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CHAPTER ONE


ALLIANCE CAPITAL. ALEXANDRIA. NEW PALISADES.

Heavy is the head that wears the crown.

Despite his age, Johan Axwell had never understood that phrase until the last two years. He’d thought the Alliance troubles of his first few years in office were turbulent. As a young man, before the great war, he’d served as an aide to a long-deceased congressman, then as a representative of Alexander, then senator, followed by a stint as an ambassador, and finally, president of the United Systems Alliance… the highest office in the land.

He looked out the great picture windows facing the setting sun. The sky was the color of autumn, grey with streaks of red. A reminder that all things passed sooner than one wanted. He shook his head as if he could physically remove his morose thoughts. They weren’t because of anything but his decision.

His decision not to run for reelection.

He knew his wife couldn’t be happier with it.

Ten years in office felt like a hundred. When he’d started, there were no wars and no trouble. All was peaceful. All was a lie. If not for the actions of a few patriots, he doubted the Alliance would exist at all, at least not in any recognizable way.

It was too much for him. He’d had his last genetic aging treatment. He didn’t want to spend the twilight of his life in office, fighting younger, smarter, and more clever opponents. It was time to pass the torch. What he didn’t want to do, though, was leave his office with the bombing of Alexandria and a war as his only legacy. There had to be something… something… monumental to secure his place in the history books. What, he had no idea.

Johan interlaced his fingers and cracked the knuckles for all they were worth, a stress-relieving habit from his youth that he’d never kicked. He leaned back as far as the chair would allow him, and gazed at the huge, two-dimensional moving map of the galaxy. Alliance worlds burned blue, neutral worlds were white. Green represented the Terran Republic, longtime allies that they were. Iron Empire worlds, on the other side of the immense Terran Republic, were grey.

On the other side of the map, across the great expanse known as The Corridor, Consortium worlds were purple.

Then, like some sort of sick cosmic joke, burned the crimson stars of the their neighbors, the Caliphate, dominating the largest bit of the map, with hundreds of worlds under their control. Zuckabar and Praetor, were the bottlenecks that kept the Caliphate in check. Otherwise, it was a months-long journey through unpopulated worlds and dead-end systems. Intelligence suggested the Caliphate Navy wouldn’t want to devote sufficient resources and leave her frontline undefended to make such a journey. Not after the shellacking they received in Medial.

What worried Johan, though, what kept him up at night, was that the Caliphate had the ships to do it. They were just choosing not to. Whereas the Alliance didn’t. Every operational ship in the Alliance Navy could be found on his map. Every single one. Other than the handful under construction across the systems, they had nothing extra to use in a bold sneak attack.

A crimson light burned on his table, alerting him to a priority message on a coded channel. As he reached to answer it, his intercom buzzed.

“Sir, SECNAV DeBeck is here to see you. He says it’s urgent. Should I clear your schedule?” his assistant, Clancy, asked.

Johan’s hand froze above the answer button. The last time DeBeck had visited him on urgent business, they had gone to war with the Caliphate. Should he read the message first? No doubt one involved the other.

“Send him in, Clancy… and you better cancel the rest of my day.”

“Yes, sir.” As the channel cut off, Johan heard him giving Wit the all-clear to enter. The ex-head of ONI always struck Johan as a vid-star. With his broad shoulders, cut jaw, and twinkling eyes, Wit looked like he stepped out of a screen.

“To what do I owe the honor?” Johan said as Wit entered.

Wit came to a stop, standing in a classic parade rest in front of the oaken desk made from the same tree used to build the first house on Alexandria. “I heard an ugly rumor, Mr. President. I hoped you could dispel it for me.”

Johan took a moment to make sure his face revealed nothing. Wit, after all, was a master spy. “If that rumor was me not running for reelection⁠—”

Wit scowled. “You can’t be serious, sir. We need you.”

The President of the System’s Alliance shook his head, the literal weight of the world on him. For a moment, he sagged under the pressure.

“I’m done Wit. I’ve accomplished hardly any of what I set out to do, but the doctors are telling me I can’t do another rejuve. This is it. My last stretch. I don’t want to spend that time doing—” He gestured at the desk, indicating the more administrative part of his job.

Wit seemed taken aback by his moment of honesty.

Well, he should be. It’s not like I have anyone I can confide in, Johan thought.

“I can’t say that I agree with your decision, sir. Of course, I will support you.”

That brought a genuine smile to Johan’s tired face. Sitting up straight, he ran a hand over his bald head. “I know you didn’t come here to talk me out of retiring, what have you got?”

Wit glanced at the closed door—Was he nervous?

“One second, sir.” The former ONI spy pulled a small device, no bigger than a sandwich, out of his pocket and placed it on the president’s desk.

“You’re joking, right?” Johan said.

Wit turned mirthless, steely-blue eyes on him. “After what happened with the speaker? No sir. Not a joke.”

The device scanned the room, beeping satisfactorily when there were no bugs found.

“Wit, my office is scanned hourly by devices you approved. What could be so important that you would take this extra precaution?” If Johan didn’t know better, he would think Wit was up to something vaguely illegal. Scratch that; he did know better. Which meant Wit was up to something highly illegal.

“I don’t want poor OpSec to kill this operation before it can start.” Wit carefully placed his NavPad on the desk, adjusting it so that the corners were square. Once satisfied with its position, the hologram sprang to life.

Johan wasn’t familiar with the system it showed. At first, the image was of an entire system dominated by a dim star. A massive one at that. Then the image zoomed in through some of the most robustly developed asteroid fields and outer planets he’d ever seen.

“Is this Terra?” he asked.

“No, sir. Keep watching.”

It ended on a planet that, in Johan’s mind, wasn’t really a planet anymore. He’d heard of worlds that were essentially one giant city, where every square meter was covered, but until that moment, he’d never seen one.

“Where did you get this?”

“For the last year, I’ve paid a bounty out to anyone—I mean, anyone—who could provide me with reliable intel on the Guild’s home system. What we thought was their home planet was nothing more than a front. This is it. An independent freighter pilot who goes by the name Jack Traverse captured these images a month ago. Outside of him and myself, you’re the first person to see where they’re from.”

Johan quirked an eyebrow at Wit’s declaration. Why would Wit not disseminate these images to the DNI and other intelligence agencies?

The video came to rest on a massive metallic ring that encircled the entire planet. As the camera closed in, Johan could make out individual ships docked with the ring and then…

A battleship. Next to the ring it looked like a flee on a dog.

“Are you kidding me? How could they afford to build such a monstrosity?”

“No, sir. I wish I was. That ring circles their entire planet. It’s eighty klicks from edge to edge. That’s the one remaining battleship of those they purchased from the Terran Republic. What you can’t see are the escort of light cruisers that came with her.”

Johan felt a headache coming on. He’d known about the battleship purchase. It wasn’t like they didn’t have agents in the Terran Republic. Not malicious ones, just allies who passed along intel.

But this… this immense planet with its trillions in infrastructure? No wonder they were pissed at the Alliance. How could they maintain this extravagant expense after their galaxy-wide terraforming operations were cut off?

Johan remembered who he was dealing with. “What’s your plan?” he asked.

“Clever as always, sir. I do have a plan. However, before I tell you, I need you to press the blinking red button on your desk. We have a chance to end the Guild once and for all, but it’s going to cost us. I want you to know in advance what that cost will be.”

“Cost? What are you talking about?”

“The button, sir.”

With trepidation, Johan opened his screen and activated the priority message. Ambassador Nguyen’s face appeared. Johan was shocked at how tired his old friend looked.

Mr. President, I have used my emergency powers to formally offer full membership to Cordoba. I know this is unexpected, but let me explain. The Guild conspired with their military leaders to overthrow the elected government and kill all witnesses, myself included. The Guild may be inept, greedy murderers, but they must have a reason for wanting this planet. I think it’s worthwhile finding out. Therefore, I recommend a full task force to be sent to Cordoba to secure the system and reinforce the Marine company that remained behind to defend our newest member.

This message was immediately followed by a report on the number of Guild ships attacking Cordoba. More information scrolled. Logs of the four destroyers and countless letters home were forwarded with Nguyen’s message.

“I—” He didn’t know what to say. Adding Cordoba to the Alliance was a long shot. They were fiercely isolationist, but they were also in a prime spot halfway to the Terran Republic. Just having a base in their system would go a long way toward helping Alliance shipping and security in a sparse region. That was, before the Guild invaded.

They were already fighting a war—a losing war—against the Caliphate. There was no way they could start a war on a second front against the Guild.

Johan checked the time code. Two weeks. The message was already two weeks old. It would take another two weeks to assemble whatever they could throw together, and an additional month to get to Cordoba. It would be close but… Johan’s chest tightened. “Oh God. This is what you mean, isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so, Mr. President. We have two battleships, fresh from their trial runs and fully crewed, along with two dozen screening units to support them. With the stroke of a key, you can send them to Cordoba and assist Captain Bonds with his war and secure Cordoba as a member of the Alliance.”

Axwell didn’t even want to know what the other option was. There were men and women dying on a foreign planet for no other reason than defending civilians against a tyrannical megacorporation that shouldn’t even exist.

“Or?” he asked in a horse whisper.

“We send Whirlwind and Pegasus, along with escorts, to Lysikar Majoris.” Wit waved his hand over the NavPad, changing the view to a system with a red dwarf star and no habitable planets.

“What’s special about this?”

“By itself,” Wit replied, “nothing. However, it’s one starlane away from the Guild homeworld. One. A single three-hour trip and we would have a battlegroup inside their system, heading for their planet. It will take a month to get them in position. After that, once the go-code is given, they can move in and destroy the Guild’s infrastructure, wipe out their orbital installations, and lay waste to any military bases they have.”

Johan certainly liked the idea of putting an end to the Guild once and for all. It appealed to his sense of legacy… but at what cost?

“I take it we can do one or the other. Send aid to Cordoba or finish the Guild?”

Wit nodded solemnly. There was no give in the man’s countenance. Wit was accustomed to making the hard calls. Which was one of the many reasons Johan fought to keep him in his administration.

“Captain Bonds took Medial for us, Wit. Those Marines will die unless we send help ASAP.”

“Sir, no one would blame you for wanting to keep us out of another war. Captain Bonds and Commander Grimm⁠—”

Johan’s head whipped up. “What? He’s there?”

“Yes, sir, I thought you knew?”

“No. I can barely tell you where my wife is today, let alone one commander. They’ve sacrificed for us, Wit. So much.”

“Aye, sir. And they will again. We need to take the Guild off the board. They are an enemy at our back, and as long as they are there, we will never be able to defeat the Caliphate. This is our only chance, Johan. We are never going to see an opportunity like this again.”

“How?” he asked. “With the Guild’s tech, how will our BG even make it to the homeworld?”

Wit closed the holo on his NavPad. “I’m working that from another angle. With your sign-off, I’m confident this will work, Mr. President.” Wit placed the NavPad in front of him.

Operation Thunderbolt.

All he had to do was place his thumb on the pad and the Guild would be finished… and two hundred–plus Marines, and four destroyers would die waiting for reinforcements that would never arrive.

“God forgive me,” he said as he pushed his thumb down.


CHAPTER TWO


CCV CELESTIAL ELYSIUM - PRAETOR SYSTEM

Master Sergeant Danny Cannon relaxed on the prefab pool chair. The antiseptic smell of the water, combined with the artificial sun from above, was almost enough to fool his senses into thinking he was on Ohana… or maybe a cheap hotel on Blackrock.

“Don’t fall asleep, boss,” Mac said over the radio.

“Sleep? What’s that?”

“The thing you do when you’re dead,” Staff Sergeant Anderson added.

Anderson’s words panged him. He’d lost two good men on the last mission. Two men he considered friends. Anderson and Sergeant Chen were their replacements. Both men were competent and reliable—soldiers didn’t get to his tier of operations without plenty of skills.

“Package is on the move,” Mac said. The chatter died instantly. While Danny couldn’t see his men, he knew they were all ready and alert the second the word came out.

If Svetlana Voss followed her previous four days of routine, she would come to the pool first. Followed diligently by her two beefy security men. Danny had noticed that, while no weapons of any kind were allowed in passenger hands, the uber expensive liner made an exception for Voss. Her two men carried hold-out lasers: short-range, high-powered beam weapons only good for two shots each. More than enough to kill an unarmored man.

“Bravo,” Chen said. Where Anderson was verbose and bombastic, Chen was subdued, never saying one word when none would do the job. He reminded him a lot of Allison in that way. Another pang.

Dammit, get yourself together. Ever since Danny had met the laconic Marine, his mind wasn’t in the game. He wasn’t as sharp. Almost like caring for another human being—maybe even loving her—kept him from focusing.

“Checkpoint Charlie,” Anderson said.

She would be at the pool in ten seconds. Right on time, the older woman walked in. Her two guards stopped at the entrance, one of them giving Danny the evil eye.

Danny had made sure to be at the pool three times since he came aboard, just so it wasn’t out of the ordinary for her to see him. Celestial Elysium had six pools; this was the one closest to her cabin, and also the one with the best view. The port-facing wall showed stars as far as the eye could see.

“Collapse on Nomad,” Mac said, referring to Danny’s callsign.

Svetlana prepared to leap in. Her once vibrant red hair was streaked with grey and white. Despite her immense wealth—one of the richest people in the galaxy, if the reports were to be believed—she had reached the end of what gene rejuvenation therapy could do for her. Approaching sixty, she still looked healthy and youngish, but there were definite signs of aging. He would have figured the galaxies most prolific arms dealer would have access to better medicine than the average Alliance citizen.

Age comes for us all, he thought. He was approaching his first rejuve, and he couldn’t quite decide if he wanted to do it or not. That was until he met Jennings. The prospect of only spending a few decades with her seemed… small. He wanted more time.

Dammit. Mind in the game.

“In position,” Anderson said.

They had to wait for the right moment. Despite the searches when they came aboard, the random pat-downs, and the multiple sensors placed throughout the ship, his team had secured two weapons.

Well… tools more than weapons. Elysium’s luxury accommodations included an ancient-style ballroom, complete with grand piano. As long as the next pianist didn’t use the bass keys, no one would notice the missing wire his team had needed for an alternative performance.

Svetlana raised her hands, holding them high for a moment before leaping into the pool in a perfect dive. She sliced into the water, coming up half the length of the pool later to swim.

“Go,” Danny said. The doors whooshed open, and the junior members of the team stepped forward.

Anderson slipped the wire around the first man’s throat, twisting the end three times to prevent removal. The bodyguard tried in vain to grip the wire as Anderson dragged him back into the hallway.

Chen’s man was tall, and Chen wasn’t. He had to leap up to wrap the wire around him. The bodyguard reacted instantly, turning into Chen and rabbit punching him in the stomach before the wire was twisted.

This was why teams had backup. Mac charged in, grabbed the guard’s arm, and violently yanked it up while forcing his head down.

Chen twisted the wire. The guard choked and sputtered, his face turning red as he struggled to breathe. Mac elbowed him in the back of the head, putting him out of his misery.

Danny hated this part. Killing was never his first option, but no one could know that Svetlana had been taken. He didn’t waste any sympathy on murderers—as these men likely were. His regret was for his men. Doing bad things to bad people, even for the right reasons, still chipped away at their soul—as Danny knew all too well.

He jumped up, fast walking to the end of the pool to kneel where Svetlana would emerge. She reached up blindly to grab the lip of the pool. Danny wrapped his hand around her forearm with an iron grip, yanking her out of the water. She screamed in surprise.

While weapons weren’t allowed onboard, there were plenty of recreational drugs. Danny engulfed her mouth and nose with a rag soaked in a liquid psychoactive drug—a high dose. However, it wasn’t fast acting, so he gripped her neck in the crook of his elbow and held her fast while she struggled.

“Get rid of the bodies, then rally at Echo.”

Svetlana slammed her elbow into Danny’s stomach. He let out a breath, absorbing the surprisingly strong blow with his abs and mass.

“I’m not going to kill you, but if you struggle, I will hurt you. Calm down,” he said.

She hit him a second time, but the blow was not as forceful. When that didn’t work, she stomped on his toe. That did hurt.

She’s holding her breath, he realized. He slammed her stomach. She gasped, and started breathing hard through the rag. After a few seconds, her body relaxed and went limp. He waited a few more heartbeats, making sure the drug had fully taken effect.

Danny draped her arm over his shoulder and his arm around her waist, making it look like she had a little too much to drink—which would be confirmed if anyone tried to talk to her.

“Mac, Nomad. Send the signal.”

“Roger.”

Elysium’s current course would have her heading deeper into Consortium space. His Alpha team needed off the boat, and fast. Their window for extraction was closing by the minute.

Half dragging the package, Danny headed for the stern of the ship.

“ETA: three minutes,” Mac said. “The pilot says he can only maintain the pairing for thirty seconds⁠—”

“Dammit. He said a full minute when we hired him,” Danny muttered. That gave him three minutes to travel two decks and two hundred meters. He hated throwing caution to the wind, but if he didn’t get her off the ship, the mission would fail.

“Sorry, ma’am, I’m not usually this friendly.” He looped one arm between her legs and heaved her up over his shoulders like he was carrying her out of a burning building.

His legs burned as he ran down the hallway. She wasn’t heavy enough to stop him, but heavy enough to make it hard.

“How long?” he asked. The first lift came into sight. He hit the button with his knee.

“Two minutes,” Mac replied.

After an agonizingly long wait, the lift opened. He darted in, then used his toe to select the right level. “Come on,” he swore at the lift. The door slid closed. His stomach lurched as the magnetic lift dropped sixty meters impossibly fast.

The doors opened with the predictable ding. Fifty more meters.

“One minute,” Mac said.

Danny heaved his package and ran, pumping his legs as fast as he could. Three hatches stood between him and success. He turned the first corner, opened the hatch with a well-placed kick to the control panel, and was through before it finished opening.

“Thirty seconds, Nomad. Kick it in gear,” Mac said.

Danny didn’t have the breath to respond. Last corner; two hatches to go. Another kick and he was almost⁠—

A young man wearing a purser’s uniform waited on the other side of the hatch. Danny didn’t have time to plan; he heaved Svetlana over his head like a bag of wheat, and all sixty kilos of her slammed into the unsuspecting man, knocking him down in a heap on the cold, metal deck.

Danny leapt on top of him, punching him as hard as he could in the face. The man’s unconscious eyes rolled up into his head.

“Ten seconds,” Mac said, as calm as ever.

Without stopping to secure her, Danny grabbed Svetlana’s leg and pulled her over his shoulder with a jerk. She yelped at the sudden motion. He turned the last corner and palmed the hatch. Anderson waited for him on the other side with a smug grin.

Against the hull, the emergency hatch opened and their pilot greeted them.

“Come on, mates. We don’t have time to dillydally,” he said.

