoccupied by the impossible playing out before him to care.

      Evans’s fingers were rapidly inputting commands into his console. “Yes sir, I do believe they are.”

      “Damn,” Chaos whispered. “You could fit five battleships in there!”

      “More,” Evans said. “Sensor return shows it extends lengthways beneath the crust.”

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say I was looking at an alien naval shipyard.”

      “Incoming transmission!” Patel called out. “From underground, sir. It’s Sergeant Kovacs.”

      “On screen.”

      Joe Kovacs’s face appeared alongside that of Ana Sanchez and a man Vesey didn’t recognize. “Cerberus! We didn’t expect to run into you out here, but you’re a damn fine sight. It’s good to see you, sir.” His gaze shifted, his smile widening as he saw Dee and Chaos. “Welcome to Atheneum.”

      “You named it?” Vesey asked.

      Kovacs looked mildly embarrassed. “Well, sir… dwarf planet got to be a mouthful. It felt right, and then when we discovered the purpose behind this facility, it just fit. Tom and Stan are working the dock. They’ll guide you in.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant. Sounds like we have some catching up to do.”

      “I look forward to it, sir.”

      

      An hour later, Cerberus was nestled up against an alien dock next to an alien ship, inside an alien planet whose crust had just closed above them. Their first sight of the Starkiller ship had them all tensing, despite the advanced warning about its presence.

      “Weirdest shipyard I’ve ever seen,” Evans said. “I have to admit, I want a look inside that Starkiller. Think of what we could learn from it.”

      “Chief Grier’s already suited up and in the boat bay, or so Rudd tells me,” Vesey responded.

      “I’m not surprised. This is one for the books.”

      “You’re right about that. Come on. Let’s go see what we can learn about our hosts.”

      Vesey left Zavala in charge of the bridge while he and Evans headed for the ship’s bay, accompanied by Dee and Chaos. They found Grier and Davis standing beside Laura Tropp just outside the entrance. Each carried portable gear.

      The doctor met his questioning look with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “If this place has answers to what that wormhole did to my patients, I intend to find them,” she told him.

      “Fair enough.” He stepped inside the bay.

      Rudd was there, waiting to see them off. She stood at the control booth just inside the demarcation line, eyes glued to the screen that showed the immediate environment just outside the bay doors.

      They were surrounded by unrelenting walls of gray rock. A platform that looked as if it had been grown instead of built extended toward the ship on its bay door side. Fat cables hung from above, their dull silver finish adding to the alienness of the place.

      Two suited figures ducked through a square opening Vesey hadn’t noticed was there. He recognized Stan Coleman, a Raptor driver assigned to one of the two space assault companies under Sandi Rudd. The last time Vesey had seen him, he’d been piloting Paul Revere One, racing away with valuable intel on Cerberus’s fated battle against the Starkillers. A query identified the other man as Major Tom Bowers. The attached file showed he was currently attached to the Dome.

      “I’m reading atmosphere outside the ship,” Rudd told him. “Nitrogen-oxygen mix. Trace amounts of methane, ozone, and a little bit of carbon dioxide, but it’s within acceptable levels.”

      “If Bowers and Coleman are still helmeted, we do the same,” he ordered. He nodded to Rudd to drop the field and stepped out onto the alien dock. More cables dripped from the walls in a pattern eerily reminiscent of a spider’s web.

      Stan had his handheld out and appeared to be confirming that the dock had breathable air. Evans was doing the same.

      “Confirmed,” Evans said. “It’s safe to remove our helmets.”

      Still, Vesey waited until Stan had gone first before taking his off. He took a careful sniff and caught the stink of natural gas combined with the sharp tang of ozone. It smelled like he was standing out in a farmer’s field in the midst of a bad storm, with lightning strikes uncoiling on the horizon.

      “Captain,” Stan said. “It is good to see you again, sir. Ready for your tour?”

      Vesey unholstered the snub-nosed DEB that the armory had provided along with the suits and checked the safety.

      Bowers noticed. He stopped in front of the squat, square opening. “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “It’s perfectly safe in here.”

      Vesey gave the test pilot a hard stare then glanced at the Starkiller ship moored at the other end of the drydock. “I’ll be the judge of that.”
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      By previous agreement, Evans remained behind, returning to the ship after posting a cordon of security drones between Cerberus and the Starkiller.

      Vesey spared the alien ship one final look before ducking inside. We’re going to have a talk about that thing, and sooner rather than later, he told himself.

      Kovacs was standing beside Tom Bowers, waiting to greet him. “Sir, it’s good, really good, to see you made it.”

      Vesey gripped his outstretched hand, then pulled him in close for a fast back pounding. Under cover of the action, he murmured, “I owe you one, Sergeant.”

      “Wish I could have done more,” Kovacs replied in an equally low tone. “And you really don’t need that DEB.”

      Vesey nodded and holstered. Gathering himself mentally, he turned to get his first good look at his surroundings.

      If he’d been asked to describe an alien living environment, it wouldn’t have been this. The walls were semiopaque and emitted a soft, blue glow.

      “They look like they’ve been grown, not built.”

      “They may have been,” Kovacs said. “Jury’s still out on that.”

      When Vesey reached out, he half expected it to feel moist and clammy, but it wasn’t. Beneath its surface were fibers stretching lengthwise into the distance. He shook his head, following as they led him past two open doors and stopped at a third.

      The blocky, low-hung opening evoked images of dwarves, munchkins, and other fanciful creatures he’d read in books as a kid. Those quickly fled when he saw what was inside the room.

      He turned to Kovacs. “Is that—?”

      “An Ancient? Yeah, we think so,” Kovacs said. He stepped in front of Chaos to block the sniper’s view. Vesey raised a questioning brow; all he got in return was a slight headshake.

      “We’ll leave you with Doctor Sanchez,” Kovacs said with a hand on Chaos’s shoulder that urged him down the hall. “We’ll be in the main control room.”

      “Hold up. I want to see,” Chaos protested, craning his neck back toward the open door.

      “No, you really don’t.”

      “Yes, I really do,” the sniper insisted, pulling away and starting back down the hall.

      “Chaos. Dude.” When the sniper turned impatiently, Joe said, “Trust me on this.” He walked his fingers up one arm in a spiderlike move.

      Chaos’s eye grew wide and he backpedaled rapidly. “Shit. Fuck.”

      Before Vesey had time to ask what the hell that was all about, Joe had hustled Chaos away.

      Vesey looked to Ana Sanchez for answers. “Phobia?” he asked, amused at the thought that a hardened operator could be bested by a small, eight-legged crawly thing.

      She pointed to the mummified cadaver hanging limply in the room. “Enough of an irrational fear of spiders that we thought it best he not see that,” she said.

      Vesey didn’t have a problem with them, but then again, he hadn’t seen one quite this big. Before he had a chance to reply, Tropp launched a flurry of questions at Ana that quickly left him in the dust.

      He turned to Bowers. “Is it safe to approach?”

      “Yeah. I wouldn’t touch it without the doc’s say-so, but yeah. Look all you want.”

      Before he could step inside, Grier stopped him. “One of those doors we passed is a research lab. If you need me, I’ll be in there.”

      Vesey responded with an absent wave, too riveted by the creature in front of him to do otherwise.

      Ana accurately interpreted his fascination. “We’ve learned quite a bit about the Ancient race. I could brief you on it if you’d like.”

      When Vesey faced her, his back was to the alien. It was odd how that simple act sent imaginary crawlers up his spine. He shoved the feeling aside. “I’d like that, Doctor, but not now. I think I’d better move on, see what else is here.”

      While Bowers guided him through the rest of the warren, Tropp remained behind to study the medical database, as he knew she would. They ended up in the room that hosted the facility’s central server. Vesey found himself amazed at how much progress the Pathfinder team had made, not just in translating the Ancients’ tongue, but in accessing their computer systems too.

      “It couldn’t have been easy, hacking into a database that’s so completely alien. How did you do it?”

      Kovacs motioned to Ramon to answer.

      “Well, sir, we just got lucky, I guess. After you… left”—Ramon stumbled briefly on the word—“we learned that a virus created by the FFS could infiltrate Starkiller core systems. I was on the mission to acquire it and was able to familiarize myself with it before we used it in that final battle.” He gestured to Dee, who was standing quietly to one side, studying one of the workstations. “That, plus Sergeant Faulkner’s work on the translation program brought it all together.”

      Something bothered Vesey about the explanation. It took him a moment to put a finger on it. As the thought formed, he frowned, not liking the implications.

      “Hold on there, Sanchez. You said the virus worked on Starkiller tech. What would make you think it would work with Ancient tech as well?”

      Sanchez’s eyes flicked to Kovacs and back. “I didn’t,” he admitted.

      Vesey looked at Kovacs, but the sergeant’s expression was unreadable. For the moment, he decided, he’d leave the topic alone.  “Well, I think it’s time we brought each other up to speed. Would you all care to join us on Cerberus?”

      They settled on a time, then Bowers escorted Vesey back to the ship, stopping to inform the rest along the way. When they came to the lab, he found Davis and Grier listening to a third man explain what they’d found so far.

      Grier looked like a kid at Christmas, unsure which new toy to play with next. He walked the aisles between long tables littered with what looked like Starkiller guts, an expression that was almost avaricious crossing his face.

      When he caught sight of Vesey, Grier stepped away to join him. “Do you have any idea how much this will advance our tech?” he asked, gesturing to the tables. “It could catapult us ahead by centuries!” The engineer was almost effusive.

      “Just don’t do anything we might live to regret,” Vesey cautioned. “Be back at the ship in two hours. Briefing in the CIC. We’ll exchange information and talk strategy then.”

      “Will do.”
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      Two hours later, Joe and the rest of the Pathfinder team crammed into a packed combat information center alongside Cerberus’s command crew. Vesey recapped what had transpired in the time since Cerberus had emerged from the wormhole a thousand light-years from home.

      “Raptor One filled us in on what’s happened while we were gone, but it seems we—and they—have some catching up to do.” He gave Joe a questioning look. “Sergeant?”

      Before coming over, they’d conferred to determine which new intel was the most mission critical. Hands down, they all decided shields should be the first matter discussed. Joe tossed the topic to Wes for openers.

      The Dome scientist got straight to the point “We’ve found the schematics for the shields that hide this base from the Starkillers. It’ll take some doing, but we think we can adapt the tech to work with our ships.”

      Rudd and Evans looked stunned at the news. Joe realized they must have come into this cold. He was surprised that neither Vesey nor Grier had briefed them in advance. But then he realized their honest reactions, uninfluenced by what the two Cerberus officers had seen, balanced out any bias imposed by the others’ exposure to the alien lab.

      “Are you saying it’s possible to make these changes here? Now?” Rudd pressed.

      “Ahh, that’s more a question for your engineering team, I think,” Wes said, deflecting the question to Grier.

      “Commander?” Vesey prompted.

      “Yes sir, I think it’s doable.”

      “That’s completely untested tech. How do we know it’s safe?” Evans asked.

      “We start small,” Davis said. “There’s a communication module in the lab that has a kata-cloaking generator. We adapt it to fit on an FTL buoy.”

      “How quickly can you do that?” Vesey asked.

      Davis turned to Grier. “We’d need some help from your people.”

      “You’ve got it. If that succeeds, we can talk about moving on to bigger things. There’s plenty to choose from—drones, Shrikes, probes. And prep a file to send back to Earth. This news can’t wait.”

      Evans looked startled. “You’re not actually thinking of testing it on Cerberus…?”

      Grier’s finger wagged between Wes, Davis, and Tom. “You have three of the people from the Hangar Fifty-One team sitting right here. They’re the ones that developed the hyperspheric drives. I can’t think of anyone better suited to evaluate and implement the tech than them, can you?”

      “Since we’ve spotted recent activity and now know the bastards haven’t been eradicated,” Joe said, “we can’t afford not to try.”

      “We’ll start with the smaller frames first,” Davis offered.

      “Okay,” Evans agreed.

      “What about that ship moored at the other end of this dock?” Vesey asked.

      Joe motioned for Lenora to take the lead.

      “That’s an interesting one, sir,” the gunnery officer said.

      She took control of the holotank and brought up a recording from the drone Falcon had loaned her. With so much happening all at once inside the Ancient facility, Joe and the rest hadn’t had time to review what Lenora had discovered. This report was going to be new information for everyone.

      “Captain, you and Commander Grier have already seen the consoles the aliens used, so you’re aware that their interfaces are different from ours.” She briefly described how the claw hands they’d printed worked to actuate the buttons by pulling up on them.

      She advanced the feed and Joe’s jaw dropped.

      “The same was found inside that Starkiller ship sitting in drydock.”
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      The CIC erupted in reaction to the news Lenora had just laid on them.

      “Are you saying this is a Starkiller facility?” Vesey demanded.

      “No, sir. It’s not,” Joe answered.

      “How can you say that with any certainty?” Evans challenged.

      “Because we have an entire laboratory in there, solely devoted to examining that ship and its design,” he told them. “There’s another one—or at least major parts from another one—scattered in pieces across several lab benches. They were clearly studying it.”

      “That’s not the only evidence,” Ramon added. He was scrolling through his tablet in search of something as he spoke. “There’s a tap from the mainframe into that ship. The Starkiller’s computer core shows evidence it’s been tampered with. Hacked by the Ancients. And its programming overwritten so that the ship came under their control.”

      “Let’s proceed on that assumption,” Vesey said. Dry humor laced his tone when he added, “Any other surprises you want to lay on me?”

      Joe felt like they’d hit Vesey with enough for now. The rest could wait. “Nothing pressing. Ramon and Falcon have been translating what files they can get their hands on, and they’ve come across what looks like a chronology, possibly historical. It might give us a better idea who the Ancients were—their technology level, the way they thought, things like that.”

      “And maybe what eventually happened to their civilization,” Ramon added.

      Joe motioned for Ana to go next.

      She glanced down at the notes on her tablet, then back up at Vesey. “Doctor Tropp and I have been doing much the same in their version of an infirmary,” she said, with a nod to Cerberus’s medical officer. “Downloading files and taking tissue samples. We’ve prepped the body for study here on the ship, with your permission. We’re learning a lot, but there’s nothing critical we need to share.”

      “All right, then. Let’s get to work. You’re all welcome aboard. We have quarters to spare.” A pained look flashed across Vesey’s face at this last comment. Joe knew he was thinking of the crew he’d lost over the past few months. A mirrored pain echoed inside Joe—the knowledge that he could have prevented it haunting him. Except that he couldn’t. Not and still save the human race. ‘The needs of the many’ sucks balls, he thought.

      He felt a hand surreptitiously give his thigh a light squeeze. Ana, the only other person in the room who knew fully what he’d gone through to give them a shot at saving humanity’s future. He shot her a thin smile.

      Vesey’s quartermaster showed them where to bunk. Joe felt like an interloper when she led them up to officer’s country. He sent Chaos a look, silent admonition to behave. The sniper stared back at him innocently.

      “Lord save us from smartass sergeants under my watch,” he muttered tiredly as he turned into the cabin he’d been given. Exhaustion crashed suddenly over him. He’d been operating on adrenaline for the past few days.

      Was it just two days ago that I was sitting across from Matt, listening to him grouse about his physical therapy? That seemed an impossibility, but his internal chrono assured him it was true.

      With a groan, he fell across the bunk and ordered the lights to dim. It was the first full night’s sleep he’d had in more than forty-eight hours.

      The next morning, Joe woke to the news that Grier’s team had successfully adapted the communications module. The FTL buoy was ready to test. Joe dressed hastily and met up with the others in the mess hall for a quick bite before heading back to the CIC to join Vesey and the ship’s command crew.

      Chaos was there, digging into 3D printed scrambled eggs as if they were a rare delicacy. Ana appeared shell-shocked at the speed with which the sniper devoured the food, while Dee looked on with amusement, munching on strips of bacon.

      “You need to clue the doc in on how it works in the military,” she told Joe, swallowing the last of her bacon and washing it down with a swig of coffee. “You never know how much time you’re going to have to refuel. Grab it whenever you can, as fast as you can.”

      “She’s not wrong,” he told Ana. Wandering over to the buffet, he grabbed a preformed round of cooked egg and slapped it on a biscuit. Two squirts of hot sauce and a few slices of bacon later, he had a sandwich. He repeated the process, then, sandwiches in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other, headed for the door.

      Dee rose and swiped the last slice of bacon off Chaos’s plate, ignoring his protest. He grabbed the remaining biscuit and followed them to the door.

      Ana raced to catch up. “I thought the meeting didn’t start until 0800.”

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Why are you in such a hurry to be fifteen minutes early?”

      He hid a grin at Dee’s caustic, “Oh that’s not early. In the military, that’s considered on time.”

      Ana made a huffing sound that clearly telegraphed her frustration. “That makes no sense at all,” she muttered, but kept pace with them all the same.

      Evans was already there, setting up the room. With him was the chief steward, pushing a cart laden with—Joe inhaled appreciatively—carafes of coffee. Fresh, not the kind that came from an automated dispensary.

      Breeze, Falcon, and Tom were already seated, as were Tropp, Rudd, and Grier. At ten minutes to the hour, Vesey arrived.

      “Good morning, everyone.” The captain turned to Grier. “Are we ready to launch?”

      “We are. Davis should be here—” The chief broke off when Davis and Wes hustled in, the civilians looking startled and embarrassed to see the meeting already in full swing. “There they are.”

      “I see what you mean,” Ana murmured to Joe.

      Vesey turned to Sandi Rudd. “This is your call, Commander. Launch when ready.”

      Rudd punched in the feed from PriFly, and an image of the bay doors coalesced in the room’s holotank. “Initiating launch… now.”

      The bay doors parted just enough for the FTL buoy to pass through, its thrusters nudging it out into the large cavern of Atheneum’s drydock.

      She turned expectantly to Ramon, who took that as his cue to interface with the facility’s mainframe.

      “Opening drydock doors…”

      The feed switched to one of the upward-facing cameras on Cerberus’s hull. Above them, the massive rock slab parted, a sliver of inky black expanding outward.

      The feed switched once more, cameras tilting to follow the buoy as it jetted upward, thrusters kicking off little puffs of vapor accelerant. It passed through the opening and the camera switched yet again, this time to the point of view of the buoy itself, a smaller window displaying telemetry.

      Joe noted the feed from Cerberus’s hull showed the drydock doors remained open. He looked a question at Ramon.

      Watch, the commo mouthed. In the next instant, a dim, violet-hued outline formed around its edges.

      Vesey noticed too. “Is that an energy field?” he asked.

      “It is,” Ramon confirmed. “We’re testing it now to see if it can maintain atmosphere. I’m not too worried. If containment fails, the drydock’s so big, there’ll be plenty of time to seal the gap before we lose breathable air.”

      “Nice,” Evans murmured.

      The buoy’s drives engaged and it shot toward the nearest tunnel, its acceleration much higher than humans could withstand. Once it pierced the tunnel, Rudd announced, “Hyperspheric drive online.” Moments later: “Wormhole is stable… transitioning now.”

      She turned to Grier. “Show’s all yours.”

      Grier took over control of the holotank. “Davis, would you like to do the honors?”

      The Dome engineer swiped through the holodisplay floating above his tablet, made a few adjustments, then nodded. “Here we go.”

      The feed from the buoy rippled, then steadied. Both Grier and Davis swiped through their tablets, running systems checks to confirm the buoy had suffered no damage from the alien adaptation.

      Joe waited tensely for the verdict. Finally, Grier looked up, his face swathed in a wide smile.

      “Telemetry’s showing the kata shield is active and holding.”

      “Yesss,” Ramon whispered, his knuckles rapping lightly on the table.

      “Well, Commander, it looks like you just made history,” Vesey said with a smile of his own, tempered by the weight of everything else that hung in the balance. “Congratulations. Now, I think it’s time we phoned home.”
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      It took some time to arrange the call. FTL comms might have made real-time communication across light-years a reality, but they couldn’t pull off the impossible: carving out time on a four-star general’s busy schedule.

      In the three and a half hours it took to get the general on the line, Grier’s teams working on the Starkiller ship in drydock confirmed that it, too, had kata shields. Tom was familiarizing himself with the interface with the intention of taking it on a test flight if it proved spaceworthy.

      They reconvened at the appointed time, to find General Kim’s aide on the other end. After pointedly telling Vesey that she’d had to cancel a meeting with the Joint Chiefs to make this happen, ‘and it had better be worth it,’ she put the general on screen.

      Joe fought to keep a straight face during the captain’s dressing-down. He knew all too well the steel spine hidden behind that stylish suit Nissa Connelly wore.

      When the connection was reestablished, General Kim wasn’t alone; General Traynor was on the call, too. Joe winced inwardly at the look he cast Joe’s way. It said he had some explaining to do.

      “It’s good to see you, Captain.” Emotion colored Kim’s voice. “We’ve been looking for you for some time now. When that probe of yours arrived at the Dome yesterday morning, it caused quite a stir.”

      “We read your report,” Traynor added. “You took heavy losses. My deepest condolences.”

      There was a moment of quiet. Vesey nodded silent appreciation.

      “Thank you both,” he said after a moment. “We have a lot to report.”

      Kim’s gaze strayed to Joe, Ana, Breeze, and the rest. “You all made it to the alien coordinates, I see.”

      “Yes. Your launch timing was interesting too,” Traynor added dryly. “One might even say a bit hasty.”

      His tone was the kind that had Joe sitting straighter. It had a similar effect on the others as well.

      “Yes, about that…”

      “Cass confessed it was her doing.” The general’s expression turned severe. “You were lucky Raptor One wasn’t lost with all hands.”

      Tom cleared his throat. “Major, I take full responsibility—”

      Traynor waved him off. “We’ll discuss it when you return. Since it resulted in reuniting us with Cerberus, we’ll table it. For now.”

      Kim brought the discussion back on track. “You said you had things to report.”

      “We do,” Vesey said. “Kovacs?”

      “Did Cass or Major Ingle fill you in on the alien repository I saw in my vision, right before we left?” Joe asked.

      “They did.”

      “Well, we found it.”

      Falcon had prepared a virtual tour from his drone footage. Joe narrated while it played. When it came to an end, Kim and Traynor stared back at them, stunned.

      “That’s an Ancient?” Traynor asked.

      “No wonder you wouldn’t let me see,” Chaos muttered. “I would’ve—”

      “Emptied your entire magazine into a mummified corpse, you chickenshit,” Dee whispered, elbowing him in the ribs. “Yeah, we’re aware.”

      “Hey! I—"

      Joe spoke over his protest, cutting off the incipient argument. “There’s something else we found. This star system gets periodic visits from Starkiller ships. We know because one arrived after we got here.”

      Traynor made a startled sound.

      “How the hell are you still alive?” Kim asked.

      “Because the Ancients developed kata shields that effectively mask this base from their detection.”

      “All right. But that doesn’t explain why the ship didn’t detect Pathfinder and Raptor Two.”

      Joe slid Tom a wry look. From the expression on the pilot’s face, he could tell the other man was recalling the same panicked moment he was. “Well, sir, we would have been, if the base hadn’t intervened.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      Joe gave a quick summary of the base seizing control of their two ships.

      “That’s concerning,” Traynor said. “I’m not sure I like hearing how easy it was to take control of Terran systems.”

      “We’d tapped into its core by then, using the translation program,” Ramon explained. “I didn’t detect it at the time, because I thought the facility was dormant. Turns out the mainframe used our interface to create a connection back to Pathfinder, and through it, to the other ship.”

      “Dangerous,” Traynor murmured. “Which is why we need that technology. All of it.”

      “Already on it, sir,” Ramon said.

      “Actually, we’re using it right now,” Joe added. “The kata shields, at any rate.”

      “You’re what? How?” Traynor demanded.

      “We found an alien comm device that had the shields installed. We adapted it to the FTL buoy. As far as we can tell, the cloaking is active. Raptor Two is out in the black and scanning for it. They can’t pick it up.”

      “You think you can scale this?” Kim asked.

      “We’re going to try.”

      “What about the grav quakes? Those hyperspheric drives are tearing spacetime,” Traynor said. He looked at Tropp. “I read your reports. It looks like gravity isn’t the only force impacted by a wormhole when it forms.”

      Tropp motioned for Davis to field that one.

      “Looks like the Ancients have taken care of that issue as well,” he said. “They have emissions filters that, frankly, we never knew we needed. Once we get those in place, the grav quakes and the other issues should stop.”

      Kim stared down at them for a moment, clearly processing everything they’d told him.

      “One thing doesn’t track for me.” The general drew out the words as if he was testing each one as he spoke. “If they could hide from the enemy using these shields, why didn’t they save themselves? Go to a distant star, start over again?”

      “They ran out of time,” Joe said. “They hadn’t planned for an exodus—they didn’t have the resources or the supplies. This was their Masada. Their last stand.”

      Quiet blanketed the room for a moment. Grier was the first to break it.

      “There’s another reason the Starkiller didn’t spot them,” the engineering chief said, breaking into the silence. “It’s the same reason we were able to create a wormhole outside a magnetic tunnel and get Cerberus the hell out of there. Which, by the way, would be impossible to do again.”

      “Why’s that?” Evans asked.

      “The mothership. You know how all those Starkillers that formed the focus ring looked like they existed partially in kata space? That’s because they were. They were all connected to the mothership. It emitted some sort of field that filtered through the wormholes held open by the ships. It helped focus our drives so we could punch a hole in spacetime and escape.”

      “One star. Wouldn’t recommend.” Tropp’s comment, delivered in an undertone, seemed so out of character that Joe had to smother a laugh.

      Surprisingly, it was Ana who spoke up next. “It also explains why I initially thought they could natively see in four-dimensions. That’s only the case when a mothership is present. Extrapolating from that, we should be able to modify our sensors to do the same.”

      “So you’re saying the Starkiller that arrived there the other day…” Kim’s voice trailed off.

      “Was operating alone,” Ramon confirmed. “No mothership.”

      “Why would there be?” Grier asked. “The bastards already did their worst to the star here. If this system is where the Ancients called home, it’s as dead as they are.”

      “Speaking of ships,” Vesey said, “we have something else to show you.”

      He motioned to Joe, who switched the holotank to a live feed of the drydock—and the ship that shared the space with Cerberus.

      Kim’s shock, and Traynor’s, were plain to see.

      “What in the hell is that thing doing there?” Traynor demanded.

      “We think the Ancients were trying to retrofit her with their own tech,” Vesey said. “Ramon found evidence that the ship’s computer core had been hacked, overwritten by this facility.” He turned to Lenora. The gunnery officer had remained silent up to this point. “Lieutenant Powell discovered evidence of physical alterations inside too.”

      “Yes,” Lenora said, pulling up images from the Starkiller’s interior. “Look at how the pilot’s console now resembles the ones inside the base. It has the same pull-buttons. Also, webbing has replaced whatever pilot’s seats might once have been installed.”

      “Interesting,” Kim said. “Say you were able to gain full control over that ship. How hard would it be to strip all that out and reconfigure it for human use?”
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      General Kim pinged Nissa the moment he severed the connection. “Cancel everything on my calendar for the rest of the day. And get Senator Russell over here. Tell him it’s urgent.”

      It wasn’t often that he experienced a feeling of being overwhelmed. In his long career, he’d seen it all. Done it all. But this…

      The images they’d shown him were seared into his brain. The wealth of information they’d just been given access to was staggering. His brilliant tactician’s mind fired at a rapid pace, fitting pieces together with an agility few could match.

      It was imperative that they make the best possible use of what they’d just been handed. Humanity’s future could very well depend on such decisions. Frank Kim did not take such responsibility lightly.

      Abruptly, he realized he’d forgotten to tell them about Morpheus. The only other ship outfitted with hyperspheric drives—and with experience using them—left for the alien coordinates the moment Cerberus’s probe had arrived.

      He made a mental note to have Nissa follow up with them on that, and to update Morpheus at their next check-in. He was relieved he’d followed his gut with that decision. If the Starkiller homeworld proved to be somewhere nearby, Cerberus, in her weakened and battle-scarred state, might need the backup.

      A Hangar Fifty-One team was on board too. The plan was to make on-site upgrades to Cerberus’s drives, making the return trip much shorter than the one they’d had on the way out. Given the current situation, that decision seemed especially fortuitous.

      Zachary Holden had requested permission to take one of the teams from the Farm along with them. After some reflection, Kim had agreed.

      He had no idea whether the former Unit operators would be useful a thousand light-years from home, or if their brand of close quarters combat would even be effective against the enigmatic race they knew only as the Starkillers. But he, like his godson, was of the mind that it was better to be safe than sorry.

      And if that captured ship sitting in drydock inside an alien planet could be used to sneak them onto a Starkiller base—or possibly even a homeworld—who knew what havoc a handful of highly trained Sabre Squadron warriors could wreak?

      Nissa’s ping cut into his reverie. “Senator Russell’s on his way up. Any last instructions?”

      “Ply him with your charm and your coffee. I’m about to call in a marker and I’d prefer him in an amiable mood.”

      “One Connelly Special, coming up.”

      Ten minutes later, Russell sat across from Frank in a plush armchair, the casual office setting designed to put the visitor at ease. The gleam in Russell’s eye told Frank the trick hadn’t passed unnoticed.

      “Not that I don’t appreciate it when Nissa rolls out the red carpet for me, but I know when someone’s trying to butter me up. What do you need from me, General?”

      “You said I owed you one, Wallace. Well, I’m ready to pay up.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What you’re about to hear is classified, covered by the National Security Act,” Frank warned. “Whether or not you choose to accept this offer, you keep this close-held.”

      Russell inclined his head. “Understood.”

      “We found coordinates to an alien laboratory and sent a team to investigate.”

      Russell was an excellent poker player. The only indication Frank’s words had surprised him was a subtle expansion of the man’s pupils.

      “Go on.”

      “Starkillers showed up.”

      Russell’s hand jerked at that, the hot coffee splashing on his hand. He wiped it off with a muttered curse that Frank couldn’t tell was directed at the spill or the news that the aliens were still around.

      “Where?”

      “Far enough away, and few enough to not pose any immediate threat. But we can’t ignore the fact they still exist.”

      “How many ships did you lose?”

      “None. The alien base hid them. It was shielded.” Frank paused to let that sink in.

      The senator didn’t disappoint. His whole demeanor changed. Where before he was alert and engaged, now he was laser focused. Riveted. Intense. “Shielding that can prevent a species with 4D vision from spotting anything it cloaked?”

      “Yes. I’m told it’s different from our own camo. It doesn’t use transformation optics or thermal metamaterials. It’s powered by a generator that extends the shield up into kata space. They tell me it’s based on quantum field theory. And they think they’ve found the schematics.”

      “My God,” Russell breathed.

      “You and Angus Reynaud are tight—you own an interest in Reynaud Shipyards.”

      “We’ll do it,” he said instantly.

      Frank held up a hand. “I need a solution that can be executed using the engineering department aboard a battleship, and the materials they have on hand. And I need it yesterday.”

      “That’s asking a lot. What does Reynaud get out of it?”

      “Once you’ve figured out how to conceal the teams actively working to keep us all from being found, then Reynaud can go into production. He can put a generator inside every ship, space station, satellite, and colony in this system. That ought to offset my first request.”

      The senator had begun to nod as Frank reeled off the list of sites to be shielded. But Frank wasn’t done.

      “Let me be clear. Angus drops everything—and I do mean everything—to cover my people as soon as possible. Think you can swing that?”

      “Hell yes. I told you once, General. I can be an avaricious son of a bitch, but I’m a patriot first and foremost.” He coughed a bitter laugh. “Angus is no fool. And those bastards killed his son. Besides, stopping the Starkillers isn’t about good business. It’s about survival. He knows that, and so do I.”