Danny handed Svetlana off to Anderson and followed behind him onto their ship. Once they were all aboard, the tiny shuttle detached. Vibrations thunked throughout the hull.

“Anderson, your job was to clear the hallways between the pool and the airlock,” Danny said.

The big man straightened up. “Yeah, I did. Then I rallied with Mac and⁠—”

Danny held up his blood-covered hand. “Then why did I run into a purser ten meters from the rally point?”

“Oh,” was all Anderson said.

“Staff Sergeant,” Danny said, using Anderson’s rank as a reminder. “That’s one. You don’t get a second.”

Anderson looked confused.

“He means,” Mac said, “one more mistake and you’re off the teams—permanently.”


CHAPTER THREE


Nadia had examined the inside of a prison before. She’d visited plenty—most recently when she busted Daisy out of the off-the-books site on Blackrock. This one was all grey, with sparse decorations and a claustrophobic sense to it.

She didn’t like it, and it didn’t take much to imagine it could be her sitting opposite the composite see-through material instead of Watanabe. If Nadia hadn’t completed her mission to destroy the Caliphate’s FTL, she would have spent the rest of her life on the run or at Fort Icarus—or worse.

For doing the right thing, she reminded herself. No good deed goes unpunished.

Midship Watanabe spoke again, and Nadia frowned. She’d lost herself in thought and missed what the young girl said. Without makeup or other adornment, Watanabe looked even younger than her twenty-two years.

“I’m sorry, Yua. Can you say that again?”

Watanabe frowned. “I said, why do you keep coming back? I don’t even know you, but you visit me every week like clockwork.”

Nadia flashed her disarming, charming smile. “I told you. Jacob asked me to keep an eye on you.” Nadia’s return trip from Masa was spent mostly in the destroyer’s tiny sickbay, and most of that was in the tank, healing her leg. She’d seen Yua in passing, but the former midship clearly didn’t remember her.

“I know the skipper commands loyalty but… you aren’t even in the Navy.”

Nadia giggled at the thought, followed by a blush. If Watanabe noticed, she didn’t respond. “No, not in his crew. We’re engaged, and I love the big lug. If he asks for something, he does it for a good reason.”

She thought it funny, maybe ironic, that Watanabe now referred to Jacob as “the skipper,” even though the girl was on the verge of a very long prison sentence.

“JAG has asked me to waive my right to a speedy trial. They say it’s so we can give the skipper—” She corrected herself: “I mean, Commander Grimm, time to return. They know as well as I do that without his testimony I’m sunk. Maybe even with. I should have pled guilty.”

Watanabe sank down, her hands going to cover her eyes. Battling with her sorrow and fear, the young woman’s shoulders shook in response to the struggle.

“It’s okay, Yua. I think you should do as your counsel suggests. Jacob really wanted to be here, but you know the Navy…” She said that thoughtlessly. Of course the woman didn’t know. She hadn’t been in it long enough to know. “Regardless, I think you did the right thing by pleading not guilty. This way, the court and the judge can hear the extenuating circumstances, and⁠—”

Yua shook her head. “There aren’t any. That’s what I don’t understand about Commander Grimm. I did those things. I⁠—”

Nadia held up one finger—the universal motion to stop talking.

“Everything you say here is recorded and will be used against you. Stop.”

Yua’s eyes went wide, as if she hadn’t realized that was possible. “I didn’t know,” she said lamely.

Naive girl, Nadia thought. “It’s not something most people think about. Listen. Whatever happened, whatever you believe happened, Jacob wouldn’t stand by you if he thought you were a bad person. “Maybe,” she looked hard at Yua, a warning in her face, “you did some bad things. Maybe. But from what I’m told, you weren’t really given a chance. Just wait for him to return and he can figure it out.”

Yua looked to be on the verge of crying. Her eyes filled with water and her face shaded red. “What if he doesn’t come back?” she squeaked out.

Nadia should have been angry, but she let out a laugh instead. As worried as she was about her beau, Jacob had come back from much more difficult missions than escorting a diplomat.

“He will, Yua⁠—”

“But what if he doesn’t?”

Nadia struggled to stay calm. “He will,” she said more forcefully.

“Times up,” the guard said.

Nadia held her hand up against the translucent material. “Stay strong.”
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Nadia clutched her coat around her as she carefully navigated the steps down from the brig on Melinda Grimm Naval Station. Her leg still bothered her; the price she paid for making them regenerate it instead of using a cybernetic implant. She already had one of those—she didn’t need another. The process was slow and painful. Some days she required her cane to move around. Not today, thankfully.

She had just reached the bottom step when a black hover-limo with government plates came to a quiet stop a few meters away. The door opened, and a young lieutenant in a crisp, white navy uniform climbed out.

“Chief Dagher?” he asked.

“Retired,” she said. No need for them to think they could order her around. She kept walking. Whoever wanted her could get in line.

“Ma’am,” he corrected himself as he jogged lightly after her. “Your uncle wants to have lunch with you.”

“My uncle?” she asked. She turned to the LT and examined his uniform. He was five seconds out of the academy, with very little in the way of decorations or awards, and a JAG pin on his top left pocket. Was this about Yua?

“Fine. Lead the way, Lieutenant.”

He did. She followed him into the limo, heedless of her gut telling her to just go home. Jacob would chide her for not listening to her instincts.

The limo rose into the air, engines whining with effort as they banked and headed north.

Not a good sign, north. Not JAG, then.

“Tell me, Lieutenant”—she glanced at his name tag—“Ortiz, how long have you worked at ONI?”

“Long enough to tell you I don’t work at ONI, ma’am,” he said with a smile. “I’m a JAG officer.” He pointed at the pin on his uniform.

“Oh? How’s Admiral Turner doing these days?”

“I don’t know an Admiral Turner, ma’am. JAG’s a big field. At any given time, there are over three thousand officers alone. I can’t know them all.”

She gave him a reassuring nod. “Well done.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment… even though I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he added.

That brought a smile to her lips. “Thank you, Ortiz, I needed that. How long until we see Wit?”

“Just a few minutes—damn.”

“Complacency kills, Ortiz. Don’t forget that.”

“He said you were good. Yes, ma’am. And thank you for the lesson.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence. She’d won her verbal sparring match, and that was enough for her. Whatever Wit had in mind, she steeled herself to say no. She wasn’t interested. Her time risking life and limb in the Navy was over. She’d gotten her anger out of her system and healed herself, body and soul. Her future was with Jacob, on his ranch… maybe even children. They would have to talk about that.

A shake of the car brought her back from her very pleasant daydream. The car circled the little cabin the admiral liked to use. After a moment, it settled down next to the door.

Lieutenant Ortiz hopped out, circled the car, and opened her door for her. He extended his hand to assist her as needed.

She gladly accepted the help.

“I’ll be waiting when you’re done, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Ortiz. And thank you for the game. I needed that.”

“Apparently I did too, ma’am.”

The cabin looked far better than the last time she’d visited. When she had left with Daisy to stop the wholesale destruction of the Alliance at the hands of corrupt politicians, the door had been gone, bullet holes had permeated the length of the place, and debris from a grenade was scattered everywhere.

She saw no trace of the firefight when she knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Wit said.

“Good to see you, Wit, but you could have just called,” she said, striding in. There were several chairs, all as comfy looking as she could want.

“Have a seat.” He stood behind the counter in the kitchen; the clinking of ice on glass told her he was mixing a drink.

“I don’t need to sit to say ‘no.’ I’ll just have to get up again.”

He raised an eyebrow at her, either because of her tone or her statement. She didn’t care which.

“Nadia, sit down. I promise you won’t regret listening to what I have to say.”

She hated saying no to the old man—they’d gone through a lot together. However, she absolutely would not do any more spycraft. “Fine, but I’m just going to say ‘no.’” She deliberately sat in the chair she knew Wit favored.

“So that’s how it’s going to be.” He came around the counter, two glasses in hand, and gave her one.

She smelled the hard alcohol and wrinkled her nose. “As much as I would like to, I’m trying to quit,” she said, putting the glass down.

“Jacob?” he asked.

“He’s funny like that. All inspirational, and he doesn’t even try. I don’t know how he does it.”

Wit took a pull of his own whiskey sour. “That boy is one in a million… hell, a billion.”

Her eyes narrowed at the sudden compliment. Wit was the man who had repeatedly sent Jacob to face overwhelming odds. The first time he’d done it, he expected Jacob wouldn’t survive.

“Funny. You certainly don’t treat him like that.”

Wit spread his hands. “Beyond my paygrade. The very thing that makes him invaluable in our current time, makes him plenty of enemies. Some of them in positions we can’t touch.”

Nadia glanced at her drink. After what happened to her in Zuckabar, drinking had become entirely too easy. The temptation to throw the whiskey back filled her chest like the ache of sorrow. “Listen, Wit, it’s nice you sent me a bright young lieutenant and then complimented my fiancé and all, but what do you want?”

He pulled out his NavPad and set it on the small coffee table between them. The holo sprang to life showing a thin pretty redhead… No. She once had red hair, but it was now streaked with grey. Under her picture it said: Voss, Svetlana.

“Am I supposed to know her?” she asked.

“No. She’s the galaxy’s foremost arms dealer, and one of the richest people alive… outside the Caliphate.”

Nadia pushed down her curiosity. She wanted to punish Wit, so she didn’t ask the next logical question; instead, she just looked at him innocently with her unblinking brown doe eyes. They stared at each other, eyes locked for a long moment. Several long moments.

Wit cursed and turned away. “You were always my best agent.”.

That was two compliments, not to mention the LT he’d sent her to outsmart. Whatever he was going to ask, it was big.

“The Guild is on the move. They’re planning something big. They might even try for our eastern territories. We are in a unique position to put them down, once and for all, but I need your help to do it.”

Revulsion filled her at the mention of the Guild. She hated them—not as much as the Caliphate, but close enough. She wasn’t from Alexandria, but she knew—had known—people on the planet. People she would never see again thanks to the Guild letting the Caliphate use their prototype stealth ship.

“How do we bring down a giant corporation? Aren’t they everywhere?” she asked.

A look of concern crossed Wit’s face. “It wasn’t until Zuck that we figured out how they were infiltrating us. But now…” He waved his hand over the table. The NavPad shifted the holo to a document.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“It’s a letter of offer for Ms. Voss to join the Guild’s board of directors. For the low-low price of one trillion Terran Republic dollars.”

Nadia gasped at the unfathomable amount of money. “Does she have it?”

Wit shrugged. “Who knows. The woman has more aliases, bank accounts, and hidden treasures than I have hair on my head. The germane point is that the Guild believes she does.”

“What could possibly motivate her to give them a trillion dollars, though? It’s not like they’re making money like they used to. Only the Terran Republic even uses their services anymore.”

Wit manipulated the NavPad, moving the focus to the bottom of the document. “That’s what they’re offering.”

Nadia suppressed her desire to swear. “There’s no way they have that. None,” she said adamantly.

“I don’t know, but again, she believes they do.”

Nadia leaned back. Of all the things the Guild had pulled—the galaxy-wide deception, the fleecing of planets, and turning a blind eye to the Caliphate—this took the cake.

“Again, though, what does this have to do with me?” She suspected what he wanted. Feared, really. And she wasn’t going to make it easy on him.

He sighed. “You’re playing hard to get. I get it. You’re happy with your life. I understand.”

“I’m glad you do, that way you know that when I say no, I mean it.”

“I need you to impersonate her, Nadia. Take her place, infiltrate the Guild, find a way to bring down their defenses and let our ships in to wipe them out.”

That… wasn’t what she thought he was going to ask. “You don’t want me to kill her?” she asked.

Wit looked wounded, his face souring. “Is that how you think I see you? As a common assassin? No. I need your skills. Only you can become this woman, and only she can get into the Guild HQ. The real one—not the front they’ve shown the galaxy for years.”

Nadia had accomplished a great many impossible things in her career, from fighting through crowds while escorting an ambassador, to infiltrating a secret Caliphate science base. But this… she shook her head.

“You’re asking me to commit suicide, Wit. That’s what this is. We don’t even know half the technology they have. No matter what alias you create or what disguise you make, they will know I’m not her in about five seconds. Not to mention…” she trailed off. There was the hint of a smile on the old man’s face. “What?”

“When I said, ‘become her.’ I meant it. We will alter you down to the genetic level. You will be Svetlana⁠—”

Nadia couldn’t hide her horrified reaction. “No. Not just no, but hell no. I won’t do it. I’m about to get married, Wit⁠—”

“I know and⁠—”

“Don’t give me some line about duty and country, you old bastard. I’ve given enough, suffered enough. I want to be happy. I want to be with the man I love. What you’re asking… it’s not only doomed to fail, but you’re also asking me to change my very genes. And you can’t guarantee me it won’t be permanent, I wager.”

He shook his head. The sorrow behind his eyes stung her. Her own emotions threatened to overwhelm her in a way they hadn’t in years.

“I’ve got my best people on it. They think it can be reversed. The entire thing will be—let’s be honest, it’s going to hurt worse than anything you’ve ever endured. The process is tortuous. But, when you’re done, there’s zero chance the Guild will see through the change, because you will be her.”

Nadia bit her lip, tasting copper as she drew blood to keep from yelling at Wit. This wasn’t fair. It wasn’t. As soon as Jacob returned, they were going to get married. “I want a family, Wit. I want kids.” She sighed, never having admitted that to herself until that moment.

“There’s no one else, Nadia. It has to be you.”

Nadia was hit with the sudden realization of how similar this situation was to when she talked Jacob into stealing the Interceptor. She remembered what Wit had said then: that he would do anything, sacrifice anyone, to save the Alliance. He would regret it, but he would do it.

She stood, fully ready to walk right out and leave him, regardless of the consequences.

“Nadia, I know what I’m asking. I know what you’ve sacrificed. If there were anyone else, I would be asking them. It has to be you.”

She stopped shy of the door. “Why, Wit? Why does it have to be me?”

“Svetlana has a prosthetic arm. It’s the only thing we can’t replicate on anyone else.”

I really am the only one who can pull this off. Nadia took all the anger, injustice, and plain stubborn desire to say no, and let it go with a long breath. Part of wanting children meant wanting a free nation to raise them in.

Once, a few months before, Jacob had awoken in the middle of the night, yelling for them to stop. It had taken some time, but he told her what the Guild had done to the women miners, the little girls. Spaced them.

Would that happen to her kids if she failed to stop the Guild?

“I’ll do it. But—” She spun to hold up her hand to stop him from jumping the gun. “There are conditions. Nonnegotiable conditions. Either you agree to all of them, or I walk.”

“I swear, Nadia. Whatever you need.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Nightfall on Cordoba came like an executioner’s axe. Sudden and unstoppable.

Winter’s coming, and that’s going to make ground operations suck. Jennings peaked out through the eight-centimeter opening in her helmet’s visor, using the built-in night vision to scan the terrain.

“See anything, Gunny?” Naki asked.

She didn’t dignify his question; if she had seen something, she would have said something.

June arrived, crawling through the tunnel on her hands and knees. She stood up in the tight space. “I set the perimeter. If anyone comes within a hundred meters of our hide, we’ll know.”

A second later, Owens followed her in, banging his helmet on the dirt ceiling of the tunnel. “Thermal diffuser and sound bafflers are up and running. I’ve got the latrine fifty meters west in a burned-out tree. Should keep it from alerting anyone to our position.”

Part of Jennings’ mind heard what they said, but the majority of her attention was on Polis Del Mar. The city was five kilometers south of their hole, in a slight valley, and its tendrils reached all around them. A few klicks west, a new development was under construction. To the north, a small suburb of the capital spread out toward the lake.

The once beautiful city, with its unique architecture and bright orange rooftops, now lay in partial ruins. The entire eastern section was burned where parts of the troop ship crashed when it fell out of orbit.

However, it was the western section of the city—containing the presidential palace, the Capitol, and the majority of the city’s wealth—that drew her attention.

A massive drop ship, well beyond the size of what the Alliance would use, crouched like a spider next to the palace. Three ramps were deployed; the one closest to the palace was twice the size of a normal ramp, and disgorged vehicles she didn’t recognize. The other two ramps were for troops and personnel. Those, she recognized… mostly.

“Naki, get up here,” she said.

The corporal leapt up, pulling his helmet on and activating the goggles that slid down from above. Stooping slightly, he squeezed his tall frame next to Jennings. “What is it, Gunny?”

“I’m marking it. Look,” she said. On her HUD she marked the spider dropship.

“Wow,” he whispered. “Those”—he glanced at her for a second—“don’t look like Guild troops we faced on Wonderland.”

That was exactly what Jennings thought. “Owens,” she said. “Is the link up?”

“Aye, Gunny. Condor-Zero-One is hovering—unless they fly up to ten thousand meters and run her over.”

Jennings counted nothing out. She’d seen Murphy’s law turn a fight more than once. “Let Captain Bonds know we’re online and ready.”

“Aye, aye, Gunny. On it,” Owens said. The ginger Marine hunkered down in the far corner, pulling out his NavPad to initiate the link.

Another huge machine disgorged from the dropship. What they were going to use it for was obvious with its massive, bladed front. A bulldozer.

“What are they doing?” Naki asked.

“I have no idea.”
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Kilometers to the north, deep in a valley and hidden inside a massive cave complex, Captain Paul Bonds asked the same question. The hologram relayed what Jennings saw and he couldn’t make heads or tails out of it.

He’d spent a tour walking an airless moon as security for a mining operation and knew exactly what the machines rolling off the Guild dropship were. What he didn’t know, was why?

Why invade Cordoba to mine? There wasn’t anything on the planet that couldn’t be found elsewhere for far less expenditure of resources. The image shifted as Jennings changed her focus to something else important.

The soldiers. He’d read her report on Guild ground soldiers, how inept they were. To the point that she felt a twinge of guilt for killing them.

These men were not those. They were clad head to toe in combat armor, and moved with an ease born of training and experience. The armor looked heavy enough that it had to be partially powered, but damned if he could tell from where. Their weapons, which he didn’t recognize, had short barrels and were connected to the armor. Energy weapons? Even the smallest Alliance-manufactured fusion battery capable of running an exoskeleton needed something the size of a Raptor.

Something about the entire thing seemed… hinky to him. The Guild sets up the revolution on Cordoba, then they invade. Clearly, they’re not interested in the people—which was Paul’s first thought. So far, all they had done was land troops and mining equipment.

“Captain Bonds,” Lieutenant Lia called him from outside the CP.

“One sec,” he said. He shut down the screen on his MarPad, marking it for review later. He’d need to disseminate it among the platoon leaders.

Paul ducked as he exited the CP’s doorway, coming to stand next to Lieutenant Lia, who spoke in hushed tones to Comandante Ruiz. Paul frowned, taking in her combat uniform. “You’re not serious,” he said.

“We have to do something,” she countered.

The urge to do something, anything, could be overpowering to people. “Ruiz, if you go out there with your men, you’ll all be killed and accomplish nothing. We’ve got the supplies for this. We observe. We plan. We attack. On our timetable, not theirs. Right now, they are expecting a counteroffensive.”

He triggered the holo feature on his MarPad and dialed in the Cordoba military HQ—or what was left of it. A smoking crater filled the display. “They called down strikes from the orbiting battleship. All your military complexes across the continent are gone. This”—he gestured to the 5,200 men and women of the combined Cordoban Army and Alliance Marines—“is the only fighting force left on the planet. Don’t squander it by rushing headlong into a battle you can’t win.”

Ruiz looked to her men. They were ready, eager even, to defend their homes. Bonds would have felt the same way. Hell, it was the entire reason he had stayed. If they were going to win, though, he needed every last soul.

“What do I tell my soldiers when the invaders start shooting their families? Do I say they can’t go to them?”

Bonds looked to the five thousand soldiers, loosely formed and ready to go. Time to channel the captain, he thought. “Soldiers of Cordoba,” Bonds said in his best drill instructor voice. “I know you’re afraid. I know you want to save your homeworld. Most of all, I know you want to go to your families.” Bonds shifted his gaze from one side of the assembled troops to the other. “Right now, they are expecting a fight. Right now, they are on high alert. If you go to the city and attack, they will be waiting for you. Then you’ll be dead. Who will save your families once you’re rotting in a ditch?”

Bonds had an idea how they felt. When the Caliphate nuked Alexandria, he wanted to fight right then. Forget preparations—just go in fists swinging.

“I’m not saying we don’t attack. When fighting a numerically and technologically superior force, information and surprise are the best weapons. There are rules to victory. These rules were written an age ago, but no matter what century it is, they are still the rules.

“Rule number one. He will win who knows when to fight and when not to fight.” Bonds held up one finger to punctuate the point. “Right now is not the time to fight.

“Rule number two. He will win who knows how to handle both superior and inferior forces.” A second finger popped up. “We don’t know enough about their superior forces to deal with them with our inferior forces. And I don’t just mean you all. Two hundred Marines can’t defeat a force that large and well armed. We need to find their weakness. We need to know how to hit them.

“Rule number three. He will win whose army is animated by the same spirit throughout all its ranks.” A third finger followed. “Let’s see… Are we animated? Are we going to kick some Guild pissant soldiers off this planet?

“Hell yes!” came the response, so loud it echoed in the cavern. Bonds grinned. “Hell yes,” he said.

He held up his fourth finger. “Finally, the battle goes to the most prepared, who waits for the enemy to be unprepared. We will watch, we will listen, and when the time is right, we will strike.”

The Cordoban soldiers and Alliance Marines shouted and cheered. The Marines started chanting oorah, and within seconds, the entire of the cavern shook with one loud, “Oorah!”

Bonds turned to Ruiz and pointed at the CP. Once inside, where they could hear, he grabbed her a cup of coffee.

“How did you do that?” she asked, astonishment written on her face.

“Well, the coffee machine does all the work⁠—”

“Not that,” she said with a wry smile. “I could never do that. You just took five thousand soldiers and inspired them to wait while their homes are destroyed…”

Bonds sipped from his own cup, reflecting on something the captain once told him. “Even if they don’t realize it, everyone who serves wants to make a difference. They want to be the ideal. I learned from the best how to bring that feeling out. It’s not a trick, it’s leadership. If you weren’t distracted by the fact that your world is under siege, you would have done it too.”

Her expression told him she didn’t believe a word he said. “Maybe.”

“Without a doubt. I know.” He drained the last of his cup, sighing inwardly because he knew that the first thing they were going to run out of was coffee. “Now, let’s get cracking on our preliminary plan. I think the first thing we need to do is…”

Bonds and Ruiz worked for hours, coming up with plans and fallback plans, to bring down their enemy.
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“I am not your enemy, Mr. President,” Ground Force Commander Wei said.

“Funny… you’re sitting in my chair, giving me orders. I would think that’s exactly what you are,” President Santiago replied.

Wei fumed inwardly for a multitude of reasons. Mostly, his anger stemmed from the pissant in orbit who couldn’t even protect his ships long enough for them to make a proper landing. Instead of ten thousand ground troops and all the equipment he could ever want, he had five thousand and all the mining equipment he could want. His men and women were well trained and could handle the locals. They had plenty of light utility transport, and some of the vehicles were even armed. His engineers were in the process of arming the rest since that was their only mobile weapons platform.

The entire operation had been cursed from the word go. He should never have allowed those morons in the Guild to separate the mining and military equipment. Though, if he looked at it from all angles, there was a benefit. They could fight with what they had, but if it were the other way around, there would be no mining and the mission would completely and utterly fail.

There were several things going for him, though. The presidential palace was well stocked with a variety of alcohol, all of it of exquisite make. Santiago had good taste. He would use the president’s own office as his command center both for his own pleasure and as a demoralizing symbol to any who would fight their sudden change in leadership.

He was thankful for what they had; over a hundred MK V crew-served repeaters, plus twenty-five of the powered Jī quán suits. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

“I know it might appear that way, sir. But I’m not. I have no desire to hurt your people, or even to remove you as their leader. I simply need them to do as I say. And right now, that means I need all the women and children out of the city.”

Santiago glared daggers at him. Good, Wei thought, angry men make mistakes.

“It’s late fall. Winter will be on us soon, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but our weather, while predictable, is also extreme. Where shall I tell the half-million people to go? Live in the forest?”

Wei responded without missing a beat. “Not my problem. However, I can help you in one respect⁠—”

“What is that?” Santiago asked.

“It’s not a half-million. It’s roughly 188,000. Our records show roughly 312,000 males aged nine and over in the city. They will all be staying. The rest may leave.”

Santiago stepped forward, fists balled like he would strike. Wei’s top security man moved with the fluidity of a lifelong fighter and slammed the butt of his rifle into Santiago’s gut. The president dropped to one knee, gasping for breath.

“You… can’t,” he said.

“I most certainly can. You can either make the announcement, or I can. If I do it, though, it will be by showing your execution. It’s a pity we can’t find your wife and children… that would make this so much easier.” Wei stood up, leaning over to see Santiago’s face. “What is it going to be?” he asked.

Santiago sagged, beaten. Wei knew the answer before he gave it.


CHAPTER FIVE


Jacob spent the entire time in the starlane furious with himself. Had he made the right move? Yes, they took out a light cruiser, but… he left people behind. No matter the reason, it didn’t sit well with him. Instead of taking the eight-hour trip to rest and recoup, he hadn’t left his command chair. While the rest of the crew swapped out of their ELS and the shifts changed, Jacob stayed glued to his seat.

“One minute to reentry,” Chief Suresh said.

“All hands, helmets on, helmets on, helmets on.” PO Collins’ voice echoed through the ship.

Jacob absently reached up and slid the tight-fitting helmet on, making sure the lights in the HUD turned green before he signaled his readiness. Once every crewmember reported helmets on—a drill they had done a million times, if not more—the air hissed out of the ship, replaced by inert nitrogen.

I left them, Jacob thought. His imagination had always cursed him. What the Guild had done to those women in Wonderland haunted his dreams. Mining Chief Castigate’s wife and daughter were spaced, and he could do nothing. All because the Guild segregated their stations, and no women were allowed on Wonderland.

Was the same thing happening on Cordoba? Would they kill Jennings if they caught her? He wouldn’t think like that. He couldn’t. Bravo-Two-Five would find a way. They had to. He just needed to run to Alliance space as fast as the Interceptor could, and hope it was quick enough.

“Exiting starlane in five—” Suresh said, starting the countdown.

“As soon as we’re out, I want a course plotted for the next lane and engaged at flank speed,” he ordered.

“Aye, aye, Skipper,” Ensign Brennan replied.

The starlane ended, and like a rubber band snapping back, Jacob felt the bottom drop out of his stomach. He breathed hard, in through his mouth and out through his nose to fight the nausea. If anyone lost the battle, the ELS suits hid it. Even a solid transition that was spot on could cause disorientation and loss of awareness for thirty seconds or more.

“Contact. Multiple contacts,” Tefiti growled over the comms.

“Condition Zulu. Battle⁠—”

“Their friendly,” Tefiti said. “Three destroyers… it’s the rest of DesRon 12, Skipper.”

“Belay that order,” Jacob said.

DesRon 12 should have been long gone. He’d ordered them out of the system days ago. If they were still here, then the Alliance reinforcements were even farther behind than he’d hoped. His shoulders sagged under that realization.

“Abbot, get me Commander Yuki. ASAP.”

“Aye, aye, sir. Sending the signal.”

Jacob drummed his fingers on the command chair impatiently. His feelings burned inside him, just on the edge of uncontrollable. He wanted to lash out at everyone and everything. Even though he’d managed to keep a lid on his anger after Roy’s murder, lack of sleep and stress over engaging a battleship at point-blank range had left him raw.

“Skipper, am I glad to see you.” Yuki’s face popped up on his MFD, but the audio routed through his helmet. They were close enough for near instant communications.

“What are you still doing here? I ordered a full retreat. You should be two lanes ahead of us. Dammit, Kim. There are people on Cordoba dying and your delay may cost more lives.”

Her eyes went wide at his outburst. She glanced to the side, looking at someone he couldn’t see.

“Skipper, throttle down. It’s okay. We sent a packet to a passing freighter with our full report. It will get to Fort Aubrey far quicker than we would have.”

She was right, of course. No matter how fast they went, packets traveled at light speed and transferred from ship to ship. Still, he wanted them safe, not just off to alert the Alliance.

“You risked a lot waiting for me. What if the Guild sent reinforcements through Rygel?” he asked.

“That’s the thing, Skipper. They did. We detected the Guild ships arriving a split second before we entered the lane. We got lucky. If they had arrived thirty seconds earlier, we would have gotten our hats handed to us. We stayed because we wanted to make sure you got out. By the time the other ships started coming through… I knew you were doing some damn fool stunt to turn the odds in our favor. I take it I was right?”

They weren’t dead; he supposed that was in their favor.

“I’ll tell you all about it at our briefing. Find us a place off the beaten path to lay doggo. I don’t want to run into the Guild’s other battleship if I can help it. I don’t have a Corsair, so have the rest of the captains meet me here at 1900… and Kim?”

“Yes, Skipper?”

“It’s good to see you too.”

“Aye, aye, sir. 1900 onboard Interceptor.” She killed the connection.

“Condition Yankee, Collins. Bring back the air,” he ordered.

As the crew went about restoring the atmosphere and moving the ship, Jacob suddenly felt weary in his soul. His back ached from hours of sitting, and when he stood, his muscles protested the sudden movement.

“Brown, you’ve got the conn.”

“Weps has the conn,” Brown replied.

Jacob limped off the bridge, swinging his arms to limber them up. By the time he reached his cabin, a green light blinked to life in his HUD, letting him know it was safe to remove his helmet, which he did promptly. Tossing the helmet onto his rack, Jacob collapsed onto the bed, not even bothering to take his suit off. Maybe this time when he slept, he wouldn’t dream of the men and women he let die.

Maybe.
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PO Mendez wiped his brow free of sweat. The galley’s temperature usually ran above ship’s normal, but with six crew crammed inside, not to mention thirty post- and pre-shift crew waiting for their food, he was running on full throttle.

“Perch, get with it. We need those eggs done.”

“Aye, PO,” Perch said. Josh had missed what he said to Zack, who stood next to him. He supposed it was a grumble about their PO getting on their case.

Josh turned from the fryers and dodged Spacer’s Apprentice Aaliyah Davis as she deftly maneuvered around the galley, bringing much-needed supplies to the various stations. The diminutive woman excelled at her job. Like everyone in the galley, she kept her thick black hair in a tight bun to prevent any stray hairs from finding their way into the food.

“Good job, Aaliyah,” Josh said as he pulled his gloves off.

“Thanks, boss,” she said.

He headed for the freezer to grab the skipper’s meal. The captain had turned down the last meal Josh had brought him. He wouldn’t let him do that twice in a row—the XO would have his hide if he did.

Just inside the freezer, a rack held the officers’ prepackaged meals, close and handy for the bridge crew whenever they were on an extended shift or under Condition Zulu. He grabbed the meal box and bottle of orange drink. Keeping them cradled in one arm, he made his way out.

“Zack, you’ve got the galley. I’ll be back in ten.”

“Aye, aye, PO,” Zack replied. He then shot Perch an evil grin. “Now I am the master…”

Whatever Perch replied with, Josh missed it. The din of the mess made it impossible to hear more than a few meters.

“When’s chow, PO? I’m starving,” someone said. Josh pointed at the window, where they could clearly see the galley working diligently on the next meal. It wasn’t like they could cook inside a starlane. There were too many things that could go wrong, and the last thing anyone wanted was hot food flying around the ship because of a rough transition.

“Hey, PO, going my way?” A familiar Irish lilt hit Josh’s ears. The smile her voice brought to his face was undeniable.

“Ma’am, always. I’m on my way up to feed the skipper.”

Ensign Brennan, wearing the black sweater that the captain favored, reached out and took the orange drink from him. “Allow me to help.”

“You don’t have to, ma’am. I can manage.”

“I insist, PO,” she said with a grin.

“Who am I to say no to an officer of your caliber?” he asked.

“No one. That’s who.” Before he could react, she stuck her tongue out at him. She froze. From her neck to the top of her ears, she flushed a deep red.

Clearly embarrassed, she spun and marched for the hatch. Josh struggled to keep up; Brennan was thin and agile, while he was a bit… stocky. Where she glided through the crowd around the hatch, Josh had to push his way through.

“Make a hole,” PO Oliv said from the passageway. Spacers parted like a hand had swatted them aside.

“Thanks, PO,” he said as he walked by Oliv.

“You know you can order them out of the way,” the NCO told him.

“I keep forgetting who I am,” he replied with a grin.

Josh glimpsed Brennen heading fore and charged after her. It wouldn’t do for her to arrive with the captain’s drink and not his food.

Her boots echoed on the ladder as she started climbing. “Wait up,” Josh said, his breath coming heavier than he’d like. Had he gained weight on the deployment? His trousers were a little snug, but he’d thought maybe they’d shrunk in the wash.

“Sorry, PO,” she mumbled.

“It’s okay, ma’am, it’s not like you swore at me or something,” he said as he climbed after her. There was an art to climbing the ladder while holding food in one arm. An art that Josh, as the head of the galley, had mastered.

“It’s not that,” Ensign Brennan said. “Not only that. Just—don’t mention it, okay?” she said.

He looked up, seeing past her shapely legs that the uniform only partially hid to see her pleading eyes looking down at him. I’m in trouble, he thought. He could really lose himself in those. Josh shook himself, forcing his attention on the ladder.

“Aye, ma’am. Not another thought.”

“Thank you, Josh,” she whispered. She left him at the bridge, handing him the orange drink and giving him a little smile before she entered.

Foster, armed with an MP-17, stood at parade rest as Brennan walked by. He gave Josh a raised eyebrow.

“Mind your business, Spacer,” Josh muttered.

“As the PO says,” Foster replied.

Josh ignored him. The skipper’s cabin wasn’t too far from the bridge. He needed to make sure the captain ate, then had to get back to the galley before Zack and Perch burned it down. He rapped his knuckles on the hatch—nothing. He pressed the entry chime. Then again. Nothing.

He put the food down and pulled out his NavPad. “Mendez to Lieutenant Carter,” he said into the device.

“Carter here, what is it PO?”

“Sir, I’m at the captain’s cabin with his lunch, but he’s not responding.”

Josh could almost hear the annoyance in XO’s voice. “I’m kind of busy, Mendez. If the captain doesn’t want to eat, what do you want me to do about it?”

Josh felt warm all over and he resisted the urge to pull at his chef’s tunic. “I get that, sir, but this is the second meal in a row and⁠—”

“—and regulations state that no crew member can voluntarily miss more than one meal. Understood. Give me a minute PO, and I’ll call him.”

Relief flooded through him. While still coated in sweat, he didn’t feel like his uniform was about to catch on fire.

The hatch slid open to show a haggard Commander Grimm, still wearing his ELS suit.

“Put it on the table, Josh,” he said, gesturing to the small desk that folded out of the bulkhead.

Josh squeezed in past him. He pulled the tab on the drink, activating the fizz, took the sandwich out of the package, and placed the small packets of condiments on the side. “Can I get you anything else, sir?” He felt the need to be formal. More so than usual. The captain seemed… out of sorts.

“That will do. Thank you.”

“Anytime, sir.”

As Josh darted out, he noticed the skipper reaching to remove the ELS suit. The hatch slid closed behind, and he breathed a sigh of relief. For a minute there, he thought the captain was going to have his head.
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Jacob let the hot water run over his shoulders. A soft beep alerted him to the time; water was at a premium on the ship, and each crew had an equal share in a twenty-four-hour period. Captain, or no, he wouldn’t go over, no matter how much he wanted to. With all the repairs Interceptor needed, not to mention the external damage to the hull and armor, his crew had worked their butts off. As much as he’d like to override the alarm, doing so would reduce everyone’s share.

The beeping intensified as his time ran out, then stopped along with the water. Jacob leaned back against the bulkhead, letting the steam waft out of the shower. Once he stepped out, he had to be the captain again, and part of him… part of him didn’t want to be.

He sighed heavily, taking the towel and rubbing his face. His mother’s words came back to him like a hammer: Responsibility is a privilege, not a burden.

“Enough sulking,” he said as he stepped out. It only took him a minute to put on a fresh day uniform. Black slacks with blood stripes, his white shirt and black sweater, and finally, his bloodred watch cap. He took a minute in the mirror to make sure all his badges and insignia were parallel with the deck. It wouldn’t do for the captain to look like a slob.

“Skipper, Mac here. The other three captains are aboard and waiting for you in the briefing room, along with the XO.”

“Thanks, Mac,” Jacob said. “I’m on my way. Oh… what’s the word on Cartwright?”

“Doc says he’s going to be just fine, Skip. Another day in the tank and he’ll be right as rain.”

Jacob couldn’t help but smile at the good news. He’d lost crew before, but this time it felt far more personal than ever.

“Thanks, Mac.”

With a deep breath, he marched out of his cabin and across the hall to meet with his subordinates.

“Captain on deck,” Commander Robert Carlos said. Kidd’s CO looked as fit as ever, if not a little tired around the eyes. His ship had taken a pounding when the Cordoban Navy turned on them. Next to him was Lieutenant Commander Sabrina Marsh. She had her cap off, and it revealed a head full of tight brown curls. Kim, as sharp as ever, sat on the far side.

Carter waited for him by the hatch, falling in behind as Jacob moved to take his seat.