      “We have an understanding, then.” Frank stood and extended a hand. “I’ll connect you with Major Ingle at the Dome. She’ll take it from here.”

      Russell accepted the handshake. “We’ll be ready. You have my word.”
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      It was a week and a half before Davis and the Cerberus engineers, together with the Dome and Reynaud Shipyards, had a working plan in place for a kata shield generator. The engineers started small, testing the generator on probes, Shrike attack drones, and FTL buoys.

      At Holden’s request, they developed a portable unit that could be integrated into the squadron’s EVA suits. Cerberus’s limited supplies quickly ran low; Grier borrowed crew from other departments to schlep raw materials over from Atheneum’s stores.

      Those not working on the generators combed through the Ancient facility for any new information. Joe found Ramon and Dee in the control room, working with Atheneum’s mainframe.

      Ramon was on the floor, peering up into the underside of one of the Ancient consoles. Dee had borrowed a table and chairs from Cerberus so that they could work at a more comfortable height. She was seated in front of a holoscreen, a spider the size of Joe’s palm perched on one shoulder.

      He pulled out a chair and joined her. “Who’s your friend?”

      Ramon levered himself up on one elbow. “I think it’s her new mascot,” he said.

      Dee made a derisive sound. “It’s one of Atheneum’s sanitizer bots. Apparently, the Ancients molted a lot. It eats dead skin.”

      Joe leaned forward to examine it. She shoved him back.

      “Just checking for dandruff. Doesn’t look like you have any. Maybe he just likes you.”

      “Humans shed skin too. Five hundred million cells a day.”

      Joe had a hard time believing that. “They do not.”

      “Do too.” She gave him an amused look. “Half the dust in your quarters is made up of dead Kovacs. And it’s a good thing too. The oil in those cells helps the enviro plant scrub ozone from the air.”

      “I call bullshit.”

      “Don’t do it, Top. She’ll flood your inbox with chemistry crap,” Ramon said.

      “Environmental science studies,” she shot back.

      Joe lifted his hands in surrender. “Fine. Dead skin is a good thing. Got it.”

      “Well, not once it’s done its job.” She patted the spider-bot on her shoulder. “That’s where Dusty comes in.”

      He thought it was cute that she’d named the thing. “Ramon’s right. If you’ve named it, it’s a mascot. Or a pet. Take your pick.”

      Dee gave him a long-suffering look. “Go do something constructive, why don’t you.”

      “I am. I’m checking in with you. I wouldn’t be of any help to the engineers working on the shield generator—Falcon and Breeze are better at that. Chaos and Lenora are studying the Starkiller’s weapons systems, but that ship is pretty cramped—no room for a third person in there. Plus, Vesey sent over a ton of people to assist.”

      “How about Ana and Doc Tropp? They’re studying the Ancients’ physiology.” Dee tapped her temple to indicate his implant. “With that thing, you’re closer to them than any of us.”

      They’d transferred the corpse to Cerberus’s infirmary, where it resided behind an isolation shield. Joe had made sure Chaos was elsewhere when the transfer took place.

      “They ran me off,” he admitted. “So I thought I could help comb through the database with you two, help translate files. Learn more about their history, their civilization.”

      Dee shrugged. “Fine by me. But this is strictly BYOC.”

      Joe didn’t bother to figure out what the C stood for. He just stood there, arms crossed, and wore her down with a look.

      “Bring your own chair. And workstation.”

      “Then it should be BYOCW.”

      “Top, I swear…”

      He grinned and backed out of the room. The murmur of voices reached him as he neared the infirmary. Three of Cerberus’s medical corpsmen were inside, studying the equipment.

      Thankfully, Joe’s implant had stopped reacting to it. They’d found that out a few days earlier, when Tropp requested a demonstration. Current speculation was that the equipment had been performing a digital handshake with his implant.

      Or maybe Ana was right and the implant had switched sides, reacting to protect its host—him—from assimilation.

      Makes sense. It’s irrevocably part of me now. Can’t be removed without killing me or destroying it. Maybe Ancient tech is built with some sort of self-preservation protocol.

      Joe didn’t really care why. He was just grateful the thing had stopped showing him dead people and causing inanimate objects, like the augments embedded beneath Ana’s skin, to come to life.

      He moved on, heading for Cerberus’s quartermaster. After retrieving a folding table and portable workstation, he set up at an alien console in the control room and got to work.

      Over the next few days, his implant became increasingly more active, offering up future potentials at critical moments, blue shifts nudging the teams throughout Atheneum toward solutions that carved entire days off their work schedules. The effort it took for him to hold the visions while still functioning had him crashing early every evening in his quarters aboard Cerberus.

      The days blurred together, Joe pitching in wherever he could. Wherever the blue shifts took him.

      One more day had come to an end. Davis and Grier, working remotely with Reynaud Shipyards, were nearing completion of a design that could be implemented on the Raptors. Morpheus was scheduled to arrive in system overnight.

      Wearily, Joe waved off an offer to meet up with Falcon and Chaos for a round of beers and a streaming of the latest game back home. He stumbled through the door of his cabin and faceplanted on his bunk. He’d take his boots off later.

      The dream had a familiar feel to it; images from the past played out behind his eyelids, fragments of memory intertwining as they could only while in a dream state. He saw Ana working in Cerberus’s infirmary, and Ramon and Breeze in the base’s control room, arguing heatedly over something they’d just discovered.

      Their forms swam, their bodies limned with a golden light. The glow swelled, became more diffuse, streaking into a thousand light trails that disappeared into ribbons of living light—each holding a teammate’s potential future.

      At this point, the dream became a lucid one. Joe was aware he was dreaming and had some small measure of control. It had been a while since he’d called the ropes and looked upon the canvas of the future. He reached for one and felt himself yanked back with a force reminiscent of a Raptor snatching him up out of a hot exfil. Apparently, this dream had other plans.

      Joe’s perspective shifted, and now it was the alien repository that sat inside the mouth of a long, ropelike tunnel. His view expanded further, the rope playing out before him. He touched it, the tendril warm beneath his hands. It jerked, and his grip tightened around it. Abruptly, he was moving, pulled along—to where, he didn’t know.

      Previous experience warned him not to fight the streamer’s pull. There was the impression of great speed. In his periphery, something flickered; when he turned to look, there was a glittery of lights in the distance. More ropes, more star systems, all interconnected, with the potential to incubate life. Stars that had not yet felt the Starkillers’ touch.

      If he had any say in it, they never would.

      He was above the stellar plane now, looking down at the curve where the Orion Spur met the Perseus Arm. The outer edge, where the burnt husks of dying stars smoldered like embers, was there. The swath of destruction lay like a scar on the galaxy, caused by an enemy whose motives they had yet to understand.

      An ancient quote from an ancient warrior rose to mind:

      

      If you know yourself but not the enemy, for every victory gained you will also suffer a defeat. If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles.

      

      Joe knew the only sure way to defeat the Starkillers permanently was to learn more about them. As if his thought had galvanized it into motion, the rope in his hand twitched and he found himself moving once again, pulled down into the stellar plane, plunging through it to the other side.

      Stars curved overhead like a canopy painted against the void. Beneath him lay something he’d never before seen. Faint, ghostly lines stretched out, crisscrossing in an intricate pattern of blue tracery. It was a web. Familiar yet not.

      He drew closer to the strands. As he neared, he detected movement. And then it dawned on him: these were the magnetic tunnels, the galaxy’s highways, filled with relativistic particle streams, flowing through the tunnels like rapids.

      One caught his eye. It was different somehow. Tiny motes of light reflected off the stream, myriad tiny objects surfing the flow. Wherever a mote came across a break in the current, it attached itself to the tunnel’s walls. That action caused the tunnel itself to vibrate, like plucking an instrument’s string.

      He wanted to get closer, examine the mote, but the rope in his hand wouldn’t cooperate. Joe found himself back at the alien coordinates. Thinking the dream was over, he tried to release the rope—and found he couldn’t. Alarmed, he ordered his sleeping mind to wake.

      Nothing happened.

      Abruptly, he was in motion again. This time, the trip above the plain was deliberate and slow. Joe received the distinct impression the implant wanted him to remember this next location. It was important.

      The rope brought him to a stop outside a star that still burned bright and hot, untouched by the Starkillers.

      And then he saw why.

      Starkiller ships, far more than were necessary to hold a focus ring and destabilize a star. Soon it became apparent that their destination was not the star, but a planet in the habitable zone.

      Somehow, he knew it sustained life. Realization struck. This was the Starkillers’ home. The rope nudged him forward, gently, as if to prevent him from being discovered. Which was ridiculous, really. This was all a dream.

      And then he saw the base in orbit some distance from the planet. A shipyard, filled with new ship hulls in various stages of manufacture.

      The enemy was rebuilding.
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      The dream fragmented in a scattershot of light. Joe rolled onto his back, mentally replaying what he’d just seen, searing the memory into his brain.

      When he checked the time, he was shocked to discover a full three hours had gone by since he’d passed out on his bunk. It had felt like minutes.

      He scrubbed a hand across his face and found two sets of red eyes staring back at him from atop his chest. That chased the cobwebs from his brain, fast. With a yell, he jackknifed up. Dee’s bot, Dusty, went flying across the room.

      “Faulkner!” he shouted into the dark. He brought up the lights and blinked a fast, furious command that connected him to Dee. “Get your damned pet out of my room!”

      “I would if you’d open your damn door. You have your Do Not Disturb on.”

      He checked; she was right. He must have done it through the haze of exhaustion when he’d first entered.

      “How’d you get the damn thing in here anyway?”

      “Check your vent.”

      He looked up. The duct was exposed, its cover swinging gently from its hinges. With an annoyed sigh, he opened the door. If he had to guess based on her expression, something had happened, and it wasn’t good.

      “We found something.”

      “So did I.”

      Dee looked at him with new eyes, awareness tightening her expression. Looking past him, she bent and snapped her fingers. Dusty came scuttling out. Gathering itself into a crouch, it leapt onto her shoulder. “Come on,” she said. “They’re waiting for us in the CIC.”

      

      Ramon was there with Wes and Ana. So were Vesey and Evans.

      Joe grabbed the chair beside Ana. “What’s up?” he asked quietly.

      “Dee found something in the mainframe,” Ramon said.

      “Like what?”

      “Like a file, buried deep in the system.”

      “We know who the Ancients are now,” Dee told him. “And how they were wiped out.”

      “But we knew that already,” Joe said. “The Starkillers did it.”

      “Yes… and no,” Ramon said.

      Ana looked pale. Spooked. Clearly, she’d already heard, and whatever it was, was disturbing. Dee pushed an image to the room’s holotank. It was an Ancient. Not the desiccated corpse Joe was used to seeing, but a picture of what one would have looked like when alive.

      “The Ancients called themselves the Oniki,” Dee said. “Ana and Wes nailed their arachnoid phenotype. The Oniki were a hive race—unusual for arachnids, at least the ones on Earth. Their society was a caste-based hierarchy, with workers, scholars, soldiers, and a very small ruling caste. The ones who built this facility were part of the Dodeci, the scholar caste.”

      She paced in front of the tank. Joe suspected it was to bleed off excess energy; he’d rarely seen her wound so tightly.

      “So, this was their star,” Vesey guessed. “And one of those planets closer in was their homeworld. It got crisped when the Starkillers caused their sun to go nova.”

      “Actually, no. This was a colony world,” Wes said. “The Oniki come from a different star.”

      “Here’s where it gets interesting,” Dee said. “The soldier caste, the Asira, have their own internal hierarchy, just like our military.”

      “I guess some things are universal,” Joe murmured.

      Dee inclined her head to acknowledge his point. “There was reference to a special sub-caste of soldiers, cybernetically augmented. The Ishumi. Remember that name.”

      When she brought up the next picture, Joe was glad Chaos hadn’t been included in the briefing. The armor-plated half-machine, half-spider battle arachnid staring back at them from the holotank could have been lifted straight from a bad tri-D horror film.

      “The Dodeci, the scholars, were tasked with designing the alterations that would make an Asira soldier Ishumi, or Augmented,” Dee explained. “These Ishumi were then spread among the ranks of the Asira, to shore up their defenses.”

      “Against whom?” Evans asked. “The Starkillers?”

      Wes shook his head. “The Oniki didn’t have any identifiable enemies. But as a people, they were insular. They probably suffered from mild xenophobia.”

      “Which would explain why the Dodeci got themselves into a bit of trouble with their leadership, the Hanneradu,” Dee said. “They included a snippet of code in the Ishumi’s programming without clearing it through them first.”

      “Are you saying these Ish…” Joe stumbled over the word.

      “Ishumi.”

      “Ishumi are mindless drones, programmed to obey commands like a computer?”

      “We can’t anthropomorphize like that,” Ana said. “Oniki brains may not understand free will like humans do. They’re wired to be part of a whole.”

      “We also can’t jump to the conclusion that ‘hive’ equals ‘mindless drone,’” Wes cautioned. “These aren’t simple, unthinking creatures—or worse, beings who are self-aware but suppressed and captive to the hive queen’s every whim. That’s the stuff of fiction. Most hives aren’t like that on Earth.”

      “Explain,” Vesey ordered.

      “Take the honeybee, for example. They’re a hive, but the individual bees have broad plasticity. That means they adapt easily to unforeseen events and changes in the environment, though they do it under the constraints of their caste system.”

      Evans gave a dry chuckle. “Sounds like you’re describing the military. It encourages critical thinking—just follow orders while doing it.”

      Wes turned to Joe. “You know, I wonder if Ana was right about your implant and the Ancient infirmary recognized it. You’d be considered Asira, soldier caste. Medical is part of the scholar caste. In Oniki culture, that’s higher in the pecking order. Maybe the Oniki infirmary was trying to tell you to fall in line.”

      “How the hell would it know what caste I fit into?” Joe demanded, a little irked by the audacity of the alien facility.

      Ana shrugged. “Maybe the implant’s emitting Asira pheromones.”

      That did nothing to mollify him. He decided he didn’t like the way the Oniki ran things and said as much.

      “Then you’re really going to love this next part, Top,” Ramon said darkly. “That program they wrote? It directs the Ishumi to seek out star systems most conducive to life.”

      Joe didn’t see where he was going with this. “So it turned one portion of the Asira into explorers. That doesn’t sound so bad. Humanity’s done the same thing for centuries.”

      “Isn’t that a moot point, though?” Vesey asked. “You said they got in trouble with the Hanneradu over this.”

      “Initially, they did. But they argued their case and won, which by the way also refutes the mythology of hives being filled with mindless drones. They pointed out it was wiser to be proactive about potential threats than to wait for the threats to find them. The Hanneradu reversed their decision.”

      “Okay,” Joe said. “Then what?”

      “Life went on. The Ishumi identified stars that were likely breeding grounds for life but found nothing more than basic building blocks. Primordial ooze. That kind of stuff,” Dee said.

      “The code was forgotten,” Ramon said, picking up the story. “The Dodeci continued to invent, to study, to do the things scholars do. Their next creation was a prognostication tool. Your implant.”

      “And despite our preconceived notions about it, the invention was very scientific,” Wes said. “It was based on probability curves, imparting the user with an enhanced ability to infer an outcome based on existing data. As we already know, it’s extremely accurate in predicting future events.”

      “You could say it’s the equivalent to how we respond to someone saying, ‘I have a feeling,’” Dee said. “Science has proven that intuition exists. It’s unconscious pattern-matching, your mind drawing upon implicit memory in a response to subtle environmental cues. But no one’s going plan a mission around a gut feeling.”

      “And that’s where things went south,” Ramon said. “The Hanneradu saw that as an abomination.”

      “Why?” Vesey asked.

      “From what we can tell, it was mainly because the probabilities manifested as visual images,” Ana said. “Remember, they prioritized sound, touch, and smell above sight. To the Oniki, vision wasn’t something to be trusted. Certainly not for any major decisions.”

      “Okay, so they have this invention. It’s rejected. Then what?”

      “It was more than rejected. The Dodeci who invented it were also labeled abomination.”

      “Harsh,” Joe murmured.

      “What happened to them?” Evans asked.

      “They were excommunicated. They became known as the Dvanast. Outcast. They were banished here.”

      “The announcement was sent out to all Oniki,” Ramon said, “but something happened to the transmission. The message became garbled. Corrupted.”

      He dropped a waveform into the holotank. The file began to play, a disturbing mix of thumps, scratches, trills, and chuffs, visually depicted by a line that mapped the shape of what they were hearing. “Like the doc said earlier, the Oniki communicate through a complex mix of sound, touch, and scent. The way they communicate across interstellar space is—”

      “Through the magnetic tunnels,” Joe interrupted, seeing in his mind’s eye the ghostly blue lines once more, crisscrossing in an intricate, tangled web.

      Ramon looked startled. “How’d you know?”

      “It’ll keep. Go on.”

      Ramon gestured for Ana to take over the explanation.

      “Dee and Ramon helped me with some of the more difficult translations from their medical database,” she said. “Through these we were able to confirm that there are entire classes of scents, or chemical messengers, that the Oniki use to communicate. We’ve all heard of pheromones, right?”

      There were nods all around.

      “Well, that’s just one of many types of chemical messengers. Another would be kairomones, what we call eavesdroppers. They’re a kind of ‘alarm pheromone,’ and they generate a survival behavior when detected. Another is the allomone. It sends warning signals when a threat or danger is detected. It can also be used to deter pests or individuals who are not welcome. You see where I’m going with this?”

      “Let me guess. They used allomones on the outcasts,” Vesey said.

      “Yes. As part of the shunning, a ‘pest deterrent’ allomone was appended to the general announcement, to let all Oniki know these particular Dodeci should be avoided. But something went wrong. A kairomone, an ‘alarm pheromone’ was attached instead.”

      Joe was getting a bad feeling about this.

      “You said earlier that kairomones provoked survival behavior. What kind of survival behavior, exactly?” Evans asked.

      “When the Ishumi got the message, it filtered through their programming in such a way that it altered their mission set,” Dee said. “Instead of hunting out all possible life wherever it was found, the mission became to hunt and destroy any life, wherever it might someday form.”

      The room was dead silent as the implications of this set in.

      “Are you telling me,” Vesey said, “that the Ancients and the Starkillers are the same race?”

      “Yes sir. We are.”
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      The briefing was interrupted by Morpheus’s arrival. Vesey headed for the bridge to guide Captain Stafford to the underground drydock while Evans sent an FTL burst to General Kim at the NSA to request a meeting. Three hours later, they reconvened.

      The CIC had grown crowded. Joe counted five new faces: Holden, Dixon, Cass, Matt, and Morpheus’s Captain Stafford. Frank Kim sat at his desk, the image floating in the center of the holotank.

      Joe and Dee took point, recapping everything they’d learned. When Dee got to the part about the wrong scent being attached to the message, the general interrupted.

      “You’re telling me the Starkillers are the result of an Oniki typo?!”

      Ramon cleared his throat. “It’s a bit more complex than that, but in essence… yes sir.”

      “We can’t be sure if that was intentional or not,” Dee cautioned. “It’s possible that the Hanneradu decision to exile the Dodeci wasn’t unanimous. There can be a certain amount of plasticity within a hive. Perhaps one of them was more offended by the invention than the others and thought those particular Dodeci deserved a harsher sentence.”

      “Is there any record of who did it?” Joe asked.

      “Bro, I’m just now getting my head around this whole pheromone inflection thing,” Ramon said. “Don’t ask me to understand their politics.”

      Joe had a feeling that information might come in handy later. “Do me a favor; add it to your list.”

      Kim cast his eyes up to a ceiling they could not see and muttered, “President Clarke is going to love this. I’m no programmer, but even I know that no intelligent race is going to develop a soldier like that without a lot of safeguards and backdoors. So, what’s the real story? How did the Asira lose control over their own soldiers?”

      “Unfortunately, we haven’t come across that information yet,” Dee answered. “But I agree there should be safeguards built in. The most likely path they’d take would be to introduce a rectification code to neutralize the programming. We think we’ve found something that might do that.”

      “It’s a logic bomb,” Wes offered.

      “Explain.”

      Dee jumped in. “The logic bomb is a primer pheromone, the Oniki equivalent of command-line code,” she explained, “with a kairomone-laced chemical compound appended to the message, designed exclusively to attract the Ishumi.”

      “What will it do?” Dixon asked. “Cause their cybernetics to self-destruct?”

      “No. It’ll revert the Ishumi back to their original directive—to seek out life-sustaining planets,” Dee said. “They also added a strong compulsion to preserve life wherever found. But the Hanneradu refused to send out the code.”

      “Why would their leaders do that?” Holden asked.

      “Because the original programming with the, ah, typo in it, hadn’t yet gone online, so the Ishumi were showing no aggressive tendencies,” Ramon said. “The Hanneradu didn’t believe the outcasts, and they didn’t want them meddling.”

      “It was more than that,” Dee said. “The outcasts based their warning on visions received from their most recent invention—Joe’s implant. This highly offended the Hanneradu. Plus, the very idea that the Ishumi could pose a danger to their own people was preposterous.”

      “How do we find out if this logic bomb works?” the general asked.

      “The only way to know for sure is to try it out on an Ishumi,” Dee said.

      “So now we have to figure out how to isolate a Starkiller ship and its Ishumi pilot,” Matt said.

      “Oh, is that all,” Cass muttered.

      “Have you found anything in the database that records the location of the Oniki homeworld?” Holden asked.

      “We might have, but the coordinates aren’t ordered in the same way as the ones that brought us here,” Ramon said. “They don’t make any sense, and they don’t lead anywhere either, at least as far as I can tell.”

      “You said they communicate through sound, touch, and smell,” Matt said. “We might be missing something. If I were to say, ‘the coffee’s over there on the table’ and then point to the carafe, I’m combining visual cues with audible directions. That isn’t helpful to a blind person. Maybe the directions have a pheromone attached or something.”

      “Good point. That puts us back to square one, though,” Ramon said. “We have a communication file, but no Rosetta stone to use as a translation basis.”

      “How the hell did they ever become a spacefaring species?” Cass asked, frustrated. “Sound, I understand. RF frequencies propagate through space. But touch and smell? Those don’t work in a vacuum.”

      Joe had remained silent, debating the right time to jump in and dump an all-new set of problems onto them. It looked like now was as good a time as any.

      “I think I can help with that. I know how they communicate across interstellar distances. And I think I know where the Oniki homeworld is.”

      He explained what he’d seen, the vision of the magnetic tunnels, and a ghostly blue ‘cosmic spiderweb’ that existed, at least from the implant’s perspective, beneath the stellar plane. Then he described the tiny motes that rode the current of relativistic particles flowing through the tunnels.

      “I got the impression they’re small. Very small. Microscopic,” he said.

      “Nanorobotics?” Cass asked Davis.

      He shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      “What’s their purpose?” Kim asked.

      “It’s just a feeling, nothing concrete,” Joe said, “but I think they’re using the motes to transmit a signal wherever a non-Ishumi ship is detected. The motes react to any disturbance in particle flow. Where one occurs, it causes them to adhere to the tunnel wall—or what they call the ‘moving web.’ Once there, they…” He struggled to find the right word, then settled for, “pluck at it.”

      “Pluck… at a magnetic wall? You mean, like a violin string?” Ana asked.

      “I was going for guitar, but sure. For lack of a better term, the tunnel wall just seems to twitch.”

      “If the motes are generating a current perpendicular to the particle stream,” Wes said, “that would cause a blip in the magnetic field.”

      “And you’re saying the Starkillers—the Ishumi—can pick that up?” Kim asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What do you want to bet they have a program running that filters out their own movements?” Holden mused.

      “I wouldn’t take that bet,” Stafford said.

      “We need to track them ourselves, see how they’re dispersed,” Davis said. He turned to Vesey. “Commander Grier mentioned you had a couple of telescopes on board?”

      “Yes,” Vesey said. “We launched them to help us figure out where the wormhole had dumped us.”

      “Damn, they would have helped with this.”

      “We retrieved them before we headed here,” Evans said. “I’ll get Zavala to hook you up.”

      “Thanks.”

      “That covers communication,” Kim said, then turned to Joe. “Now, what’s this about the location of the Oniki homeworld?”

      “I’ll show you. Ana, can you pull up the monitoring program?” Joe asked, tapping at his temple.

      “Sure.” She pulled out her tablet and opened the app. “This one?” she asked, showing him the most recent file.

      “That’s the one.”

      Dee moved the general’s feed to one side, giving Ana room to toss the recording up onto the holotank. When the perspective shifted, zooming in on the star that he knew was the Oniki’s home, he blurted out, “Pause!”

      Ana stopped the recording.

      “That’s their home star.”

      “Shoot me a screen grab of that,” Evans said. “I’ll have Zavala start searching.”

      Joe felt the weight of the general’s gaze.

      “That’s not all, is it?”

      “No sir.”

      It was time. He let out a long breath, relieved to finally be sharing the information powder keg he’d been sitting on.

      He nodded to Ana. “Play the rest.”

      There was an audible inhale at the sight of the Starkiller base. Joe narrated over it.

      “They know they were attacked. They’re rebuilding. Once they’ve amassed an armada, they’ll hunt. And when they find us…”

      Joe let his words trail off. Kim finished for him.

      “We’re the threat they plan to eliminate.”
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      Kim’s words cut through the stunned silence. “I want an estimate on that threat, and a feasible plan to neutralize it.” He pushed away from his desk. “I’ll brief the president. We meet back here in six hours.” The general’s feed went dark, leaving the frozen image of the Starkiller base looming large before them.

      Vesey turned to Holden. “Major? You’re TDY to the general at the moment. You want to take point on this?”

      Holden indicated the Ishumi base. “First order of business is obvious: conduct an ISR on that thing.”

      Holden was right; an intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance mission was what they needed. The question was how?

      “You’re going to need kata shields to sneak into that system without being detected,” Evans said. “But I sure don’t like the idea of sending in a probe we can’t control in real time.”

      “Agreed,” Holden said. “Too much could go wrong, and if they find it, we lose the element of surprise. What about that Starkiller ship docked outside? Does it have shields?”

      Davis nodded.

      “Is it flyable?”

      “Tom’s taken it out a couple of times,” Davis said. “You’d have to ask him, or maybe Commander Rudd, but it looked to me like he’s got the hang of it.”

      “How many will it hold?”

      Davis scratched the back of his neck, scrunching up his face in thought. “A dozen, in a pinch, plus cargo. We could get a pair of fully loaded Shrikes back there and have room for a probe or two.”

      “Good enough. Jeff, you and Dee work with Wes on that logic bomb. Primer pheromone. Whatever you call it. Find a way to test it out. Did the Oniki understand the concept of a simulator?”

      Cass snorted. “Every scientific mind understands that. I guarantee you there’s one here somewhere.”

      “Good. Then we hunt for a simulation program we can adapt to stage a mock battle.”

      “Ships or hand to hand?” Dixon said.

      “Good point,” Holden agreed. “We can’t rule out the possibility of direct contact. If it comes to that, we’ll need some idea how they fight.”

      “Close quarters combat with a spider the size of a deer,” Jeff murmured with a shake of his head. “And six legs, each two meters long.”

      “That shouldn’t be too hard,” Wes said.

      Surprised, Joe turned to stare at him.

      “The sim program,” Wes clarified. “Not the combat. I’m sure the Dodeci have a mock battle app somewhere.”

      The astrophysicist seemed confident one existed. Joe couldn’t figure out why. Some of his skepticism must have shown in his expression.

      “Show me any large group of scientists and I guarantee you at least one of us is going to be into gaming,” Wes said.

      “Human scientists, maybe,” Joe felt compelled to point out.

      Wes’s smile widened. “Let’s call it caste envy. Sure, there might be a little anthropomorphizing going on. But then again, maybe not.”

      “Very well,” Holden said. “We all know what we need to do. Let’s get started.” He rapped his knuckles lightly on the table and stood. “Be back here with some answers in five hours.”

      The group broke up, people drifting out into the corridor. Holden held up a hand to Joe.

      “Stay. You too, Matt. The four of us,” he said, waggling a finger Dixon’s way, “are going to do some gaming of our own. War gaming.”

      With the CIC cleared, Holden reconfigured the room, extending the holotank’s virtual sand table. Silver blocks, rods, and shapeless pieces of putty shone dully on its surface. The smart metamaterials could be bent and molded to approximate any structure, then tagged with a marker that floated holographically above it.

      A few spoken commands later, and the star system Joe had seen in his vision was recreated at scale, with the Ishumi shipyard orbiting above the Oniki homeworld.

      They tossed out various options based on what they knew and set up a framework for a playbook they would fill in once they had more intel. With so little to go on, it was a short meeting.

      Joe then took them over to the facility for a quick tour. He sidestepped one of the small Oniki maintenance bots as he entered the main curving corridor. They’d been showing up with increasing frequency now that the facility had come fully online.

      Dixon’s head turned, following the spiderlike creature skittering up the wall. “Strange.”

      “Not as strange as that.” Matt pointed ahead, where a machine that looked like an upside-down U slithered along the floor, flattening and rising. “Looks like an inchworm.”

      “It’s a sanitizer,” Joe told them. “A soft robot, but not as malleable as our Sieves. I’ve only seen it in that one form.”

      The thing came to a stop when Matt stepped in front of it. Lifting its front end, it tapped against Matt’s shin. When he didn’t move, the thing dropped back down and scrunched itself up.

      “Looks like it’s thinking,” Dixon said.

      It tapped on Matt’s shin again. When Matt still refused to move, the machine rippled, lifted its front end, and extended itself over Matt’s boot.

      “Hey!” Matt jumped back. “That thing just peed on me!”

      Joe snorted. “Worked, though, didn’t it? You moved.”

      They watched as the sanitizer, its path now clear, inched its way past.

      Holden shook his head. “That, right there, is the definition of alien.”

      Matt shook the liquid off his boot. In the fifteen percent gravity, it haloed up to his shin in little droplets before settling on the floor. “How many different types of bots did the Oniki have in a facility like this?”

      His tone had Joe eyeing him speculatively. “What are you thinking?”

      “We’re up against an enemy that is going to feel us coming. I doubt our noise-canceling chaff is Oniki-rated. Their acute hearing combined with their sense of touch means they’ll feel the vibrations of any footstep we take.” He pointed to the inchworm. “Maybe we can adapt things like that. Turn them into remote sensor or weapons platforms.”

      “You’re suggesting we use their own equipment against them,” Dixon said.

      “Stuff that ordinary would be invisible,” Matt reasoned. “Easily dismissed. Even their defense screens would have to filter them out.”

      “Good idea,” Holden said. “Let’s hunt down Grier and Cass, see what they think of the idea.”

      They found Grier giving Cass a tour of the Starkiller ship and looped them both in. Grier waved one of his crew over.

      “Fill Hank in on the types of machines you want adapted and he’ll take it from there.”

      Matt launched into his explanation. Hank quickly grasped the concept. The two quickly lost themselves in a brainstorm.

      When a ping came across Joe’s implant, he excused himself and stepped away from the group to take the call. It was from Wes.

      “Sergeant, are you still with Major Holden and the others? I have something in the lab I want to show you.”

      Joe motioned to Matt to wrap it up. “We’ll be right there.”

      

      The first thing Joe noticed when they arrived was that the large hull that had been suspended inside one of the back rooms was now gone. Wes was standing in front of the empty room; he motioned them over.

      “You wanted a sim? You’ve got a sim.”

      Joe stepped cautiously inside. “Doesn’t look like much—”

      A soft scratching sound was his only warning before an armored Ishumi dropped from the ceiling and landed on top of him.
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      Joe staggered under the weight, even in Atheneum’s low gravity. He braced, tried to throw the soldier off, but all six of its claws had wrapped around him—arms, legs, torso, head. He spun, crashing back against the wall repeatedly while his hand frantically scrabbled for the DEB he had strapped to his thigh.