“As you were,” Jacob said reflexively. “Status report?”

Commander Carlos, as the squadron XO, went first. “Kidd won’t be winning any marathons until we get to a drydock. We’re fine for sub 300 g’s, but anything over and we risk the coil separating from the ship. Commander Gordon, my engineer, assures me she’s good to go otherwise.”

Jacob nodded for Kim to go, as she was the next senior commander. She and Sabrina were from the same command school class, but Kim had a few weeks on her in grade.

“Apache’s good to go, Skipper. We still have the Guild prisoners aboard, but they’re hardly a problem. As long as I don’t have to put anyone else in the brig,” she said with a grin. Kim looked at Marsh, as did the rest of the room.

Shy as always, Jacob could tell Sabrina didn’t like the spotlight.

“Uh… Justice is a hundred percent, sir. We’ve had some illness in system, but nothing Lieutenant Maria can’t handle.”

That worried Jacob. Illness aboard ship could spread like wildfire. Even with all the advanced air filtration in the galaxy, it still was a problem.

“Keep Commander Carlos in the loop on that illness, Sabrina. I don’t want to get blindsided by it. However, I’m sure your doc can handle a few colds. Just let us know if you need any help.”

Commander Marsh made a note on her NavPad before answering. “Aye, aye, sir. I’m sure it’s nothing, though.”

Jacob pushed his NavPad forward and activated the holo feature. The blue light lit up the room, showing the Guild battleship in orbit, along with the lone remaining light cruiser. At the time of the photo, the troop ships were also in orbit, though already hit and breaking up.

“We have confirmation on the destruction of two of the light cruisers,” Jacob said. “One at the hands of Captain Castro and her fleet, such as it was, and the other by Interceptor. That leaves one former Terran republic battleship and one light cruiser. If it were just the LC, we might risk a stand-up engagement. However, with the battleship, that’s off the table.”

His commanders glanced at each other, a look of confusion crossing their faces. Jacob looked to Carter, who shared their expression.

“Sir?” Commander Carlos said. “We’re not heading home?”

Home.

How could Jacob leave now? Since the ambassador and his people had all retreated safely, and the message of alarm was sent, his duty seemed clear: stay, and do as much as he could to disrupt Guild operations and support the men and women on the ground until reinforcements arrived.

“No.”

More confusion. He thought Kim, at least, would understand. The smile that broke out on her face told him she did.

“Hell yes,” she said. “Let’s light the fires and load the torpedoes.” Her enthusiasm instantly spread to the other commanders.

Carlos’ face split with a grin. “I hope this doesn’t mean you’re sending Kidd back, Skipper. She might be hurt, but we can still contribute. My crew would be crushed if we went home while you all stayed to fight.”

Jacob had given it some serious thought during his long shower. Sending Kidd away might be the safe call, but if they were going to cause problems for the Guild, they would need all hands on deck.

“No, Rob, not at all. While I don’t think having you participate in combat would be a good idea”— Carlos’ face fell— “there are other ways we can use you and your crew. Let me lay out the basics of my plan, then you all can tell me how I’m wrong and we can throw the whole thing out and start over.”

A much-needed chuckle rippled around the table. Jacob leaned forward, resting on his elbows. “Make no mistake, though. This is going to be the most dangerous game of cat and mouse we’ve ever played. One mistake and we won’t be the cat.”

“You mean shark and minnow, Skipper,” Kim said, gesturing to the cartoon shark on the table.

“Exactly.”


CHAPTER SIX


Nadia drifted in the clouds, dimly aware that the feelings she had were drug induced. Her training made sure she knew, but it didn’t change the light and dizzy feeling.

Jacob held her, hugging her. He spoke, but she couldn’t hear him. Like in all dreams, she felt his words, but when she tried to focus on them, they were indistinct.

Sorrow filled his expression. Was he leaving her? No, that wasn’t right. Jacob would never leave her. He was certainly trying to tell her something. She looked about, but her eyes couldn’t focus on anything.

“Nadia?” a familiar voice called her name. It wasn’t Jacob’s, though. Not his warm tones or loving call.

“Go away,” she heard herself say.

“Nadia, it’s time to wake up.”

Cold flushed through her veins like an icy river. She was instantly alert. Her eyes popped open to the blaring white light only hospitals used.

“I feel like—” She stopped. Her voice was all wrong. Nadia had a pleasant light alto—not the soprano that came out of her mouth.

“It’s okay,” the doctor said. She knew he was a doctor, because he had the same countenance that everyone in the medical profession wore. “It’s normal to be disoriented for a moment.”

She slowly sat up, using the side of the bed to lift herself. The next thing she noticed was that her knees hurt, followed by her wrinkly, pale hands.

“I take it the procedure worked?” she asked. Her voice sounded weird. Like someone else spoke the words and she only moved her mouth.

“It exceeded all our expectations. The nanites reprogrammed your base RNA, and your own body, with some help from accelerated metabolism nanites, did the rest. For all intents and purposes, you are Svetlana Voss,” the doctor said.

“I want to see Wit. Now.”

“He’s not here. I think he’ll come… by…” The doctor’s voice trailed off as she glared daggers at him.

“You think he’s not over there behind that glass? Get him.”

Without another word, the doctor rushed to the door and disappeared. A moment later, Wit, dressed in the same blue suit as always, walked through. “He’s our top man, but not very good with the bedside manner,” he said.

“I did it. Now I want what I asked for,” she demanded.

Wit frowned. A look she certainly didn’t like.

“It’s not that easy, Nadia. There are procedures and⁠—”

She held up her hand. “Don’t. Just don’t. I could have her out of that prison in an hour. A new identity and off to the farthest part of the Alliance in a day. You’re telling me you can’t?”

For the first time in their entire relationship, going back almost a decade, Wit looked embarrassed. “She’s a murderer, Nadia. I can’t just walk her out on my credentials.”

Tentatively, Nadia swung her very pale legs over the side of the bed. They were thinner than hers. While Svetlana was roughly the same height and build, she weighed twenty kilos less. She wasn’t built or as fit as Nadia. She looked down, immediately seeing the difference. She felt—emaciated.

“Listen, Wit, we had a deal. I don’t care if you have to get a signed pardon from Axwell himself or if you have to hire a merc team to bust her out. She’s coming with me. If you can’t do that, then I can just break her out and you can make sure they don’t come after us. One way or the other, though, she’s going free.”

He shook his head, harrumphing his unhappiness. “I don’t understand why she’s so important to you. You don’t even know her.”

Wit wasn’t wrong, and Nadia knew it. Did she tell him? Telling him would give him an idea of what made her weak. Then again, it wouldn’t take a genius to figure that one out.

“Jacob asked me to look after her. I don’t know why, but he’s got it in his head she can be redeemed, or at least somewhat. It’s important to him and, therefore, it’s⁠—”

“Important to you,” Wit finished. “Okay, I’ll make the calls in earnest. As for the rest of your demands⁠—”

“Requests,” she said.

“Payments, then. As for the rest of them, not a problem. The Office of Management and Budget is going to have a fit when they see the billion-dollar write-off, but this is more important than a balanced budget. I’ll get it done.”

She nodded, not speaking while she focused on making her small foot hold her weight. Wit left her to it, leaving without another word. She had a lot to do and a short amount of time to do it. Once she could walk and function again, she needed to track down a few trustworthy people to operate her ship.

The problem was, she didn’t know any trustworthy people. She certainly wasn’t going to go into Guild space with a bunch of Alliance spies as cohorts. No, she needed people who could think on their feet, but not be obstructed by the need to make everything espionage.

While she didn’t know anyone trustworthy, Jacob did. She grabbed her NavPad from beside the bed and went to work. With any luck, she would find who she was looking for in Alexandria.

[image: ]


There wasn’t anything fun about hide-holes. They weren’t supposed to be fun; they were supposed to conceal Marines from the enemy. That’s exactly what this one did. Aside from the constant complaining from the other three Marines, Jennings felt the hole worked well.

“Who’s that?” Owens asked. He sat in the corner, his NavPad showing a holographic image from the cameras they had set up to watch the city.

“I’ll call the CP,” Jennings replied.

“I don’t mean that, Gunny. Who do you think it is?”

She looked at the image from across the hole. She’d found her favorite spot; other than to use the latrine and PT, she hadn’t moved in five days.

“Naki?” she asked. “Is he on the list?”

Naki had his NavPad out. It held an image of every soldier they’d seen since they started observing them, along with pertinent facts, schedules, vehicles, everything else they could find. “I don’t see him on the list, Gunny,” he answered, excitement obvious in his voice.

“He looks important,” June said. “Look… he’s got the little tassels, and the other guy is opening doors for him.”

Jennings stood. She was the only one who didn’t have to duck inside the hole.

“Mark him,” she said.

Naki immediately created a new file, putting the man’s face next to the words: Unknown Officer.

“Mid-forties, black hair, and—” Owens stopped. “Maybe one-six or one-seven meters tall… you know, Gunny… he doesn’t really look like the soldiers we ran into on Wonderland.”

She crept closer, eyeing the man in the image. He was busy speaking to a group of lightly armored officers. “Zoom in on them, if you can,” Jennings said.

“One sec,” Owens muttered. He expertly manipulated the controls. At their distance, there was only so much they could do with the small cameras they used. The image blurred somewhat, but not enough to disrupt clarity.

“What are you seeing?” June asked.

“Naki, how many men have we seen with their helmets off?”

He scanned through their catalog. “Hardly any.”

“Any of them not of Asian descent?” she asked.

“Now that you mention it, no…”

“I don’t think they’re Guild. Maybe mercs, but not Guild. Better call the CO,” she said. “He’s not going to like this. Not one bit.”

Something nagged at her. In the five days they’d spent observing them, the invaders hadn’t acted like she expected them to. They were segregating by sex, mostly, sending the women and children out of the city in small clumps to the south. On the north side, they were busy demolishing the buildings and structures. They weren’t careful about it either. They used their bladed machines to drive through most of the buildings and knock them down. The rest they rigged with det charges, dropping them on the spot.

What the hell were they doing?

“Captain’s on the horn, Gunny,” Owens said.

Jennings activated the comm function on her NavPad. “Sir, I think we might have a problem.”
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Paul killed the call, a deep frown etched on his face.

“What is it?” Lieutenant Lia asked from across the CP. They were the only two in there at the moment, having finished the staff meeting a few minutes before Gunny’s call came in.

“Jennings thinks they’re mercs, not Guild.”

Lia mimicked his frown. “That changes things.”

“It changes everything. Our entire premise was based on fighting the Guild, which, to put frankly, is a bunch of eleven up and three down morons. This though…” He turned away. “Maybe there’s a bright side,” he mused.

Lia sipped her coffee. “I’m sure going to miss this when it’s gone. What’s the bright side?”

Bonds gestured to the holo showing Jennings’ feed. “The ships the skipper downed had all their military vehicles on them. So far, all they’ve off-loaded is their mining gear. Which also tells us their intentions.”

“Yeah, but what are they here to mine?”

“I have no idea. I don’t think the locals know either, considering the mercs are demolishing the city to mine it.”

Lia looked at the different images. “You know what we need⁠—”

“Don’t say it,” Bonds said.

“We need them to get closer.”

They did need Gunny’s team closer, but that would risk detection. The mercs already had to go nuts trying to figure out where the resistance was. However, sneaking into a city on high alert was… right up Jennings’ alley.

Bonds grinned. “For a second, I forgot who we were asking. I’ll make the call.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Wrapped in his ELS suit and sitting in his favorite chair, Jacob had only the things that might go wrong to worry about. He’d never raided enemy shipping before. While it was a lot like piracy, it wasn’t exactly that. This wasn’t about money or cargo, but about stopping the Guild from reinforcing Cordoba.

If he was wrong, then all they had done was waste a little time. If he was right, and the Guild sent more ships to supply the ones already there. Then he would be in the perfect spot to capitalize on it—or one of his other ships would be. The advantage of having four ships… well, three if he didn’t count Kidd… was flexibility. He put Apache and Justice on the Rygel starlane, while Interceptor and Kidd guarded the one from Orion, which was the most likely avenue of approach. Either way, if anything came through either of the lanes, DesRon 12 would have the jump on them.

For now, they ran silent, with their ELS suits on and helmets ready. Soft blue lighting illuminated the bridge and the rest of the ship, reminding the crew to limit EM emissions. Even a small signal could give them away.

The mission clock on Jacob’s MFD showed they were four hours and ten minutes into their turn monitoring the lane. The ships would rotate out every twelve hours to make sure one crew didn’t exhaust themselves.

His thoughts turned to Nadia and what she was doing. He hadn’t seriously considered his future for so long, he was sorely out of practice. He’d asked her to marry him, and she’d said yes… then the Navy struck. It could be months before he was back on Alexandria. Months more before he could rig his leave for them to have a wedding and honeymoon.

That seemed like almost a different life. Last he’d heard, she was with her mom, planning for the wedding. He was sure, though, no matter what, she would do everything she could to look out for Watanabe while doing all the other things she needed. That was his Nadia, a woman of steel and⁠—

“Contact,” Oliv said. “Single vessel. Range, one-three-five thousand klicks on a heading of two-seven-three mark three-one-nine. No classification as yet,” she said.

“Good job, Marta. Collins, sound the bell.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper.” Jen’s voice rang throughout the ship. “Set Condition Zulu. Helmets on. Helmets on. Helmets on,” her voice boomed over the ship in a calm, professional way.

Jacob lazily reached over and slid his helmet over his head. Thankfully, the Bosun had assigned someone to collect his suit and clean it—something he never thought of on the long voyages. The ship’s laundry had to be a bear. He’d have to give those spacers some extra leave or something after this deployment.

Air hissed as it rushed into storage tanks and was replaced by inert nitrogen.

PO Collins turned and gave him a thumbs up. “All sections report ready, Skipper.”

“Austin?” Jacob asked.

“Turrets are manned, armed, and loaded, Skipper. Forward torpedo rooms are ready for action. However, sir, the giga-pulse laser defense system is still offline. I don’t know if we’ll be able to fix the damage without a full yard.”

Jacob understood the difficulty. He’d read Redfern’s report multiple times. He was no computer expert, but even he could see the melted and burned servers and knew that they needed a yard to fix them. It would be one thing if they could manufacture a part, but the entire array was toast.

“The comms man hesitated. “This is strange sir… wait, there it is. It should have come through instantly, but it didn’t. I have a solid read on a Guild IFF. Cargo vessel Numerical Five?” He said the name with a note of disbelief.

Carter broke into the net. “Where do they come up with these names?”

“I have no idea XO. It’s like they designed their entire navy with one hand tied behind their back and blindfolded.” Jacob observed the passive sensors. It wasn’t one of the Guild’s specialized cargo vessels like they’d fought in Wonderland—though that didn’t mean it was harmless. As he watched, the gravcoil kicked in, shooting the ship toward Cordoba at a hasty 250 g’s.

“I’ve got their course, Skipper,” Oliv said. “Right for Cordoba. Pursuit vector calculated. Ready when you are, Chief Suresh.”

Jacob let the bridge crew do their jobs, verifying course and speed. Two hundred and fifty g’s wasn’t out of the ordinary, but a cautious captain would start out much slower, making sure everything worked properly before jutting off at maximum acceleration.

“Course laid in, Skipper,” Chief Suresh said to him.

He hesitated. If there were more ships, he would expose himself. Maybe they were trying to clear the area, or maybe force anyone like himself to expose themselves to a larger force yet to come.

“Carter, is it possible we missed the remaining light cruiser leaving the system?” he asked.

His XO thought about his response, pondering it for a moment. “We were in Rygel for three days, two more with the lane transit… Yes, sir. If they set out right after the attack, they could have made it oh… five or six systems by now. Or sent a communication and turned right back. All the traffic in this system has died since the outbreak of the invasion.”

He was going to have to risk it. No risk, no reward. “Helm, pursuit course. Flank speed.”

“Aye, aye. Pursuit course. Flank speed,” Suresh said.

“Execute.”

Suresh pushed the throttle all the way forward to flank. Interceptor lurched as everyone aboard ship felt gravity push against their chest and hold them down until the forces stabilized.

“Oliv, how long until they spot us?” Jacob asked.

She calculated the time on her board. “Ten more seconds and they would have to be blind not to.”

“Mac, put me on.”

“Aye, aye, sir. You’re on.”

Jacob looked hard into the camera at the top of his MFD. “Guild vessel, this is Commander Jacob T. Grimm, USS Interceptor. This is an active war zone, and you are an enemy combatant. Power off your gravcoil. Do not attempt to alter your course even a degree, or you will be destroyed. This is your only warning. Failure to comply within thirty seconds of receipt will result in the destruction of your ship.” Jacob pointed at Mac to send it.

“On the chip, Skipper. Sent.”

“Think I was stern enough?” he asked his bridge crew.

“I’d thrown in an arr matey just to let them know we mean business,” Chief Suresh said.

“Next time I’ll run up the skull and crossbones.” Jacob pulled up the Navy database and scanned it while they waited for the Guild ship to respond. A timer popped up on his HUD, showing the message receipt and seconds counting down from thirty. He searched for the USS Kid, something tickled a memory about the ship. “Well, I’ll be,” he said in a whisper. The Kidd could actually fly the skull and crossbones of a pirate flag. The records dated back to an ancient battle centuries before. He made a note and sent it off to Commander Carlos.

“Incoming message, Skipper, no delay—that’s weird,” Mac said.

“What is it?”

“One sec, sir. PO Oliv, can you verify this for me?” Mac asked.

“Aye, it’s authentic,” Oliv said.

“Mac?” Jacob asked patiently.

“Sir, the moment they received our message their transponder flickered and changed to the Terran Republic. She reads as a commercial shipper for a company called TRMFH Limited. I have no idea who they are.”

Jacob leaned back. He should have suspected something like this. If he hadn’t lain doggo and seen their Guild transponder, they could have made a good case that Interceptor had attacked an innocent freighter.

“Put them on,” he said.

His MFD flickered, and status screens were replaced by a middle-aged man of Asian descent.

“This is Captain Yang Tao. I demand you veer off course immediately. We are a legitimate trade vessel flagged with the Terran Republic. You’re out of your jurisdiction here, Commander.”

“Mac,” Jacob said to both the enemy captain and his comms man. “Was my message garbled in any way? Is it possible he didn’t hear me when I said only warning?”

“Negative, sir. My broadcast was crystal clear.”

Jacob turned back to the fuming man. “Captain Tao, because you don’t seem to be taking this threat seriously, I’m going to fire on you.”

“Wait, you can’t we’re⁠—”

“Lieutenant Brown,” Jacob said, continuing on an open channel, “Fire one shot from turret number one. I don’t think we’ll need more than that to hull them, do you?”

“This is outrageous,” the captain said. Though Jacob felt the fear in the man’s words.

“Aye, aye, Skipper. One shot, in the pipe,” Brown said.

“Kill the engine!” the captain yelled.

Jacob glanced to Oliv who gave him a huge grin and a thumbs up.

“Wise choice. You will cut power to your vessel and maintain your current heading. Any deviation will result in your immediate destruction. Don’t test me, Captain. You will not win.”

“Understood.” The man shut off his connection like he was desperate to be away from Jacob.

“Carter, I hope you were able to find a boarding party, because you’re going aboard.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper. We’re good to go.”
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PO Mendez finished strapping on his sidearm, trying desperately to keep his squad from seeing his hands shake. He’d never been on an actual boarding action before. Trained for it, but not a live one… until now.

“PO,” Chief Torres said from the cockpit of the Corsair. “I know you guys are used to smooth rides from Boudreaux, but don’t expect that kind of favoritism from me.”

“Thanks for the heads-up, Chief. I’ll make sure the galley on the Kidd remembers your kind treatment,” Josh said.

Torres frowned, caught in his own trap. “Well played, PO.”

Josh turned to the five other spacers he’d managed to put together. Zack was his second. The remaining four were all spacers and apprentices who had shooting experience outside the Navy. Spacers Kim and Jackson were also unarmed combat experts. Spacer Foster was an electronic whiz, and she could bypass a door like no one’s business. Spacer’s Apprentice Adams rounded it out. He was from Seabring and had grown up hunting. He could at least be trusted to aim.

“Squad, atten-shun,” Josh said.

Lieutenant Carter Fawkes approached the squad, his soft body armor already strapped on, along with his sidearm.

“At ease,” he ordered. The squad fell into the rest position. “We’re going to be boarding a Guild ship. There’s something hinky going on here, so don’t take any chances. If you see something, say something. Stick with your buddy, keep your comms open, and if the situation calls for it, don’t hesitate to shoot. Understood?”

Josh felt like the XO was using his stern voice to make sure he was heard. He needed to learn how to do that.

“Understood,” the squad shouted back.

“Mendez, load them up,” Fawkes said.

“Squad, fall out onto the Corsair.”

Wearing ELS suits and layered with soft body armor, the five-person team loaded into the Corsair.

“Sir?” Josh asked.

“Yes?” Fawkes answered.

“Most of them have never seen combat, XO. Any advice on what I can say to them?”

Lieutenant Fawkes put his hand on Josh’s shoulder and looked him dead in the eye. “Josh, you realize you’ve seen more combat than I have, right?”

That caught Josh by surprise. How could that be? The XO was, well, the XO! Josh was just a petty officer who worked in the galley.

“I guess so, sir. I just… haven’t done this before.”

Fawkes clapped Josh on the shoulder again. “Remember your training, watch your corners, and don’t let them get you alone. Carry on, PO.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

It wasn’t the pep talk Josh wanted, but it would have to do. PO Mendez climbed through the side door of the Corsair and looked out into the boat bay. He loved the Interceptor, and for some reason it always made him sad to leave her.

The Boat Bay hatch slid open and Ensign Brennan entered. She held her NavPad out like she was looking for something. She stopped, lowered it, and gazed directly at him. He felt his cheeks flush and his blood flow.

She was there to see him off. Her looking at the NavPad was just an excuse. He smiled, raised his hand halfway, and gave her a wave. She did the same.

He held eye contact with her even as the Corsair hatch closed with a hum.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Carter hid his nervousness with his ELS helmet. Josh had asked him for tips even though the PO had seen more combat than ninety percent of the Navy. When the skipper asked him to put together a list, there was no question that PO Mendez would lead it.

All six spacers were a solid choice. Mendez had found everyone aboard who had firearms or unarmed combat training, plus the electronics experience Carter wouldn’t have even thought to look for. He only wished he knew more about the Guild and how many crew were on that ship. Still, a seven-person team with the Corsair as backup should do the trick. It wasn’t like the Guild was military trained.

Fawkes watched his makeshift squad with anticipation and not a little bit of nerves. As an XO aboard an alliance ship, he’d been on boarding actions, both in training and on customs patrols. Any boarding could turn deadly without warning, and the Navy treated each and every one as if it might. However, there just weren’t a lot of boarding situations in the Alliance; he’d only been on seven. He was glad Mendez was there, because whether the PO knew it or not, he inspired his crew. At the tender age of twenty-four, Josh Mendez was an old hand.

The mic in Carter’s ELS helmet squawked: “Five minutes,” Chief Torres said.

“All right,” Mendez said. “You heard the man. Stand up, line up.”

The five-man squad followed Mendez to the emergency hatch on the belly of the Corsair. They had the restless feel of spacers who weren’t quite sure what they were doing. Which wasn’t surprising; it was their first time doing it.

Carter put his NavPad in his side pocket and pulled himself up to stand next to Josh.

“XO, can we have authorization for a full automatic?” PO Mendez asked.

That was something Carter should have thought of. Where was his brain? “Absolutely PO. Who do you want to have?”

“Zack. Front and center,” PO Mendez said.

Zack marched over and presented his MP-17 to the XO. Carter took the weapon, which switched to his authorization using biometrics. He needed to not only switch the weapon to full auto, but unlock it for another user.

The nanite reservoir flowed out, extending the pistol into a full-sized rifle, complete with a one-x sight and full-automatic setting. “Anybody else?” Carter asked.

“No, sir. I think that’ll do. Don’t need these loose cannons going full ham in the middle of a cargo ship,” Josh said. Zack chuckled at the PO’s description of the team.

“One minute,” Torres said.

“Get them ready,” Carter said.

“Aye, aye, sir.”

Josh took a moment and spoke to each member of the boarding party, calling them by name, giving them reassuring words, and reminding them to follow their training.

Damn, son, Carter thought. That is a master chief petty officer in the making right there.

Carter took out his own weapon and switched it over to submachine-gun mode. Once the nanites were done remolding the weapon, he had a heftier frame, a red dot sight, and a brace for stabilization.
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Josh clasped his hands behind his back, puffing his chest out. It was more to keep them from shaking than it was to strike a pose. While they waited for the docking, he tried to think about what the captain would say. How the captain would inspire the crew. At the moment, all the speeches and words of encouragement he’d ever heard the captain say fled from his mind. He had to say something, though.

“All right, people,” he said, looking at his little makeshift squad. “These people are the enemy. They may not be inclined to fight, but we cannot count on that. I don’t want you shooting randomly because you’re spooked. If you see a genuine threat, do not hesitate to call it out. Understood?”

“Understood,” Zack said in a booming voice. When the other four failed to follow suit, Zack turned and shot them a stern look.

All four shouted, “Understood.”

“Leave the talking to the XO or myself. Remember your training. Stay safe.”

A loud thunk of metal vibrated through the hull. The Corsair shook and the crew had to hold on.

“Contact,” Torres said.

Josh pointed at the lock. “Foster, check it.”

He was glad he’d been able to find an electronic expert among the crew. It certainly wasn’t something he could have done. If they had to burn through with a torch, it would take forever.

“Green, PO,” she said.

“Open it,” he ordered.

The Corsairs hatch opened, revealing the small space between the two ships. The smooth blue-grey hull of the Guild ship, so unlike the Alliance’s black and silver, looked foreign.

Foster stared at the hatch for a long moment. “Uh, we’ve got a problem PO,” she said.

“What is it?”

“This isn’t anything I’ve seen before. Um, I don’t know how to open it. Do you want me to burn it?” Foster asked.

Josh looked to the XO. Technically, he could give the order, but before they permanently damaged the ship, he wanted confirmation.

“One second,” Carter said. “Torres, connect me to their captain?”

“Aye, aye, sir, one second,” Torres replied from the cockpit.

Because he was in the chain of command, Josh could listen in; the rest of the squad couldn’t.

“What?” Captain Tao’s angry voice sounded small over the mic in his helmet.

“This is the boarding party, Captain. Unless you want us to burn a hole in your hatch, open it.”

The air buzzed inside Josh’s suit. Tension crawled up his spine as he waited for the freighter skipper’s answer. Part of him thought the man would make them burn through.

“You have the guns to force me to stop—I don’t have to let you in,” Tao said.

“Then I’ll break contact and use the Corsair’s ten millimeter to make a hatch. Would you prefer that?” Carter said with a hint of anger.

The hatch slid open, surprising the boarding party, including Josh, who’d been focused on the XO when he should have been watching the hatch.

On the other side, a wide-eyed young man with short black hair raised his hands when the boarding party suddenly pointed their MP-17s at him.

He yelled something in a language Josh didn’t recognize.

“Jackson, use the NavPad to translate,” Josh said. He handed the broad-shouldered spacer his PO’s NavPad.

“Roger, PO.” Holding his pistol in one hand, Jackson activated the translation feature.

“Don’t shoot, I didn’t do anything,” the crewmember said.

Josh gave him a thumbs-up and pointed down the hatchway. Understanding, the Guild crewman moved backward.

“Kim, point,” Josh ordered.

One by one, the squad made the transition from the Corsair’s gravity to the Guild ship. Josh went second to last, covering his crew before waving the XO over.

“Adams, mag-cuff him. Foster, secure the hatch.”

Adams pulled out the slim magnetic cuffs and secured the Guild crewman’s hands behind his back. Foster sealed the hatch to the Corsair, ensuring only the Interceptor crew could open it.

“Fall in behind me,” Carter said as he started forward.

Josh hesitated for a moment, but he knew what he had to do. “Negative, sir. Navy regs on boarding a hostile ship are pretty clear. I go first, then Zack, then you.”

Carter turned. “Right. Sorry, PO. I got ahead of myself. Lead the way.”

Josh took a moment to reconfigure his MP-17 to what the Marines called a roomsweeper. The dial labeled it as ‘shotgun.’ It fired a wide spread of silicate flechettes. Great for close-range engagements like the ones that happened on a ship. As nervous as he was, it would also keep him from missing if he had to shoot.

“XO, you want to map it?” Josh asked.

“On it, PO.” Carter activated the mapping function in his NavPad, and ten seconds later, they had an accurate map of the ship. “She’s a lot bigger than I thought. Bridge is… that way,” he said, pointing without looking up from his NavPad.

Josh shouldered the weapon like he’d learned in boot camp, and proceeded. Each corner raised his anxiety level. His heartbeat like a hammer in his chest and he had to remind himself to breathe.

He expected to run into more crew than just the one. As the XO guided them up ladders and toward the bridge, they cleared each compartment, not finding anyone. Each time they started up a new ladder, Josh had to go first, holding his rifle pointed up while ascending.

The bridge hatch loomed large as he finished climbing the last set. It was closed, of course. Not dogged on the outside, which made Josh figure it was on the inside.

“Foster, see what you can do. You two,” Josh said, pointing to Zack and Kim, “watch our six.”

The spacer went to work. Kneeling in front of the hatch, she attached the leads to the panel and ran through the NavPad’s decryption function.

“Got it,” she said. “That was easier than I expected.”

She jumped up, scrambling back as the hatch hummed open. Josh had his shotgun shouldered and the rest of his squad had their pistols out, both hands on the grip like they were trained.

Six crew manned the bridge; five men and one woman. Josh swept the shotgun across the semicircular bridge. He noticed their sidearms immediately. They were holstered but still present.

“Drop your weapons on the floor and move to the far bulkhead,” Josh ordered. The XO came in beside him, weapon still holstered.

“We’re the Alliance, not the Caliphate. We mean you no harm,” the XO said.

“Other than to seize my vessel and put me out of work?” Captain Tao replied.

Gingerly, and with his eyes glued on the shotgun Josh held, the captain unbuckled his pistol and dropped it on the floor. He nodded to the rest of his crew to do so as well.

Something seemed off about the crew. The feeling of wrongness permeated Josh’s brain like he just realized he was driving on the wrong side of the road. “Careful, sir,” he said. He placed a hand on the XO’s shoulder, lifted the barrel up and over the officer’s head, lining it up on the bridge crew as they congregated on the far bulkhead.

“Zack, Kim, cover them,” Josh said. Zack and Kim moved to flank them. “Foster, you and Adams head for main engineering and secure the crew. Got it?”

“Aye, aye, PO,” the two said in unison.

“And don’t go anywhere alone. Watch your six.”

The XO moved to the main station, or what Josh thought was the main station, and sat down. He looked at the computer for a long minute.

“Any chance you want to log in for me?” LT Fawkes asked Captain Tao.

“You’re not Alliance Marines,” Tao said. More of a statement than a question—which struck Josh as odd.

Fawkes shook his head. “No, sir. Alliance Navy. The captain, Commander Grimm, was sincere in his desire not to hurt you, and so are we. I promise that if you cooperate, neither you nor your crew will come to any harm.”

From what Josh had seen of the Guild in the past, he figured at least some of them would jump at the chance to get out from under their thumb. None of these people seemed inclined to say anything. In fact, they looked angrier after the XO’s statement. All of them.

“XO, something’s hinky here, sir,” Josh said over their private channel.

“I feel it too. Keep Zack and Kim here. Take Jackson and go check out the cargo hold. Stay in touch and call at the slightest sign of trouble.”

Josh frowned. He hated the idea of splitting up the squad, and especially hated leaving the XO with only two spacers as protection. However, he was more experienced, and it wasn’t like there was a platoon of soldiers aboard. That thought sent a shiver down his spine.

“Roger that, sir. I’ll take it nice and easy. No heroics.”

“Good man,” Fawkes said.
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Spacer John Abraham Adams desperately wanted to rub his eyes. They’d itched since boarding, and sweat occasionally dripping down from his forehead made it all the worse.

“You okay, Adams?”

Foster was half his size, maybe less, and he had to move behind her in order for them both to see down the passageway. If he had point, she wouldn’t be able to shoot if they got into trouble.

“I’m good, Foster. Just a little tense in here.”

She nodded, or at least he thought she did. The ELS helmets and reinforced shoulders, combined with the soft body armor on the outside, made it hard to tell.

“Do you think it’s safe to take our helmets off?” she asked.

While they were the same rank, he had six months in service over her, which put him in charge by the rules of the Navy. In reality, they were the same age and had no idea what they were doing.

“Better not, as much as I would like to,” he replied.

Other than acing the marksman course in boot, he had no specific boarding action experience or training. To be honest, they were in the Navy, not the Marine Corps. All his non-Navy shooting came from hunting Bufferlopes back home on Seabring.

“Corner,” Foster said. She went hard up against the starboard bulkhead, and he went port. They swiveled their pistols to cover the passageway from both angles.

“Anything?” he asked.

“Negative.”

He risked peaking his head out quickly and jerking back. Empty. For a ship with a lot of cabins and corridors, it was awfully empty.

“PO?” Adams called on his radio.

The radio squawked with interference, but he could make out the petty officer. “Go ahead?”

“PO, we haven’t run into anyone yet. We’re about five mikes from engineering. How copy?” Adams waited for the response, checking the way they had just came to make sure no one was trying to sneak up on them.

“Good copy. Keep going and check in once you’re there.”

[image: ]


Carter watched the NavPad scroll through hundreds of algorithms as it struggled to break the encryption on the console.

“I don’t suppose any of you would want to tell me why there’s no one else aboard?” he asked.

Captain Tao shook his head. “We will tell you nothing.”

Carter grinned at the man’s response. “Technically, you just told me something.” The clock on the NavPad clicked over to twenty-five minutes since they had boarded, and he was no closer to breaking into their computers than he was⁠—

The NavPad beeped, the screen flashed, and symbols appeared; the ship’s command console hummed to life.

“Way to go, XO,” Spacer Kim said.

Carter turned to give the man a thumbs-up. Both Zack and Kim had glanced over.

Captain Tao and his crew took the opportunity to strike.

“Zack,” Carter shouted in alarm.

Acting on the XO’s warning and without looking, Zack pulled the trigger. Hyper silicate ripped apart one of the crew a half second before he reached Zack. A second man slammed into Kim, knocking him to the deck in an effort to pull his pistol away. Two more charged after Zack, who couldn’t line up the next target fast enough before they dog piled him.

Carter picked up his SMG and brought it to his shoulder just as a female crewmember reached him. She’d launched herself into a kick aimed right at his head. He jerked the trigger, the SMG spat out death at light speed. Her leg came off at the hip and she crashed into the command console. He didn’t have time to see if she lived, because someone hit him like a tank, sending them both flying to the deck.

The man straddled him, his eyes narrow with focus as he pushed down on Carter’s gun hand with a boot and tore at his helmet connection with his other hand.

Carter was by no means a hand-to-hand expert. All he’d ever learned was the standard Navy course. He did what came naturally and bucked his hips as hard as he could and smashed the man’s forehead with his ELS helmet. The man howled in pain as his nose broke and sprayed blood. Carter pulled the SMG up and fired, slicing a hole through his heart.

With his visor obscured, he rolled over and wiped the blood away as best he could. Two men were on top of Kim, hitting him on his helmet with violent force. Captain Tao had wrestled Zach’s rifle away and pointed it at the spacer.

“Tell your men to surrender or I kill him,” Tao said.

The men beating Kim paused for a moment. Carter pointed his SMG square at the men on top of Kim, the red dot scope highlighting their unarmored faces.

“Go ahead, he’s a terrible cook anyway,” Tao said.

A distant part of Carter’s mind acknowledged that Tao wasn’t bluffing. Tao immediately pulled the trigger. Nothing happened, of course, since the MP-17s only worked for authorized crew.

Carter’s gun had no problem killing the two men beating on Kim.

Tao charged at him, wielding the rifle like a club and swinging for Carter’s SMG. The XO leaped back, dodging the blow, but stumbled on the body behind him and landed on his butt.

Relentless, Tao rushed him. With nothing to stop the man from braining him, Carter kicked out with his foot, hitting Tao’s stomach with enough force to flip the man forward. As the captain fell, Carter jabbed his SMG at the man and pulled the trigger, ripping him apart.
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Something bothered the hell out of Josh. If this were a freighter, there would be at least twenty or thirty crew, wouldn’t there? Seven people couldn’t run the whole thing.

“Jackson, watch my six,” he said.

“Aye, aye, PO,” replied the brawny spacer.

He carefully traversed the decks, keeping his MP-17 configured as a shotgun shouldered and his eyes and ears open. Not a sound, not so much as snoring came from the dozen empty cabins he had to pass.

At the internal cargo bay hatch, Josh paused. The feeling of wrongness wrapped around him like the cold black of space.

“PO. Adams.” The radio transmission made him jump.

“Go ahead, Adams,” he said, managing to keep his breathing under control.

“PO, we made the engine room and it’s empty. Everything's setup like there should be a crew, but… no one.”

Josh pondered a moment, trying to make his brain figure out the puzzle. If there was a puzzle… Maybe he was just being paranoid?

The claustrophobic nature of the ELS suit made the quiet ship all the more eerie. He put one hand on the massive hatch leading to the cargo bay, hoping to catch some hint of what could be on the other side.