      Matt’s opponent had flung itself onto him from one wall, the momentum sending the operator crashing to his knees. A quick glance showed Holden and Dixon were in similar predicaments.

      His brief inattention cost him; the Ishumi’s claws plucked the DEB from his hands and tossed it aside.

      “Aaah!” he growled when the spider’s claws found purchase in his short hair and yanked. When the limb holding his right arm readjusted, Joe took advantage of the slack to slide his tanto from its wrist sheath.

      He suspected the thing was armored, but there was only one way to find out. He fought to reconstruct what he could recall of the alien, of its segmented underbelly. Mentally estimating where the juncture was between the first and second segments, he twisted, thrusting his knife up and inward. He put every ounce of power he could into the jab and was rewarded by an unearthly shriek.

      In the next instant, he found himself airborne, the Ishumi lifting him overhead. From this position, he could see Wes standing at the entrance, a tablet in his hands and an avid look of concentration on his face.

      “Chiang!” he roared. “Shut this fucker down! Now!”

      Abruptly, he was released. He tumbled to the floor, the creature who attacked him retreating to the ceiling, where it hung, lifeless. Rolling to his feet, he checked the others to confirm they were unharmed.

      Holden looked disgruntled. Dixon’s expression was blank, but stone-cold fury was in her eyes. Matt massaged his leg, his silent glare daring Joe to say anything about it.

      “Never,” Dixon said softly, “do that again.”

      Holden’s tone was milder but there was steel in it. “If you were military, I’d have you swabbing floors for a month for that stunt.”

      Wes’s hands went up involuntarily as they closed ranks on him. “It was an accident,” he said. “I had no idea they were set to activate the moment you stepped inside!”

      “I didn’t see you in any hurry to stop it,” Joe countered.

      “Well, you were all doing so well,” Wes said, “and it looked pretty cool—”

      Matt took an aggressive step forward; the scientist’s voice cut off abruptly.

      “Okay, okay. Never again.”

      Matt snatched the tablet from Wes’s hand and threw him one final glare. Then his attention was caught by the program. He scrolled through it.

      “Actually, this is… pretty good. Take a look.” He extended it to Holden.

      Joe and Dixon crowded close. Holden switched the view from handheld to holo, and a screen coalesced above its surface. The program had settings to modulate the number of Ishumi, and their level of aggression and competency. It could introduce obstacles and alter the environment.

      “Impressive. And exactly what we need.” Joe turned to Wes. “Did you find it like this, or did you modify it?”

      “I modified the parameters of the opponent the sim fought to match a human soldier,” Wes said. “Otherwise, that’s how it came out of the box.”

      Joe shook his head. “Looks like you were right—gaming’s more universal than I would have thought.”

      “Can you duplicate this aboard the battleships?” Holden asked.

      “It might take some time, but yes, I think so.”

      “Good. Set up different skill levels,” Holden instructed. “One for basic contact, then a more advanced level for my teams. I’ll run this by Vesey and Stafford, but my recommendation’s going to be that everyone here gets some exposure to this.”

      “Yes sir,” Wes said. He cleared his throat. “I, ah, have something else to show you, if you’d like to see it.”

      “Does it involve being attacked without warning?” Matt asked.

      “No.” Wes backtracked to one of the lab tables, where he retrieved a cylinder. He held it out to Joe. “Meet your motes.”

      Inside, miniscule flecks of light sparkled, disappearing only to resurface elsewhere in the container.

      “What you’re seeing isn’t the motes,” he explained. He waggled the cylinder. “It’s the current they’re generating that’s sparking against the sides of the bottle. They’re too tiny to be seen by the naked eye. Here.” Wes grabbed a scanner and pressed it against the container’s side. “Check it out.”

      An image coalesced in the air between them. Joe leaned in to study it.

      “It looks like a tiny mechanical spider.”

      “It’s a nanomachine, programmed to detect a perturbation in particle flux. Just like what you saw in your vision. When that happens, the mote moves to the tunnel’s magnetic barrier and generates a momentary current perpendicular to the stream. That’s the spark you’re seeing. That causes a blip in the tunnel wall, which can be detected by anyone looking for it.”

      The scientist’s confidence had returned now that he was back in his element. He looked from Holden to Joe. “But that’s not the question we should be asking.”

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” Holden said. “What should I be asking instead?”

      “What else can these little guys do, and how can we use them?”

      Joe stared at the mote-filled cylinder. “You can program them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like what?” Dixon asked.

      “If they can detect a perturbation in a particle stream, they should be able to detect other things—like a change in air currents. And we can program them to work in concert. Just like our drone swarms operate, they’d be autonomous. They would operate as a cohesive unit, adapting to their surroundings while staying on mission. I suppose you could call them a mini hive. They could map out that entire Ishumi shipyard without being detected.”

      “There’s your ISR right there,” Matt said. “Now, if we can just modify our peeing inchworm to deliver something more volatile than cleaning solution, we may have found a way to take out that base.”
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      A week passed with no sign of another Starkiller incursion. Joe kept a mental eye on the Starkiller shipyard and the Oniki homeworld, but no visions manifested, no warnings of imminent danger.

      Dee and Jeff isolated the logic bomb, then Ana and Tropp tested it on live Oniki cells they’d manage to grow from DNA they’d pulled off the Dodeci corpse. They confirmed that the messenger pheromones would attach to chemoreceptors on an Oniki’s sensory organ, and declared it good to go. Whether or not it sent the right message, they couldn’t say.

      Grier’s team had discovered a storage vault off the drydock that contained a sextet of drones, all of them shielded. After successfully overwriting the drones’ programming, they slaved the controls to the two battleships. Rudd and her PriFly counterpart on Morpheus had their pilots run drills with them until everyone was as comfortable piloting the Oniki drones as they were their own.

      A pair of the drones sat on the dock beside Cerberus, bay doors open. Wes and Davis installed the payload: cylinders filled with motes, adapted to function as a swarm. Because of their microscopic size, the drones would have to release several swarms around the perimeter of the hub.

      Nano was widely misunderstood by the general public. As capable and versatile as the miniscule robots were, their scope was limited. It would take a billion nanobots, lined up one by one, to stretch across a single meter. Given its limitations, Wes had done some calculating and they’d programmed the drones to deposit the motes at regular intervals along the shipyard’s surface.

      This was the greatest point of vulnerability during the ISR. If the drones were discovered, there must be nothing about them that could lead the Ishumi back to humanity. Given that they were of Ancient manufacture, they were already off to a good start in that regard.

      Just to play it safe, Grier had his people coat the Starkiller’s cargo area, the drones, and their payload with a DNase enzyme before sealing them inside. This would eliminate any residual human DNA from their surfaces.

      Then it was time. With the blessing of the SECDEF and the Joint Chiefs, the mission was officially a go.

      Everyone gathered outside the modified Starkiller to see its crew off. Joe stood beside Dee, with Dusty still riding high on her shoulder, one claw holding onto a strand of her blue-black hair.

      It had been decided that Pathfinder’s flight crew would fly the mission, since Tom was senior pilot on board—and the only test pilot they had. Falcon would fly right seat. Lenora had the most time with the Starkiller’s weapons, so she was a logical choice.

      The role of crew chief went to Hank, Grier’s engineer. He would run interference on any needed repairs. Joe hoped like hell his services wouldn’t be needed.

      “Wait!” Ana’s voice carried over the conversations of those assembled to see the crew load into the ship. She pushed through the crowd, waving a small medical kit at them.

      Joe took the kit from her and cracked the case open. Two capped cylinders rested inside. “What’s this?”

      Her expression was earnest. “Do you remember that DNA-specific virus the Red Hand developed for the FFS at that lab you raided in the Kuiper belt?”

      Joe handed the kit back, fast. “That’s what this is?”

      “Yes, and no. It’s not a virus, it’s bacteria. I cultured it from preserved genetic material found in Atheneum’s medical facility. Then I took the DNA vector from the Red Hand and used it as the delivery vehicle.” Her tone turned admiring. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this about a drug lord, but whoever they had working on it sure knew what they were doing. It’s an elegant solution.”

      “Ana,” Joe said, taking her elbow and gently squeezing it to get her back on topic. “So the bacteria does the same thing as a virus would? Kill?”

      “Better. It gives you choices. It’s a neurotoxin, aerosolized. One pump will paralyze. Two should kill.” She extended the kit to Tom.

      He took it from her. “Thanks, but the plan doesn’t call for us to leave the ship, so I doubt we’ll need it. You know what they say, though, about plans and the enemy.” He hefted the kit in his hand. “I’m not in any hurry to see one of those things up close and personal, but if we do, I’ll be happy to test it out for you.”

      The crew boarded, sealing the hatch behind them. Joe and Ana followed the rest back aboard Cerberus, where Rudd, in her role as space boss, would issue the ‘go’ command.

      The CIC was crowded once again, all eyes on the holotank as the Starkiller engaged thrusters and drifted up toward the open slab of rock that served as Atheneum’s bay doors. Minutes later, it slipped through, disappearing into the void.

      “How’s it handling?” Rudd asked.

      Tom’s voice came across the CIC’s speakers. “Like butter. The team did good work adjusting the controls.”

      “How’s the balance? The wobble? Still have that high-wing feel to it?” Rudd asked.

      “Oh yeah, but not as bad.”

      “High-wing?” Lenora’s voice came across the line. “Please tell me that isn’t anything like tightrope.”

      Falcon laughed. “Takeoff and landing in a low-wing aircraft is something you feel in the seat of your pants,” he explained. “A high-wing has more of a floaty feel to it.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t help.”

      “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. We’ve got this,” Tom assured her.

      “Drives are online,” Hank announced. “All readings nominal.”

      “Everything’s green here too,” Rudd said. “You are a go, Major. Good hunting.”

      The Starkiller’s plasma drives, so different from the ones designed by humans, were invisible to the naked eye. To Cerberus’s computer systems they glowed with an incandescent light.

      “Copy that. Scorpion One out.” In the next moment, the ship disappeared in a flash.

      “Transition to tunnel, complete,” Rudd announced. “Kata space in three…two…” She jabbed her finger at her tablet, and a clock appeared in the holotank with a running, one-hour countdown.

      “And now we wait,” Vesey said into the quiet.

      Tom’s signal reacquired at the Oniki heliopause when he launched a kata shielded, low-powered FTL buoy. Both the transmitter aboard the Starkiller and the one on Cerberus were quantumly entangled with the buoy; nothing was breaking their connection.

      “Stepping down from the tunnel… now,” Tom told them.

      Telemetry showed drive cutoff happening the moment they reentered realspace. Tom used thrusters to nudge their trajectory into alignment with a ballistic course that would take them to within a hundred thousand kilometers of the shipyard, with the Oniki homeworld just beyond.

      They were now a black hole in space, traveling at the near-relativistic speed imparted to them by the magnetic tunnel. They would pass the next eighteen hours in tense silence, with nothing to do.

      Back in the CIC, Rudd let out a breath. “That’s it. We’ll keep a watch going here, but there won’t be anything to see for a while. We reconvene at sixteen hundred.”

      Some grabbed naps to while away the hours. Others returned to their work inside Atheneum. Joe went looking for Breeze. He found the sapper suiting up in the gym, outside the handball court where Wes had installed the sim.

      Breeze waved him over. “Want to go two on two?”

      “Yeah. I’ll kit up.” Joe had spent enough time waiting for a mission to go live to know the value of a good workout. It was a productive way to bleed off excess energy. And right now, there was nothing Joe would like more than to kick Ishumi ass.

      If they even have one.

      Three hours later, sweat-coated and wrung out, Joe and Breeze called it quits. They found Matt standing outside the court, watching. Movement behind him caught Joe’s eye. It was the inchworm. It seemed Dee wasn’t the only one who had picked up a stray.

      “How’d you do?” Matt asked.

      “They’re nasty fuckers,” Breeze said, probing at a cut lip. “We’re getting in more strikes now than we were before, but shit. It’s like Krav Maga with some octopus wrestling thrown in, while hanging onto one of those crazy carnival rides.”

      Joe agreed. It took some practice to maintain situational awareness with six, two-meter-long appendages, especially when they could send a man flying with one strike.

      “We did figure one thing out,” he told Matt. “Hooking an arm around one of their legs causes it to jerk. We can use that reflex to our advantage. If you time it just right, it’s a fast shortcut up to the donut.”

      “Sounds like bronco busting,” Matt said. “Only with an oversized spider. Never thought I’d be training for that.”

      “Did Ana tell you where to hit them with that neurotoxin she developed?” Breeze asked Joe.

      “No, we need to find that out.”

      The inchworm had sidled up to Joe. This time, it didn’t bother to tap. It just reared back and shot his leg with cleaning solution.

      “What the—?”

      Matt grinned. “Spot says you stink.”

      “Oh, Spot is it? So you named the little bastard?”

      That earned him another squirt.

      “I don’t think he likes you disparaging his parentage,” Breeze said as Joe swiped at his wet leg.

      “Listen to you, using four-syllable words,” Joe tossed back. “Sounds like you’ve been spending too much time with those eggheads in the lab.”

      When Spot came toward him again, he sidestepped. “Call him off, bro. I get the message. We’re going.”

      Matt snapped his fingers at the thing, and to Joe’s surprise, it subsided.

      “What the fuck is happening on this ship?” Breeze muttered as they walked away to the sound of Matt’s laughter.

      They hit the showers and made it back to the CIC just in time to see Tom launch the drones at the shipyard. This close in, everyone could now see the details Joe had previously seen only in his dreams.

      Nightmares is more like it, he thought.

      The drones used a whisker-thin laser to communicate, giving everyone an up-close, front-row view of the shipyard’s structure. It also allowed everyone standing around the holotank to see something Joe had missed entirely—a lacy network of cable that ran between drydocks and from slip to slip, everything woven into an interconnecting web. Everything led to the center, the shipyard’s pressurized hub.

      “Grier? Cass? Thoughts?” Vesey asked.

      “The drones are going to have to pick their way carefully through that without touching a single one,” Cass said after a moment’s thought. “Those cables are going to transmit vibrational signals. It’s a closed system. Anything introduced to it will immediately stand out.”

      “Yes, but they’d have to account for stray meteorites striking them from time to time,” Evans argued.

      A brilliant flash appeared, a laser spearing into the black.

      “And there’s your answer,” Cass said. “Looks like it serves as a sensor net and point defense system.”

      “They’re using it for transport too,” Davis said. “Look.” He pointed to an enclosed cab that was crawling down one of the strands. “They’re everywhere.”

      “Reminds me of something out of a tri-D movie,” Joe murmured. “You know, where they have to break into someplace that’s protected by a grid of lasers to steal the diamond.”

      Matt grunted agreement. “Can the drones handle that?”

      “Not a problem,” Grier said.

      The engineer’s trust was not misplaced. There was a lot of careful maneuvering involved, but the drones finally made it to the central shipyard to begin dispersing their cylinders full of motes. Each payload drop attached itself to the hub’s outer hull at a seam or airlock. All were places that could be breached, though some were easier than others.

      And then they waited yet again while the motes fanned out to map the interior of the methane-rich hub, conducting humanity’s first alien intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance sweep.

      “We’re getting a composite!”

      Rudd’s announcement, some half hour later, brought the discussion on Ishumi weak points to a halt. In the holo tank, a 3D image was taking shape, and Joe smiled, the hunter rising inside him.

      They’d successfully infiltrated the enemy. Now it was time to neutralize them.
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      They started counting the number of Ishumi stationed on the hub as the composite image revealed their presence.

      “There’s another one,” Evans said.

      “That makes forty-seven so far,” Vesey murmured. “And it’s only ten percent mapped.”

      “If that’s an accurate representation of the whole, that’s not very crowded,” Holden said.

      Joe’s attention was wrenched away from the motes when a blue shift dropped abruptly over his vision. His hand jerked, knocking over his cup of coffee.

      “What the hell, Top?” Dee’s voice sounded at his elbow. Something plopped down onto the table beside him and Joe realized Matt had scooped Spot up from the floor. The sanitizer bot made short work of the spill and Matt returned him to his place beneath his chair.

      Joe ignored it all, his focus intent on the potential. His eyes darted rapidly from side to side, desperately seeking a way to alter this probable future. He shunted the blue shift to one side, seizing upon a green shift that held promise.

      He had to reach Tom and he had to do it now. He didn’t know if the time he’d spent with the Dome test pilot had gained them enough familiarity to form a kata connection, but he was damn well going to try. It was that ship’s only hope.

      “Kovacs! Report!” Holden’s voice, sharp.

      Joe motioned for him to wait, squeezing his eyes shut as he focused on the test pilot he’d known for less than a year.

      “Tom? Tom!”

      Faintly, he heard a startled response. “Joe? We’re supposed to be radio silent. Why are you…?” The voice dropped out briefly. “Scratch that. How are you contacting me?”

      “The only reason I can is because your kata shields are down. You’ve been spotted.”

      “I… what? Shit! You’re right. They’re inop.” In the green shift, Tom reached for the generator switch.

      “Don’t! Leave it alone. Just play dead.”

      Tom’s hand hesitated over the controls before he moved to check passive sensors. “I’m not reading anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Quarter of an AU rimward, two degrees above the plane.”

      Tom checked again. “Dammit. Are you sure? What if it’s just headed for the shipyard or the planet?”

      “He’s spotted you.” Joe was certain of that. “Look, it’s just one ship. One Ishumi aboard. We can get you out of this. Actually, this is a good thing.”

      “How about we switch places and you say that again.”

      Joe couldn’t fault Tom for the sharp retort. “He thinks you’re a derelict. Scorpion One’s ship profile is over a century old.”

      There was the briefest of pauses on the other end as Tom processed that information. “Hell, I should have thought of that. Just because the ships look identical to us doesn’t mean there haven’t been modifications only a native would pick out.”

      “He thinks it’s running on a preset program that kicked in after the drives failed. He doesn’t expect to encounter anything alive inside.”

      Tom went silent, but Joe knew he was still there. Probably catching everyone else up on the fact he’s hearing voices in his head and they aren’t coming from his implant.

      “Okay, I’ve filled everyone in. Hank was skeptical, but Lenora pointed out you hacked into a secured channel back at Engee, so she’s a believer.” Dark humor laced Tom’s mental voice. “What do we do, sensei?”

      “He’s going to come alongside you, enter from cargo.”

      “He’ll see the probes.”

      “They’re Oniki probes, remember? Over a century old. It’s internally consistent with the derelict he thinks you are. It’ll be fine.”

      Joe studied the green shift. The vision played out, the Ishumi docking and opening the aft hatch. After letting the methane-laden atmosphere flood the cargo bay to equalize the two ships, he came inside.

      “Suit up,” Joe instructed. “Just you, no one else. He’s going to flood cargo with methane. You need to be inside before that happens. And take the neurotoxin Ana gave you.”

      “Where do I hide?”

      “You don’t. They have extremely poor vision, remember? The suit’s camo will hide you, as long as you don’t move. I’ll stay on the line and talk you through it.”

      “Is Ana sure that two sprays will kill?”

      “Yes, but we need him alive. One spray, Tom.”

      “What?”

      “One spray only.”

      “That’s what I thought you said.” Tom cursed softly. “I hope you know what the hell you’re doing, Kovacs, because I am not getting eaten alive by a fuckin’ spider, you copy?”

      “You won’t be. That toxin will paralyze him for a good twelve hours. Plenty of time for you to get back here. Just let him ride it out inside cargo.”

      “Someone’s going to find a true derelict and wonder what the hell happened to its pilot when I release that ship and it drifts away.”

      “That’s why you’re not going to do that.”

      “Joe, look. I don’t try to tell you how to fight. Don’t tell me how to fly. We can’t drag that thing along with us into a tunnel. The particle stream will shear it off, and then your precious spider will go floating out into a radioactive swamp. Bye-bye, crispy critter.”

      “Tom, there’s a reason I said you needed to be in cargo. Falcon can fly Scorpion One, but you’re the one with the most experience. You’re going to pilot that Ishumi ship back here.”

      That stunned Tom into silence.

      Probably a good thing. Gives him time to think it through.

      “That blue shift of yours going to tell me what button-pull sequences to use in that cockpit?”

      Joe didn’t think now was the time to tell Tom he wasn’t reading a blue shift. He’d once made a red shift turn blue. This was only a green. He was damn well going to make this one do the same.

      “I can talk you through it, yes.”

      “Fine. I’ll suit up. Want me to relay anything to the crew?”

      “Just tell them what I told you. When the time comes, Falcon will follow you to the tunnel. Tell him to fly tight formation, port side. Whiskerbeam comms so you can coordinate every move. You’ll be far enough away that their radar will pick up only the one ship.”

      “Copy. Give me ten.”

      “Plenty of time. He won’t dock for another twenty.”

      Joe took a couple of minutes to examine the green shift, which was already an aquamarine and getting bluer by the moment. He let the potential play out in his head, identifying where small adjustments had to be made to ensure success. Satisfied he’d done enough for now, he resurfaced to find a dozen pairs of eyes drilling into him.

      “Guess I have some explaining to do…”
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      The former xii of 6012 was riding one of the moving webs inward toward Home. His Purgeship picked up a vibration in the magnetic field and plucked the message from it.

      The order altered the course he’d plotted once he exited the moving web. It broke symmetry. Here in the privacy of his own ship, he indulged in a frustrated whistle, a thing he could ill afford to show among his caste. He’d been instructed to attend the Orbital ShipNest.

      ::annoyance::irritation::

      Such an inconvenience could have been avoided had the xii of 7212 been more organized.

      ::superiority::condescension::

      These scents he quickly smothered, lest the smell linger and they be remarked on by those at the Nest.

      Reluctantly, the former xii plotted a path away from the moving web, then gripped the straps that webbed him to his seat with five of his six claws. With his free limb, he input a command that sent him tumbling from the fast-flow and into the void.

      His webbing rocked, the transition rapid. Once the vibrations ceased, he straightened and rechecked his path. Satisfied that he was headed where he had been ordered to go, he reached overhead to free himself from his web.

      And froze.

      A vibration from the board said something was there that should not be. Curious, he extended a claw, seeking more information on the anomaly. He knew his actions were out of character, but with no one to watch, he didn’t care.

      The vibration blip resolved into a sensor echo that sounded like a Purgeship, and yet not. The former xii thought on this for several spins, trying to put a claw on what it was exactly that comprised the ‘not.’

      Age, he decided. The sensor echo returned inflections in the Purgeship’s hull that belonged to Purges of a different era. One from countless moltings gone by, and many nestings. Possibly even pre-Purpose.

      The former xii felt a thrill of something unfamiliar.

      ::curiosity::

      He watched for a sextet of spins and could detect no energy vibration emanating from the ancient Purgeship.

      Derelict, then.

      ::excitement::adventure::

      ::purpose::?

      He took note of the ship’s trajectory. If not intercepted, the relic would soon pass silently out of the system and remain a mystery unsolved. For some reason, that deeply disturbed the former xii.

      We cannot have that happen.

      With determined claw-swipes, he altered course to head for the ship. He would come alongside it, match speed and course, enter and examine. If it contained nothing noteworthy, he would nudge it toward Star, where it would end its life in glory.
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      Joe reconnected with Tom as the Ishumi drew near. “You suited up?”

      “Yeah, I’m in position. I think.”

      “Just give him enough room to clear the airlock, and then hit him with the spray.”

      “Where? And how close do I have to get?”

      The shift, which was now a reassuring blue, didn’t help much. Joe could see Tom spraying but not precisely where he aimed. “You’re against the starboard bulkhead, two meters from the hatch?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hang tight. Let me ask Ana.”

      He’d been voicing his end of the conversation aloud for those in the CIC, so Ana was prepared.

      “Tell him to hold the sprayer upside-down, palm up, arm extended low. Aim for the trachea, just behind the fangs.”

      Tom’s response was dry. “Lovely.” He paused. “Just felt a bump. He’s here.”

      “Get your arm into position. They’re sensitive to vibration. He’ll feel any change in air current caused by movement.”

      “Shit.” Now Tom sounded tense. “Copy.”

      The seconds ticked away. Ana had the monitoring program running. It played in the holotank; everyone in the CIC could see what Joe saw, though without any sound. The blue shift had slowed, merging with reality. The vision was now no more than a few seconds ahead.

      “Airlock just cycled. Suit’s registering the presence of carbon dioxide and methane.”

      “Good. Brace, he’s going to be impressive.” Joe paused before reiterating, “Do. Not. Move.”

      Joe could hear Tom breathing over this weird connection. It slowed as danger neared. Unsurprising, considering that he was a highly skilled pilot, trained for combat.

      “Good. Steady… Here he comes…”

      A giant, spindly leg crossed the threshold. It was followed soon after by a second. Joe could hear the tap-tap-tap against the deck, the Ishumi easing into the ship. Pedipalps waved, testing the air. Joe tensed, willing Tom to not move.

      The creature clambered inside, its motion oddly rhythmic, all six limbs working in cadence. It froze, and Joe could have sworn it cocked its head in the direction Tom stood.

      “Stay still!” he hissed as the Ishumi tapped a questing beat against the deck.

      Ana gripped his arm in warning. “Joe, he’s using the floor’s vibration to check for objects.”

      “I know. Tom, hold.”

      The Ishumi rose up so that its front two legs waved in the air. It rotated to face Tom, extending them…

      “Now!”

      A fine mist jetted from the aerosol cylinder in Tom’s hand. The Ishumi stumbled forward two steps, then with a sigh, collapsed.

      “Got him. And you get to explain to the armorer why my suit needs extra cleaning,” Tom said sardonically.

      “Move,” Joe urged. “You don’t have much time to get that ship undocked before someone will notice.”

      Tom skirted the now-paralyzed Ishumi and dove into the ship. “I’m not closing that hatch until I get a look at this cockpit,” he warned.

      Joe repeated Tom’s words, then cracked an eye open when he heard his name. He found Holden staring at him.

      “Can he do it?”

      “Timing has to be just right, and he needs to trust me implicitly. But yeah. He can do it.”

      Tom’s voice drew Joe back into the blue shift. “Okay, I’m here.” There was relief in his voice. “Doesn’t look like they’ve changed a thing. How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll ask.”

      Tom backtracked to disconnect the two ships, then webbed in while Joe relayed his question to the others.

      “It might be a result of the programming,” Dee said. “The directive might not make allowances for deviation. Innovation could fall under that.”

      “If that’s true, it could give us an advantage,” Matt said. “We humans excel at that. Doing the unexpected. Being devious. That sort of shit.”

      “It fits, neurobiologically,” Tropp added. “This caste would be predisposed to following whatever orders they’re given by their leader.”

      Joe’s kept his eyes away from the tank, not needing the visual feedback loop that it would trigger. He repeated their explanation to Tom.

      The pilot grunted. “Well, we’re about to deviate the hell out of this star system.” He ‘pulled’ a command sequence into the pilot’s console, and the Starkiller’s drives came online. “All right, let’s do this.”

      The next few hours were tense, Joe relaying the progress of the two ships as they flew to the nearest tunnel, transitioned into its particle stream, and then crossed over into kata space.

      Tom’s voice came over the CIC’s speakers, the connection coming through from the FTL buoy. “Holding short at the mouth of the bridge,” he told them.

      “Good work,” Rudd said. “Now, bring them home.”

      “With pleasure. We’ll see you in an hour.”

      The line went dead, the two ships entering the bridge.

      Vesey pushed away from the table. “We have one hour to rig a holding cell for a methane breather.” He turned to Tropp, “Coordinate with Captain Santini. Get him what he needs to secure the brig for our new guest.”

      “It’d be easier if we used quarantine in the infirmary,” she said.

      Vesey cut her off. “Brig,” he repeated firmly.

      “I’d best be going, then,” Tropp said.

      “What about Atheneum?” Holden asked. “Won’t it react unfavorably to that ship when it’s detected?”

      Dee and Ramon exchanged a glance. “We’ll find a way to convince the mainframe it’s not a threat,” Dee said.

      “Tom will contact us when he arrives and before he exits kata space,” Rudd said. “That’s your window. We need a solution in place by then.”

      “You’ll have it,” Ramon said.

      “Good,” Holden said. “The last thing we need is for all our efforts to go up in a giant fireball, courtesy of our dead hosts.”

      

      In the end, the solution was for Tom to again play dead. With the Ishumi’s ship in full shut-down mode, Falcon had the unenviable job of turning Scorpion One into a glorified, makeshift tug.

      When the clumsy duo lumbered into drydock after several long and boring hours, the tug pilots from both Morpheus and Cerberus got in a few good verbal jabs at Falcon’s technique as they took over, deftly maneuvering Tom and his prize snugly against a nearby slip.

      Falcon nudged Scorpion One’s cargo hatch up against one of Cerberus’s docking rings, where a portable brig unit waited to receive its methane-breathing captive.
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      The paralytic had not rendered the former xii unconscious. Though his attacker remained hidden from view, he sensed someone rushing past and into his Purgeship.

      The air assaulting him had a tangy flavor to it. Alien and stale, reminiscent of the stagnant, oxygen-rich swamps on Home. There was something else there, too, but he couldn’t distinguish it. His pedipalps were useless at the moment, which meant he couldn’t get a better taste of the air.

      Vibrations felt through the deck told him the invisible creature had returned. Instinctively, he tried to draw his claws in for a jump, but his limbs refused to cooperate. In the next spin, he felt webbing tossed roughly across his head. Dimly, his lateral eyes registered the crisscross of thick strands as they tightened uncomfortably over him.

      ::fear::consternation::

      The former xii hated the trickle of scent that slipped out, blaming his lack of control on the thing that paralyzed him.

      But the invisible creature did nothing to harm. Instead, it retreated into his Purgeship once more. This time, it was followed by a hard cushion of air buffeting his hind limbs, and the unmistakable vibration of an airlock sealing.

      ::anger::indignance::rage::

      A second vibration confirmed what the former xii had already deduced. That creature was stealing his ship!

      This activated the Ishumi pheromones he’d been inoculated with after he’d been hatched. They brought forth an entirely different set of emotions and drove him to seek out this invisible creature—seek and destroy.

      A dispassionate part of his mind warned him this was much more than a feeling. It was a compulsion, an imperative. The pheromones had an artificial taste to them; they always had. It was as if they were an ill-fitting web and didn’t quite belong.

      The pheromone trigger was an effective distraction. It held the dread at bay, but not for long. The realization that he had been left to die on the derelict ship crashed over him. With no invisible creature there for his scents to betray him to, the former xii gave himself over to his fear.

      When the deep rumbling began, it took the former xii by complete surprise. The vibration was familiar, though he could feel immediately that the drive was out of tune.

      So. Not abandoned, then.

      Fear dissipated, replaced by burning curiosity. His monotony had finally come to an end. Whatever transpired next, it would be an adventure and he would embrace it fully.

      In this, he deviated from his clutch-mates. Where the pheromone directive held sway over the others, it merely influenced him. He had no idea why. Somehow, his DNA was just… different.

      He had no issues with the pheromone’s directive. He would carry it out and destroy those who had taken him, but he would satisfy his curiosity before he did so.

      He felt the vibrations change, sensed the swirl of the moving web, and knew they were taking him away from Home.

      ::anticipation::

      The ship shuddered once more, and he felt the vibrations singing in the weird chorus that heralded passage up/up into FourSpace.

      ::elation::

      From whatever web these creatures had been spun, they were a worthy adversary. This would be fun.

      And then they were out, back into the moving web. Its vibration was familiar—very familiar. The former xii had just left this place. It was the home of the Dvanast. The Outcast.

      Impossible, he thought. There was no one here. I would have known.