Was that a vibration? He couldn’t tell. “Adams, can you make your way up to the stern hatch of the cargo bay? I want to go in, but I want you to flank them if they try anything.”

“Roger that, PO. Foster and I can be there in five.”

Josh acknowledged their message. He didn’t want to wait. He felt like whatever was going on was time sensitive. “Jackson, cover me right. We’re going in.”

“Cover right. Aye, PO,” Jackson said. The former boxer moved to the right of the hatch, gripping his pistol with both hands. “Ready.”

Keeping his shotgun at the ready, Josh triggered the panel. Thankfully, this hatch wasn’t secure. The door vibrated as it moved, sliding magnetically into the bulkhead.

Josh froze.

A dozen crew, men and women, were busy pushing cargo pallets against the outer bulkhead doors. As the hatch finished opening, the crew inside turned to look at them.

“Uh, PO?” Jackson said.

Without thinking, Josh stormed in, shotgun leading the way. “Alliance Navy,” he yelled, “everyone on the deck, now!”

For a split second, he thought it might work. Then the four closest men charged him.

“Contact right,” Jackson yelled.

Josh resisted the urge to look, instead taking a bead on the point man and squeezing the trigger. MP-17s were relatively quiet compared to chemical-powered weapons; a hum of discharging energy preceded the man’s chest exploding as a dozen silicate flechettes hit him at once.

Two behind him hesitated, but the third brandished a long knife and charged right ahead. Josh twisted and fired again. The flechettes caught the knife wielder in the side, shredding half his face, neck, and shoulder. He collapsed in a bloody heap.

“PO!” Jackson yelled from behind him.

Josh took his eyes, but not the barrel of his shotgun, off the remaining two assailants and all hell broke loose.

Jackson had one down with a hole burned through his face. The other had knocked the gun out of the big man’s hand and the two were engaged in close combat. The smaller freighter crew let loose in a flurry of blows, punches, kicks, and knee strikes. Jackson, who Josh knew was a boxer, out massed the man by at least sixty kilos. He kept his arms up, protecting his head, and absorbed the blows while retreating toward his pistol.

The remaining two charged him. Josh stepped back, fired once, killing one instantly. The next one slammed into him like an armored car, catching him in the waist and folding him over.

All the air rushed out of him when he hit the deck. The man landed on top and slammed his elbow into the side of Josh’s head. Even with the ELS helmet, he felt the blow. Is everyone on this ship an expert fighter?

He raised his hands, trying to stop some of the blows. Other than his brothers wrestling him to the ground as kids, Josh had almost no fighting experience.

“Alliance Navy! Down on the ground!” Adams yelled from the opposite hatch. His order had as much effect as Josh’s had.

If it weren’t for his helmet, Josh was sure he’d be dead. Instead, it bought him a few seconds to find the man’s rhythm. Once he did, he reached up, grabbed his tunic, and yanked him down in between blows, slamming the ELS’ faceplate into his nose.

The man rocketed back, and Josh pushed him with both hands, heaving him off. Rolling over, he searched for his shotgun. Weapons were life, and he needed his.

More high-pitched whines of MP-17s sounded, followed by cut-in-half enemy crew dying on the deck. Josh found his shotgun and yanked it off the deck while stumbling to stand. His vision narrowed from the adrenaline making the entire scene blurry.

Why was half the cargo in the cavernous bay inside the yellow-and-black striped safety lines of the outer doors? Realization hit him. They were trying to jettison the cargo. They were stalling him.

“Mendez, XO. They tried to take us on the⁠—”

“A little busy, sir,” Josh said, cutting off the officer. He spied a slender woman with jet-black hair running for the bay door control panel.

She’s going to open the outer doors. It wouldn’t kill his people, but getting sucked into space had a host of dangers—not to mention the difficulty of finding something as small as a person out in the black.

He charged forward, raising his rifle. “Stop,” he yelled at her. She didn’t turn to look, just kept running. Josh wasn’t the fastest runner and shouldering a rifle made it all the harder. “Stop! Last warning… don’t make me shoot,” he yelled.

She didn’t listen.

Shooting a woman in the back wasn’t his idea of heroic behavior. At the same time, if she triggered the release… “Dammit,” Josh muttered. He ran two more steps, dropped to a knee, and triggered the MP-17’s stun mode. The shotgun configuration stayed the same but, instead of flechettes, fired 10mm hard rounds. Taking careful aim, he squeezed the trigger.

The round hit her in the thigh, knocking her down. She tried to get up; he fired again. This time hitting her in the back. “Stay down,” he ordered as he stood.

With the immediate danger past, he took a moment to look around. Jackson had dealt with his assailant. Adams and Foster had three remaining crew on their knees. Everywhere else, dead and dying. Blood and body parts littered the deck. The MP-17 might not be dangerous to machinery, but it was downright lethal to unarmored targets.

“Chief Torres, we need medical personnel over here ASAFP,” Josh said.

“Roger that, PO. I’m on it.”
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Jacob rubbed his temple. There were few ways that things could have gone worse, but only just. Carter’s face filled the MFD, an ugly red welt swelled on his cheek.

“They seemed peaceful at first, Skipper, but after we took the bridge, they got hostile real quick. I’m afraid there are a lot of casualties. Everyone on the boarding team will make it. There are a lot of bruises. Jackson has a broken wrist and rib. Foster took a chemical slug to the chest… she’ll feel it for a few days, but her armor stopped penetration.”

Jacob sighed inwardly. Thank God for small favors. “What about the manifest?” he asked.

Carter pointed at the bridge computer. “We got in, but there’s still multiple levels of encryption. Josh is in the hold now, opening and looking. So far, it’s foodstuff and basic supplies.”

There were two major problems with Jacob’s plan; the Guild freighter had just solved one of them. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all week. Any idea how much?”

“From what PO Mendez can tell, Skipper, more than we would go through in a year of deployment. If I had to guess, I would say this is the resupply for the battleship orbiting Cordoba.”

Jacob needed a win—Badly. “That’s fantastic. When we have control of the ship, I want you to take her out to where the Kidd is. Torres can follow you. It might take a day or two, but once you’re there, you can hand it over to Kidd’s crew. I’ll talk to Commander Carlos, but I think we’re going to use her as a central supply and prison. We’re bound to take more prisoners, and that’s the only place we can feed and house them.”

Carter nodded his understanding, but something in his eye told Jacob there was more. Was he hesitant to bring it up? Jacob cursed himself. Roy’s tragic death and the retreat had left him out of sorts.

“What is it, Carter?”

“Well, sir, Josh and I… Wait a second. How did you know there was more?”

Jacob smiled broadly at his XO. “I’m the captain. We know all.”

“Right,” Carter said, clearly not believing his skipper. “You see, sir, Josh and I think something’s not right. We’re not sure these people are Guild.”

That intrigued Jacob. They had a Terran Republic IFF that was spot on. As far as Mac and Oliv could tell, the thing was one hundred percent legit. The question became, were they Guild with a Terran IFF? Or something else altogether?

“Find out what you can, Carter. When you’re done, get a move on. I want you back on Interceptor soonest.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper. We’re on it.”

With that situation under control, Jacob could release the crew. “Mac,” he said into the comms, “set Condition Yankee.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper, Condition Yankee.”

When a ship was underway, a certain level of readiness was required at all times. However, only Zulu required the ELS suits, and he was happy to let the crew out of them. Himself included.

A second later, Mac’s comforting Irish accent came over the speaker. “All hands, stand down from Condition Zulu. Resume Condition Yankee.”

Jacob grabbed his helmet and headed for his cabin. The sooner he could get out of the suit, the sooner he could use the bathroom like a human being and not a robot.


CHAPTER NINE


Nadia’s brain couldn’t wrap itself around what she saw in the aircar mirror. No dark skin, no brown hair, no brown eyes… there was nothing of her in the woman reflected back.

“You okay, ma’am?” Master Sergeant Cannon asked her.

“Fine, Nomad. You can call me Nadia… strike that. You better call me Ms. Voss. No time like the present to get in character.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Cannon said.

Special forces trooper Cannon and his second, Sergeant First Class Mackenzie, were both more than competent. And honestly, they were the only people she knew who were physically dangerous enough that Svetlana would employ them as guards.

“Mackenzie, put us down on the roof of the Magellan Building,” she ordered.

“You can call me, Mac, ma’am.”

She shook her head. “You gents provided me with a week’s worth of footage of Ms. Voss, and I’m pretty sure she never used a nickname in her life.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mackenzie said.

Nadia opened her civilian Pad. It was the best on the market, with a couple of aftermarket—and quite illegal—add-ons. Just as Ms. Voss would have. Everything about her had to be perfect if she were to fool the Guild.

She needed a crew for her ship, and the only people she could rely on were those that had served on Interceptor. Several names appeared on her list of candidates. The first name on her list was highlighted. He should be in the building below, overseeing Navy Navigation annual testing. Something every navigator had to go through annually.

The aircar landed and two armed Marines approached. While one snapped to attention, the other opened the door and Nadia got out.

“Ma’am, can I see your ID?” the Marine asked.

She showed her Pad, keeping her eyes forward as if she couldn’t be bothered to look at him.

Nomad got out behind her, showing his Pad as well. “This is Ms. Voss; you’ll find she has all the needed clearance,” Nomad said.

“Aye, sir. She does. Carry on,” the Marine said with a salute.

Nadia brushed by without acknowledging him in any way. Inside the lift, she selected the nav level.

“You’re getting into the role fast,” Nomad said.

“It’s easy. Once you know what motivates people, you can make the decisions they would make.”

“Who are we picking up here, Ms. Voss?” Mackenzie asked.

“One Lieutenant JG Travis Rugger. He’s a comms expert and he served with Jacob.”

She didn’t miss the look Mackenzie shot Nomad.

“You know,” Nomad said, “when I first met him, I thought he was a blowhard.”

Nadia’s pulse quickened, and she couldn’t stop the visceral response her body gave as anger crept into her system.

“Whoa,” Nomad said, holding up his hands. “Stand down. After everything we went through, though, and all the stuff he did to get us off planet. Yeah, I see why everyone calls him ‘skipper.’ The man earned every good thing said about him.”

Nadia let the emotions go, doing her best to stifle them. “I’ve never met someone so naturally gifted at leading people as Jacob.”

The lift came to a stop.

“Not to mention,” Mackenzie added as the doors opened, “Cannon is dating Jennings, and I think she would kill him if he said a cross word about her captain.”

Nomad suppressed a laugh. “Without hesitation.” That brought a smile to Nadia’s face. Though she never quite understood the bond Jennings and Jacob had, she did know the Marine would go to the end of the galaxy for her captain.

Nadia stepped out of the lift, her expensive, high-heeled shoes clacking on the tile. The two men walked side by side, a meter behind her. The welcome area was a semicircular room with a desk at one end. The symbol of the Navy’s Navigation School dominated the tile on the floor: a telescope crossed with a sextant.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” a young ensign asked from behind the desk.

“Yes, you can,” she said. “I need to see Lieutenant Rugger. Now.”

The ensign’s fake smile faltered at her cool tone. “I’m afraid the lieutenant is teaching a course on electronic navigation. I can⁠—”

Nadia pulled her Pad and showed him her credentials.

He blanched. “Third door on the right,” he said.

She didn’t say thank you. Instead, she breezed past the desk and down the hallway. Three doors down, she found the amphitheater. It seated hundreds, but there were only a dozen spacers, all seated right at the front. The man she wanted, Travis Rugger, stood in front of the group in the middle of a hologram of the wormhole.

“…when you look through the lens of the wormhole,” Rugger explained, “you can see galaxies and star systems thousand, if not millions, of light-years away.”

Nadia took the closest seat, waving for her two bodyguards to stand by the door.

“Professor Bellaits has worked tirelessly to identify these constellations, but so far, they are either too far away or never charted. Any suggestions on how we would do this?” Rugger asked his students.

A young woman with black skin and hair pulled into a tight bun raised her hand.

“Yes, Midship Inez?”

“Couldn’t we take readings from inside the wormhole?”

“Excellent idea. We’ve tried, but the internal walls of the wormhole are layers of condensed gravity. The wonders you see as you travel through it are remarkable, but nothing can penetrate them. I’ve heard the professor is working on a ship that might be able to stay inside the wormhole… but that’s for future classes.”

An alarm sounded, signifying the end of class. Nadia stayed seated as the Navy personnel departed. When they were all gone, and only Rugger remained, he looked up at her. “May I help you, ma’am?” he asked.

“Stay here. Make sure we’re not interrupted,” she ordered Nomad and Mac.

“Yes, ma’am,” Nomad said.

The carpeted steps to the bottom were steeper than she would have liked, forcing her to go easy in her high heels. “Are you Travis Rugger?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Nadia Dagher. I’m Commander Grimm’s fiancé. Have you heard of me?”

Travis blushed, making him look his age, maybe younger.

When did these kids get so young?

“Yes, ma’am. The skipper’s mentioned you once or twice.”

“Good. I need your help. I can’t tell you what we’re doing or where we’re going, and you can never talk about it with anyone—ever. If you agree, you go right from here to my ship. Then, and only then, will you get the details. Are you in or out?”

“Is this official?” he asked.

Her lips split into a mischievous grin. “As official as this sort of thing can be.”

“I’m in,” he said. “Anything for the skipper.”
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CORDOBA

Jennings perked up, bringing her rifle to bear on the entrance to their hide-hole. “Someone’s coming,” she said. Naki, Owens, and June leapt up, rifles to their shoulders.

Her NavPad beeped as the contact approached the perimeter. Four figures, highlighted in the night by infrared appeared out of the woods.

“Flash,” came the voice of another Marine.

“Thunder,” she replied into the mic.

Four Marines, decked out in camo with their faces painted, approached the entrance. Hide holes were barely big enough for the squad that manned them. Bravo-Two-Five grabbed their gear and exited.

“Gunny Jennings? Corporal Bennet, Alpha-Two-Eleven. We’re here to relieve you.” Bennet’s build spoke of a Marine who worked hard on his physique, and Jennings respected that.

“Why weren’t we informed?” Owens asked.

“Sorry, Lance Corporal. Captain Bonds wanted us to do it in person and deliver new orders at the same time. That way we⁠—”

Owens finished for him. “Reduce our EM sig, got it.”

Jennings tapped her NavPad to the Marines MarPad, and the orders updated. She let out a low whistle. “Well, oorah. We’re going on a LRRP, Bravo. You got my extra gear, Corporal Bennet?”

Bennet snapped his fingers and a private ran up, dropping an extra ruck at her feet. “Rats and surveillance for a week,” the corporal said. “Along with four brand-new Marine-issue M21A2 Coil Rifles.” Each of Bennet’s Marines laid down a sleek, black rifle along with six thirty-round magazines. They weren’t as versatile as MP-17s, but they would punch through armor like nobody’s business.

Jennings hefted the fifty-kilo pack and added it to her own. “Good to go,” she said. The new Marines slid by, making their way into the hole. “MP-17s to pistols, Bravo, and grab a rifle.”

“Enjoy your stay at Casa Del Owens,” Owens said with a grin.

“I’ll leave a tip if you have the maid service come by?” Bennet replied.

The changeover completed, Jennings found her bearings and headed toward Polis Del Mar. With neither of the planet’s two moons in the sky—an event she was told only happened once a month—they had to use their NavPads to find it. If the city still had power, it wouldn’t have been a problem.

Meter by meter, they made their way down from the mountain where the hide-hole looked out over the entire valley. Going was slow; the ground was muddy and slick from rain. They headed south toward the new subdivision and not directly for the city.

“Gunny,” June said, “look.”

An icon popped up in Jennings HUD, showing a waypoint June had marked. To the south of the city, at the beginning of the farmland that stretched for hundreds of kilometers, were hundreds of little lights, like campfires.

“I suspect that’s the refugees,” Gunny said.

“There’s so many of them,” Naki added.

“How are they going to eat?” Owens asked.

“They probably took all their food with them,” June said.

Jennings didn’t want to think about all the children who were forced out of their homes so the Guild could destroy their city. A chill wind cut through the air, reminding her that they had bigger problems than food. “Let’s keep the chatter down and focus, people,” she said. If they were talking, they weren’t paying attention to their surroundings.

As the five-person squad moved closer to the city, the near constant stream of refugees became more obvious. Jennings put their plight out of her mind. The best thing the Marines could do for them was end the conflict as fast as possible.

The mountains turned into foothills, with a mix of evergreen trees, rocky outcroppings, and tall grass. Jennings motioned for them to stay low and move slow. As they descended, they lost sight of the refugees.

“Owens? Anything?” she asked.

“Negative, Gunny. If they have air vehicles or surveillance, the passive EM reader isn’t picking anything up. It’s a little weird, right? Why don’t they have skimmers with thermal and lidar?”

Jennings agreed it was weird. However, from what they’d seen so far, it looked like they didn’t have all the equipment one would expect. All they had were mining and light utility vehicles. Meanwhile, her Marines had everything they could want. From surveillance drones to advanced armor and weapons.

“Maybe we can answer that with our LRRP.” She checked the map on her HUD. Three klicks to go until they hit the outskirts of the suburbs. If there was surveillance, they would run into it soon.

Naki clicked his mike to get her attention. She looked where he pointed: a row of unfinished houses jutted out of the field ahead of them, like corn that wasn’t fully grown.

She knife-handed toward the homes. The team double-timed, jogging as fast as they could over the uneven terrain while keeping their wits about them, rifles shouldered.

Jennings thought the half-finished homes could be on any world. On McGregor’s World, homes were constructed mostly underground and from metal, but on Blackrock they were much more traditional, often made of the local wood, reinforced with whatever the colonists had.

They looked the same here, with the exception of the solar panels and terra-cotta roofing leaning against the walls, waiting to be placed. Jennings shook off her unusual introspective thoughts. “Bravo, Delta, take the left. Charlie, stay with me,” she said.

Naki and June bolted to the left side, darting from house to house, mirroring Jennings and Owens. New construction gave way to older homes with richly colored walls and stained-glass bay windows.

“This is creepy as hell,” Naki whispered.

“I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks so,” June said.

Jennings focused on her map, the closer to the city they were, the more dangerous things became. She wanted to find a place overlooking the airport and the presidential palace if she could. The odds were better for them to find out exactly what the enemy had.

“Cross,” Naki said as they approached a four-way intersection.

June went first, darting across the wide street. She took a knee in a small culvert between houses. Naki stood up to go next when the whine of a powerful electric engine pierced the air.

Jennings shooed him back with a stopping motion, followed by patting the air. All four Marines hunkered down. The side of the home she was near had a hedge, and it was easy enough for her to scoot backward until most of her body was inside the green barrier.