      Deprived of any external input and still in the grip of paralysis, he could only guess at where they were taking him. The vibrations changed, altering in frequency and amplitude. The ship came to rest with a gentle bump against something—what he did not know.

      The airlock behind him cycled, the displacement of air telling him that his surroundings had just become much larger, though he still could not see. Something that tasted of metal trundled up to him, mechanical arms that stank of swamp loosening the web that had held him down. Preventing him from coming to harm, he abruptly realized.

      It slid metal claws beneath his torso, lifting him awkwardly. Backing out of the relic’s cargo hold, it laid him gently in the center of a smooth space, two claw-lengths square. It retreated back into the relic, one mechanical arm extended. It released something into the air, just before the airlock fully shut.

      The mist drifted toward him, carried on an artificial wind induced by the makers of the box. It enveloped him, and he fought it, certain anything those who held him captive would release must be dangerous.

      It was futile. Paralyzed as he was, there was no way to escape. The mist coated his pedipalps, and he tasted pheromones, kairomones, the messengers sweeping through his system. Releasing something deep in his core, something that had bound him his entire life.

      His limbs twitched as mobility returned. He flexed them, one by one. Soon he could move. He rotated slowly, making as little vibration as he could. He spied movement outside the walls of his cage. He rotated slightly to put it in the focal point of his primary eyes.

      It was oddly colored and toweringly tall. At least twice his height, with but four appendages—two upper, two lower. He wondered how it balanced, fascinated that it stayed upright. It looked soft and squishy, no outer shell to speak of. He could get neither sense nor sound nor taste of it through the walls, so his observations were reduced to what little vision he had—and that was blurry.

      It waved pedipalps, thicker than his own. Enveloped by a sense of unrealism, he waved back. It motioned to something. He swiveled his head and noticed a dark thing in the corner.

      The dark thing vibrated, tapping out a message against the container’s walls.

      

      
        
        Ishumi, greet.

      

      

      

      The former xii stood paralyzed, not from any neurotoxin, but out of shock. Spins and spins worth of indoctrination caught in his thoughts like a sticky web. Yet, he heard the ring of falseness to them now. The threads were easier to snip than he ever imagined they could be.

      He moved forward slowly until his pedipalps were pressed against the clear wall. The creature on the other side mimicked his motion, pressing a flat, pale, many tentacled palp against the surface on the other side.

      

      
        
        Ishumi greet. Not enemy.

        Not harm. Not enemy.

      

      

      

      The former xii, who now wondered if he could ever have been called Ishumi in the first place, responded with a slow, deliberate tap.

      

      
        
        Ishumi greet. Not enemy.

        Who, then? Why in box?

      

      

      

      His words were met by movements that seemed frenetic and he marveled again at how they remained upright. It hurt his neck to look up at them for so long. As if sensing that, the creature whose pedipalp had met his across the glass folded its two limbs until it came even with his eyes. It held a device in its palp and pressed rapidly on it. When it paused, another message emanated from the device in the corner.

      

      
        
        Not breathe same air.

        You methane. We oxygen.

      

      

      

      The former xii recoiled at that. But then he recalled the whiff of swamp he’d caught off the mechanical beast they’d sent to retrieve him.

      They must smell horrid.

      His reaction must have amused the creature. It understood his language enough to send a tapping trill of laughter.

      

      
        
        Yes. We stink.

      

      

      

      He tapped his own question onto the clear wall.

      

      
        
        Who you?

      

      

      

      The answer, when it came, meant nothing to him.

      

      
        
        We human.
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      “Absolutely not!” General Kim was firm.

      Ana wasn’t swayed. She was on a mission, and she intended to argue her point until the general saw reason. “He’s perfectly harmless. He’s been a gentleman the entire time, and we owe it to him to make sure he doesn’t fall ill on our watch.”

      This was a losing battle, Joe knew. There was no possible way the general was going to grant her permission to enter the chamber with the Ishumi and conduct a medical exam. Everyone seated around the CIC’s table knew it.

      “Out of the question. No one comes near that thing until we have more intel.”

      “General, he’s assured us—”

      “No.”

      Holden stepped in. “He’s soldier caste. He understands. He’d do the same if the roles were reversed. And, by your own admission, he fought the deprogramming for days. Give it time, Doctor. You’ve done fine so far with the remote probes we’ve sent in, and if he’s as cooperative as you say he is, he won’t mind the impersonal touch.”

      “You know… I’m not so sure about that,” Ana said.

      “What, that he minds?”

      “No, that he’s soldier caste.”

      That got Joe’s attention. “What do you mean? Didn’t the Ishumi kill off all the others?”

      “That’s the first thing we’ve found here that the Dodeci got wrong,” Dee said. “He says the worker caste still exists, though they’re essentially slaves.”

      “It makes sense, I guess,” Ana said. “They’d need someone to cook, clean, keep things running.”

      She seemed unaware of the amused reaction her words caused.

      “Clearly, she’s never served in the military,” Matt said, too low for Ana to hear.

      “Interesting what you left out,” Evans said, pinning Matt with a quelling look. “All the leaders and scholars were eradicated?”

      “According to him, yes. That’s what he was taught, at least,” Dee said.

      “What makes you think he might not be soldier caste?” Kim asked.

      Tropp was the first to answer. “We believe he’s a sport,” she said.

      “I’m guessing you don’t mean a sore loser,” Vesey said. “So what is it you do mean?”

      “Sport is the scientific term for something that shows morphological differences caused by genetic mutation,” Ana explained.

      Tropp translated for them. “It means he has characteristics of both Ishumi and Hanneradu.”

      “The leader caste?” Kim asked. “In what way?”

      “His markings are Hanneradu.”

      “That can’t be right,” Joe objected. “If his markings are Hanneradu, how is he alive?”

      “Because his scent markers are Ishumi, or at least close enough to pass the sniff test,” Tropp said. “Literally.”

      “So they just ignored his markings?”

      Tropp tapped a finger beneath her eye. “Bad eyesight, remember? They couldn’t see them. Again, literally.”

      “Interesting,” Dee mused. “This could explain why he deviated from his orders to investigate Scorpion One. He told me he’d been instructed to go to the shipyard for a delivery. With the mandate hard-coded in him at birth…”

      “Hatching,” Ana corrected.

      “…hatching—he should not have had any desire to change course and check us out. That shows an initiative that’s essentially been bred out of the Ishumi.”

      “Lack of initiative could certainly explain how they’re still flying the same ships a hundred years later,” Grier said.

      “What is he, then? An Ishumi with genetic mutations, or a Hanneradu with Ishumi traits?”

      “With how quickly our version of the logic bomb worked on him, I’d say Hanneradu first,” Dee guessed.

      “How much did you alter it?”

      Dee motioned for Ana to take that one.

      “It was safer to revert him back to the Asira baseline—soldier caste DNA,” she said. “Remember, all Ishumi are ‘manufactured’ soldiers. They’re both cybernetically enhanced and programmed. They’re dosed with the compulsion pheromone as hatchlings.”

      “His Ishumi traits were weaker than those of a purebred Asira converted to the cybernetics program,” Dee added. “As a sport, he’d already been fighting that programming. Hell, the interest he’s shown in us is enough to make me wonder if the ‘sport’ part of his makeup doesn’t include a bit of scholar too.”

      “How do we know this isn’t a ruse, and he’s just playing us?” Kim said.

      “I don’t think guile is in their DNA, sir,” Ana said.

      Kim turned to Joe. “What are you getting on him?”

      Joe took his time, weighing what he knew of their guest against how the implant behaved around him. He shook his head.

      “Nothing signaling danger,” he said.

      Kim held his gaze for a long moment before coming to a mental decision. “Very well. Keep going. Gather what intelligence you can. If he shows any indication of being less cooperative, I want to know about it.”

      

      Dee caught up to Joe in the hallway. “Hey, Ana thinks we need a name for him.”

      “What?”

      “He refers to himself by rank. Former rank, actually. ‘The former xii of sixty-sub-twelve.’”

      “Hell of a name.”

      “I think she’s right. Names give us identity. A sense of self.” She reached for his arm and pulled him to a stop. “Think about our SERE training. Your name was one of the first things they stripped from you when you were taken prisoner. They want you reduced to a number. Give him back his individuality, his…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Humanity?” Joe supplied, half-jokingly.

      The petite Asian punched him lightly in the arm. “His uniqueness, asshole. Give it to him.”

      Joe shrugged. He didn’t see any harm in it. “Why ask me? Just go ahead and do it.”

      Dark eyes narrowed on him. “You know why. Yogen-sha,” she said.

      That was a word he hadn’t heard in a while. “I thought we were past that ‘my people would call you a prophet’ nonsense.”

      “Prophet. Seer. Warlock,” she corrected, each word accompanied by a finger-jab to his chest for emphasis. “And don’t make fun of what you don’t understand.”

      “Dee, seriously. This implant is just a forecasting tool.”

      “Don’t bother feeding me that bullshit. It’s far too accurate to be anything less.”

      He held up his hands in silent surrender. “Fine.”

      “So…? What do you see when you look at him?”

      Joe had tried, and failed, to summon a ribbon of light that represented the Asira’s future. “No potentials of any kind. No ropes. Nothing.”

      “That’ll change—once he becomes a person to you. I’ll bet on it.”

      Joe was ready for Dee’s focus to be off him and onto something else. “Hey, how are we feeding him?”

      “I put Chaos on it,” Dee said. “Thought it might be a good idea to get him away from all the spidery stuff going on around here. He’s in the control room, looking for recipes we can give to Cerberus’s cooks.”

      “You think we can make his kind of food?”

      “Ana thinks we can. She says the food chain on their planet is reversed from ours, but it’s still carbon-based, so we’re good. But whatever it is, we’ll need it soon. The food stores onboard his ship are pretty low—he was on his way back to base after a long deployment.”

      It had been a while since Joe had seen Chaos. Now might be a good time to check on him. “I’ll go light a fire under him, see if he’s found anything. I’ll catch up to you in the brig.”

      

      He found Chaos seated at a workstation, monitoring a file transfer. He’d kicked back, with his feet propped on the table and the chair balanced on its back legs. He had a bag of popcorn in one hand, the brim of his lucky cowboy hat riding high on his head.

      What really surprised Joe was his companion. Dusty was perched on one shoulder, two legs clinging to the hat’s brim as Chaos popped a handful of kernels into his mouth. One fell, bouncing onto the console. The bot swarmed down from his shoulder, tiny claws clicking on the table’s surface as it cleaned the mess.

      Joe laughed. “What the hell’s going on here? I thought you were terrified of spiders.”

      Chaos straightened, the front legs of his chair coming down with a soft crash—not, Joe noticed, before Chaos first checked on Dusty’s location.

      “Dude. It’s a machine. No different from this thing.” The sniper reached into his duffel and pulled out a piece of equipment Joe knew well. It was a surveillance bot, the kind with eight articulated legs.

      “What are you doing with a remote sensing platform?”

      Chaos pointed to an opening up by the ceiling. “Thought I might set it loose to crawl around in the ductwork. You know, see if there’s anything else to this base that we haven’t yet mapped.”

      “And? Was there?”

      “I don’t know. Atheneum didn’t seem to like it. It got herded back by a couple of these guys.” He hooked a thumb at the bot, which had returned to its perch.

      “That’s not Dusty?”

      “Meet Fuentes.”

      Joe blinked. “You named him after our DI in Basic?”

      Chaos snorted. “You should have seen him. He was the ringleader. All the others left after they marched the surveillance bot back to me. This one started waving his two front legs at me, making a godawful noise that sounded like a squirrel with laryngitis. Got the distinct impression he was giving me the Oniki equivalent of an ass-chewing.”

      He waved his arms around to demonstrate. The action upset the spider from his shoulder. Joe had to admit, the scratching noise it made as it clambered back up did sound pissed.

      “See what I mean?” Chaos grabbed another handful of popcorn. “I have no idea why he decided to stick around, but man, he’s better than a napkin. Picks up anything I drop. Watch.” He tossed a kernel onto the floor.

      Sure enough, the bot swarmed back down. Once it had cleared the floor, it returned to Chaos’s shoulder. This time, though, before it settled, it poked him with the tip of a claw. There was the snapping sound of electricity and tiny spark.

      “Ow!” Chaos slapped at his neck. “Did you see that? He just zapped me!”

      “Probably telling you ‘grow up, I’m not your mother.’”

      As if it understood Joe’s words, the bot made a chittering noise.

      “See? It knows you need a keeper.”

      “Haha. Funny. Is there a reason you came down here, or is this ‘pick on Chaos’ hour and I didn’t get the memo?”

      “I hear Dee put you on chow duty?”

      “Yeah. Easy enough. I already sent the specs to the cook on Cerberus. He’s modifying one of the 3D food printers now.” He pulled the workstation closer, swiping through the holoscreen. “Moved onto this. Take a look. Everything the system has on Asira military structure. Since the Ishumi are just modified Asira, I thought it might come in handy.”

      Joe took a look. “You thought right.” He slapped Chaos on the shoulder—the one opposite where Fuentes perched. “Good work. Forward this to Holden. They’re working the sand table now.”

      Chaos straightened. “We’re going in?”

      “I’m going in. You’re—”

      “Look, if it’s the spider thing you’re worried about, don’t be. It’s all good, man.”

      Joe hated the vision that descended at that very moment—a vision that showed Chaos was integral to the mission’s success. But he couldn’t deny what it was telling him.

      “Dammit, Chaos. You fuck this up and we’re in a world of hurt. You got me?”

      Chaos stared steadily back at him. “You know I’m chill when the time comes. I’ve got this.”

      “You damn well better. Everything’s riding on this. Everything.”
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      Joe arrived at the brig to find Dixon seated at the translation workstation across from the Asira. The sergeant major was showing him a map of the region’s magnetic tunnels.

      A quick scan of the holoscreen’s text log told Joe they’d been talking about how the Oniki used it to communicate. The sergeant major had just moved on to the topic of the tiny motes Joe had seen in his vision, the nanobots that reacted to any disturbance in the particle stream.

      Dixon spoke into the microphone and it converted her voice to the clicks, scrapes, and vibrations of the Oniki tongue.

      

      
        
        Why do you release tiny machines here?

        What is their purpose?

      

      

      

      The Asira shuffled its front two legs as if the question disturbed him. Finally, it answered. A second screen projected a transcription of their conversation.

      

      
        
        To detect and report non-Ishumi propulsion, and follow it back to its source.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dixon: And have they found any?

      

      

      

      The cursor blinked as it waited for the Asira to respond. Joe’s blood ran cold when the next line of text appeared on the screen.

      

      
        
        Yes.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The former xii wondered what scent he would detect from the human if there were no partition separating them. Somehow, he doubted it was fear. This human, this sergeantmajordixon, was clearly Asira: warrior caste.

      Most were, he’d deduced. There were some, though, who didn’t fit that label.

      The one with webbing embedded strangely beneath her dermis, who called herself anasanchez, struck him as one of the legendary Dodeci. When he’d first realized her caste, he’d been strongly repulsed. It had taken time, and the discipline of deliberation, to change that. Eventually, he had come to realize that the revulsion had a manufactured taste to it.

      The anasanchez had explained to him that those monitoring the clutch administered a primer pheromone to him—to all Ishumi—at hatching. The details on how the primer altered his caste’s primary mission set had been difficult to follow, but not impossible.

      They suspected the reason he so easily adapted to the deprogramming was because of his unique biology. He’d known immediately that the words they transmitted were truth.

      It explained so much. His markings, which had nearly seen him eliminated. The way he seemed capable of ignoring certain urges, questioning orders when other xiis either couldn’t or wouldn’t.

      The innate sense of wrongness that had tainted the flavor of each order he’d received.

      The blurry form of sergeantmajordixon on the other side of the partition was joined by two others. One he thought he recognized as dee, the translator. The other was new. He was introduced as joe.

      The one called joe asked the next question:

      

      
        
        Tell us more about the motes.

        Where was this disturbance they detected?

      

      

      

      The former xii stiffened, rising to his full height. This one, this joe, was different. He spoke the Tongue. His words were fluent, lacking the choppiness of the others.

      Intrigued, the former xii drew closer to the partition.

      

      
        
        How do you know the Tongue?

      

      

      

      He had begun to recognize some human mannerisms. The others showed surprise. The joe did not. He hesitated before responding.

      

      
        
        We study the files left behind by your people.

        The ones who came before.

        Before the proscription.

      

      

      

      The former xii hungered for more.

      

      
        
        What did they taste like?

      

      

      

      The joe’s words were measured, careful.

      

      
        
        They tasted of your caste.

        The Hanneradu, not Ishumi.

        They tasted of purpose. Peace.

      

      

      

      He paused, then added two more words. They vibrated with a clarion call of truth.

      

      
        
        Curiosity. Honor.

      

      

      

      Somewhere deep in the former xii’s belly, they struck a resonant chord, shedding light on internal struggles he’d suppressed his entire life.

      I am Hanneradu.

      It explained so much. And yet…

      I am also Asira. And because of them, no longer Ishumi.

      He owed these humans. He tucked his legs beneath him, signaling friendship, if not complete trust.

      

      
        
        How can I help?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dixon stood, relinquishing her chair to Joe. “Looks like you have the magic touch.” She frowned. “Unless he’s playing us.”

      “I don’t think he has it in him to be cagey,” Dee said. “Everything we’ve dug up on them suggests that duplicity isn’t in their makeup.”

      “Are you willing to bet the entire human race on that?” Dixon asked.

      Joe left them to argue the point. He was more concerned about the motes’ ability to track their ships. He asked the question again.

      

      
        
        Where were motes detected?

      

      

      

      The Oniki waved a pedipalp.

      

      
        
        I show on moving web?

      

      

      

      Joe looked over at Dixon. “He means the magnetic tunnels, right?” At her nod, he frowned. “Okay, this is going to be tricky. To communicate effectively with him, he needs a console from inside Atheneum. His eyesight’s too poor to resolve something that’s visual only. Those console surfaces deform to add tactile information.”

      “Can we do that without giving him access to the base?”

      “I’ll ask Ramon.”

      An hour later, an engineering team had installed an isolated console for the Oniki’s use.

      Dixon took a seat at the table. “All right, then. Let’s revisit those motes.” Joe took point, pulling up the tunnels the Hangar Fifty-One team had mapped in the region.

      “Can you show me where the motes are now?” Joe asked.

      The Oniki moved his pedipalps over the raised image generated by the console, studying it.

      

      
        
        You missing much strands.

        Motes many ship-spins away.

      

      

      

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Dee muttered.

      Joe agreed. “I think we need to expand this to include the star where we fought.”

      “Which fight?” Dixon asked.

      “Doesn’t matter. They’re both three hundred light-years from Earth.”

      “That’s six hundred closer to it than he is right now,” she countered.

      Joe pulled it up. The image was large; the Oniki swiveled his body three times to focus on different parts before turning his attention to the console’s tactile image. After carefully repeating his study of the map, he pointed unerringly to the star where Cerberus had faced off against them.

      

      
        
        There/there.

      

      

      

      He swiveled and pointed again, this time to the star where Joe and the rest had lurked, waiting for the Starkiller ships to take the bait that would send them into a black hole.

      

      
        
        There/there.

      

      

      

      “Now what?” Dee asked.

      “What will the motes do next?” Joe asked the Asira.

      

      
        
        Follow trail back to point of origin.

      

      

      

      Dixon turned away to initiate a priority call to Holden. “Sir, we have a situation. The Ishumi may have a way to locate Earth.”
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      The group waiting for Joe around the CIC table was smaller this time—just Holden, Vesey, and Grier. He walked them through the information the Oniki had given them on the motes and their purpose.

      “That makes no sense,” Grier protested. “Magnetic blips like the one those motes produce are transient. There one minute and gone the next. There’s no residual trail for them to follow.”

      “Not true,” Joe said. “Remember that latticework of magnetic tunnels I saw that ran beneath the Milky Way’s spiral arms? It’s a constant stream of information for them.”

      “If that’s the case, then they already know where Earth is.”

      “No. It’s like big data—too large and complex to be instantly grasped. They need to sift through it. Make sense of it all before they can pinpoint their target—in this case, Earth.”

      “How much time do we have before they zero in on our star?” Kim asked.

      “He said it could take weeks, maybe a month or more. And they can’t act on it until they finish construction on the mothership they have in spacedock at that shipyard, and that’ll take another three months, at least.”

      “They won’t send an existing one?” Vesey asked.

      “They only have two left, and those ships guard the home world. Parker says the Ishumi aren’t going to deploy them. Too risky.”

      “Parker?”

      “First name, Peter,” Joe added dryly. “Dee decided ‘former xii of sixty-sub-twelve’ was too impersonal, so she asked him to pick something. One of the Marines on guard duty suggested it.”

      Grier slid Vesey a sidelong look. “Figures.”

      “Well, it came down to a comic book superhero or a pig’s best friend. Dee told him he didn’t look like a Charlotte to her.”

      Holden’s lips twitched. “I’d agree.”

      Kim’s palms slapped lightly on his desk, drawing their attention back to the holotank. “He says we have three months. I want that threat neutralized in one. Standard workup, on my desk by 1600 tomorrow.”

      

      Joe was sent back to converse with Parker, while Holden and Dixon brought the team together around the sand table to begin constructing a playbook for the op. Joe would feed them intel from the brig as he got it.

      He arrived to find Cass installing a new piece of equipment beside the machine that translated their words into Oniki. Ana was there too. She was seated at the translation workstation, speaking into its microphone. A tech glove, like the ones he’d seen used in Medical, was on her right hand.

      She lifted it, palm facing outward toward the Asira. “What about this one?” she asked, then made a fist.

      

      
        
        Sad.

      

      

      

      “And this?” Ana’s pinky finger inscribed a downward arc.

      

      
        
        Happy/Joy.

      

      

      

      She made another fist, this time with her thumb to the side. The movement looked familiar.

      

      
        
        Anger.

      

      

      

      “Excellent!”

      “Is that sign language?” Joe asked. “I hate to tell you this, but he won’t be able to see something that small and detailed.”

      “No, of course not. The glove isn’t for him. It’s for the machine Cass is installing.”

      “We’re adding inflection to our Oniki vocabulary,” Cass said. She sounded distracted, her focus on the device she was attaching to the clearsteel wall.

      Ana leaned into the mic. “I’ll be right back,” she told Parker. Then she rose and walked over to join Joe.

      “The plan is for this to help eliminate potential misunderstandings,” she told him in a voice too low for the microphone to pick up. “You know how limiting text-only messages can be. Sometimes you can’t tell if the person on the other end is being serious or sarcastic, that kind of thing.”

      “I’m with you so far.”

      “Well, we add meaning through tone of voice and facial expressions. They do it through pheromones. We have seven basic emotions in common: sadness, happiness, fear, anger, surprise, humor, disgust.” She gestured to the new equipment. “Cass helped me rig a dispenser. Each gesture with the glove releases a different pheromone into the atmosphere.”

      “Really?” Joe took her hand, turning it over to get a better look at the glove. Up close, he could see thin filaments running throughout, outlining the length of its fingers. “And he can detect it?”

      “Yes. By using the glove instead of verbal commands of keystrokes to dispense the pheromone, we eliminate accidents. This forces us to be deliberate with emotion. No slip-ups.”

      He was impressed by her ingenuity. Tagging her around the waist, he pulled her close. “That’s brilliant, babe,” he murmured against her hair, giving her a gentle squeeze.

      When she tilted her head back to smile at him, he was lost. Fuck it, he thought. Let ’em watch. Taking her face between his hands, he took her lips with a swift, hard kiss.

      

      
        
        Question: attack or mating dance?

      

      

      

      “Mating what?” Cass jerked her head out of the machine.

      Ana and Joe broke apart, Joe coughing to hide a laugh.

      “Oh that’s mating, buddy,” Dee called out from behind them. She sauntered over to the table, where she bent and spoke into the microphone. “Definitely mating.”

      Ana looked alternately amused and exasperated. “How do you sign ‘embarrassed’ with just six emotions?”

      Joe winked. “Sounds like a good research project for a certain neurophysicist I know.”

      Seeing that she truly was embarrassed, he decided to change the subject. “Hey,” he said, pitching his voice low. “Can I borrow you for a minute?” He tugged on her elbow, pulling her toward the door.

      “Sure.” She turned to Cass. “I’ll be right back.”

      Cass gave an absent wave, not bothering to look up.

      Joe ducked into a nearby room, away from the guards on duty in the hall. Ana followed. “What’s up?”

      “We have until tomorrow at 1600 to come up with a plan to neutralize the Ishumi. The general will green-light use of the logic bomb on Parker’s homeworld—if it doesn’t compromise the mission.”

      “That’s great! I know we can—”

      Joe held up a hand, and Ana stuttered to a stop. “It’s going to be harder than you think. Parker’s a soldier. A former xii. If I understand Ishumi military structure correctly, that’s a rank similar to Captain Vesey.”

      He paused to see if she was tracking with him. She nodded for him to continue.

      “The kind of intel we need to release that rectification pheromone involves him giving up their version of classified information. He’s not going to be comfortable doing that. Are you with me?”

      “Yes. I see what you mean.”

      “This calls for tactful, nuanced interaction, and frankly, we haven’t had enough time yet to develop that kind of connection with him.” He reached for her hand. “Do you think this glove can help us get the message across that we mean no harm? Because we have to convince him to give up the plans for their central governing complex. It’s our best shot at dosing their leadership; do it when they’re all together in one place.”

      “Joe.” Ana gripped his hand with her gloved one, then hesitated. The look she gave him said he wasn’t going to like what she was going to say next. “I don’t think I can do it, but I think you can.”

      “I— what?”

      “This glove will give us an advantage, sure. But I think if you pair it with the implant, you’ll find it has a lot more impact.”

      It was his turn to let out a breath, not of disappointment but of frustration. That made two people in the past hour that seemed to think the cursed thing in his head was some sort of magic cure-all.

      “Ana, look… languages have never been my strong suit. I mean, I get by okay—all Unit operators have some language skills. But Dee and Ramon are far better at it than I am.”

      Ana pointed in the direction of Parker’s cell. “Joe, come on. Dee’s in there right now, updating the pheromone dispenser with more complex emotions she had found in Atheneum’s database. It’ll significantly increase our ability to get a message across.”

      “You just made my case for me. You don’t need me.”

      “Just try it, please?”

      She placed a hand on his arm. When he looked down at it, the web of augments beneath her skin wavered like a mirage, then rose. He slammed his eyes shut, cursing the implant.

      Or himself, for fighting against it again. The damn thing seemed to have evolved a way to signal him when he was blocking it.

      “Fine,” he growled—to her or to the implant, he wasn’t sure which. “I’ll do it.”

      

      Ana fitted him with a glove and gave him the list of hand-signs that correlated with Oniki emotions. Joe took to it immediately, integrating the gestures into the conversations with preternatural ease.

      He still didn’t believe his facility had anything to do with the implant. “The Unit’s always used hand signals. That’s probably why. I still say Dee or Matt would do just as well,” he told Ana.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. You have to admit, as new abilities go, this one’s pretty helpful. You speak Oniki like a native. But okay, let’s test your theory.”

      Joe pinged Ramon and asked him to join them. Dee had stuck around to watch, so she tried the glove next. Neither could match his skill. Joe gave in and admitted maybe they were right.

      He and Parker spent the rest of the evening talking. Parker eventually came to agree that the dose needed to be administered first at the highest level of government. But he drew a hard line at how it would be implemented.

      The only way Parker would agree to give up secured information about his homeworld was if Joe gave his word that he, Parker, would be the one to fly the mission in his own ship. Joe lobbied hard for Parker to take a team in with him. He couldn’t do this on his own. Not with his demotion from xii. Not with all that was at stake.

      Parker finally agreed to take Joe along with him but flatly refused to take anyone else. It took another couple of hours, but in the end, Joe got him to add a second operator to the team. After that, Parker refused to budge. Knowing how desperately they needed access to the Core, Joe agreed.

      Talk turned to the Oniki homeworld. Joe asked Parker to describe the planet to him. They covered everything from the environment to population distribution. The concept of urban versus rural was foreign to Parker, the hive structure dictating that everything be labeled urban, even the vast farms he called ‘grow-plots.’

      As the hour drew late, a complex picture emerged, of a highly structured capital city, rigidly policed, with rules that were strictly enforced. The more Joe learned, the clearer it became that releasing the logic bomb would be the trickiest part of the whole mission.

      Now all he had to do was convince General Kim it was worth the risk to let Parker leave… and… Joe with him.
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      The next morning, Joe met with Holden and the two ship captains to hammer out a strategy they could present to the general. They landed on a coordinated, three-pronged attack. One team would disable the motherships in kata space, then take on the shipyard. The other would travel to the planet and engage the Core.

      They assembled teams and broke into groups. Joe would take point on the Oniki homeworld; Matt would handle the shipyard. Though not yet cleared for active duty, Matt’s decades of experience made him the best candidate for the op, since it could be run remotely, using drones and bots.

      They took turns running variations on the sand table to build a playbook of plans, backups, and contingencies for when things went south. Joe knew all too well how rare it was for a mission to be executed flawlessly. Shit invariably hit the proverbial fan, and it was in those moments that the Sabre Squadrons showed their mettle. No other small mission unit handled the unexpected with more preparedness and fluidity than Delta.

      ‘Tomorrow at 1600’ came fast. It always did when they were under a tight deadline. The teams reconvened around the sand table, which was currently dormant. A large holoprojection hovered above it, displaying the shipyard, the Oniki homeworld, and the magnetic tunnel that passed between the two.

      Icons marked the approximate location of the two motherships in kata space—Branch ships, Parker called them. These would be addressed first.

      Once everyone was seated, Holden placed the call to the general.

      “Show me what you’ve got,” Kim said after greetings were exchanged.

      Holden took point, sketching out the basics. Then he turned the table over to Matt and Stafford, Morpheus’s captain, for the opening maneuver.

      “The first thing we need to do when we get there is find those two motherships,” Matt said, highlighting the icons on the holo. “We’ll use Oniki motes for that. The Dome scientists have reprogrammed them to latch onto the ships’ surfaces. Once they do, they’ll send back a tracking ping.”

      “That’ll paint the two targets for Morpheus,” Stafford said. “We’ll be standing by to jump into kata space. We’ll use the motes to acquire the target, then wait for the signal to launch.”

      “How are you getting the motes into kata space without them catching you?” Kim asked.

      Holden motioned for Cass to answer.

      “Do you remember the grav-quake that hit Ganymede a few weeks back, General?” she asked.

      “I do. You said that quake was different from the ones caused by the hyperspheric drives, out by Neptune. The one that struck the Dome came from a build-up caused by—what did you call them again?”

      “Pin wormholes, from our lab. And that’s what we’ll use to get the motes to the ships. The wormhole is so small, it’ll go unnoticed. We’ve equipped one of the FTL buoys to handle it. The buoy opens the pin wormhole, and we geyser motes through it.”

      “Geyser,” Kim repeated.

      “Spray and pray,” Cass said. “Wide dispersal pattern. We have a pretty good idea where the ships are, but nothing precise. Throw enough motes out into kata space, though, and we’ll tag them.”

      Stafford stepped in again. “Once the motes land, they’ll be able to map the motherships for us like they did the shipyard hub. As a former xii, Parker has access to information the average Ishumi wouldn’t have. He identified weak spots for us, places where those ships are most vulnerable. We’ll have precision targets—propulsion systems, weapons systems, communications systems. The Shrikes will hit those spots with steel-jacketed Speers. Surgical strikes that will knock them out of kata space and render them harmless.”

      “What makes you think those Shrikes won’t be picked up on scan?” Kim asked.

      “They might. But it’ll happen so fast, they won’t have time to react.”

      “That covers the Branch ships.” Kim’s attention swung to Holden. “What about the shipyard?”

      “The team dropping the FTL buoy that delivers the motes will then take on the shipyard,” Holden said. “They’ll fly the Ancient Starkiller ship we found docked here, call sign Scorpion One.”

      “The one with the kata shields already installed,” Kim clarified.

      “Correct.” Holden enlarged the image and highlighted the target. “The mothership they’re building is docked here. We’ll disable it the same way.” Another swipe brought up a crisscross of red lines. “There’s a network of cables running throughout the yard, and Parker tells us these aren’t just to anchor the hulls they’re building—they’re used for communication too. The slightest touch blows our cover, so we’ll need to thread the needle carefully when we deploy the mines.”

      He swiped a third time and the image animated, red dots blooming across the surface of the ship. Each represented a mine placed at one of six critical junctures.

      Matt took over and the table reconfigured to show the pressurized central hub. “While Tom and Falcon deploy the mines, we’ll be infiltrating here.” He zoomed into a maintenance hatch.

      “That looks large enough to fly a probe through,” Kim remarked.

      “It is. Parker says the concept of an EVA is foreign to the Oniki. They have no equivalent to our spacesuits. That means they won’t be expecting us.” He manipulated the table once more, this time taking them inside the hub. Then he bent and picked up Spot. “Cleaning bots like this one are common inside the hub. We’ve adapted this model to deliver the rectification pheromone that’ll neutralize the Ishumi’s caste compulsion.”

      He stroked Spot at the top of its inverted U and the inchworm-like bot rose up, squirting a mist into Matt’s hand. He turned his palm so that all could see, then lowered the bot to the floor.

      “We’ll wait for Joe’s signal so that the pheromone is released inside the shipyard at the same time it’s released on the planet.”

      “Talk me through that one,” Kim ordered.

      “Chaos and I will accompany Parker to the planet,” Joe said, bringing up a rough sketch he’d made from the Ishumi’s description. “This is the Core, their government seat. It’s where their leadership meets. We’ll deploy the rectification code there and deliver a message we found in the archives, addressed to the Ishumi. It explains what happened to them a hundred years ago, and what is happening to them now. Parker has offered to step in as emissary, to help guide them through the confusion they’ll experience in the wake of change.”

      Kim shook his head. “There’s one thing you haven’t accounted for. Parker’s report states there are dozens of Starkiller ships patrolling the star system. Tom’s ISR confirmed that. None of them will have access to the pheromone. What happens when their leadership sends them orders that go counter to their programming?”

      “We’ve figured that out too,” Joe said. “Actually, Ana did. They use pheromones in their speech like we use inflection to convey emotion. Those pheromones are part of their communications system. We can send the rectification program through that system and remotely dispense the antidote to the corrupted directive.”

      Kim made deliberate eye contact with each person in the room, as if taking their measure. The moment stretched out. Finally, he asked, “And if your mission on planet fails? Tell me we aren’t throwing this star system into a brutal civil war with only part of the Ishumi freed from the programming.”

      “We won’t fail. But if the worst does happen, we have a backup in place.” Joe turned to Chaos.

      The sniper snapped a finger and, with soft clicking noises, Fuentes clambered down from his shoulder and onto the table. He picked the bot up and turned it upside-down, showing the trapdoor-like flaps in its belly where the bot stored the litter it picked up.

      “Bots like this one have been modified to carry a nuclear payload. We’ll carry enough with us down to the planet to take out the entire headquarters complex,” Chaos said. “And Matt will have enough to take out the hub.”

      “If we’re unable to deploy the pheromones, this ensures we’ll have wiped out their government and set them back decades,” Joe said. “It buys us time to release the rectification code to the general populace. Then we get the hell out of there and wait. After it’s had time to spread, we can contact Parker privately and offer our help.”

      Kim barked a disbelieving laugh. “That’ll never fly. You said it yourself—they’re xenophobic.”

      “Not rabidly so. Just… overly cautious. Untrusting.”

      “And you think they’ll trust us to help them rebuild after we nuked them to hell and beyond.”

      “They won’t, but Parker might.” Joe willed the general to believe his next words. “Sir… It won’t come to that. We won’t fail.”

      Silence fell once more. Fuentes broke the quiet, the bot wiggling his legs furiously and chittering at Chaos in a scolding tone. The sniper murmured something that sounded suspiciously like an apology, then righted the bot, which quickly scurried back up to his shoulder.

      “The tac-nukes you’ll carry down to the planet,” Kim said. “What’s to keep them from picking that up on scan? Kata shields?”

      “Yes sir. We’ll do the same with the shipyard.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Holden said. “The information Pathfinder brought back indicates three of the Starkiller Purgeships are completed and ready for crew. We recommend a cutting-out mission.”

      “Stealing them?”

      “Yes sir. Bringing them back with us to study.”

      He brought up a roster. “Three of my operators, familiar with EVA insertions, will each partner with a pilot. They’ll deliver the package—the pilot—to a ship. They’ll breach, then fly them out.”

      “Ambitious.”

      “High risk, high reward.”

      “Speaking of risk.” Kim turned his attention to Joe. “You said Parker had been demoted. I don’t imagine a former xii can just walk inside the capitol building anytime he likes.”

      “You’re right. When we exit the tunnel in the Oniki system, Parker will contact his superior and request a debrief. He’ll tell them he’s found critical data of interest to the Core. He says that should trigger an automatic recall to Home.”

      “How will he explain his weeks-long absence?” Vesey asked.

      “I asked the same question. It’s rare, but Starkillers—Purgeships—do occasionally malfunction. That’s the story he’ll tell. His plasma drive developed a fluctuation, so he took it out-system to prevent it from damaging anything Oniki. The maintenance issue included a comms breakdown. He didn’t respond because automated ship repair was estimated to take a lot of ‘spins,’ and he was low on rations, so he went into a hibernation state to conserve his reserves.”

      “They’re going to buy that?” Kim sounded skeptical.

      “Dee was right when she said the other day that they’re not big on guile. He’ll be disciplined for not catching the maintenance issue earlier on, but they won’t be suspicious,” Joe said. “By the way, Parker has no issues with fooling them like this, which reinforces Ana’s belief he’s Hanneradu and not Ishumi. Or, now that the code’s been scrubbed from his system, Asira, the original warrior caste.”

      “If their sense of smell and hearing is as acute as you say, how will you remain hidden?”

      “Scent won’t be a problem, since the planet has a methane atmosphere and we’ll be sealed inside our suits,” Chaos said. “And any sound that carries can be dampened by noise-canceling chaff.”

      “We’ll use a magnetic field to confine it to the immediate area around our suits. It won’t mask vibration,” Joe admitted. “That’ll be a challenge but a manageable one. We’ll hitch rides on mag-carts as much as we can.”

      “With the portable shield generators Reynaud developed for the suits, we should be good to go,” Matt added. “They’re bulkier than regular camo, but the tradeoff’s worth it. They won’t pick us up on scan.”

      “That does bring up one problem, though.” Joe hated this next part. “Kata shields also block me. I won’t be able to make a direct kata connection to any of you while I’m suited up.”

      The look on Holden’s face told Joe he’d already figured that out. “It’s a drawback, but not a deal killer. While we’re on the subject of comms, how do you plan to communicate with Parker when you’re down there?”

      “He and Ana worked that out,” Joe said. “You’ve seen his military augments. The Ishumi are no strangers to cybernetics. She ran an fMRI of his brain and figured out how to adapt one of our comm implants to work with his neurobiology.”

      Joe held up a cautionary hand. “I’m the only one so far who’s been able to communicate with him real-time. Ana thinks the implant’s helping translate. For everyone else, it’s just a bunch of static, then they have to wait for the translation program to kick in, so there’s a two- or three-second delay.”

      “Still,” Kim said. “I’d like the chance to speak to him before you leave.”

      “Mission’s approved, then?” That came out more sharply than Joe had intended.

      Kim smiled thinly. “It always was, son.”
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      The two-ship task force hopped the short distance between Atheneum and the Oniki homeworld, but remained in kata space just outside the system’s heliopause. Parker’s ship was in the lead; the Atheneum Starkiller brought up the rear. Morpheus remained in radio contact from its position in kata space above Atheneum.

      Breeze had installed a Sieve inside Parker’s HVAC system, where it wouldn’t be detected, even by an Oniki. The Sieve was one of the Dome’s most recent inventions—a toy that NSA agents back at the Farm had been playing with for the past few months. The metamorph nanomachine was a product of soft robotics, its liquid metal shaped by electric currents and magnetic fields into various configurations beneficial to covert operations.

      The last time Breeze had used one, he’d been surveilling a target back on Earth. This time, the Sieve would be configured to remotely deliver the neurotoxin that could either disable or kill an Oniki.

      The decision to install it had required no debate. As cooperative and sincere as Parker seemed, he was still an unknown; none of them were willing to bet the future of humankind on an Oniki’s word. Joe understood the need for it, but Ana wouldn’t, so he’d kept its existence close-held.

      Joe sat beside Chaos in the back of Parker’s ship, one eye scrunched tightly shut against the weird visual effects kata space had on him. It was inconvenient to be without the eyepatch that allowed him to step down from the implant’s kata vision to what others saw, but his suit had made that impractical.

      Chaos shifted beside him, fingers drumming a restless rhythm against the barrel of the pulsed-energy rifle slung across his chest. The other was tangled in Oniki webbing to offset the weird off-kilter pull of kata space.

      Joe flashed you good? with his free hand. Chaos flashed okay back at him.

      Holden’s voice sounded over comms: “Vanguard, this is Citadel. Status?”

      Citadel was the call sign for those gathered in the CIC. Holden was Citadel Actual. Joe’s team was Vanguard, Matt’s was Sentinel.

      “Green,” Joe responded.

      “Sentinel?”

      “Green here too,” Matt said.

      “Citadel to Sentinel. You are good to go, your discretion.”

      “Copy that.”

      Joe’s words were echoed by Matt.

      “This translates as free to depart, question?”

      Cass and Ana had adapted the translation program to give Parker a ‘voice.’ Now that they didn’t have to read the Oniki’s words as text, the communication flow sped up considerably. There was still a small delay while the translator worked on either end, but it was vastly improved over their initial interactions. It would prove less distracting in the field too.

      “Yes,” Joe told the Oniki. “Here’s where you take the lead. Head toward Home, but without drawing any unnecessary attention our way.”

      “I can do that. Grip tight!”

      “I think he meant hang on,” Chaos said in an undertone.

      Joe slid him a sardonic, ‘you think?’ look, right before the ship lurched forward. In the next breath, they were slipping out of kata space and down into the tunnel.

      “Glad he warned us.” Chaos’s words came across a private channel. Joe two-clicked his agreement. The transition into the tunnel wasn’t rough; it was just different from how human ships handled.

      Tom, piloting the second Starkiller, trailed behind. He appeared on Joe’s HUD as a green blip. With kata shields active, it was the only possible way to identify where they were within the Oniki system. The IFF carrier signal was on a frequency Parker had assured him the Ishumi did not monitor and would not detect.

      And now we learn whether or not he can be trusted. The thought came to Joe unbidden, wariness and suspicion sister traits he’d cultivated through decades of work outside the wire, and in dealings with countless indigenous while on covert missions.

      Countering that was the blue shift. The one that told him this mission was the only chance they had to erase this threat—not just for humanity but for all other burgeoning life that might form throughout the galaxy.

      The ship rode the rapids inward. Parker’s ‘moving web’—the magnetic tunnels—would deposit them right at the homeworld’s doorstep, relatively speaking. They’d return to realspace a mere two hundred thousand kilometers from their destination. Tom and the Sentinel team trailed behind. They would dump out of the tunnel early, farther from the homeworld, near the estimated location of the two Branch ships.

      Silence permeated the methane-filled cabin as the ship was propelled forward by the tunnel’s particle stream. Parker was the one who broke it.

      “You have enough air, question?”

      “Enough to get us through—if this mission goes as planned,” Joe replied. “It’s why these suits are so bulky. There’s nothing in methane that we can use as a catalyst to create our own, like we could on a planet.”

      “Yes. CH4 has no O2 in formula. Nothing to work with at atomic level.”

      Joe had learned to detect humor in Parker’s voice. The next comment definitely fit that category.

      “Good thing you have supply. We not symbiotic in ship. You emit less than [garbled] methane each day. I emit same of oxygen. Not nearly enough to breathe for either of us.”

      “Hey, Parker, I’m curious. Is that something any Ishumi would know?” Chaos asked. “Sounds more like something a scholar would say.”

      The pause was longer than usual. When he replied, Joe thought he detected a note of chagrin. “You are correct. Is more Dodeci than Ishumi. Ishumi only care about things that would impact the people. There would be no need to know about oxygen. It is considered a nuisance, though I know our plants contain it and our bodies use it exo… exo…”

      “Exothermically,” Joe supplied, surprised that he knew the term. “Parker, my friend, I think you and I have been spending too much time around Ana.”

      “I not mate her, emphasis!”

      Joe stifled a laugh. “Not that kind of time, buddy. I mean, talking with her. The scientist is rubbing off on us.”

      “Rubbing… I not touch her.”

      “Good going, Top. Now you get to explain idioms.”

      Joe ignored the sniper’s sarcastic comment, though he did have a point. “It’s a human way of saying she has influenced us.”

      “Oh. Yes. Correct.” Another pause. “I need be careful, act like Ishumi on Home.”

      Parker became less fluent when agitated, but Joe got the gist of his meaning. “You did it for years—spins—before we released you from the compulsion. You’ll do great.”

      A coded flash came across his HUD; Tom signaling their exit was coming up and they’d soon be transitioning from the tunnel. The icon bobbled, then fell back rapidly as Parker’s ship left Tom and Scorpion One behind.

      “Godspeed,” Joe murmured, too low for anyone to hear.

      The planet was growing large in the forward viewscreen. They were minutes away from their own transition.

      Scratches, drumming noises, and vibrations emanated from the cockpit, the translator belatedly rendering them from Oniki to something human ears could understand.

      “Unscheduled arrival. State purpose and reason for deviation from roster.”

      Parker seemed unruffled by the terse words. “374.712 spins late. Ship required repair. Maintenance complete. Reporting for debrief.”

      “Highly irregular.” The channel fell silent. Minutes passed before the voice returned. “Dock at berth 1312, xii quay. Disciplinary hearing at Core in 712 spins.” This was followed by the translator converting the Oniki number into hours and minutes.

      “Bro. That’s not a lot of time,” Chaos whispered.

      Parker heard. He rotated his head so that his primary eyes faced them. “No worry. I handle.”

      He faced forward, addressing the voice on the other end. After explaining his need to feed and molt, the ‘disciplinary hearing’ was moved to the following morning.

      Parker was an exceptional pilot; the transition from space into the planet’s atmosphere was smooth and they landed without incident.

      “What is the time of day right now at the Core?” Joe asked as Parker secured the ship.

      Parker made a humming sound. “You call it midafternoon?”

      “Good. We’ll have overnight to complete the mission.”

      

      The Oniki home planet felt like a sauna, and was vibrantly green. That wasn’t the case over the entire planet, Joe knew. He’d seen different climate zones on their approach—even poles with white caps. Overall, though, it seemed warmer than Earth.

      He and Chaos stood at the open cargo door, doing a fast visual recon of their surroundings while Parker discussed something with an official-looking Ishumi on the tarmac. The Ishumi’s cybernetics were more obvious than Parker’s, with hot sunlight glinting off the metal.

      Joe switched his attention to the terrain and gave a mental whistle. “This place is a greenhouse,” he sent privately to Chaos.

      The sniper was in full kata camo, so Joe couldn’t see him, though he felt the brush of Chaos’s arm as he pointed to the tree line. “No shit, Sherlock. Those things are massive.”

      On Joe’s HUD, a green-tinted shadow rendered by IFF tech mimicked the gesture Joe had just felt Chaos make.

      “No, I mean the atmosphere. Big greenhouse effect going on.”

      “I’d expected it to be cooler here too. Our suits are going to work overtime to keep us blending in with ambient temps.”

      “Why cooler? Oh… because we’re farther out from their sun than Earth is,” Chaos said, catching up with Joe’s train of thought. “Yeah, that should have made things cooler, but not with this much CO2, I’m guessing.”

      He stuck his head out of the hatch, craning his neck to catch a better look at the plants that towered high above his head. “Damn. As a sniper, I’m used to going high, but that’s next level shit, right there.”

      “What is?” Joe took a look. A latticework of thick webbing could be seen peeking out between thick leaves, connecting the trees together. He pulled his head back inside, dragging Chaos along with him. “Be cool. We don’t know what kind of monitoring they have out there.”

      “Did you see that shit? Aerial sidewalks, man.” His shadow shook its head. “Makes sense, I guess.”

      Parker’s conversation with the Ishumi was over. Joe hoped he’d sold the artifact story. Regardless, he was headed back, and the Ishumi with him. Joe tapped Chaos on the shoulder and the two backed toward the cockpit, where Parker had assured them no one would trespass.

      “Make like a statue,” Joe warned.

      “Copy.”

      They each took a knee, weapons held at the low-ready, silently observing the byplay as Parker walked the Ishumi through his fictional malfunction. Abruptly, the Ishumi turned, his primary eyes fixed on the spot where Joe and Chaos crouched.
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      Matt envied Joe. He’d trade places in a heartbeat.

      Hell, he thought, glancing aft where Breeze and Ramon sat. I’d even take one of the EVA slots, just to see some action.

      Across from them sat Tia and Stan, two of the three pilots bound for the newly completed Starkillers sitting in spacedock. Falcon would fly the third ship.

      Technically, he wasn’t considered a ‘package’ like Tia and Stan since he was Sabre Squadron. But in this situation, the buddy system was a good idea, so Scott had joined them as the third EVA operator.

      That was the other reason he hated being stuck inside this ship. Matt had already caught Scott checking on him twice and wanted to pound his head into the deck for it. He didn’t need the team’s medic to tell him he wasn’t back to a hundred percent yet. If he were fully recovered from his injuries, he wouldn’t be here. He’d be out there with Joe.

      He was well aware of the importance of his mission, but it didn’t take a whole lot of skill to babysit a payload of cleaning bots—even those packed to the gills with tac-nukes.

      Joe was striking at the very heart of the enemy. Close enough to put a bullet through their leader, if it came to that. All the action Matt would see was at the tip of his finger, triggering a series of preset commands on the holoscreen of a sapper’s field comp.

      He’d far rather be doing something active. His leg chose that moment to remind him why he was not. Surreptitiously he rubbed at the cramp, caused by too many hours seated on the hard metal of a folding bench and an injury inflamed by sitting in one place so long.

      A hand landed on top of his at the same time his optics notified him of an incoming call. He looked up to find Dee staring pointedly down at his leg. Her hand, though tanned, looked pale against the darkness of his own skin.

      “What?” he bit out when the connection snapped into place.

      Her tone sounded amused, but exasperation was writ plainly on her face. “Yeah, yeah, big tough D-boy, I get it. Your leg’s bothering you. I grabbed a couple of patches from Scott’s med kit. Need a dose?”

      It stung Matt’s pride to admit it, but he’d be no good to them if he let nerve pain interfere with his job. And the nerve cluster running down the outside of his leg was bitching at him something fierce right now.

      Reluctantly, he nodded. “Yeah. Thanks,” he added grudgingly.

      “Forget about it.” She bent to rummage around in her duffel and returned with a medpatch in her hand. He was all too familiar with the type. Dee was too. They’d used them plenty of times on the battlefield to stabilize wounds until they could make it back home.

      He took it from her, raising it in a salute of silent thanks. “Just don’t tell Scott, okay?”

      “Tell him what? I see nothing.” She winked and turned away.

      Tearing the medpatch open, he carefully worked it into place at the back of his hip. Within minutes, the pain eased. He let out a silent breath and banished his dark thoughts as Tom reached the Branch ship coordinates.

      His pity party could wait. He had a mission to run. If his team was mechanical and made of alien metal, well then, so be it.

      Falcon twisted to face him. “FTL buoy launch in thirty seconds.”

      “Thirty, copy.” Matt ran another last-minute check on the payload. The canisters containing the mote swarms all showed green. “We’re good to go.”

      Thirty seconds later, Matt imagined he felt a slight sway as the ship’s cargo hold opened and the buoy drifted out into the black. On his screen, the telemetry showed it maneuvering into position to hop into the tunnel. It sent a ping indicating its readiness status.

      “Hang tight; transitioning and initiating pin wormhole… now.”

      The only possible way to tell that the buoy had moved back into the tunnel and immediately opened a wormhole was through telemetry. It was simply too small to register. That was a good thing. If they couldn’t pick it up on ship’s sensors while practically on top of the thing, there was no chance any Ishumi would.

      He triggered the canisters open. Motes—billions of them—were sucked through the wormhole into kata space. There, they formed into autonomous swarms that swept the area nearby for signs of the two ships.

      Minutes went by before Matt’s board lit up. “Citadel, Sentinel. Contact! Repeat, we have contact.”

      “Copy that, Sentinel. Morpheus reports target has been painted. Good work.”

      Dee clapped him on the shoulder. “Now for the fun stuff.”

      Tom had been flying in a tight circle, maintaining the velocity the tunnel had imparted to them when they’d stepped down into realspace. Now, he eased them to a stop above the shipyard and Falcon dropped the probe out the aft bay doors. He used its thrusters sparingly, small puffs of invisible gas nudging the kata-cloaked drone toward the shipyard’s hub.

      Matt had to admit, the kid was good. Adroitly, he wove a path through the network of cables connecting ships to maintenance piers, each one jutting from the hub like spokes on a wheel.

      The comm link between ship and payload mimicked a modulating data feed used by the service modules that crawled along the yard’s cables. While this allowed two-way communication, Matt intended to keep it to a minimum. No need to tempt fate.

      And when, exactly, has a battle plan ever survived its first encounter with the enemy? he reminded himself.

      Matt brought up his remote monitoring program; it showed the view from the probe’s nose cone. On the edges of the screen, tiny puffs of gas could be seen, the directional thrusters firing to match rotational velocity with the hub. The probe came to rest relative to the hub, a mere hand-span from a maintenance airlock.

      The telemetry at the bottom flashed red as small hatches sprang open, flushing a swarm of motes that attached themselves to the seam. IFF tags indicated their location, as they were too tiny to see.

      These had been modified to coat Oniki sensors, preventing them from reporting an open airlock.

      “Motes are through,” Falcon announced. “Now let’s see if they work.”

      When the motes triggered no alarms, the drone pilot moved on to the next stage—the Sieve. The camera showed a thread of metal extruding from the nose cone just beneath the camera, aimed for the control panel.

      “Contact,” Falcon said. “Activating lockpick app… now.”

      The image shrank as Falcon brought telemetry to the foreground. Matt read the lockpick’s report, nodding with satisfaction when it flashed green. Falcon minimized the code, bringing back the feed in time for Matt to catch the airlock parting in the center.

      “Oh shit,” Tom said.

      A telltale shimmer indicated the presence of a permeable membrane, just like the one installed on the first Atheneum door they’d encountered.

      “We’re good,” Matt assured him. “That was factored in as a possibility. These are Oniki bots—they can handle it.”

      Tom sat back in his seat. “Looks like you’re up again, Whitaker.”

      “Copy that. Sending you my feed,” Matt said.

      A few swipes later, Tom called out, “Got it.”

      “Bay doors on standby. You call the ball,” Falcon said.

      “On my mark, tilt the probes so that the first set of bots roll out and hit the center of that membrane.”

      “Standing by,” Falcon said.

      Matt called up the membrane pass-through sequence. “And… mark.”

      Falcon shoved the controls forward, upending the probe while simultaneously opening its nose cone. One by one, the inchworm-like softbots sailed across and smacked into the membrane, which reacted by becoming permeable, allowing the bots to slide safely inside.

      “Close the hatch,” Matt told Falcon.

      The hatch slid closed, and Matt released the second set of bots. The spider-bots floated across, landing lightly on the surface of the hatch, tiny magnets at the tips of their limbs allowing them to cling to the outside surface. Matt sent the command, and they fanned out, each one carrying a tac-nuke in its belly.

      “Payload delivered.”

      “Maintenance crawler approaching. Get the probe out of there,” Tom ordered.

      Falcon nosed the small vessel over, thrusters kicking it out of the way. The next few minutes passed in tense silence until the probe landed back inside the cargo bay without incident.

      Tom pulled the Starkiller ship back to the ten-kilometer line—still scarily close, but far enough away to be able to make a dash for the nearby tunnel if the need arose.

      “It’s your show now,” he told Matt.

      The bots were operating autonomously, the smaller spiders dispersing to points identified on the 3D model as the weakest points of the hub. The inchworms scooted innocuously along the periphery as they mimed sanitizing the floor.

      When the spider-bots reported they were in position, Matt looked up from his display. “Everything’s in place. Now we wait.”
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      Joe tensed when the Ishumi jumped into the cargo hold of Parker’s ship. On his HUD, Chaos brought his rifle to his shoulder.

      “I said freeze!” Joe snapped.

      “He gets too close, I’m taking the shot,” the sniper said tightly. “I see the whites of his eyes, all bets are off.”

      Joe didn’t get a chance to respond before the Ishumi spoke.

      “What (static) is this?” The translation app garbled as it encountered a word it didn’t understand. Joe was willing to bet it was some sort of slur.

      His breathing slowed and he tensed, muscles coiled in readiness as the Ishumi stiff-walked toward them. The action was oddly reminiscent of a swagger, though Joe couldn’t put a finger on why.

      He stopped in front of an old crate liberated from Atheneum’s stores and gave it a hard thwack with one of his limbs. Joe relaxed when he realized the Ishumi hadn’t spotted them after all.

      “This not regulation. Explain.”

      Joe sensed an aggressive undertone in the words, the same kind drill instructors used on raw recruits.

      Chaos did too. “Uh-oh, our little buddy’s in trouble.”

      “Shh. Don’t talk, don’t move, don’t breathe.” Joe exhaled the words on a shallow breath.

      Fortunately for them, though not so much for their new friend, the Ishumi had focused his attention entirely on Parker.

      “I had haste at last departure. This only container for supplies. Empty now.”

      The Ishumi rotated his head, tapping thoughtfully against it. “Smells of spoiled (static).”

      Parker dipped his front limbs. “I remove now.”

      “You cleanse this space too. Stinks.” The Ishumi hopped down, brushing deliberately against Parker, causing him to stagger. “Penalty is seven (static) for disorderly presentation of ship.” Without a word or backward look, he stalked away.

      “Harsh,” Chaos murmured.

      “The hierarchy imposed by the pheromone programming is exacting. In some ways, they’ve been set up to be more computer than Oniki,” Joe said.

      Chaos grunted. “Never really saw this as a mercy mission until now. These guys deserve to be freed from that shit.”

      Parker had climbed aboard while they were talking and activated the crate’s mag-lev unit. “Get inside. We go now.”

      

      It was a cramped fit, but Joe had been in tighter spots. He’d threaded a Sieve through the crate’s lid, which gave them a good view of the city as Parker guided the floating crate through. Though the architecture differed in unusual ways, many of the basics were recognizable.

      Parker used the opportunity to practice with his new Terran implant and played tour guide along the way. He pointed out the skyscrapers at the heart of the city. They ringed a cone-shaped central building with a flattened top that he identified as the Core.

      The farther out from Core, the lower the buildings, though they still trended on the tall side. Aircraft soared the skies. Transports rolled the streets. Trains were propelled along magnetic rails.

      “I think Ana’s going to quote the laws of physics to you again when you point all this out, dude,” Chaos said after Joe remarked on the similarities for the third time.

      “Correct. All elements of intelligent civilization. Like fire. The wheel. Electromagnetism.”

      Joe couldn’t argue that.

      One distinct difference could be found in the weblike interconnecting structures that Parker told them served as bridges between the taller buildings. Apparently, there were no code violations or safety regulations here. Oniki were well-equipped to cling to heights; fatal falls were rare.

      Parker turned into the building where his quarters were housed, and things immediately became more alien. As at Atheneum, the doors were squat and square. Parker’s quarters were spare, the ceilings so low they forced both men into a crouch.

      Three rooms were sectioned off. In the front room, a pair of soft, rounded cushions lined one wall. In the back, a hammock-like web—parker identified it as his bed—hung from the ceiling. The third looked like a combination bath and kitchen.

      “Molting room,” Parker told them.

      The crate barely fit, taking up most of the front room. They discussed ditching it but decided to wait until they arrived at the Core to do so. The last thing any of them wanted was for the two humans to be spotted before they made it to their insertion point.

      Parker settled into one of the cushions; Joe and Chaos shared the second. Joe pulled out his tablet and turned on its portable holoprojector.

      “Back on Atheneum, you said you had access to the Core’s building plans. I’d like to see that and compare it to the one we drew up based on your description.”

      “O-kay. I retrieve.” A console like those at the Ancient facility extruded from the wall behind Parker. Joe set his tablet on top and interfaced with it. An image appeared, replacing the crude one Joe had sketched back on Atheneum from Parker’s description.

      Joe had drawn anchoring hallways radiating out from the center, like the strands of a web. Intersecting corridors were set in concentric circles—more on the lower levels, less at the top. The floor plan provided greater detail, adding chambers, lifts, labels that identified various departments.

      “This is inside of Core.”

      “Great. And the leaders meet up there, right?” Joe pointed to the top of the building.

      “Yes. In Presidium, along with Web Gerent. Ishumi leader.”

      They talked their way through the floor plan, making notes of where their map, pulled from Parker’s memory, differed from the real thing.

      “Okay, now for the HVAC system.”

      Parker made a drumming sound against the floor that translated to an expression of disdain. “Air duct attack not… not…”

      “Civilized? Honorable?”

      “Not proper weapon.”

      “We’re not here to fight a war,” Joe reminded him. “We’re here to stop one.”

      Chaos ignored them, busy studying the schematic. He whistled. “Man, Atheneum’s ductwork is much simpler. This runs everywhere throughout the Core. You people have a thing for fresh air.”

      “We do. Cleanliness important. Molting interferes with equipment function.”

      “Imagine so,” Chaos murmured.

      The sniper’s comment had Joe concerned. “Do you think we have enough of the delivery system to seed the building with the rectification pheromone?” he asked.

      “Oh yeah.” Chaos pulled a cylinder from his tactical vest. It was filled with motes. “No worries. We have plenty. Besides, Wes programmed them to propagate. Once activated, these suckers will be relentless.”

      “Relentless?” Parker sounded shocked, almost betrayed. “You said no violence.”

      “He just means that they’ll keep looking for existing Ishumi code they can hijack so the rectification pheromone can spread more rapidly,” Joe said. “It’ll jump from web to web, burrow into any communications thread your people have spun. It’s a chameleon, adapting to whatever system it infiltrates.”

      “But you said it not pheromone.”

      “No, it’s not. There’s no way we could have carried enough pheromone to dose the population of the whole planet. We had to come up with a way to work with what was already here. The motes instruct existing pheromones to reassemble, making the requisite chemical transformations at the atomic level. They will continue to do so until a cease code is sent.”

      “Ah,” Parker said. He nodded in a mimicry of the human trait he’d picked up on. “O-kay. Good talk.”

      He rose and headed for the kitchen/bath.

      “Dude,” Chaos called out, “we’re not done.”

      Joe held up a hand. “I think he wasn’t kidding about the need to molt. Give him some privacy.” He rose to a crouch, his head skimming the ceiling.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I want to check out those recycling bins Parker pointed out when we came in.”

      “Dumpster diving?” Chaos sounded incredulous.

      “They’re methane breathers. Their trash is going to contain oxygen, or things that break down into oxygen,” he said patiently. “I want to see if we can’t get some raw material for our catalyzers and top off our oxygen supply before we head out tonight. Now, you coming or not?”