Lights broke up the shadows as a four-wheeled, open-top military vehicle rolled down the empty streets. Jennings filtered her vision via her helmet until she could see the eight men in the back and one in the front. All nine were armed and armored from head to toe.

“Two-Five, switch to full auto,” Jennings whispered. She silently flipped her own selector switch. She loved her MP-17, but in this instance, the M21A2s superior penetration would save the day if they had to fight.

The eight soldiers in the rear dismounted, weapons slung as if they had no fear. They stood in a circle while their sergeant pointed to the different homes. Breaking into groups of two, each pair headed for a different house.

“What are they doing?” Naki asked.

Jennings counted to ten in her head. “You have the same eyeballs I have, Corporal.”

Two by two, the soldiers kicked in doors and disappeared inside.

“Gunny,” Owens said, “look at that one.”

The one Owens pointed out climbed down from the driver's side, stretched, and looked around before removing her helmet.

Her helmet.

She had decidedly Asian features. Not the same as their former XO, sharper than the Rōnin native.

“Whiskey Tango Foxtrot,” Naki whispered.

“You said it,” Owens replied.

If they were Guild, there shouldn’t be any women—Jennings and her team knew exactly why. Every member of the Interceptor knew of the Guild’s sex segregation policy, and how they had spaced women and little girls in Wonderland because of it.

Maybe the Guild had decided to completely revamp their procedures or something, but she doubted it. This made no sense.

“Owens, record and get it to the CO when you can.”

The driver ran her hands through her shoulder-length hair, luxuriating in having the helmet off. A door to a house three down opened and a soldier came out carrying an armful of something. The driver slipped her helmet back on so fast she forgot to tuck her hair in, and Jennings could see the ends sticking out.

“Food,” June whispered. “They’re looting food.”

Sure enough, the first one back carried boxes of dried food, canned food, and what looked like a gallon of milk. More followed. One by one, they came out of the homes carrying as much food as they could. Mostly dried, boxed, and canned, but occasionally sacks of meat and jugs of liquids.

Had the captain crippled their landing that badly?

“What do you want to do, Gunny?” Naki asked.

“Nothing,” she replied. She knew that would frustrate them; a Marine’s job was to kill the enemy, and here the enemy was. Suicide against a tactically superior force would do no one any good. As long as none of her people were spotted, they could⁠—

Two of the men walked out of a house near Naki empty handed, complaining loudly. “They took it with them. Forget about it and move on,” one said.

“We should go to their camp and take it all,” the other said.

The first one pointed at the house to the right of June, and they crossed the street.

“June, don’t move, just breathe,” Jennings said.

The mic clicked twice, letting her know the PFC had heard.

Jennings could see June perfectly, but only because her HUD tagged her. The two soldiers walking steadily toward her probably had some kind of vision enhancement in their helmets, but unless they looked right at June, her uniforms thermal absorbing properties and adaptive camouflage would protect her. Still… Jennings gently rolled to her side, bringing the barrel of her rifle around to bracket the two.

“Naki, if this goes south, pop smoke.”

“Rog,” he replied.

They walked right to the culvert, their argument continuing as they stopped to gesture at the two closest houses. “I’m telling you,” the first one said, “we want that one. Look at the windows—they had to be rich.”

“Fine, whatever. Let’s go,” the second one said.

They trudged right past June, kicked in the door of the nicer abode, and entered.

Jennings checked the street: for the moment, they were clear.

“Bug out. RP two hundred meters due west.”

Naki leapt up, ran to June, and slid to the ground next to her. They both got to their feet and ran between the homes. Owens went next, backing his way out, keeping his rifle covering Jennings as she crawled to the side of the house. Once behind partial concealment, she jumped up and covered Owens as he retreated.

That was too close.

If the Mercs (they couldn’t be Guild, not with a mixed-sex team) were going house to house for food, they were desperate. It also meant they had likely forced the citizens out of their homes without enough supplies.

Those refugees were going to be dead within a month. They didn’t have to wait for winter; they were going to starve to death. Dammit. This wasn’t how professional soldiers acted. Targeting civilian populations and starving them was the act of cowards, not warriors.

She reached the RP thirty seconds behind Owens.

“Listen up, Bravo. The spaceport is two klicks. I want us there on the bounce. We need to set up our surveillance gear. Let’s go.”


CHAPTER TEN


Guild Admiral Mike Arnold had problems—lots of problems. He commanded a battleship, one of the most advanced ever made, and he was as helpless as a baby fenick. As a child in the Guild system, he’d never owned a pet, but he remembered the fenicks. With their six limbs and hairless skin, they were cute but fragile. Too hot or too cold and they just died.

That’s what he was. Dead.

The Guild, with its limitless resources and vast access to personnel, didn’t take failure well. They didn’t have contingency plans for this sort of thing. As good as they were in the economic sphere, their handling of less clandestine matters left a lot to be desired. Like invading a planet without alerting the galaxy at large.

He’d always supposed this to be a simple assignment. Hell, Revenge was a state-of-the-art Terran Republic battleship, backed up by key Guild technology like the torpedoes. So how in the hell had he lost half his command to a fleet of garbage scows and an out-of-date Alliance destroyer in a matter of minutes?

“Sir, we just received a partial message from our resupply. They’re in-system,” Lieutenant Joshua said, holding a holo out for him to see.

“Joshua, I need some advice,” Arnold said.

“Sir?”

The Revenge’s flag bridge wasn’t much more than his command chair, seats for six other stations, and broad screens showing the surrounding space. They could all be changed to display anything he wanted, but he liked looking at the stars. With all the staff there, Mike decided this needed to be a private conversation. He stood up, motioned for Joshua to follow him, and headed for the briefing room.

Once the two were alone, he continued. “This mission hasn’t gone the way it was supposed to,” he said.

Joshua, to his credit, kept a straight face. “No, sir, it hasn’t.”

“I’m not a combat commander. I was chosen for my knowledge of ship handling and Guild loyalty. There wasn’t supposed to be any fighting. That’s what the ground team was for.”

“May I sit, sir?”

Mike, as if noticing the chairs for the first time, motioned for him to sit and took one himself.

“When that damn destroyer appeared, I thought it would be easy to eliminate him. But with one of our light cruisers destroyed and the other far overdue—” He sighed. It was difficult coming clean in front of a subordinate. Everything in his Guild training told him that managers, or commanding officers, were always right. All Mike had were his OP orders, and they didn’t cover anything that had happened.

“Sir, do you know who that was?” Joshua asked as he leaned forward.

“Who? The destroyer?”

“Yes, sir.

Mike shook his head. “For the moment, cut the sir thing. Just tell me straight up. Who was it?”

Joshua pulled up a file on the table’s computer and displayed the holo. “You remember a couple of years ago when we lost the farming outpost near Zuckabar?”

“Do I. I thought they were going to audit the entire fleet when that happened.” Mike shuddered at the memory… “Wait. Are you saying⁠—”

“Yes. This is the same ship, same commander. I looked at our records after the battle. Commander Jacob T. Grimm, born on Alexandria and captain of the USS⁠—”

“Interceptor.” Mike dropped his head. Of all the terrible luck. The one man and ship that had done the most to disrupt the Guild in the last five hundred years, and he was facing off against him. “What do I do? Send Disposition, to get help, or try to handle this ourselves?”

Joshua hesitated to answer. Guild employees weren’t known for their glibness. Mike motioned for him to speak.

“Sir, if you don’t send for help, we won’t be able to stop them if they come back. A full report, especially if you focus on the betrayal by Cordoba, might be enough to clear us.”

He was right, of course. He couldn’t send Disposition, though. He needed that ship here. He would just wait for the supply ship to come, then send them on their way with the message. That would work.

“Thanks, Joshua. Dismissed.”

As the lieutenant exited the compartment, Mike turned to his computer to work on the wording. It would take all his skills to make it not seem like his fault.
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Captain Leman sipped his coffee, waiting for the countdown to hit ten seconds before putting the cup down. Gripping his armrest tight, he closed his eyes.

“Five seconds to normal space,” his helmsman announced. As far as Guild people went, his crew wasn’t bad. They did their job well and⁠—

A rubber band, connected to his stomach, shot back the way it had come. It took every ounce of self- control not to puke. Others on the bridge weren’t so lucky.

When the fog cleared and he could speak without worrying about throwing up, he croaked, “Status?”

“Immediate space all clear, sir,” Lieutenant Karp said from astro.

“Excellent. Let’s send a message to Admiral Arnold and let him know we’ll be in orbit in⁠—”

“Contact!” The shrill cry of the astrogator broke through his lingering fog with a shot of adrenaline. “Bearing two-three-two mark zero-one-five. Uh… range… two million klicks. Computer says it’s an—oh crap— a United Systems Alliance destroyer.”

Leman ground his teeth. Of all the rotten luck. “Get ahold of yourself, man. Do they see us?”

“If they have they⁠—”

“Guild ship. This is the USS Interceptor, Commander Jacob T. Grimm commanding. Heave-to and prepare to be boarded. Any alteration of your course or other resistance will result in your immediate destruction.”

Leman’s disbelief overwhelmed the thinking part of his brain. How could they know? What were they even doing here? Arnold should have dispatched them handily and… If they know about his ship, have any of the cargo resupplies gotten through?

“The hell with Arnold. Helm, come about one-eight-zero. Get us back on the lane, and do it like your life depends on it, because it does.”

Thrusters fired, spinning the ship in place. Astro and helm linked their computers, desperately scanning for the faint trace of gravity that was a lane. A good astrogator could mark the location and align the ship in twelve minutes. Did they have the time?

“Sir, another hail.”

“Put it on,” Leman said.

“Since you turned around, I’m going to assume you know who I am. But maybe you didn’t hear me. Shut down your power plant, kill your engines and play dead, or you really will be. You have fifteen seconds to comply.”

Leman cursed his luck. “They’re coming at us. ETA: thirteen minutes. They can’t fire on us for another five, sir.”

It wasn’t enough. Maybe they could get back in the lane. But… he glanced at the console attached to his chair. “Comms, full power. Tight-beam broadcast. Do it now, man.”

“Yes, sir. You’re on.”

“Admiral Arnold, you idiot. The Interceptor is still out here, and she’s clearly destroying our resupply. We’re probably already dead”—the bridge crew gasped at the proclamation—“so you better not screw this up again. Destroy that ship.”

“Launch! Torpedo in space accelerating at seven-zero-zero gravities.”

“We’ve got to run, sir!” Karp said.

“No. Get us back in the lane. The VP must be alerted to what’s happening here, or we’ll lose more ships.”

Karp’s features waffled between fear and panic. Leman wasn’t exactly a seasoned combat veteran, but he had a job to do, and he couldn’t let the buffoonery of Mike Arnold screw up their mission.

“Thiry seconds to impact. Activating⁠—”

“I’ve got it!” the helmsman shouted.

“Go, go, go!”

Captain Leman’s freighter shuddered as the ship leaped forward into the lane.

“It’s not the best I’ve ever done, but we’re in. I wouldn’t want to bet on coming out anywhere near the lane on the other end,” the helmsmen said.

Leman could only imagine what that ship would have done to them. Now he could warn the Guild and get the rest of the ships escorted at least. After all, what could one destroyer do against the might of the entire Guild?
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“—so you better not screw this up again. Destroy that ship.”

Mike collapsed, face in his hands, resisting the urge to cry. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. He’d finally gotten the wording on his message right when the urgent call came in. He knew why they weren’t receiving the resupply they were supposed to. That cursed ship pirated their freighters as they entered the system. He had no choice. Disposition would have to go for help. He didn’t care how tough the Alliance destroyer was. She wouldn’t be able to stop his light cruiser before she entered the lane.

He pressed the comm stud. “Joshua, I have orders for Disposition. Please send them.”

“Yes, sir. On the way.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


They were off to a good beginning. Capturing one ship and forcing another to retreat would stop the Guild resupply, but Jacob wanted to do more. He resented leaving his people behind on Cordoba, but as long as that battleship orbited the planet like a bulldog guarding his food, there was nothing Jacob could do—except block their resupply.

No mission, no matter how well planned, had infinite supplies. The Guild had landed ground troops, which meant they would need food, power… ammunition, even. Things they couldn’t make on their own, at least not fast enough.

That knowledge comforted him somewhat. It didn’t change the fact that two hundred–plus Alliance Marines were alone against who knew how many Guild soldiers.

He leaned forward, elbows on the conference table, peering at the shark painting for inspiration. Some clever plan besides taking out cargo ships. Nothing came to him.

“Skipper,” Spacer Abott’s voice came over the speaker next to his chair.

“Go for captain,” Jacob said.

“Commander Yuki for you, sir.”

“Put her on.”

There was a moment of static as the line switched. They were operating in close proximity to each other, using lasers for most comms to avoid any accidental EMI spillage. Even a small bit could give their position away. He didn’t think the man in charge of the Guild battleship would come looking for him, but no one ever died by running too silent.

“Commander Grimm,” Kim’s voice said. “Update from Kidd. They’ve got the cargo ship on lockdown. Any prisoners we send their way can live on it. He finished the inventory, and they have enough food and munitions to supply a battalion for a month—which means we have enough food for a month extra, maybe two with the recyclers.”

That was good news, and Jacob was glad to hear it. Nearly starving to death on a tin can once before was more than enough for a lifetime.

“Send him my compliments. Work out a crew rotation with him, will you? I don’t want his people getting bored or complacent. Have them swap out with segments of our own for cross-training.”

“Will do, sir.”

“And Kim? Good work.”

“Thank you, sir. Any plans for what’s next?”

That was the million-dollar question.

“Since that one ship managed to escape back into the lane, I’m expecting the Guild to send something with a little more bang. I want to send Justice into the asteroid belt at the closest point to the orbit of Cordoba. She can be our eyes and ears while Apache and Interceptor act as an interdiction force out here. Commander Marsh can outrun any trouble that comes her way, and alert us at the same time.”

“Excellent idea, Skipper. I’ll run it by Commander Carlos and get his take; assuming everything is good, that should work.”

“Very good, Kim. Interceptor out.”

Currently, he had his four destroyers spread out in a line with a million klicks between them, relaying messages to one another via laser. Interceptor was closest to the starlane, and Commander Carlos’ Kidd, farthest away.

He pulled up the mini map of the system; a bird’s-eye view of three-dimensional space appeared above the table. It wasn’t to scale, but it accurately represented the system layout. Estimated course times allowed him to plan, while leaving the specific astrogation problems for his navigators.

PO Mendez entered quietly, depositing an orange drink in front of him and a sealed plate with a ham and cheese sandwich, along with fries.

“Thanks, Josh,” he said absently.

The food helped, but it didn’t solve the tactical problem. The best he could hope for was to keep the Guild weak until the backup fleet arrived. That could be months, though. Months… but they sent two ships here already and they didn’t know the system was lost.

Where were they coming from? His head perked up. If the Guild had a FOB in the area, he could do some real damage. The astrogation data beyond Cordoba was spotty at best. Before Interceptor, three years had passed since the last Alliance Naval vessel in the system. However…

“PO Tefiti,” he said, holding down the comms button.

“Go ahead, Skipper.”

“Could you check the starlanes leading out of Cordoba against the Guild database we have?” he asked.

“Of course, sir. Is there anything in particular you want me to look for?”

It wasn’t like they would have a big X on the charts labeled “FOB HERE,” Jacob thought. “Anything out of the ordinary. Anything that looks like a base, or station.”

“On it, Skip.”

“Good man.”

Jacob killed the holo, moving that portion of the plan off his plate. Tefiti would alert him if he found anything. In the meantime, he needed to keep the ship alert for any more cargo vessels that tried to sneak into the system. Odds were, anything coming in from that point forward would run Terran flags rather than Guild. He’d have to risk pissing them off.

With that finished, he felt much better about the situation. Dumping the tray in the receptacle, he headed for the ladder outside the bridge. Spacers Nessy and Turner manned the hatch, MP-17s at their side.

Jacob put his boots on autopilot, sliding down the ladder to the next deck. Sickbay was all the way forward, and down to deck five. For obvious reasons, going down was always easier than up, and it was only a few minutes before he slid to a stop aft of the sickbay, next to the DCS hatch.

“Skipper,” PO Hanz said with a friendly smile.

“How are you doing, Peter?” he asked.

The PO brightened at the use of his first name. “Good to go down here, sir. Just keeping the books up to date.”

“Carry on,” Jacob said.

He stopped just inside the hatch of Sickbay, taking a moment to admire the quiet efficiency of his medical people.

“Skipper,” Chief Pierre said with a smile.

“How’s Cartwright, Chief?”

“He’s out of the tank and recuperating in long term care. It’s quieter in there. Want to see him?”

Jacob followed Pierre down the passageway to the cabins connected to sickbay. Pierre buzzed the hatch open. Inside, Cartwright sat in bed, head propped up and pressure bandages over his chest while the nanites finished their work. He held his NavPad in one hand. The remnants of lunch were discarded beside him.

“Ethan, how are you doing?” Jacob asked.

PO Cartwright sat up a little more, grunting in the process. “Hanging in there, sir. I… I’m sorry about the ensign. I did my best and⁠—”

Jacob held up his hand to stop him. “Ethan, you did nothing wrong. You took a bullet trying to stop the assassin, and you almost died. No one aboard could have done more. No one expected that kind of attack.”

Ethan glanced down, blinking several times. “I still… I wish I could have saved him, sir. He was a good officer, you know?”

Jacob placed his hand on the man’s shoulder. “You and me both. However, your warning saved lives. I hate to think what would have happened if he’d had free rein on the bridge.”

The simple comfort of Jacob’s hand and encouraging words brightened the man up. “Thank you, sir. I’m actually going over the hand-to-hand standards for the ship’s security teams, and I think we can improve them. I know I could use more advanced training.”

“You let PO Collins know what you need, and I’ll make sure you get it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

With that checked off his list, Jacob bid his farewell and walked the deck all the way to the stern. He wanted a place to be alone to think and pray. With the Raptor bay empty, there was no better place on the ship.
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“Call to order, people,” Lieutenant SG Carter Fawkes said, rapping his knuckles on the table.

The gathered officers of DesRon 12, with the notable exclusion of Commander Carlos, settled down and took their seats. Meeting in person was a risk Jacob had decided was worth taking after Tefiti came through with the information they needed. He had his senior officers and Commanders Yuki and Marsh at the meeting.

Jacob cleared his throat and began. “Thanks to the diligent work of PO Tefiti, we have a probable location of the FOB the Guild is sending their freighters from.”

Hushed surprise circled the table. He’d asked Tefiti to keep it under wraps; he wanted everyone’s fresh perspective on their options.

“Sir,” Kim said, unsurprisingly first, “let’s go blow it up.”