      

      They returned to find Parker back on his cushion. After stepping through the plan one last time, Chaos spent the remaining hours catnapping. Joe had other things to do.

      Eyes closed, he centered himself, holding the mission in the forefront of his mind like an object in the palm of his hand. Deliberately, he willed the future potentials forward.

      For the first time since he’d met Parker, a mental image of the Asira appeared, the telltale smears of light limning his form. He disappeared into the mouth of a golden rope that stretched out into nothingness. Joe grasped the ribbon of light and followed where it would take him.

      He saw the infil point. The warren of ductwork. The tiny motes, spreading, seeking a way to propagate. The pheromone, prepped and ready to release on their signal. And a problem.

      The clicking of Parker’s claws roused Joe from the vision, the blue shift scattering like shards of glass in his consciousness. Beside him, Chaos rolled into a sitting position, instantly awake.

      The Asira looked different. Threatening. Formidable. Armor ran from his donut-shaped head down the first two joints of his limbs. Weapons barrels jutted from the breastplate that fitted his rounded torso. They lay snug against his donut-shaped head, like a pair of deadly, metallic epaulettes.

      “You look like you’re going to war, dude. Won’t that be conspicuous?” Chaos asked.

      Parker’s answer confirmed Joe’s suspicions. “This armor like what guards at Core wear. I fit in just fine. Come. It is time.”
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      Matt was roused from a combat nap by the alert signaling those on-planet were headed for the Core.

      “Let’s go, let’s go! That’s our cue, people!” Tom called out.

      Matt’s portable console chimed; the incoming signal and invitation to share the cockpit’s sensor feed. The two men would play lookout, monitoring local traffic while Falcon set the mines.

      “I’ll take planetside, you take rimward,” the pilot told Matt.

      “Copy, I have rimward.”

      Dee was already up and moving aft to assist the EVA teams.

      “Deploying mines now,” Falcon said. He bent over his console in intense concentration as he remotely maneuvered the explosive charges into position.

      The three teams were already suited up. Dee played jumpmaster, checking that their gear was secure, and confirming suit integrity.

      Matt manipulated the feed, cycling swiftly between the various feeds that showed both the rimward side of the shipyard itself and any oncoming traffic. So far, so good.

      “That’s the last one,” Falcon told Tom. “Sending you their det codes now.”

      There was a pause, then Tom said, “Got 'em.” He hooked a thumb aft. “Go suit up. They’re waiting for you.”

      Fifteen minutes later, the three EVA teams were at the hatch and ready to drop. Dee handled the call, staggering each launch to give them good separation.

      On Matt’s screen, they appeared as green blips, their IFF tags floating beside them. They crossed the ten-kilometer distance without incident, but then things got more complicated.

      “They’ve slowed to a crawl,” Lenora observed. The gunnery officer had taken Falcon’s copilot seat and would crew the ship’s weapons from there.

      “They had to.” Tom flared his hand to enlarge the image on the secondary holo. “Take a look at all those cables running between each spacedock. It’s a—”

      “Don’t say spiderweb,” Lenora muttered.

      “—a well-designed transit system,” he continued smoothly. “Works for them, but against us, especially considering how sensitive these Ishumi are to vibrations. One touch is all it’ll take to let them know something’s out there.”

      “They’ve got to have filters in place, though,” Hank said. “They can’t go on alert every time a micrometeorite or piece of space dust strikes a cable. And I don’t care how tidy they are, they’re going to generate a certain amount of space junk themselves.”

      “True, but—”

      “Team one’s approaching the target,” Dee called out.

      That stopped the chatter. Team one was Breeze, with Tia as his ‘package.’ Breeze’s IFF signal blinked off then back on twice, to signal they’d arrived. Ramon was next, followed by Scott.

      “EVA teams in place and on standby,” Dee reported.

      “So far, so good,” Tom said. “Maybe this op won’t be the Charlie Foxtrot—”

      “Don’t say it!” Matt and Dee yelled at the same time.

      Matt wasn’t superstitious, really, but he also wasn’t keen on tempting fate. And nothing could jinx an operation faster than someone mentioning how well things were going.

      Which was why he was ready when the red flag popped up; he’d been half expecting something like this the entire time.

      “Dee.” He motioned her over when she looked up, then pointed to the warning flashing on his screen.

      “Shit, Tom. I told you not to say it,” she griped.

      He went on instant alert. “Where’s the problem?”

      “We’ve lost signal with the softbots.”

      “The inchworms carrying the rectification pheromone?”

      “Yes. Trying to reestablish a connection.” Matt sent a ‘wake’ ping, but it timed out. “Dammit. No joy.”

      Dee motioned for him to slide over. “Let me look.”

      She had no more luck than he did. Her hands fisted as she stared at the screen in frustration. “Hey, do we still have a channel to those motes you deployed during your ISR?” she asked Tom.

      “We should, unless they were picked up by the hub’s cleaners.”

      “Shoot me the command-line code for them, will you?”

      Dee bent over Matt’s console, her hands flying through the holoscreen’s projection. “Okay, we’re getting a fresh image now. It’s real-time, so we should be able to see it update every ten seconds…”

      The image was rough, and low resolution. As the frames slowly advanced through each refresh, it became clear that the hub was in its night cycle.

      “Must be synced with their capital city,” Lenora said. “There aren’t many Ishumi moving around. Night watch, most likely.”

      “Yes, but that shouldn’t apply to maintenance or cleaning bots,” Dee replied. “This should be their most active time, but it’s not. Take a look.”

      She pointed out various small shapes in the 3D rendering, then held up a hand for them to wait while the screen refreshed, and then refreshed again. None of them moved.

      “See? They’re all frozen, not just ours. My guess? They’re shut down for a software update.”

      Matt groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “What does that mean for our bots?” Tom asked.

      “Well,” Dee tilted her head in thought. “The comms chips we installed will remain unaffected. We can still send commands. They just might not know what to do with them.”

      “Shit. And the tac-nukes?”

      “No worries there,” Matt said immediately. “They’re on the hull. System update is not a factor.”

      “So what you’re saying is we can take out the facility, but we can’t deliver the ‘life-saving meds’ if called to do that,” Tom summarized.

      “Which puts us in a ‘damned if you do, damned if you don’t’ situation,” Dee said. “If Joe succeeds in freeing top government officials but we’re unable to do the same for the largest military installation they have in the system, then those in charge here could stage a coup. We’d be looking at another purge all over again, just like the one that took out the Ancients.”

      “And if we took out the hub with the nukes after freeing their leaders, what message does that send about us?” Lenora added.

      “Dee, if we get inside, can you revert them to their original mission set?” Matt said.

      “I could.”

      Matt rose. “Suit up,” he told her. “We’re going in.”

      “Hold up,” Tom protested. “You’re not mission qualified.”

      “And neither of you have the decades of experience I have with the Unit,” he countered. “We can’t spare you—no one else can fly this ship. Same goes for Lenora and Hank. Their roles are critical or they wouldn’t be here. It has to be me and Dee.”

      “Let Dee go in alone,” Tom ordered.

      Matt shook his head. “I’m mission commander. I make the calls. And this is my call.”

      

      Matt hadn’t been in an EVA suit in months, but that didn’t matter. Kinetic memory took over, the moves familiar as he sealed himself in, then turned to inspect Dee’s seals.

      He gave her shoulder a slap, flashed a ‘good to go’ hand sign at her, then turned so that she could check him. He turned back to face her when she indicated his suit checked out. “Ready?”

      “Let’s do this.”

      This topped the charts as the most unusual infil he’d ever attempted. They closed on the hub, slowing to maneuver around thick transport cables. Matt jinked and dove, manipulating the suit’s controls as effortlessly as if it were an additional limb. Dee followed, moving nimbly around obstacles as they came up.

      He came to a stop a hairsbreadth from the hatch. A hand to Dee’s arm activated the smart threads in each suit, creating a hardwired comm connection.

      “Lockpick,” he ordered.

      All he could see on his HUD was her green outline. She nodded, one hand dipping into her tactical vest for a Sieve cylinder that contained the app.

      It didn’t take long for the membrane to appear. Dee pushed her gloved hand into it. There was some resistance and then she was through. She motioned for him to give her a push.

      Once inside, she braced her feet against the wall and thrust out a hand. He grasped it and she reeled him in. The moment he cleared the opening, she slammed the hatch’s door shut.

      The membrane feature meant there was no need for an actual airlock chamber. It also meant they’d been dumped directly into the hub’s outer corridor. Matt felt exposed, standing there. Training—and the many Oniki briefings he’d attended over the past month—overruled that. He reminded himself the Oniki had extraordinarily poor eyesight, no match for the camouflage tech of their suits.

      He reached for Dee’s arm. “Chaff,” he ordered.

      “Copy.”

      On his HUD, a cloud of glittering dust erupted from Dee’s suit, enveloping the intelligence sergeant. Matt blinked the command for his to do the same.

      “Now for the hard part,” she murmured.

      Matt pointed. “I’ll go left, you go right.”

      “You know what do to with them when you find them?”

      Matt held up a cylinder. “Make contact. Anywhere—it doesn’t matter. And then inject them with the code.”

      “Easy peasey.”

      “Dee…”

      “I know. Don’t say it, I’ll jinx it.”

      “If they spot you, head for the nearest hatch and get out onto the hull. Use the neurotoxin if you have to.”

      “Copy that. And Matt…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful.”
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      According to Joe’s suit, the ruck to the Core was a little more than three kilometers. Both operators were once more crammed inside the shipping container. It was a tense passage, but what little traffic they encountered paid no attention to Parker.

      Parker was… different. It was as if by donning the armor, he’d slipped back into the role of xii that had been stripped from him. Joe wasn’t sure he could put a finger on how he knew this; the Asira just seemed to exude a confidence that had been lacking ever since Tom hijacked his ship and brought him to Atheneum.

      He fervently hoped that, by the end of this mission, Parker would receive the recognition he deserved for being willing to risk everything to free his people. The blue shift at the back of his brain was edging toward green, warning that the path wasn’t as straightforward as it might seem.

      “We here,” Parker said, drawing Joe’s attention from the sweep he’d been conducting of their six. The Asira stood in front of a row of oversized, square doors tucked beneath an awning.

      “Where is ‘here’?” Chaos asked.

      “Delivery entrance.”

      “That works,” Joe said. He covered Chaos as the sniper tightened the strap on his ruck and press-checked his pistol. Chaos then did the same for Joe.

      The magazines in their primary weapons were filled with dart rounds coated in neurotoxin. One dart would paralyze. The second shot would kill. Both men also carried backup guns with standard loads.

      Check complete, Joe straightened. “Ready,” he told Parker.

      “Good/good. Quiet follow.”

      There was one guard on duty inside the dock. He seemed bored, one limb tapping out a cadence to a melody outside the range of human hearing. He straightened to attention when Parker rattled off a crisp-sounding tattoo with his front limbs.

      Joe and Chaos ghosted behind the guard while his attention was focused elsewhere. Parker joined them in the corridor beyond, after rapping out an “at ease” to the guard.

      “HVAC system one level above us,” he informed them, stopping in front of a weblike shaft that led upward. “We climb. Lift too…” He paused, seeking the right word.

      “Conspicuous?” Joe supplied, slinging his rifle over his shoulder.

      “Yes. And for supplies. Cargo, mainly.”

      The web held them easily. It reminded Joe of the rope netting they’d climbed countless times in Basic. Parker swarmed up with an agility they couldn’t quite match, but he and Chaos weren’t far behind.

      “Around curve there.” Parker pointed, then set off.

      The level below had been cramped, with low ceilings. This level felt marginally more open. When Joe remarked on that, Parker waved a pedipalp at him in agreement.

      “Yes. Ceilings get higher with each level.”

      “Nice,” Chaos commented. “My back’s going to be a lot happier once we can stand.”

      The room Parker led them to looked like it was home to the building’s engineering and maintenance department. “If we encounter anyone here, they will be worker caste. Easily managed.”

      Joe raised a brow at that, sensing an attitude toward a lower caste he wasn’t sure he liked. He’s an alien, he reminded himself. What did you expect?

      Parker stopped in the center of the room, his head swiveling uncertainly from left to right. When his primary eyes returned to focus on Joe, he tapped a limb tentatively against the nearest console. “Okay then. You know what to do.”

      Chaos burst out laughing. Privately to Joe, he said, “He sounds like a butterbar back home!” To Parker, he added, “Copy that, buddy. We know exactly what to do.”

      The consoles were just like those back at Atheneum. Joe grabbed a nearby storage container and used it for a stool, then set his tablet on the nearest console. Its organic surface was oddly cool.

      Closing his eyes, he pulled forward the potential future which had formed back in Parker’s quarters. He stared the problem full in the face, knowing he would have to deal with it soon. For now, it was enough that this next step would go undetected.

      He removed a tablet from his ruck and connected it to the console, hacking into the system. The search program scrolled through the Ishumi database until it located the tiny army of bots dedicated to cleaning the ductwork.

      “Gotcha.” Joe triggered the recall code. “They’re inbound,” he told Chaos. “You’re up.”

      “Hooah,” Chaos said. Seconds later, he had the ductwork cover removed and was crouched beside it, waiting with a cylinder full of motes in his hand.

      Joe’s suit picked up the skittering sound of limbs heralding their arrival. “Here they come.”

      When the first arrived, Chaos injected the bot, shoved it aside, then reached for the next. This continued for some time, Chaos reaching deeper into the metal tube to find fresh bots to inoculate. Twice, he swapped out canisters.

      At length, he pulled back. “I think that’s enough of them to reach critical mass,” he said, bending down to pull six softbots from his ruck.

      “Those for Council, yes/yes?”

      “Yes,” Chaos said. He lifted the first U-shaped inchworm up to show to Parker. “These are programmed to head for each one of the six air ducts that terminate at the Council chambers. They’re filled with the pheromone and will release it into the air on our command.” He set the softbot inside, then reached for the next one.

      Joe’s ruck contained bots too—spider bots with compact, tac-nuke payloads. If everything went to hell and the code didn’t work, Joe could leave the pack behind and detonate it on a fast exfil. He suspected Parker had an idea what he was carrying, but if the former Ishumi had any issues with it, he kept them to himself.

      Joe busied himself at the console, packing up the tablet and returning the box filled with parts to where he’d found it. As he worked, he plied Parker with more questions to distract him from asking about the remaining bots in his ruck.

      The slight scraping of a grate being replaced signaled Chaos had finished. The sniper joined them at the console. “It’s done.”

      Joe turned to Parker. “It’s time for phase two.”

      Too much was riding on this to leave anything to chance. Joe and Chaos would trigger the softbots that would inoculate everyone inside the Presidium, then remain on site to troubleshoot the situation if things didn’t go as planned. No one wanted Parker to face the Council alone, without backup.

      They’d brought one more thing they needed to deploy: a set of portable speakers. These were programmed to deliver a prerecorded message from Atheneum’s archives. It explained the accident that had corrupted the Ishumi’s programming and the pheromone-laced rectification code with which they’d just been dosed, reverting them to the DNA they’d had when hatched. Freeing them from their compulsion.

      The message ended with an offer of assistance. It presented Parker as an emissary from the Ancient base to the Gerent, the Ishumi’s commander in chief.

      That was the plan. The blue shift shimmering in one corner of Joe’s mind told a slightly different story. Things were about to go off script.

      “Get ready,” he told Chaos privately. “Once we get inside the Presidium, things are going FUBAR fast.”

      “Blue shift?”

      “Hell yeah.” He switched back to the channel Parker was on. “How many more levels until we get to the Presidium?”

      “Three. Follow me.”

      Parker led them to another shaft. This time, they climbed two levels before exiting. Joe arched his back in relief when he found he could straighten to his full height without hitting the ceiling.

      Irregular taps came from up ahead. He brought his rifle up. “What’s that?” he asked Parker.

      “Guard. Step softly.”

      Joe checked the cloud of noise-canceling chaff he’d released just before climbing up the rope ladder and found it active. On his HUD, he could see a glittering haze of green surrounding Chaos’s form, signaling that his, too, was functional. If the blue shift was correct, these, combined with Parker’s own movements, should be sufficient to mask their presence. For now.

      They advanced cautiously around the curve and the guard came into view. There was something odd about his stance. His limbs twitched sporadically and his primary eyes repeatedly tracked back and forth. Joe looked behind him, curious about what had caught the guard’s attention, but he saw nothing.

      Parker made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a derisive snort. “He asleep,” he said, the translator adding a layer of contempt to his tone. “Good fortune for us. Quiet. We not wake.”

      “Copy that. I’m all for the ‘not wake’ part,” Chaos murmured.

      They glided past, Joe and Chaos carefully keeping Parker between themselves and the sleeping guard. They made it to the other side without incident.

      “The Presidium is above us?” Joe asked once they were clear.

      “Yes. Only one way up to next level. Come.”

      They passed two inward-leading corridors and were nearing a third when Parker abruptly stopped.

      Pedipalps stiff with alarm, the former Ishumi spun to face them and snapped, “Back/back! Now!”
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      Joe needed no further encouragement. He and Chaos raced back the way they’d come, Parker scuttling around to take the lead. He stopped short of the next cross corridor, edged his way into it and stopped, listening.

      “Come/come! This way!”

      “Mind telling us what’s going on?” Chaos asked.

      “The Council descends!”

      Joe tensed. “They’re coming this way? Right now?”

      “No/no. Descend. From silks. Into Presidium.”

      Belatedly, a blue shift fell across his vision, the image brief—there one second and gone the next. It showed the inside of a large, domed chamber. In the middle, thick, flowing cables draped gracefully from the ceiling high above. They reminded Joe of a show he’d once seen while on liberty, where acrobats soared through the air in an intricate dance with aerial silks.

      In the brief flash the implant had given him, he saw Ishumi picking their way almost delicately down from trapdoors set into the ceiling. Their movements were stately and oddly majestic.

      “Let me guess,” Joe said grimly. “That means they’re in session.”

      “Not possible.” Parker sounded agitated. “Should not be until star crests horizon, five spins from now.”

      Joe willed the implant to bring the image back, but it was gone. “So that’s a yes?”

      “Yes/yes. In session. We retreat, come back next rising.”

      “We can’t do that,” Joe said. “We don’t have the resources to make it another rising.”

      That was a white lie that Joe hoped Parker didn’t call him on. He and Chaos could easily stay the night, but postponing the mission meant an increased risk of discovery.

      Then there was the other blue shift—the one that persisted. It shimmered in his periphery and, unlike the other, was easily called forward. It told him they had no real choice. The best chance for success was to Charlie Mike, continue the mission.

      “Look, Parker. Here’s how this is going down. Everyone in that room gets inoculated. Now. Tonight. And we’re going to do it without getting caught. There’s no other way. You with me?”

      Parker grew still. “Bots in air ducts, yes?”

      “Yes. That’ll take care of the rest of the building, but not all. Some bots are going to fail.”

      “How you know this?” Parker demanded.

      Joe was too busy wondering why he didn’t know about the impromptu Council meeting beforehand. He felt a moment of unease. Dammit, I can’t afford to start suppressing the implant again.

      He wasn’t doing it consciously, but what if he was, subconsciously? Shoving that concern aside for now, he dealt with the problem he knew he could fix. He knelt and swung his ruck from his shoulders. Chaos knelt beside him.

      “What’s up?” the sniper asked.

      “Get me a couple of smoke grenades.”

      Joe pulled a container filled with spare primer pheromone from his pack and grabbed a multitool from his tac vest. He took the grenade Chaos handed over and gently worked the cover off, bypassing the propellant to get to the filler material. This, he dumped into a collapsible bottle and tossed back into his ruck. He loaded the grenade with the pheromone and carefully reassembled it.

      Chaos caught on fast. He’d copied Joe’s movements with the second grenade and was ready for the primer pheromone when Joe was done with it.

      “What’s that blue shift telling you?” the sniper asked, reassembling his own grenade. “Do we need more or will two do the trick?”

      “Two should be enough.”

      Parker silently observed their handiwork. When they had finished, he asked, “What these?”

      “Backup,” Joe said tersely. “Wherever a bot fails to release the pheromone, we can toss these into the crowd. It’s set to go off on impact. That way, no one gets missed.”

      “Good tactic but could be seen as attack.”

      Joe knew damn well it would be seen that way, but the vision was riding him again, and he knew there was no other guaranteed path. “It’s a chance we’ll have to take.”

      “Chaos, we need to get those speakers into position without anyone noticing.”

      The speakers were flat, paper-thin membranes that could adhere to any wall. They had their own power source, and were often used at outdoor pop-up events, like marathons and rallies. This version, preloaded with the message from the Ancients, had a self-destruct built in that would cause the paper-thin material to disintegrate once used.

      The plan had been to get them in place while the Presidium was empty, then Joe could trigger them remotely. Now, they’d have to do it on the fly, in front of the very audience the message was intended to reach.

      “This not regular Council meeting,” Parker warned. “Usually many/many in attendance. This secret. Word you use is classified?”

      “Yeah,” Joe said, not liking what that implied. “That’s the word. How many usually attend these classified sessions?”

      “Council. Top Tier. Possibly Second Tier too. That make 3012 and one.” The translator hissed, then corrected the base-twelve number to thirty-seven.

      “Think they’ll make enough noise to mask our footsteps?”

      “Must be careful. Quiet/quiet.” He sounded doubtful. “Maybe.”

      Joe didn’t see any other way and was secretly pissed at the implant for being so unhelpful. “We’ll just have to take that chance. What about you? With our suits’ active camo, they won’t see us coming. But you, they’re going to see. How are we going to get you into position without anyone noticing?”

      Parker considered the question. “Original plan not work now. No access. This”—he tapped the armor he wore—“similar to armor for Core guard. If we remove security at mouth of corridor, I take place.”

      That sounded doable. “All right. That’s what we’ll do.”

      “Must get past ramp first. Only way up to next level.”

      “Is that what happened back there? Are there guards stationed on the ramp?”

      “Yes. Three,” Parker waved a limb to the left and then the right. “And three.”

      “We’ll have to take them out with the rifles,” Chaos said.

      “Parker, will they be able to warn anyone once we tag them with the paralytic?”

      “No. No movement, no communication.”

      “Not even through comms?”

      “Must activate. Cannot.”

      “All right. We take out the guards. What will we face up at the top?” Joe asked.

      “Main corridor. Leads to Presidium.”

      “Any of the concentric cross-corridors, like this one?”

      “Yes/yes. Two.”

      “Good. Chaos and I will go first and clear the ramp. Once we reach the top, we’ll assess. Take out anyone that can ID you. Then we’ll signal you to come on up.”

      “O-kay.”

      “Chaos? You have the sproings?”

      The sniper had anticipated Joe’s question. He lifted the container in his hand. “Right here.”

      “They rigged to release on our signal?”

      “You got it.”

      “We set them as we go, then.”

      “Copy that.”

      Parker kept pace alongside Joe as he headed down the hallway. “What sproing?”

      “It’s a simple mechanical device with a manual, spring-loaded release. They’re triggered by vibration, the kind someone makes when they walk by. Usually they carry a payload, like a swarm of microscopic bugs that form into a mesh transmitter. These are empty.”

      “Why sproing? That not translate.”

      “That’s because it’s not really a word. It’s just the sound they make when they’re triggered. And that’s what I’m after. Ever heard of a red herring?”

      Parker was silent as he searched the database Dee had supplied him. “Fish food?”

      “That’s what we’ll be if these don’t work and they catch us,” Chaos muttered.

      “Not now,” Joe hissed, then returned to his explanation. “A red herring is any diversionary tactic that causes someone pursuing you to think you’re somewhere you’re not. They break off to chase a false trail you’ve laid for them.”

      “Human word Ana taught: devious. Oniki not do devious.”

      “Brother, that’s what we’re counting on.”
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      The hub’s rotation imparted enough centripetal force to provide about a third of a g. Matt was cool with that; it was simpler than maneuvering in zero-g. He still needed to be mindful of vibration, but the reduced gravity helped with that, as did the noise-canceling chaff cloud held in place around him.

      He took a moment to orient himself. The hub was built on a wheels-within-wheels model, the outer hull being the floor he currently stood on. He looked up and up, craning his neck to see through the open-weave lattice of the second tier. Metal mesh catwalks made up its floor. There were no railings anywhere, and no stairs. Just beams set diagonally, reaching upward toward the center of the hub.

      “Guess if your center of gravity is less than a meter off the ground and you have six legs, balance isn’t any big deal,” he said to himself.

      Movement up ahead had his head snapping back down. Instinctively, he froze, then relaxed when he realized it was one of the larger sweeper bots. The software update must have completed.

      He tried pinging the softbots again. They didn’t respond to any of his commands, but the ping did trigger their IFF chips.

      Bingo, he thought, as tiny green dots lit up on his HUD’s map. With the bots rebooted, they’d come back online.

      The first one was just ahead in one of the stub side corridors. He cautiously edged around the corner, spotting the inchworm huddled against the wall. He bent and pressed the cylinder to its base. The bot rippled, then stilled. He pinged it, and it sent the response code.

      One down, nine to go.

      He repeated the process, finding the first few bots spaced at even intervals. He’d just come across the final four, bunched up together, when the tap-tap-tap of an approaching Ishumi had him flattening himself against the wall.

      “Dee, what’s your status?” he sent quickly.

      “Just found my last two. You?”

      “Four of them grouped together. They were probably still spreading out when the software update hit. Listen, I’ve got incoming. Soon as he passes by, I’ll pop the code into these and beat feet to the nearest hatch.”

      “Shallow breaths. They can sense the slightest change in air currents, and that includes the rise and fall of your chest,” Dee cautioned.

      With the Ishumi almost upon him, Matt two-clicked his reply. He’d exchanged the cylinder for his pistol, loaded with neurotoxin darts. He held it ready, not daring to move as the soldier came into view.

      The Ishumi passed by, uncomfortably close. And then he stopped. His donut-shaped head rotated, primary eyes looking straight at Matt.

      Matt remained stock-still. Move along, nothing to see here, he silently urged. That was when he learned that the power of suggestion did not work on Ishumi.

      The alien lifted a limb, cocked it back. Matt sidestepped to avoid the sharp-edged claw that swept through the space where he’d been standing. His hope that the chaff would mask his footsteps died quickly when the Ishumi made a loud drumming noise, then charged straight at him.

      Matt backpedaled fast, tripping over one of the softbots. He landed on his back, the lower gravity lessening the impact but not enough. Pain shot up his spine and weakened his gun hand. He steadied it with the other hand, tracking the soft spot beneath the primary eyes.

      He shot the Ishumi mid-stride. His front two limbs crashed into the deck on either side of Matt’s head. Matt froze.

      The neurotoxin worked; the Ishumi didn’t move. Matt stared up at the creature’s underbelly, then slowly inched his way down, sliding out between the Ishumi’s two back claws.

      “Now would be a really bad time to find out the toxin messes with bladder control,” he muttered.

      A second, louder drumming reverberated through the hub as he rolled stiffly to his feet.

      “What’s that?” Dee’s voice cut in.

      “I’ve been made,” he said, grabbing the cylinder and rapidly injecting the bots. “My guess is that’s their red alert.”

      “Dammit! Get the hell out of there, Whitaker!” Dee snapped.

      Matt eased out into the main corridor. His map showed a hatch twenty meters ahead. “One step ahead of you. I’ll meet you in the black.”

      With their cover blown, Matt saw no reason not to update Tom. They could triangulate his signal all they wanted; he’d be gone before they found him.

      The pilot’s response was immediate. “Get clear. We’ll blow the hub.”

      “No. They don’t know what tripped the alarm yet. They’ll have to investigate.” He slammed a Sieve against the hatch. The lockpick app cycled the hatch just as a cadence of taps sounded in the distance. Matt dove through the membrane, using his suit’s thrusters to stop his forward momentum. He recalled the Sieve, then triggered the hatch closed.

      “I’m out.” Dee’s voice sounded in his head.

      “Me too. Tom, they’re on alert and sweeping the interior, but we’re both EVA.”

      “Head into open space,” the pilot instructed. “EVA teams, you’re up. Get those ships out into the black ASAP. I’m starting a two-minute timer on those mines… now.”

      Shit. That didn’t allow Matt or Dee much time. He synced his HUD’s chrono with the countdown and switched over to a private channel to ping Dee. “Hey, you good?”

      “Threading the needle as fast as I can.” Her voice sounded tense, distracted. “This shit isn’t easy.”

      Matt knew all too well what she meant. He was busy doing the same. “Hooah. Just don’t get caught.”

      He saw a shortcut that would get him closer to her position and took it, narrowly missing one of the cables. “I see you up ahead. Angling your way.”

      “I’m seeing activity!” Tom called out. “Ishumi are loading into crawlers. They’re sweeping the area. I’m arming the tac-nukes.”

      “Hold!” Matt yelled. “Let the bots do their job. We haven’t yet heard from Joe. We still have time.”

      There was silence on the other end. “Sensor analysis puts these assholes on your six in ten minutes,” Tom warned.

      “Understood.”

      Come on, Kovacs. We’re running out of time, here, brother…
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      Parker could move with surprisingly little noise considering the amount of armor he wore. He led Joe and Chaos back toward the ramp and came to a stop just shy of it. Joe took point, extending a remote camera around the corner to get eyes on the situation.

      “Three and three, just like he said,” Joe said privately. “You take the left. I’ve got the ones on the right.” He eased carefully out into the open, his eye pinned to the reticle of his rifle. The guards did not react.

      “Chaff cloud seems to be holding,” Joe told Chaos. “Just slip on out here, nice and slow…” He took another step, clearing the way for the sniper to emerge.

      Chaos moved slowly, silently into position.

      “On my mark,” Joe said. “Three… two… one… mark!”

      Joe’s rifle kicked. He turned, fired a second time. Turned, fired again. “Clear.”

      “Clear,” Chaos repeated.

      They closed cautiously, weapons trained on the paralyzed guards. The preternatural stillness imparted by the fast-acting neurotoxin was disturbing. As he passed, Joe couldn’t avoid the feeling he was being watched, like prey.

      He turned to Chaos, abruptly concerned about the sniper’s fear of spiders. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, but these motherfuckers are creeping me out.” Chaos’s breathing was more rapid than usual, but he held it together and didn’t break stride.

      Joe breathed easier when they reached the top of the ramp. The first of the two hallways that ringed the Presidium was close—no more than three meters away. That was good. What wasn’t so good was the pair of Ishumi standing guard on either side.

      “Body count’s going to start getting high soon,” Chaos warned. “At some point, they’re going to notice.”

      “Yeah, clock’s ticking. Let’s do this.” They took out the two guards in quick succession and Joe called Parker to join them.

      “How frequently do these guards report in? How soon before someone notices they’ve been neutralized and sounds the alarm?” he asked.

      “Unknown.”

      “All right, then. I’m calling in the strike.” Joe toggled off his suit’s kata shield generator and reached mentally for Major Holden. The connection snapped into place.

      “Citadel, Vanguard. Kraken. I say again, Kraken.”

      “Confirming Kraken.”

      Joe cut the connection, almost missing Holden’s, “Godspeed, Sergeant.” Flipping the kata generator back on and broke into a run.

      “Come on! Move it! Move it!”
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      In kata space above Atheneum, Holden repeated, “Confirming Kraken.”

      Captain Stafford was already leaning over the missile tech’s board. “Launch Shrikes.”

      Four Shrikes shot from Morpheus’s bay and leapt across the wormhole bridge, their targets locked onto the positions the motes had painted for them many hours ago.

      The entire bridge held its collective breath as the Shrikes’ telemetry updated on the other end. Immediately, dozens of tiny green dots separated from the attack drones, arrowing straight for the two Branch ships. Caught by surprise, they had just begun to maneuver. It wasn’t nearly enough, and with the missiles locked onto the motes, it was an exercise in futility. Bright blooms flared, then faded as the missiles found their targets and the motes died.

      As the last missile hit its target, the telemetry abruptly cut off.

      The missile tech looked over his shoulder at Holden and Stafford. “Missile impact. Targets destroyed.”
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      Holden’s voice came through mere minutes before Tom’s deadline. “Sentinel, this is Citadel. Kraken have been released. You are go.”

      Tom repeated the call over the team channel. “EVA teams, go!”

      The first of the three Purgeships came unmoored, Stan nudging it up and away from the weblike spokes radiating out to form the shipyard. “I’m clear,” he reported. “Engaging drives now.”

      Just then, the hub’s defenses came online. Pulsed plasma bursts lanced out, firing in the direction of the escaping ship. Stan jinked hard to avoid.

      “Shit! How long does it take those bots to disperse that pheromone?” Stan sounded furious.

      “It’ll take more than a minute. There are two dozen of them and over a hundred Ishumi on that station,” Matt said.

      “Fuck it. We’re out of here.” In a flare of blue light, the ship leapt ahead, accelerating toward the magnetic tunnel and out of the shipyard’s reach.

      Falcon came online. “I think I know what alerted them. It was the vibration when they released the mooring lines. Tia, Scott’s modified some chaff to coat them. We think it’ll dampen the vibration. Stand by—”

      His voice cut off in a flare of light, the fusillade from the hub’s guns speared the moored ship from half a dozen different directions.

      Matt’s head whipped around as the beam of coherent light cut through the dark. “Falcon!” Matt shouted. “Scott!”

      He kept his head on a swivel, maintaining situational awareness while darting fast looks over at the sector where the explosion had taken place. It was a good thing he did, or he might not have spotted the standing wave the explosion imparted to the cables.

      He cursed silently, jinking when the cable nearest him undulated wildly. He wasn’t quite fast enough, and it clipped him.

      “Whitaker!”

      Dee’s warning came on the heels of weapons fire from a crawler, targeting the space he’d occupied mere seconds ago.

      “I’m good,” he said, his focus split now between Dee’s icon and the countdown clock. They had to get clear of the station before the mothership became a deadly debris field.

      “Tia…” Tom’s voice came warningly when the third ship slipped its moorings and dropped below the shipyard, headed for Dee and Matt.

      “Someone’s got to pick them up,” she said.

      “We’re okay for now,” Matt said, his throat constricting at the thought of losing two more teammates. “Get the hell out of here. Tom can pick us up.”

      The hub fired on Tia, but the pilot was no longer there. She sent the ship corkscrewing in a complex maneuver that showed how much she’d been practicing with Parker’s ship back at Atheneum.

      “Bring it, assholes!” she bit out, letting loose with a barrage of her own.

      “Tia, stand down! That’s an order. Exfil. Now.” Tom’s voice brooked no dissent.

      Tia nosed the ship over, breaking off her strafing run. Oddly, the hub had stopped firing.

      “Hey, I think the code’s working—” Matt’s words cut off as the timer reached zero and the mothership imploded.

      Debris spun outward in a perfect, concentric sphere, deflected only where it came into contact with other parts of the shipyard.

      One jagged-edged panel sailed past just as Matt neared Dee. “That was close,” he said, his eyes tracking the twisted metal.

      “Look out!” Dee punched her suit’s thrusters and slammed into him, sending him cartwheeling out of the way just as another warped piece of hull came slicing through the black.

      It impaled her, sending her body somersaulting backward with its force.

      “Fuck! Dee’s hit!”
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      Joe and Chaos sprinted down the curving hallway behind Parker, the former Ishumi leading them to the first of the six tunnels that accessed the Presidium. They skidded to a halt when Parker stopped abruptly. He looked noticeably agitated.

      “What’s wrong?” Joe asked.

      “Top Tier send news, intruders inside Orbital ShipNest.”

      ShipNest was the Oniki term for the shipyard, Joe recalled.

      “They tapping out alarm.” Parker demonstrated with vibrations and a soft rapping against the floor. “On way here now to warn Council. No time left.”

      “Top Tier’s your military brass, right?” Chaos asked. “The military leaders that advise the Council?”

      “Yes. Must release pheromone now/now,” he repeated. “No time. No wait.”

      “Is that one of the tunnels?” Joe asked, pointing past Parker.

      “Yes.”

      He started toward it at a jog. Parker quickly stopped him.

      “Slow/slow. Guard at mouth of Presidium.”

      “Understood.”

      When they came to the tunnel, Joe noticed the difference in the flooring. He bent and pressed a hand against it. It felt cushioned to him. “Why is this different?”

      “This give privacy. Messages not carry well in that material.”

      “Kind of like a SCIF?” Chaos wondered.

      “Maybe.” Joe turned to Parker. “Will this help mask our progress?”

      “Yes.”

      They advanced cautiously, coming to a stop once the Core guard came into view at the mouth of the tunnel. Unlike the others, this one seemed alert. He rotated slowly in a circle, his attention never landing for long in any one place.

      “He’s going to be hard to sneak up on,” Chaos said.

      “Then we won’t be the ones to do it.” Joe knelt and retrieved one of the tac-nuke spider-bots from his ruck.

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” Chaos asked.

      “We need a diversion, and he’s all I’ve got,” Joe replied. “We’ll get him back as soon as the guard’s neutralized.”

      Joe sent the bot to the top of the tunnel wall, then advanced it slowly ahead of them. Signing down, he dropped into a low crawl on the side opposite the bot, then sent it skittering slowly toward the guard.

      Technically, the guard was in range; he could take him out at any time. But if the guard’s actions were routine, Joe couldn’t risk anyone noticing he’d stopped moving. Better for them to coax the guard away from the opening, neutralize him, and install Parker in his place.

      It was evident the moment the guard noticed the bot. His shoulder-mounted weapon lifted, tracking the movement, but he didn’t step away from the entrance.

      “Come on, damn you,” Joe muttered. He pulled the bot back toward them, then had it cross to the center of the ceiling before moving back. “Take the bait, dammit.”

      He jiggled the bot again, moving it forward, then back. This time, the guard moved toward them, the translator picking up his exasperated muttering.

      “Just a little farther,” Chaos whispered, his rifle up, his reticle pinned on the Ishumi. “One more step…”

      He fired. The Ishumi froze.

      Joe sprang to his feet. “Go, Parker! Go!”

      Parker raced past the frozen guard, barely squeezing by him. He paused just before he reached the entrance and appeared to compose himself. Then he dropped into the same slow rotation scanning routine they’d seen the guard perform.

      Joe followed behind, scooping up the spider-bot on his way. He stopped when he reached Parker, his greater height giving him a clear view of the rotunda, the Council’s high-wire act, and the crowd below.

      Thumps and scrapes were punctuated by buzzing sounds, too faint for the translator to accurately pick up. Snippets of conversation came through, enough for him to tell this was a meeting to discuss ship-building status at the yard.

      Parker’s front limb scraped the floor impatiently. “You not stop,” he snapped. “Go fast. Time almost gone.”

      He was right. Joe stepped out of the tunnel and into the Presidium. Chaos followed, then moved away to maintain separation. Joe triggered the pheromone, then did a slow three-sixty, checking the air ducts.

      Motes had been seeded in with the pheromone to act as miniscule ‘tracers.’ They showed up as tiny green dots on Joe’s HUD, the cloud of green drifting from the air ducts, blanketing the Ishumi below. All, save for those standing beneath the duct with the malfunctioning bot.

      “There,” he said, pointing. “That’s the one. It just failed.”

      “I see it.”

      “Remember, the chaff won’t mask vibrations—step lightly.”

      “Copy that,” Chaos said, ghosting silently in the direction of the untreated Ishumi.

      Joe froze as the thumps and scratches from the Council abruptly cut off and a drumming roll filled the room. An alarm had just been sounded.
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      Joe spun to where Parker stood. “What’s going on?” he asked, though he suspected he knew.

      “Communication with Branch ships cut off,” the former Ishumi said.

      “Dammit, I was hoping we could keep the shipyard from them until we dosed the Council. Chaos, get that speaker up!”

      Joe pulled a speaker from his ruck and tossed it to Chaos, then raced toward the nearest wall, pulling the second one out as he ran. He came as close as he dared to the assembled Ishumi, unrolled the speaker, and pressed its adhesive backing against the wall. It powered on, sending a handshake to his HUD. Chaos had his up a moment later, and a second handshake appeared.

      Just then, frantic scratches echoed down one of the radial corridors feeding into the Core. Joe swung around to face an onslaught of armed, aggressive Ishumi guards. He triggered the message from the Ancients, then raced toward the mouth of the nearest tunnel while the message played.

      “Dose those untreated Ishumi,” he called out. “I’ll slow the guards!”

      “My fellow Oniki, years ago you were adapted, your cybernetic augments implanted to create a new, specialized warrior, a proud addition to the Asira warrior caste. But circumstances arose that forced an update to your directive.”

      The Ishumi were stirring, some in confusion, others in agitation. Joe skidded to a stop as the guards poured into the Presidium, and pulled the pin on his grenade.

      “This update, coated in a primer code, was misapplied. The Ishumi fell victim to a corrupted pheromone messenger. You are now freed from our mistake. Taste the original directive you should have received and feel the difference.”

      Chaos’s grenade went off first, causing the guards to emit a drumming threat. Joe’s grenade landed in their midst, the propellant spewing gouts of colorful green smoke as tracer motes released into the air.

      A loud buzzing came from an Ishumi in the crowd Chaos had just dosed. Pouncing on the grenade, he held it high in one limb. “We under attack!”

      “No you’re not, dipshit!” Chaos griped, sidestepping to avoid an oncoming Ishumi. When the one holding the now-empty grenade crushed it in his claws, the canister, still under pressure, burst. It surprised and angered the Ishumi but didn’t harm him.

      The message continued.

      “We made a grave mistake. We wronged you. Today, that ends. You, as the ruling body, are charged with seeing our mistake remedied. As this transmission reaches you, the rectification pheromone is being disseminated throughout every web, down to the smallest clutches.”

      Frantic scratches echoed down other tunnels. It grew louder; more Ishumi racing toward them. Joe swapped out his rifle for his pistol, then pulled out a spray canister of pheromone. “Shoot to paralyze if you can,” he told Chaos. The sniper two-clicked, already on the move.

      Joe headed for Parker. He was a ship’s captain, not a grunt. It might have been years since he’d last trained for this kind of fighting, if ever. Sure enough, guards were barreling down the tunnel toward him.

      “Parker, behind!” Joe snapped, breaking into a sprint.

      He waved for Parker to move aside. He got the message and scuttled out of the tunnel. In one leap, he cleared Joe’s height and then some, clinging to the Presidium’s curved wall with ease.

      The timing could not have been better if it had been planned. Just then, the message reached its conclusion.

      “An Emissary is among you, the one who was first returned to his intended purpose. He is here to guide you and to advise the Gerent. Heed him well, for he has been given access to the Vault of History.”

      “Stay alert! Don’t get dead on me, now, you hear?” Joe told Parker. “If we get cut off, we’ll meet you at the rally point.” Not waiting for a response, he turned to engage the influx of Core guards.

      He danced out of the way of an oncoming guard, pistol in one hand and aerosolized canister in the other. In close quarters like this, the spray would be more effective—if he could stay out of their reach.

      The press of advancing Ishumi had Joe backing up. He and Chaos ended up back-to-back, both trying to inoculate versus paralyze. It was a losing battle.

      One particularly aggressive Ishumi, after being dosed, just kept on coming. Though the scrabble of sounds from the fight should have masked anything their suits’ noise-canceling chaff didn’t cover, the Ishumi knew exactly where Chaos was, tracking the camo-suited man unerringly, as if the chaff…

      The chaff! It must have dissipated!

      “Pop more chaff—and trigger those sproings!”

      Joe took his own advice. The second round of noise-canceling chaff, combined with the distraction of the sproings, seemed to do the trick. Several guards broke off to deal with the new ‘threat’ the sproings suggested were on approach. All but the Ishumi zeroing in on Chaos, the one guard who clearly had a bead on the sniper.

      Joe fired, but it went wild, the Ishumi moving out of the way at the last instant.

      “Take him down,” Joe ordered, dancing to the side to avoid trampling limbs.

      Chaos took the shot, then rolled just in time to dodge the scythe-like cybernetic limb that passed through the space he’d so recently occupied. Joe came up on the Ishumi’s flank and sprayed the rectification pheromone directly into his lateral eye as he lumbered past. He wavered, the conflicting order to protect the invisible intruders scrambling his neural pathways as they came into direct conflict with his Ishumi programming.

      Joe slid past the confused soldier, threading between his stuttering limbs and those of the two who had waded in after him. Aiming this time for their primary eyes, he delivered the pheromone twice more, dancing out of the way of uncoordinated limbs to make it to a clearing on the other side.

      A nearby Ishumi lay on his side with a dart sticking out of his donut-shaped head. A section of armor plating had come loose and lay beside him on the floor. Joe scooped it up at a run and popped it into a flat spin aimed at the Ishumi about to cut Chaos in half from behind. The small piece of metal sliced through the air like a makeshift shuriken, embedding itself in the creature’s lateral eye. He stumbled back with a keening shriek.

      Movement on the dais just beneath the silks caught Joe’s eye. He stared in disbelief at the Council member that Parker had IDed as the Gerent, the leader of the Core. Beside him stood Smith.

      “Not now,” he hissed at the implant. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

      But Smith wasn’t staring at him—he was staring at Parker. He raised a finger and pointed, and the Gerent lifted an armor-clad limb with a shoulder-launcher attached to it.

      “Parker, get down!” Joe aimed his weapon at the Gerent but a cluster of Ishumi passed between him and his target.

      Everything crystallized in that one moment. This was the blue shift he’d seen back on Atheneum, and the reason Chaos had to be here.

      “Chaos, the dais! He’s going for Parker. I don’t have a clear shot!”

      The sniper spun, swapping his pistol for his rifle in one smooth move. The Gerent fired and missed. Chaos fired, then fired again. He did not miss.

      Joe closed on the dais, the path becoming more difficult the closer he came. He had to paralyze a number of Ishumi on the way to keep from being seized between armored claws.

      Chaos met him there, his rifle jerking as he fired at those attempting to gain access. These shots were all singles, the paralyzed Ishumi creating a temporary barrier, blocking those behind them.

      Smith was gone. Banished, Joe suspected, for good this time, the implant’s mission accomplished. He crouched beside the Gerent’s corpse. Something about the dead Ishumi’s carapace markings drew his eye. He moved armor plating out of the way to get a better look.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” he muttered.

      “A bit busy over here,” Chaos said. “Care to share?”

      Joe had his suit record the markings for the team to analyze back at Atheneum, but he suspected he knew what they would find.

      “The Gerent, their leader, he wasn’t Ishumi.”

      Chaos threw him a disbelieving look. “What the fuck was he, then?”

      “That’s a very good question, and I intend to find out.”
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      Joe and Parker said their goodbyes in a clearing on the outskirts of the city. Tom’s ship sat waiting, only recently landed after hours spent recovering the tac-nuke spider bots. The Ancient ship sat on a carpet of thick, dense ground cover, the likes of which Joe couldn’t have imagined in his wildest dreams.

      Which was saying something, considering the dreams the implant had given him over the past several months. The only sign of the cloaked ship’s presence was an indentation where growing things lay crushed beneath its weight.

      He felt a certain kinship to that crushed vegetation. At times, the visions imposed on him by the implant felt like a bruising weight, a burden wholly unwelcome. He thought back and wondered if his mind had acted as gatekeeper, especially in the beginning. When the blue shifts first appeared, it had been such a shock; he’d thought he was going mad.

      Then the visions escalated from mundane things to system-wide events on an international scale, things that altered the balance of power. And just like that, the implant went from aggravation to asset, despite Joe’s thoughts on the matter.

      He’d resisted every step of the way, fearing initially for his freedom, his autonomy—until he realized that was not an option. No one else could pick up this mantle. It was his weight to bear, his alone.

      He was self-aware enough to realize he’d not always faced it willingly or with good grace. His cheeks burned with embarrassment at the memory of the dressing down by the numbers he’d received, first from Holden, later by Kim.

      He’d had to reset his thinking, time and again throughout this past year. And if he had to do it all over again, he knew he’d make the same choices. Without the implant, humanity—indeed, all life throughout the Milky Way galaxy—would have been extinguished.

      Without the implant, Joe would have never met Ana, never traveled hundreds of light-years from home. He turned away from the glade with its cloaked ship and stared at the inconceivable creature standing beside him. He never would have met Parker.

      How was it remotely possible that he could communicate with such a being, so alien to him in every way? He knew the answer; it resided inside his head.

      As he’d always suspected, the implant had manipulated him here too. Strangers didn’t trust so easily or implicitly—not without intervention. What ordinarily would have taken years to develop, Joe and Parker had accomplished in a fraction of that time.

      Parker’s stance was soft, with limbs bent and pedipalps waving gently, his body language one of deep contemplation.

      “Are you going to be okay?” he asked Parker, the newly appointed interim Gerent.

      He responded with the Oniki equivalent of a shrug. “Council and Top Tier are, as Chaos say, tough crowd.”

      Parker had found his voice in the moments after the Gerent’s surprise attack. Unlike the others in the Presidium, his mind was clear, free of the cloudy confusion caused by the new primer pheromones.

      Ordering the security contingent away and the guards back to their posts, Parker advanced on the dais. There, still hidden by his suit’s camouflage, Joe showed Parker the Gerent’s coloration, a pattern that marked him as a sport and not the pure Ishumi he’d presented to the people.

      Parker’s own markings remained safely hidden away beneath his battle dress as, with sonorous and commanding drumming, he snapped orders at those assembled. Both the Council and the Top Tier who were present instinctively responded to his commanding presence and the vibrations of authority.

      Joe knew it was more than that, though. The pheromones Parker emitted had changed during his stay at Atheneum. No longer blocked by the corrupted directive, they expressed his Hanneradu lineage. DNA did the rest, reasserting the natural order of things.

      Things fell apart shortly thereafter.

      The moment Parker revealed that a species alien to the Oniki had been instrumental in freeing them of the compulsion, the Council had erupted with angry drumming, thrums, and buzzes. It didn’t help that they were an insular species to begin with, bordering on xenophobic. Though freed from the compulsion, their neural pathways had been trained to think of anything non-Oniki as a threat. That wasn’t easily shaken.

      Disabling the two Branch ships, bombing a third where it sat in spacedock, then stealing three Purgeships didn’t exactly cast the humans in a good light. Nor did it incline the Oniki to be sympathetic to what the humans had to say.

      Until Frank Kim, with Parker as his mouthpiece, accused the Oniki of genocide. It was the very thing that they feared most. And the reason the Ishumi had been created.

      That last point was not lost on them. The Oniki understood irony. Parker latched onto that opening. He functioned as a conduit, giving them a view from the human perspective.

      Frank Kim hadn’t been idle these past weeks. While the teams spun up their operation at Atheneum, the general had compiled a case against the Ishumi and presented it for Parker to use in a mock trial on the galaxy’s stage.

      Kim acted as a voice for the half dozen stars snuffed out by the Ishumi over the past century; places where nascent life had begun to form. The accusation hit its mark, sliding past their preconceptions to reveal the truth. They had done the very thing they feared most might happen to them.

      Parker used the opening this provided to press the case for opening tentative dialogue with humanity. Trust would not come easily or soon, but it was a start.

      Joe had spent too much time ruminating on the past. Parker must have translated that as hesitation. The Oniki waved a pedipalp at him, the action misleadingly breezy. “All is fine/fine. No worries about me. You go now.”

      Joe didn’t need an implant to see through Parker’s contrived joviality. The two had formed a unique professional bond since the day Tom had hijacked a former xii’s ship and changed the course of the galaxy forever.

      “Look, I know you’re not comfortable with the role of Gerent, but it’s just until the Council can feel its way into the new normal.”

      “Yes/yes. You transfer Atheneum to Oniki when we arrive?” Parker made it clear with his abrupt words that he was done talking about the Council.

      Joe went with his subject change. “Atheneum’s yours, buddy. Not ours. It always has been. We just found it for you. Helped you get yourselves back on the right path.”

      Parker drew closer, limbs picking their way almost delicately around the foliage. “This is slow web we weave between Oniki and human. Good trust not come in one spin.”

      “No. It’ll take time. But things worth doing often do.”

      Parker thrummed his agreement, then made a buzzing sound that the translator identified as concern. “The deefaulkner, she lives?”

      A shaft of pain sliced through Joe when Parker uttered the intel sergeant’s name. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “They did their best to stabilize her on the way back to Cerberus. They got her there as fast as they could, but that took a solid hour. I know Breeze did his best to triage, but he’s not our medic. Scott was.”

      “Translator feeds vibrations of grief, self-blame. Not your fault joekovacs. Not anyone’s fault.”

      Joe nodded silently, unable to put voice to the feelings that threatened to swamp him. Tom’s initial report wasn’t good. He’d retrieved Dee and Matt, then jumped immediately into kata space, where Tia was waiting. She headed for Atheneum while Tom returned to pick up Joe and Chaos.

      That had been five hours ago. There’d been nothing but radio silence since. Joe pushed aside the hot anger welling up inside him, resentment that the implant hadn’t seen fit to warn him with a vision ahead of time. Fast on its heels came shame, and the lurking suspicion that this—Dee’s life-threatening injury, the deaths of Scott and Falcon—could all have been avoided if he hadn’t been subconsciously squelching the alien device in his head.

      Surreal, the thought floated through his mind as he stood on an alien planet, beside an alien he now called friend—and that alien offered comfort. It was that, and then some.

      Chaos exited Scorpion One and crossed the short distance between them. “Tom’s got the general on the line. If we’re done here, we’ve been ordered to report in ASAP.”

      “Good talk. You go now.”

      Parker’s abrupt pidgin added unintentional humor to the moment. It was just what Joe needed to shake him out of his funk. “Hell yeah, my friend. Good talk.”

      He extended a hand. Parker grasped it between two claws.

      “Go back to mate/anasanchez.”

      Chaos made a rude sound. Joe slid a hand behind his back and flipped him the bird.

      “And tell sergeantmajordixon I enjoyed our talks.”

      

      Both men shed their suits the moment the ship’s cargo hold showed it held atmosphere once more. Joe let out a relieved breath, then gagged on the stench that clung to the suits like stink on shit.

      “I thought methane didn’t smell,” Chaos gasped.

      “Hydrogen sulfide,” Joe coughed. “In their atmosphere. “

      “Damn trace gases.”

      The flight back might have been uneventful, or it could have been fraught with complications for all Joe knew. He made a pillow out of a couple of near-empty rucks and passed out, fatigue from the past few days slamming into him like a freight train.

      Tom’s voice at the aft hatch roused him. “Kovacs! We’re home.”

      Joe jackknifed up, instantly alert. In the next breath, memory crashed over him. He pushed the pain aside, rolling to his feet and shaking Chaos on the shoulder as he passed. “Dee?”

      Tom’s expression revealed nothing—and everything. “Cerberus infirmary.”

      Joe dropped to the dock and into a jog. “I’ll be back to clean up later,” he tossed over his shoulder. Tom waved him on.

      The infirmary was quiet when he entered, the corpsman on duty pointing wordlessly to the back, where Tropp kept an intensive care ward set up. He hustled past, his stomach knotting tighter as he neared. Ramon was seated just outside, his feet propped up on an empty chair. He rose when Joe approached.

      Joe came to a stop outside the room. He didn’t need the warning sign to keep him from entering; the sterile field’s glow was enough to accomplish that.

      Dee lay pale and still, wireless sensors marching up one arm. A glitter against her scalp told him they had her hooked to some sort of real-time brain scan, likely the fMRIs Ana favored so much. Monitors beeped, graphs charting vitals that he wasn’t sure he wanted to read. The staff sergeant on duty looked over at him and gave an impersonal smile—again, telling him nothing… and everything.

      “Is she…”

      “Brain dead?” Breeze filled in the dreaded word softly. “They won’t say for sure.”

      “Dammit.” Joe spun, his eyes looking around for something he could smash his fist through.

      “Joe.” Ana’s voice sounded as she came behind him. “We need to talk.”
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      Joe followed Ana into an empty exam room. She keyed the door closed behind him. Her green eyes were soft with compassion.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “The hell it isn’t,” Joe said. He paced, agitated. “I don’t know what to believe any longer. I don’t know if I’m to blame because I was so focused on the mission inside the Core that I suppressed all other visions, or if the damned thing blocked them on purpose to achieve its own ends.”

      “You still think you were a pawn in all this?”

      Joe came to a halt and glared at her. “You don’t?”

      “I believe in free will. Self-determination. I think that, yes, the device clearly wanted you to see certain things.” Ana’s verbal cadence was deliberate. She picked her way through her thoughts as if walking through a minefield. “I also believe the Ancients, the Dodeci who invented this, saw through time to the moment my father would intercept that rogue asteroid they’d positioned for him to find. I think they foresaw the events that would lead to the training accident. To your blindness.”

      “To the shitty way Darwin Cox boxed you in, leaving you with no recourse but to risk using the device to help me see again?” Joe supplied.

      Ana smiled, a brittle thing, tainted with bitter memory. “Yes, that too. And the results. Your actions, the way you used the implant to save lives, to preserve the balance of power in the solar system. And ultimately, to save humanity from extinction at the hands of the Starkillers. Do you really feel so much like a pawn, after all that?”

      She had a point. But Joe wasn’t ready to give up his grudge just yet. “Bait and switch. They drew me in, then once I was hooked…” He spread his arms in frustration. “By then it was too late, and they knew it. You said it yourself; remove it, and I die.”

      Now frustration colored Ana’s voice. “Oh come on, Joe. Really? You think they were that nefarious?”

      “No. I think they were that desperate.”

      By admitting this, Joe realized he had backed himself into a verbal corner. He had to face the truth; if he’d been in their shoes—claws, whatever—he would have done the same to save his own people.

      He couldn’t begrudge them that. Not even if it cost him the lives of two, possibly three, good operators. Friends. Teammates. And that brought him full circle, back to what had made him want to punch a hole through the wall in the first place—the warrior lying down the hall behind a sterile field in ICU.

      “Tell me the truth. Will she make it?”

      Ana faced him squarely, her eyes clear. She wasn’t trying to cushion the blow. Her tone was frank. “It’s too early yet. We just don’t know.”

      His gaze dropped. He nodded. Cleared his throat. Found his voice a few seconds later. “Fair enough.”

      Silence descended between them. He looked back up to see Ana waiting patiently, respecting his need to gather his thoughts.

      This woman. She saw him. Understood him in ways no other woman ever had. He reached for her, drew her near. Sank his hands in the silk of her hair and tucked her head beneath his chin. He ran his face in the softness of her curls, breathing in the subtle fragrance of her shampoo, and was lost.

      “Never letting you go, babe. Just warning you now.” He’d give her time and space to accept it, but he knew he’d pursue her to the ends of the galaxy if that’s what it took.

      She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed, hard. “You’d better not, D-boy. I know the company you keep, and I have friends in high places now. The general owes me a favor or two. You disappear on me, I’ll know how to find you.”

      Then she pulled back, wrinkled her nose, and poked him in the ribs. “Hate to break it to you, big guy, but you could really use a shower. How many days did you spend in that EVA suit?”

      Joe laughed, his heart easing the tiniest bit. It was one thing to be around his team, but he could ever only let his guard fully down with this woman, right here. He’d never had that before, hadn’t realized he needed it until he’d met her.

      “I guess I’d better go grab a shower, then.” He took in another deep breath, memorizing her scent, before reluctantly letting the world, the situation, fall back onto his shoulders, the mantle of responsibility a heavy weight. “I have letters to write, to Scott’s wife. Falcon’s parents. And a memorial service to organize.”

      “Joe, about Matt…” Her voice trailed off.

      “I’ll go talk to him.”

      Relief chased the concern away. “Thank you.”

      He exited the infirmary and headed for the temporary quarters they’d been assigned when Cerberus first showed up in the star system. Matt was billeted two doors down from him. Before he left medical, Joe stopped by Tropp’s office and asked two things, one being the medical override code to enter the room, just in case.

      That turned out to be a wise move. As Joe suspected, his counterpart refused to acknowledge his presence. After sitting on the door chime for a full thirty seconds, Joe input the code and let himself in.

      The lights were off. Joe ordered them to twenty percent.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” Matt growled from where he sat at the end of the bed, a bottle of whiskey in one hand.

      Joe ignored Matt and took a seat beside him. He just sat there, shoulder to shoulder, for what seemed like forever. Matt would lift the bottle to his lips, his hand shaking, then return it to his lap, untouched. Minutes crept by, and turned into an hour. Finally, Matt slumped, his breath leaving him on a sob.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t know, brother,” Joe said quietly.

      “Then what the fuck good is that thing in your head, anyway?” Matt snapped. He shoved at Joe, whiskey sloshing from the bottle.

      Joe took the shove, and the fist that followed, in stoic silence.

      Matt stumbled to his feet. “You should have known!” he yelled hoarsely. “You should have seen! You could have warned us, told Scott not to jack with those moorings but to just” —he brandished the bottle wildly— “leave. They’d still be alive if it weren’t for you!”

      Matt’s words, on the heels of his own self-recrimination, pierced Joe to the core. They stole his voice, brutally stripping him of any words of consolation he might have said.

      Stricken, he just sat there and took everything Matt dished out, all the pain, the guilt, the shame. As he listened, he realized that, deep inside, Matt blamed himself too. It had been his call to EVA, his hunger to be at the tip of the spear again, that drove him to the hub. And now Dee lay dying. Because of him.

      “Shit. Fuck. Damn it all to hell.” Matt was winding down. He stopped his erratic pacing and slumped against the bulkhead. His legs gave out and he slid to the deck, arms braced on his knees, his head hanging in defeat.

      The bottle fell from his hands and rolled, hitting the door’s threshold with a soft clunk. Matt began to sob.

      Joe kneeled in front of him. “Listen to me, brother. Listen to me. This is not your fault. It’s no one’s fault. Shit happens.”

      Matt’s hand fell to his ankle and came back up with a pistol he shoved up under his chin. Joe didn’t think; he just acted. In a lightning-fast move, he grabbed the barrel with one hand, twisting inward as his other knocked against Matt’s grip.

      Matt cradled his injured hand and curled inward, his body wracked with grief. Joe dug into a pants pocket and pulled out the antidote Tropp had given him. He injected Matt, then pulled him into a hug, whispering, “It’ll be okay, brother.” The antidote chased the alcohol from his bloodstream, and the sedative that laced it calmed him. By the time Holden arrived, he’d slipped into unconsciousness.

      

      Holden’s eyes tracked to where Joe had tossed the pistol. “You did good, son. Don’t worry; we’re not losing him. We leave no one behind. Ever.”

      Joe nodded silently as Tropp entered with a gurney. They would be discreet. Holden would see to that. And this time, Joe had a blue shift to confirm Holden’s words. Matt would be okay. And he’d return to the Unit, one day soon, whole—both in body and in spirit.
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            DEBRIEF

          

        

      

    

    
      General Kim called a debrief the next morning. It would be the first of many such meetings. The CIC was a little less crowded this time; everyone felt the absence of Scott and Falcon, Matt and Dee.

      The general looked like he hadn’t slept in days. Joe figured that wasn’t far off from the truth. He’d been told the general, along with the Joint Chiefs, had been in constant contact with the Oniki ever since the ersatz coup.

      Kim opened the meeting with an update on the current situation. “We’ve established communication through Parker to the Council. They’ve agreed to send a small contingent to Atheneum to meet with human diplomats. A multinational team is on the way. We’ve forwarded everything we have. They’re reviewing it en route. Once they arrive, I’d like you all to brief them on what to expect from the Oniki contingent that Parker is sending.”

      “Happy to do that, sir,” Holden replied. “We’ve started work on an isolated room, separate from their HVAC system. That way, we can restore their methane atmosphere and have the facility ready to hand over to them when they arrive.” He shot Cass a questioning look for confirmation.

      “Yes. We’re calling it a communications center-slash-human embassy,” she said. “The engineering departments are fabricating the last of the clearsteel panels now.”

      “Clearsteel?” Kim inquired.

      “It was Sergeant Kovacs’s idea.” With a hand-wave, Cass passed the verbal baton to Joe.

      “It’s a way to make our interactions with them more transparent. We’ll have plenty of privacy inside our ships.”

      “Makes sense,” Kim said, “especially since the Council is split on whether or not to establish relations at all.”

      “Well, I did blow up their mothership,” Tom said. “Even though it was a preventive measure, I don’t blame them for seeing it as a hostile act.”

      “And I did take out their head of state,” Chaos added. “Though I swear there was something wrong with him.”

      “There was,” Joe confirmed. “He’d been dosed with the rectification pheromone, but it didn’t affect him—at all. Ana suspects he was a sport, like Parker.”

      “He was. Parker confirmed that this morning,” Kim said. “The Gerent’s carapace was marked with the same Hanneradu markings that Parker has—he’d been masking them. I’m still unclear why the pheromone worked on Parker but not him, though.”

      “I’m pretty sure a number of things came together to cause that,” Ana said. “In the Ishumi culture, sports like Parker were usually killed not long after hatching. Those that survived did so by being smart enough and nimble enough to adapt quickly. They had to suppress their mixed breed status. My guess is the Gerent had more Hanneradu in him—the leader caste—than Parker. Parker’s traits were a mix of both Hanneradu and Dodeci, the scholars. I think it was the latter, his curiosity, that drew him to us more than anything else.”

      “Let’s not leave character out of this,” Dixon said. “Parker’s an honorable Oniki. Those of us who got to know him saw that in him early on. But that doesn’t mean every Oniki shares those traits. I don’t suppose greed and ambition are uniquely human.”

      “They are not.” Kim’s tone was adamant. “Parker found evidence that the Gerent wasn’t the first sport to have ascended to the pinnacle of Oniki leadership. He was, in fact, the last in a line of succession carefully planned out by the Gerent who seized power at the time the first Ishumi Purge—on their own people—began.”

      “Wow, that’s some real Machiavellian shit right there,” Breeze muttered to Joe under his breath.

      “No kidding, brother.”

      “By the way,” Kim added, “Ana, Parker tells me you promised him you could restore the castes that had been killed off. Is this true?”

      “Yes, sir. Doctor Tropp and I have sequenced both the Hanneradu and Dodeci genes. We should be able to take a couple of viable embryos from a clutch and use CRISPR to resequence them. With permission, of course.”

      “That’s a hell of a lot of pressure to take on, doctors, helping to rebuild an entire race. Don’t screw it up.”

      Tropp nodded. “Yes sir,” she said firmly. Ana echoed her words, her tone a bit more subdued.

      “Very well, then.” Kim tapped his stylus decisively against his desk. “Parker has negotiated a two-day head start for the diplomats. Finish your work inside the base, complete the handoff when they arrive, and stand by for the arrival of the Oniki contingent. Once things are off on the right foot—or claw,” he added with rare humor, “—Cerberus is ordered back to Earth. Morpheus will remain behind, in orbit above Atheneum, in case of emergency. Any questions?”

      There were none.

      Kim pushed tiredly away from his desk. “We all have a lot to do and precious little time, so I’ll leave you to it. Dismissed.”
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            HONOR THE FALLEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Oniki delegation arrived three days after the diplomats. By Executive Order, Joe was on hand to make sure there were no missteps.

      He hadn’t needed a blue shift to predict how the human diplomats would react to that order. Despite their cool reception, though, they were cordial. That was fine by him. As long as they didn’t get in the way of his job, he’d live and let live.

      He stood at attention at the edge of the dock with the rest of the honor guard, everyone clad in EVA suits. They’d evacuated the nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere, reverting it back to the way they’d found it for the Oniki’s return to this ancestral place.

      The energy field high above his head momentarily dropped to admit the Oniki ship. A methane breeze kicked up behind him, gently buffeting the fabric of his suit, until the pressure equalized.

      The ship was a Starkiller, but it broadcast an IFF transponder frequency Atheneum recognized as a ‘friendly.’ It eased into its berth, magnetic clamps mooring it into place. Its hatch opened and a ramp extended.

      “What the hell?” Chaos whispered behind Joe as the first Oniki stepped out.

      He’d never seen one of Parker’s people dressed like this. The individuals approaching them were draped in…

      “Are they wearing clothing?” Ana blurted out.

      “Maybe?” Joe wasn’t sure himself. He used his military optics to zoom in for a closer look. “Yep. Looks like it.”

      “Atten-shun!” Dixon called out, and the honor guard snapped straight. “Preeeeeesent arms!”

      One of the diplomats had replicated ceremonial swords from the annals of human history for the honor guard to carry. The moment he’d seen it, he knew the Oniki would appreciate the gesture. The steel blades were the closest the humans could come to mimicking the intimidating length of the Oniki’s claw-tipped, six-limbed legs.

      At Dixon’s order, Joe and those standing alongside him slid the blades from their scabbards and held them aloft in salute. The delegation picked their way almost delicately down the ramp, their movements reminding Joe of the last time he’d seen Parker.

      The leader stopped before the human ambassador and lifted a claw for her to take. This was off script, but the ambassador didn’t miss a beat. She extended her hand, touching the extended claw.

      “Greetings from the humans of Sol.”

      “The Oniki greet you. Our Gerent sends a message.”

      The ambassador dipped her head. “We await the message with great anticipation.”

      The Oniki’s donut-shaped head rotated, and Joe could have sworn the primary eyes were staring straight at him.

      The delegate emitted a soft buzz, too low for the translator to pick up, but Joe—or perhaps it was the implant—caught it anyway. The vibration carried with it the flavor of gentle humor.

      “We come in peace.”

      “Whose idea was it to let Parker watch those old sci-fi movies?” Breeze muttered on the team’s private channel.

      “Chaos!” several voices called out.

      

      Days later, Joe found himself walking Cerberus’s corridors at an angle. The unceasing, off-kilter pull of kata space added a roll to his walk that brought snide remarks and calls of ‘ahoy the ship!’ from fellow crewmen.

      It shouldn’t have; everyone else was operating under the same conditions. Unfortunately, none of them had to wear a damned eyepatch, thanks to the way the implant messed with his vision while in kata space.

      Their trip back to Earth was long and boring, broken by periodic FTL updates from Earth, Atheneum, and the Core. All things considered, official first contact seemed to be going guardedly well.

      Ana and Tropp continued to monitor Dee. One of Tropp’s corpsmen, trained to handle PTSD, worked with Matt to help him get past survivor’s guilt. It would be a long road back; the guilt would never fully go away. Joe knew that from personal experience, having lost teammates in battle before. But Matt was Sabre Squadron. Resilient and tough. He’d pull through. Holden wouldn’t allow any other outcome, and neither would Joe.

      “Arrrr, matey!”

      Had the call come from anyone else, Joe would have wiped the deck with him, he was that tired of hearing the wisecracks. From Ana, he’d tolerate it—especially considering her flirtatious tone.

      Hooking an arm around her waist, he bent close and murmured, “Talk like that and prepare to be boarded, gorgeous.”

      She tilted her head back and looked at him from under long lashes. He jumped when she slapped his ass.

      “Considering that’s the finest pirate booty I’ve ever seen…” Laughing, she raced down the corridor toward their quarters.

      He gave chase but didn’t bother to catch her. He was having too much fun enjoying the view.

      

      News reached them that when they arrived, President Clarke would be on site to welcome them home. That meant everyone was in dress whites for the short flight from Cerberus down to Earth.

      The shuttle delivering them to Port Liberty was packed. Vesey and Evans sat up front with Holden and Dixon. Cass and the Hangar Fifty-One crew sat in back with Joe and the rest of the team.

      The shuttle didn’t stop until it was inside a hangar and away from the prying eyes of news drones. The hot tropical air trapped inside the cavernous metal building felt like a furnace to Joe when he stepped from the climate-controlled shuttle onto the hangar floor. He felt familiar beads of sweat forming on his brow and surreptitiously wiped them away.

      “This is becoming a habit,” Ana murmured as she came to a stop beside him, her eyes on the president and the color guard fanned out on either side of him. Protection agents in dark business suits could be seen in every corner of the hangar, with more, Joe was sure, positioned outside.

      Frank Kim stood beside the president. He beckoned them silently forward with a subtle hand motion. Joe followed Holden, his position as team lead—and the damn implant—placing him to the major’s left, while Dixon stood on his right. The rest of the team lined up behind them.

      “Major.” Clarke held out a hand to Holden and they shook. The president repeated the process with Dixon. “Sergeant Major.” Then it was Joe’s turn. “Sergeant. We owe you one. Again.” Clarke’s eyes held sardonic amusement. “Let’s not make a habit of that, okay?”

      “No sir,” Joe replied.

      After greetings were exchanged, one of Clarke’s aides stepped up, holding a velvet-lined, silver tray laden with medals. The presentation ceremony, of commendations the public would never see or learn about, was blessedly brief.

      Uncomfortable with the praise the president lavished on him, Joe let out a relieved breath when it came to a close. He wanted out of the spotlight and into the sunny skies of Concordia that beckoned beyond the open hangar doors.

      After Clarke and his entourage left, the general stuck around to update them on interment plans for Scott and Falcon. “The ceremony will be held tomorrow morning, oh nine hundred, at the national cemetery,” he told them.

      “Any news about Dee Faulkner?” Ana asked.

      Kim shook his head. “The last I heard, her status remains unchanged.”

      “Understood,” she said softly. “Thank you, sir.”

      It was a somber group that exited the military base. The team had changed into casual clothes, dumping their rucks and hanging up their dress whites in temporary housing on the base. By silent agreement, they scattered, with a promise to meet up later that night, each occupied with their own thoughts.

      Joe and Ana walked the coastline, hand in hand, for miles. He was grateful to Ana for her sensitivity. For understanding his need to process things in silence.

      They came across a small pocket of civilization nestled in the base of rugged cliffs and stopped at a local food shack to grab something to eat.

      Ana tilted her head back and stared up into the deep blue sky as they made their way back to the base. “This is peaceful. Healing.”

      She was right. The sounds of the ocean, the wildlife, even of humanity going about their everyday lives, had a soothing effect.

      “It is,” he agreed. “It makes everything we’ve sacrificed worth it.”

      Ana made a thoughtful humming sound. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      The next morning found Joe standing in front of two empty grave sites, with Ana and the team beside him. The march of white tombstones crested the gentle rise, stark contrast to the lush green lawn upon which they stood.

      The ceremony was coming to an end. As taps played, Joe felt the rumbling growl of approaching aircraft. In the distance, four Marauders arrowed straight for them, the pitch of their drives increasing the closer they came.

      The trumpet held the final note and the aircraft closed, one of the Marauders abruptly pulled up and out of the formation. The lone airframe climbed high while the rest crossed low over the cemetery. Joe felt tears crowding the corners of his eyes as the military flew the missing man formation for Falcon and Scott.

      “Never forget,” he whispered. “We’ll never forget.”

      

      Later that night, with Ana asleep beside him, her breaths coming in soft rhythmic waves, Joe closed his eyes and let his mind drift. One by one, he pictured Parker, the Core, Atheneum, and Earth. He held each mental image, then let it slip away, priming the implant.

      Then he waited. A billion tiny pinpricks formed against his eyelids. He looked down and saw a swath of stars, the corner of the galaxy that humanity—and the Oniki—called home. Far beneath the glittering lights ran glowing lines of blue, the web of magnetic tunnels.

      He waited some more. There were no glowing embers, no burnt husks of dying stars. No blue shifts or portents of doom. All was calm.

      A sense of unease crept over him. This time, he knew it came from him and not the implant. He focused on it, examining it until he was certain of its origin. It was nothing more—and nothing less—than a seasoned warrior’s ingrained wariness. A deep knowledge that, though humanity had within it the capacity to do good, it would always harbor those in the shadows who sought to do harm. Now he knew it wasn’t just human nature, but Oniki as well.

      It was because of this that both races would always need people like him. Rough men and women who stood ready to visit violence upon those who would harm the innocent.

      And in the end, that was what drove the thing in his head too. And if that meant he’d been called to be a pawn in a greater battle of good against evil, Joe found he could live with that, after all.
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        A PERSONAL NOTE

      

      

      I debated whether I should include Matt’s final scene in this book, but decided to keep it in the story for two reasons:

      First, the characters I write are not made of Teflon. Although the good guys do win in the end, it isn’t without cost, and they don’t always win every skirmish.

      Second, survivor’s guilt is real. It’s a terrible burden. Every day, veterans grapple with grief and face demons that a civilian cannot begin to understand. And suicide among those who serve or who have served is at a critical level.

      According to the National Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report released in November of 2022, “suicide was the 13th leading cause of death among Veterans overall, and it was the second leading cause of death among Veterans under age 45.”

      The Veterans Crisis Suicide Hotline fielded over eighty-eight thousand calls, texts, and chats in March 2023, the largest it has ever had in any single month. That’s 28% higher than any month since the U.S. pulled out of Kabul in 2021. One retired Army lieutenant colonel called it “the front end of a mental health tsunami.”

      I hope, in some small way, that this book contributes to raising awareness of this issue.

      We owe everyone who has served a debt of gratitude for stepping in when the rest of us, for whatever reason, could not. If you want to learn how you might be able to help, please contact the Department of Veteran Affairs. In the U.S., they can be reached at https://www.va.gov/reach/lethal-means/.
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            WHAT’S SCIENCE AND WHAT’S FICTION

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the many things I love about writing is the research phase. Discovery often outpaces capability by years, sometimes even decades. What we know is possible may take a generation or more before it’s feasible.

      We wait impatiently for manufacturing processes to catch up so that these new wonders can make their way into our everyday lives. At no other time in human history has innovation been more robust than today. What a world we live in!

      

      Almost every day, I awaken to news of a breakthrough, a new invention that brings science fiction closer to reality. And so, like I have in past books, I bring you this afterword to reveal what parts of this story are real and which are sheer, blind imagination.

      

      (I really should make this a drinking game…)

      

      First up in the ‘what’s science and what’s fiction’ afterword is Matt’s HAL exosuit in chapter 1.

      

  




THE HAL — HYBRID ASSISTED LIMB

      You probably guessed that this one’s real, or at least based in reality. Though the HAL unit used to temporarily restore Matt’s mobility is fictional, the Hybrid Assisted Limb exists today.

      But that’s not the best part. Cyberdyne developed it. Not the fictional company from the Terminator movies; the Japanese one. And no, they haven’t developed a neural net-based AI called Skynet. Yet.

      

  




HOW LIKELY IS IT, REALLY, THAT THERE IS LIFE ON OTHER PLANETS?

      It’s possible we might find life here in our own solar system. Not intelligent life, but living organisms, nonetheless.

      In February of 2005, NASA’s Cassini spacecraft came within 30 miles of Enceladus, one of Saturn's moons. Although its instruments were not designed to analyze ocean water samples, it did detect other convincing evidence.

      Among these were hydrothermal vents on its seafloor and cracks in its surface known as tiger stripes. These spew jets of ocean water out into space. The resulting ice crystals are responsible for one of Saturn’s rings.

      Cassini flew through the plume that feeds it and picked up important clues that suggest the presence of complex organic molecules: salts like those found in Earth oceans, silicate nanograins, and materials that indicate hydrothermal activity.

      Hydrogen and methane were also detected in the plume, two elements that suggest there is enough energy present to provide fuel for life.

      

  




IS IT POSSIBLE FOR ALIENS LIKE THE ANCIENTS TO BE METHANE BREATHERS?

      Absolutely. Again, we might end up finding it right here, in our own system. In 2015, a team of researchers at Cornell University proposed that Titan, another one of Saturn’s moons, could host a methane-based, oxygen-free life form that could both metabolize and reproduce.

      Titan may be harsh and cold, but it is covered in seas made of liquid methane, seas that chemical engineers and astronomers think might support small organic compounds that could function in temperatures nearly 300 degrees below zero.

      Should that be the case, their living environment would most likely be a combination of methane and carbon dioxide, as Ana speculated. They would breathe methane and eat sugar, carbon, and perchlorates.

      In a reaction chain opposite ours, the plants on their world would go through a ‘reverse nitrogen cycle,’ where ocean plant life photosynthesis would release methane into the seas instead of oxygen. The plants, once eaten, would provide the oxidizer necessary for an exothermic, or ‘energy positive,’ reaction necessary for life.

      And now we’ve exhausted my limited understanding of chemical exobiology. For more reading on this, I’ll refer you to this NASA Spaceflight forum, and the full text of the book, Xenology.

      

  




DEE’S PET SPIDER-BOT, DUSTY… AND DEAD SKIN CELLS

      Dusty (and Spot) could be considered the Oniki version of a Roomba. They were fun to write and added what I hope was a welcome bit of comic relief to the book.

      Okay, so they’re cute. Why am I mentioning them in the afterword? Because of what Dee told Joe when he first spied Dusty.

      She told him that humans shed too. Well, we do, and the data she quotes is accurate. The American Chemical Society published a study in Environmental Science and Technology that explains how humans shed their whole outer skin layer once every two to four weeks.

      We do indeed shed 500 million cells a day. And they account for up to fifty percent of the dust in our homes and offices. But that’s a good thing.

      Our dead skin contains an oil called squalene. Squalene is particularly helpful in eliminating ozone from the air we breathe through a process known as oxidation chemistry.

      ‘More than half of the ozone removal measured in a simulated aircraft cabin,’ the report states, ‘was found to be a consequence of ozone reacting with exposed skin, hair, and clothing of passengers.’

      

  




COMMUNICATION GLOVES

      The gloves Dee used to add inflection to her translation program are based on an invention created by a University of Washington undergraduate team of students. These students, who won the Lemelson-MIT Student Prize in 2016, designed a pair of gloves called ‘SignAloud’ that can translate sign language into text or speech.

      The gloves ‘recognize hand gestures that correspond to words and phrases in American Sign Language. Each glove contains sensors that record hand position and movement and send data wirelessly via Bluetooth to a central computer. The computer looks at the gesture data through various sequential statistical regressions, similar to a neural network. If the data match a gesture, then the associated word or phrase is spoken through a speaker.’

      

  




WHAT ABOUT PARKER’S 3D PRINTED FOOD?

      Yes, that exists today, though it’s in its infancy. Food printing uses three-dimensional printing technology, combining food inks with laser cooking to create edible products based on a computer model .

      Three-dimensional printing originally emerged in the 1980s and was initially used to print different types of plastic, metal, rubber, and concrete materials. However, its use is rapidly expanding to include customized medicine and even, someday, human organs.

      Some day, 3D food printing may help astronauts on space stations or colonists on the Moon and Mars have access to greater variety and better nutrition, due to its customizability and convenience.

      

  




DOES CAMOUFLAGE LIKE THE SABRE SQUADRON’S EVA SUITS EXIST?

      Yes… and no. Let me introduce you to a company called Hyperstealth Biotechnology. They have created a material known as Quantum Stealth that bends light around the object it masks, both in the visible and infrared spectrum. Thermal signatures and the target’s shadow simply disappear. The specs are classified, but the demonstrations are not.

      

  




THE EVOLUTION OF AN ALIEN SPECIES (IN A WRITER’S HEAD)

      This is the first sentient alien species I’ve developed, and it took a bit of research, some logic leaps—and a whopping helping of handwavium™—to create the Oniki.

      I borrowed from biology for this, using research done on jumping spiders to explain much of the Oniki’s behavior, from poor vision to sleep cycles.

      

  




SPIDER VISION

      Spiders see the world quite differently. We have a fairly good idea what the world looks like through their eyes, thanks to studies made on jumping spiders.

      Spiders do not have compound eyes. Theirs are camera-type lenses with retinas, like ours. Most have eight eyes. That doesn’t translate to good vision, though. Their eyesight is actually quite poor. And, like the Oniki, they rely much more on information they gather through touch, vibration, and taste.

      They have no need to turn their heads because peripheral and lateral eyes provide a nearly 360-degree, low-resolution, monochromatic view. Their principal eyes, on the other hand, see with better resolution and in color.

      There’s a catch, though. This vision is restricted to a very narrow band. Imagine what your world would be like if you could only see clearly through a big, elongated X right in the center of your vision.

      Thanks to researchers across the globe, and a certain Massachusetts ecologist, you don’t have to imagine. You can see for yourself.

      Using an ophthalmoscope, a device eye doctors use to peer into the back of the eye, ecologist Elizabeth Jakob shone an infrared light into a jumping spider’s primary eye, played a video of a cricket for it to see, then recorded its response. The X is clearly seen in the video.

      

  




DO SPIDERS SLEEP?

      They just might. In August of 2022, German ecologist Daniela Rößler published a study in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences that showed jumping spiders experienced a REM-like sleep state that included rapid eye movement and limb twitching.

      As you now know, this was helpful when Joe snuck into the Core and found a guard dozing off.

      

  




DO THEY USE THEIR WEBS AS AN EXTENSION OF THEMSELVES?

      One scientist seems to think so. Marc Bekoff, professor emeritus of ecology and evolutionary biology at the University of Colorado, wrote an article for Psychology Today where he quotes New Scientist writer David Robson:

      “… a spider’s past experiences can determine the structure of its web, which, in turn, alters what it senses in its environment, directly influencing its future decisions. As a result, part of a spider’s memory and decision-making is outsourced beyond its body. Spiders have extra selective pressure for evolving extended cognition because of their relatively tiny brains and their high cognitive requirements as generalist predators.”

      

  




DO THEY REALLY HAVE 36 KNEES?

      Well, Oniki don’t exist, so… no. Plus, Earth spiders have eight legs on average, not six, like the Oniki. This translates to forty-eight knees—six on each leg. So if you do the math… the Oniki are hanging in there with the arachnid family just fine. (Apologies for the dad joke.)

      The only reason I include this is to drop an obscure bit of scientific nerdery on you: the gene responsible for this is known as the Dachshund gene. I kid you not. You can read about the 2015 study here. And that is how spiders got their knees.

      

  




DO SPIDERS COMMUNICATE THROUGH CHEMICALS?

      Yes. According to the American Arachnological Society, spiders use chemicals to interact with each other, their prey, and their environment. Many biologists believe that chemical cues are one of the oldest forms of communication. Pheromones help ants forage for food, they help lizards mark their territories, and they can facilitate kin recognition in mammals.

      

  




DO SPIDERS HAVE HIVE MENTALITIES?

      No, that’s purely fictional. In general, spiders tend to be loners, sometimes even to the point of aggression against their own kind. The closest we come here on Earth to a spider hive is a category of spider called the ‘social spider.’ These build communal webs and operate in concert to take down prey larger than one could alone, like bats and birds.

      

  




WHAT’S IN A NAME?

      Coming up with names is a lot more time consuming than you’d think. When they’re aliens, it’s even harder, especially if you want them to make some sort of sense.

      Our numbering system is base-10. It’s pretty obvious why: our ancestors had ten fingers. Such would not necessarily be true with an alien species. Giving the Oniki a base-12 numbering system meant I had to solve for a few things, though. How would Dee’s translator handle those two extra numbers? When the Oniki countdown clock appeared onboard the ships, Falcon and Stan saw two foreign symbols: ¬ and §. They represented the two base-12 numbers that extended beyond ten, what to us would be the numbers 11 and 12.

      The base-12 system ended up being a gold mine when coming up with names. The alien words in this book, their species name, their castes, all come from various translations of the number twelve:

      Oniki comes from ‘on iki,’ the word for twelve in the Altaic language family (examples of these languages would be Azerbaijani and Turkish).

      Hanneradu is the word for twelve in Kannada, and Dodeci is twelve in Corsican.

      The names I came up with for the soldier caste were from languages that used compound words for the number twelve. In both instances, the first word functions similarly to the -teen suffix we use in English (e.g. thirteen, fourteen and so on). I didn’t want to burden readers with the full phrase, so I cheated and took only the first part.

      The Asira come from the Amharic compound word, āsira huleti. The Ishumi get their name from the Zulu phrase, ishumi nambili.

      Finally, there are the titles. Parker was the xii of Purge 6012. That was a blatant steal from Roman numerals, where the number 12 is represented by XII.

      

  




THE FICTIONAL FASTHEAL SYRINGE USED ON BATTLE WOUNDS

      As much as I’d like to take credit for inventing this, I can’t. In early 2021, researchers from the University of Nebraska, the University of Connecticut, and Brigham and Women’s Hospital beat me to it.

      That’s right; direct, in-muscle bioprinting already exists. The team that developed the handheld printer, that looks like a cross between a hot glue gun and a 3D printer pen, call it MuscleInk.

      Their syringe injector prints a biogel ink directly into wounds; this bioink forms a scaffolding that adheres to tissues. Its main ingredient is something called VEGF, or vascular endothelial growth factor. VEGF is a ‘signal’ protein, which is produced by many of the cells in your body and stimulates the formation of blood vessels.

      The growth factor adheres to tiny, 2D nanoclay discs that, when injected, ‘bioprints’ muscle in a novel way, promoting rapid, functional muscle recovery. Tap here to read more about this new, ‘artificial muscle’ ink and how it has the potential to revolutionize battlefield medicine.

      

  




THE SIEVE

      The Sieve, a nearly invisible device that can reform itself into countless useful gadgets, is entirely imaginary. The one Jack used in the ‘BlackRiver’ chapter formed itself into a collimator connected to a miniscule nanotube that fed back to the drone. Laser light used doppler flowmetry to confirm all exits, as well as detect placement of furniture and any stray movement.

      Another tendril reformed into a thin web whose crystalline formation that mimicked the same nanotechnology behind the audio chaff the Delta Sabre operators used to mask their movements. Instead of using sine waves to cancel sound, this application emitted a phase-shifted wave of ‘white noise,’ the signal slowly ramping to prevent tripping any sensors that monitoring the area.

      

  




DEOXYRIBONUCELASE (DNASE COLLOIDS)

      Colloids do exist. These extremely tiny, insoluble particles are so light, they remain suspended in air until an outside force interacts with them. This is thanks to Brownian motion; the force of the particles in the air around them is greater than the force of gravity attempting to pull them down.

      Deoxyribonuclease is an enzyme that catalyzes the hydrolytic cleavage of phosphodiester linkages in the DNA backbone, thus degrading DNA.

      

  




PAPER-THIN SPEAKERS AND ACTIVE SOUND CANCELLATION AS CAMOUFLAGE

      The Sabre Squadron team infiltrating the Hand base, used active noise cancellation built into their suits to mask their steps, even their subvocalized conversations. The suits did so by emitting a cancellation or dampening wave… and that sound came from speakers that were paper-thin and powered by the smart threads woven into their suits.

      How realistic is this? Would you be shocked to hear such a speaker exists today?

      In April of 2022, MIT announced they had created a low power, high-quality audio source—in essence a loudspeaker—that was as thin as a sheet of paper.

      Active cancellation stealth techniques have been around for years, with more recent iterations incorporating smart and adaptive techniques that respond to the environment by generating coherent RF waves that reduce the scattering echo of the person or equipment being hidden.

      You can even purchase an older, retired version of your own, for a cool twelve grand!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING VISION’S PAWN!

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Vision’s Pawn to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.
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        Power, politics, and intergalactic war... Admiral Stone just wanted to retire.
        
        Xenophobia and itchy trigger fingers nearly ended the Sol Alliance. War—avoidable yet inevitable—ensued with the Arcoenum, an exotic alien species with overwhelming mental abilities. The Alliance survived thanks to the quick thinking of a brash, young starship officer, Nick Stone.
        A half-century of peace followed, and Stone spends the rest of his life reluctantly accepting the endless accolades of a grateful humanity. Now, at 75, he’s not only ready to retire—he’s desperate to.
        “S-O-S. All ships and stations. My name is Alice Keller...”
        When a distress call goes out from Drake’s World, newly elected Alliance President Piers Bragg pressures Stone into one final mission: rescue the young girl marooned on the planet, then sail triumphantly into retirement.
        But when Alice demonstrates amazing psychokinetic abilities, everything changes. And Bragg will stop at nothing to exploit her abilities as he prepares for a war of revenge against what's left of the Arcoenum.
        The Expanse meets Star Trek in this military science fiction epic from award-winning author Chris Pourteau. How many times can we forget the lessons of history… before history decides to forget us?

      

      
        
        Get Legacy Now!
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        When the rules of war keep changing, fight for each other...
        Humanity has been banished to a distant star. Left to fight over resources rationed to them by mysterious machine-overlords known as Wardens.
        Commander Rylan Holt labors against inter-colony arms trafficking when an informant gives him horrific news. The ruthless cartel boss, Lilith, has stockpiled outlawed weapons of mass destruction.
        Worse, she claims to have permission from the Wardens to unleash them upon the system.
        When the battleship Audacity speeds to investigate Rylan’s discovery, operations officer Scott Carrick finds himself in a trap more deadly than he could have ever imagined. His only hope of escape may lie with their most junior crewmember, a nurse named Aila Okuma, who's never seen battle.
        As Rylan, Scott, and Aila struggle to survive a war where the rules keep changing, they must answer a terrible question: how do they win when it seems the Wardens intend for everyone to lose?

      

      
        
        Get Hellfire Now!
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        A smuggler, a spy, a brewing revolution…and a rogue agent who could destroy it all.
        Perrin Hightower can fly a run-down freighter through the galaxy’s most dangerous wormholes blindfolded, a handy skill in her shipping business…and her smuggling enterprises.
        Special agent Tai Lawson dreams of leading the Ruby Confederation’s spy agency. But when his partner steals a top-secret list of revolutionaries and vanishes, Tai’s accused of helping his friend escape.
        When Tai seeks her navigation expertise, Perrin would rather jump out an airlock than help. But the missing person is her ex-boyfriend—a double agent she thought was helping the revolution. Her name’s on that list, and she’ll do anything to keep it secret.
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        For all our Sci-Fi books, visit our website.
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      L.L. Richman has a diverse career background, having spent more than a decade working in radiation physics, and twice that as a director of film and video. An avid pilot and photographer, Richman can often be found flying a Piper Cherokee or photographing Deep Sky Objects (DSOs) late at night.
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      Connecting with you as a reader is one of the most rewarding things about writing. For more information on upcoming releases or the latest news on space science and technology, use the QR code or this link https://www.llrichman.com/newsletter/ to subscribe to the newsletter.
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      If you’re active on Facebook, join LL Richman’s Spacetime Speakeasy. There, you’ll get some behind the scenes intel on the science used in the books, plus some really bad dad jokes.

      Use the QR code below to get to the Speakeasy, or the following link will take you there: bit.ly/SpacetimeSpeakeasy.
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      L.L. Richman has a diverse career background, having spent more than a decade working in radiation physics, and twice that as a director of film and video. An avid pilot and photographer, Richman can often be found flying a Piper Cherokee or photographing Deep Sky Objects (DSOs) late at night.

      

  




WANT UPDATES?

      Join the VIP Reader’s Group. You’ll get news of upcoming books, behind-the-scenes glimpses of life with a physicist, and views from the cockpit. And cats, because the feline overlords insist.

      

      Go to https://bit.ly/biogenesiswar and sign up.
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