The grin on his face, mirrored by his crew, was genuine. “I would love nothing more than to do that. However, we still have the mission here. It’s two weeks there and two back. If we’re wrong, I don’t want to leave Cordoba and allow them to resupply the ground forces there. I have no idea what the situation is, but it has to be bad. We destroyed half their troop capability on our initial assault and no resupply vessels have made it through our blockade. Anything we do up here directly aids the Marines fighting on the ground.”

“Send Apache,” Kim said. “We have twice the weapons Interceptor does—no offense, sir—and more advanced sensor equipment. We can be there and back before you know it.”

Jacob mulled it over. She wasn’t wrong. Apache would tear a hole in whatever FOB the Guild had built. However, the very reason to send her was the very reason to keep her.

“I would like to, Kim. You make a convincing argument…” Yuki looked like she was about to give the order for her ship to depart. “…for you to stay.”

“Sir?”

“If I send you, then it’s Interceptor and Justice against whatever reinforcements the Guild sends our way. We all know the mission here,” he said, punctuating it with a pointed finger on the table, “is more important. I’m taking Interceptor to hit the FOB, and putting you in command until I return. Take out whatever targets of opportunity you deem worthy. Keep Kidd and the prison ship safe. Leave the system if you have to. Destroyers engage on their own terms—if you don’t like the terms, you’re free to not engage. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “When will you be departing?”

“As soon as we leave this room. Thank you all for attending and for your feedback. Dismissed.”

All the officers stood at attention before relaxing and departing. All but Carter.

“Yes, XO?”

“Sir, as your XO it’s my responsibility to give you alternate plans, correct?” he asked.

Carter was an outstanding first officer. Then again, Jacob had been blessed with a series of outstanding FOs.

“Yes, it is.”

“Good. I want you to consider the ramifications if we’re wrong. I agree that we should go destroy this FOB. Blow it out of the stars. However, if we leave and DesRon 12 is forced to retreat in our absence⁠—”

“Dang, Carter. That’s some tactical insight.” Jacob hadn’t considered that possibility. If that did happen, when Interceptor returned, they would be cut off from the Alliance. “It’s a risk, but I believe it’s a risk worth taking.”

“Aye, sir. So do I. I’ll notify the department heads, and we’ll get the old girl underway.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


CORDOBA

As hide-holes went, Jennings could have done worse. The eight-story office building rested a half klick south of the spaceport. From the rooftop, she could see the presidential palace and most of the city. After they’d arrived the night before, the first three hours were spent setting up cameras, relays, and a fallback point—just in case they were overrun.

She ordered her team to get some rest while she monitored the enemy, watching and waiting for something that would tell her and the CO when the time was right to strike. It had to be soon, though, or the people forced out of their homes would starve.

A distant thump startled her. The rising sun cast long shadows on the city, and a plume of dust and smoke filled the horizon in a distinctive mushroom-shape cloud. A second later, the shockwave hit the building. Her Marines sprang out of their bunks, rifles up.

Jennings watched the explosion take shape.

“Did they nuke the city?” Owens asked, shaking the sleep from his head.

“Subsurface explosion,” June said. “If it was a nuke, we’d all be dead.”

“Thank God for small favors,” Naki muttered.

“That was in the city, though,” Jennings said. “Why?”

The four Marines crowded around the monitors they’d set up. They showed everything for klicks in every direction.

Owens took a step back, then ran to the window. “I think I got it Gunny,” he said. Pointing like a kid at Christmas, he practically jumped up and down. “They’re mining! That’s why all the excavation equipment instead of military vehicles.”

Jennings appreciated the enthusiasm of her grunts, but she didn’t quite understand why they would be mining.

“For what?” Naki asked, beating her to it.

“I can’t know it all but look.” Owens pulled up his NavPad, showing the footage from the days before. “They weren’t just unloading equipment randomly, but specifically near the spot they just blew up. That’s probably why they kept the men—to dig. Without all their equipment, they’d need a lot of cheap labor.”

Jennings swore. Of course. That seemed just like the Guild.

“Okay, let’s assume for the moment they’re mining something. Something the people here didn’t know about. What could possible make it worth the effort?” she asked.

It’s the Guild,” Owens said. “Who knows? Whatever it is, though, they’re risking an awful lot—and they brought in mercs to do the dirty work.”

Jennings walked over to the window facing the explosion. The remnants of the cloud drifted away in the morning wind. They weren’t high enough to get a look down on the dig, but the CO could task a drone to do it, if she told him to. By now, the Guild had to be wondering where the ground offensive was. Were they playing it smart by waiting for them to settle in? If it were up to Jennings, she would have attacked the moment the transport's landed.

However, that would have likely resulted in a lot of civilian casualties. No. Captain Bonds’ plan to wait and see was better. They needed more intel. As much as she wanted to leave the recon equipment and pull back… “We need to push forward. Saddle up.”

“Now?” Naki asked.

“Oorah,” Jennings responded.

By the time the sun crested the city, Bravo-Two-Five was underway. Sticking to the shadows of the tall buildings, and moving only when clear, the four-person team moved silently through the abandoned city. From large buildings to blown-out apartments. The closer they moved to the landing zone the more the damage from the attempted coup became visible.

“Gunny,” Owens said, nodding down an alleyway. The same alley where they had hidden to avoid Cordoban troops.

“I see it,” she said.

At noon, Jennings raised her hand, halting their progress. This four-way intersection north of the palace had three high-rise apartment buildings and a parking garage. Two of the buildings had signs of damage from the coup, but the third appeared untouched. She kinfe-handed toward the top of the undamaged building.

June went first, staying low while running across the street. She slid to a stop behind a truck, rolled over, and covered them. One by one, they ran across, each covering the next. When Owens replaced her, she moved into the apartment buildings’ foyer, carefully stepping through the broken glass doors.

When it was Jennings turn to cross, she paused for a moment. Down the street toward the palace, smoke still rose from the damaged building. She could almost see the lawn where Boudreaux had lit up the armor with the 10mm nose gun of the Corsair.

Shaking away the thoughts of the president’s family, she charged across the street.

A high-pitched whine of electric motors filled the air as she hit the halfway point. Stopping or going back would be suicide. She put her head down and pumped her legs for all they were worth. From under the ground car they were using for cover, Naki waved for her to hurry.

As the whine grew to a peak, she dropped to the ground, sliding the last meter behind the ground vehicle. Naki grabbed her kit and pulled her all the way under the vehicle.

Six wheels crunched the pavement, approaching their position from the North. It looked like the same type of transport they had seen scavenging the homes for food. This one, though, mounted a turret on the back. Jennings couldn’t make out the weapon, but from the square barrel, it appeared to be a railgun.

The vehicle halted in the intersection. The open back showed six soldiers in armor, along with the one manning the railgun.

“Our scout picked up something here,” the driver said. “Spread out.”

Naki glanced at her, eyes questioning.

Owens voice broke in over the radio. “I just spotted it, Gunny. One klick, southwest. High. Looks like a team with a spotter and motion sensors. They saw movement, but not us.”

“That’ll teach us,” she muttered. Their position under the ground car was precarious at best. It concealed them for the moment, but it wouldn’t last. “Owens, pop smoke, two hundred meters south.”

“Aye, aye, Gunny,” he said. “Ten seconds.”

She glanced behind her, but the car above her and the debris on the ground obstructed her view. True to his word, though, ten seconds later she heard the unmistakable sound of a grenade detonating.

“Movement south,” the driver said. The troops were in the process of dismounting when he took off. The three that were already out started running after the moving vehicle.

“Shoddy,” Naki said.

She agreed.

Once the vehicle was out of sight, the two Marines wiggled free of their concealment and double-timed it for the apartment.

“Up the stairs, all the way to the top. Hoof it, Marines.”

Owens took point, crashing through the stairwell door and up eight flights of stairs. All of them, Jennings included, were breathing hard by the time they hit the top floor.

“To… the… roof?” Naki asked.

She shook her head negative. “Find us a western-facing apartment.”

Consulting his compass, Naki moved to the west side, all the way to the end of the row of apartments. He raised his foot to kick it in—changed his mind and knocked. No answer. He tried the keypad and the door clicked open.

“I guess they figured it wasn’t worth it to lock,” he said.

They piled in. Jennings motioned for them to take a load off while she went right to the window. Cordoba had wildly different architecture than Alexandria and her homeworld, but one thing they had in common was the windows. They were clear to see through, but opaque from the outside. She didn’t have to worry about a sniper taking her out while she looked. Using the controls on her NavPad, she activated the enhanced vision built into her helmet.

While the explosion was long gone, she saw exactly what had happened. They’d blown up two hundred square meters of land and were digging down in a massive circle. Huge machines chewed up the ground, meter by meter. Thousands—tens of thousands—of men with shovels and all kinds of digging implements followed along, clearing the ground and moving giant rocks. She’d never seen a prisoners-of-war labor camp before, but she had a hard time thinking of this as anything else.

Naki came up beside her. “You think they’re just trying to keep them busy?”

The armored mercenaries the Marines had encountered were guarding the men. She couldn’t tell how many, but from her estimate: at least two thousand. The rest had to be operating the machinery.

“No. They need them. Don’t tell me what you see, Corporal, tell me what you don’t see?”

Naki leaned against the glass, scanning the distant sight. “Holy crap. They’ve got no airpower… I don’t see any skimmers… no military-aid air vehicles at all. Hell, we’ve got five Corsairs. If we had a Marauder squadron this would already be over.”

Jennings nodded in agreement. “Don’t forget, though, they control orbit.”

That sobered him up. “Still, they can’t risk shooting at our air if it’s above their troops.”

They fist-bumped and turned back to the other two exhausted Marines. “Owens, secure the hall. We’ll bunk down till tonight, and head back to the CP as soon as it’s dark.”

“Semper Fi, Gunny,” Owens replied. With a tired groan, he dragged himself off the couch and headed for the door.
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ALEXANDRIA

Nadia trotted down the gangplank, breathing hard as her heart verged on exploding. Years had passed since the events in Zuckabar, and she’d thought she was over the trauma she’d endured. After spending ten minutes on her ship, though, she was ready to get off. Which was good, because the last of her crew were arriving.

Dagger sat unused in a private storage hanger, tended to by the bare minimum maintenance drones.

A nondescript white airvan approached. “Rugger,” she said as she stepped off the ship. “You’re in charge of the crew. Get them going as soon as they’re aboard.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

The airvan set down outside the open hangar doors. The shimmering beneath it vanished as it rested on the cold concrete of the airfield. Side doors slid open and several people in civilian clothes stepped out. With their uniform haircuts and general manner of walking, no one with experience would have mistaken them for civilians.

“As I call your names, please step forward,” Ruger said. “Ensign Beech?”

“Here,” a young man with a confused but earnest expression said.

“You’re in charge of the ship’s engines⁠—”

“Excuse me, sir… but may I ask what I’m doing here?”

Ruger glanced Nadia’s way.

She stepped forward to stand next to Ruger. She’d debated telling them, but in the end decided it was best they knew.

“My name is Nadia Dagher, Beech. We met briefly on Medial and⁠—”

“I know who Dagher is, ma’am,” Beech said, “and you’re not her.”

She smiled at his resolve. The kid had grown at officer’s school.

“Which brings me to why you’re here. I need people I can trust. There’s no one I trust more in the entire galaxy than Jacob T. Grimm. You all served on Interceptor, which means I can trust you. We’re going on a secret mission to infiltrate the Guild. I’ve had my appearance altered to accomplish this. The person I’m impersonating is rich beyond belief. A private ship and crew are easily within her means. This”—she turned to gesture at Dagger—“is my ship, and you are my crew.”

She explained to them exactly what their mission was, and what they needed to do before liftoff. “If you have any specific questions, see Travis here.” She walked away as the final aircar she waited for swooped in to land.

Ruger called out the next name with a smile. “Mariposa.”

Nadia tuned them out, letting the crew she’d selected work out their plan. She’d chosen them for a reason and had no desire to micromanage them.

Nomad opened the gull wing door of the car, revealing a confused Yua Watanabe still wearing her prison uniform. Mac exited from the far side, coming around the back. Nadia appreciated the professionalism of the two special forces men. They had slid into their roles as her private security as easily as she had become Svetlana.

“Yua, it’s good to see you again.” The last time they’d met, the midship was behind bars.

“Who are you?” Watanabe asked. “When these two men escorted me out of prison, I thought my dad had pulled something, but…” Her voice trailed off.

“Come with me and I’ll explain everything.” Nadia led her to the Dagger.

“As long as it’s not back to prison,” she said.

Nadia shook her head with a smile, her red hair swishing around her shoulders. “It’s me, Yua. Nadia.” The last step into her ship revved her heart as the experiences of her last voyage hit her like a hammer. It wasn’t the fear of it happening again, or even the guilt and shame the incident had inflicted on her. The simple fact that it had happened was enough.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.

“What?” Yua stopped halfway up the gangplank. Her face twisted in confusion. “That’s—no. Nadia’s skin is… no? How?” she asked.

Nadia waved her toward the stairs the ship used. She reminded herself not to call them ladders—only navy people did that.

“I have a mission, Yua. I need to infiltrate the Guild and find a way to lower their defenses or cripple them.”

“What do I have to do with it?”

“Two things. Jacob asked me to look after you. This is an opportunity for you to start over.”

“What if I want to take my chances at trial?” she asked cautiously.

Nadia shook her head. “No matter the evidence, no matter the testimony… you’re going to be found guilty and executed. They have to… for the good of the service. I’m sorry, Yua, this was never going to end any other way.”

Yua looked down, as if the weight of what Nadia told her weighed on her shoulders. “I know,” she said finally. “I just… hoped.”

The spy knew exactly how Yua felt. Jacob was exceedingly good at imparting hope to people. Even when there was none. He didn’t understand the politics of the situation, though. It wasn’t until Wit had told her that she even realized what was happening.

“The second thing is, I need your experience.”

“I’m no spy. I’m barely qualified to be on a ship.”

“I know. Listen.” Nadia gestured at her ship. “What do you see?”

Yua took a moment to look around, a slight air of disgust playing out over her face. “An old, dirty ship that I wouldn’t be caught dead on… outside of orders,” she said.

“Exactly. The woman I’m impersonating is stupid amounts of rich. One of the richest people in the galaxy. The lengths I’m going through”—Nadia gestured at her thin, svelte body—“can’t be ruined by a lack of understanding what real wealth is. I can mimic it, but at the end of the day, there are some things you can’t fake unless you are it. Rich isn’t something I grew up with. You did.”

“So what? You want my advice on what to wear?” Yua asked.

“No. I want you to make this ship a luxury freighter, with all the right bits and bobbles that tell people who know what wealth really is. That, and Svetlana has a penchant for young female assistants,” she said with a glimmer of mischief in her eye.

“What’s in this for me?”

“If this works, and we live, a new identity. Nothing will ever free Yua Watanabe from prison, but there are other ways to live your life, if you’re willing to give up your old one.”

Yua looked back down the gangplank toward the vehicle that brought her. Nadia knew what went through her mind. Prison was no way to live. However, until the decision to give up everything, including family, was presented, no one could know the difficulty of that choice.

“On one condition… I want you to promise me you’ll tell the captain what I did. I don’t want him thinking I ran, escaped, or gave up. I want you to tell him that I accepted the consequences, and I did my best to make up for my mistake,” she said.

A broad smile spread across Nadia’s borrowed face. How that man did what he did was beyond her, but if that’s what it took to bring Yua aboard, then she was game. “Done.” Nadia stepped forward and held her hand out.

Yua grasped it. “You know what to wear?”

“Clothes I can do. It’s everything else.”

“What’s my budget?”

Nadia opened her NavPad and held the screen up for Yua to see the obscene number of zeroes.

“That might just about do it,” Yua said with a grin.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


EXECUTERRA

Dante waved to the doorman as he exited the 574th floor of Greenwood Towers.

“Have an excellent day, sir.”

“Thank you, Paul, I will. Today is going to be invigorating. I can feel it.”

He continued to the edge of the air pad. The elevated platform stretched out from the apartment building at every tenth level. A large, black aircar, engines humming with power, hovered to a stop. Gullwing doors opened, revealing the luxurious interior.

“Good morning, Mr. Dante,” his driver said.

“And to you, Java.”

“Where to this morning?”

Dante pulled up his to-do list overlaid on his retina. His first stop promised to be the most thrilling of the day. “Astrophysics and Experimental Research building, if you will.”

Java punched in the destination. “It’s a forty-five-minute flight, sir. Is that okay?”

Dante was unperturbed. “It will give me time to catch up on my work.” The aircar pulled away from his apartment building, and for a moment, Dante could see all the glimmering towers poking through the cloud layer like giant silver trees on top of a mountain. The car descended into the fog, and mist shrouded the windows. Large droplets of rain pelted the car, lulling Dante.

With the view gone, he really did have work to do. Before long, he lost himself in the endless paperwork of his position. As an auditor, he had no end of double- and triple-checking the work of others. While their errors brought them to him, he could not afford any mistakes. Not ever.

“Five minutes, sir,” Java said from the front.

Dante blinked, his time blindness confusing him for a split second. “I really do like numbers.”

“That you do, sir.”

A small bank brought the aircar level with the landing platform of the North tower of Building Twenty-One. Java set it down without so much as a bump.

“I won’t be long,” Dante said as he slid out the hatch.

A large neon sign proclaimed: Astrophysics and Experimental Research, VP Zoe Wallace. Not that he needed confirmation of who he was there to visit, but it was nice she plastered her name all over the building. It would make letting her know her legacy was secure that much easier.

Whistling while he walked, he headed for the main door. It beeped as he approached, the nano-network in his brain worked two steps ahead of him to clear a path. By the time he was in the lift, Zoe’s calendar of appointments for the day were canceled and her break time moved.

The lift doors parted, and he strolled out. Zoe’s assistant at the door raised her hand to stop him, but he waved her off with a smile. Doors that shouldn’t have opened to anyone opened to him.

At the end of a long hall lined with Zoe’s accomplishments and awards was the woman herself.

Dante knew from her records that she wasn’t particularly vain about her appearance. She wore a modest suit with her lab coat over it. He briefly wondered why? According to her schedule, she hadn’t seen the inside of a lab in weeks.

She looked up. “Who are you?” she demanded.

“I’m your next appointment.” He sat in the chair opposite her.

“I’m a very busy woman. You need to leave or⁠—”

“Please, ma’am, if I wasn’t authorized to be here, I wouldn’t. Would I?”

That got her attention. “Who are you?”

“You may call me Mr. Dante. I want to congratulate you, Doctor Wallace. The Skip-sled is a truly wondrous accomplishment. A compact, self-contained, almost undetectable unit capable of extending the range of a starlane? I don’t think it will ever be rivaled.”

His sudden praise caught her off guard. She leaned back and relaxed. “It’s my life’s work. I’m surprised my DNA isn’t in the hall of wonders yet.”

“That’s part of why I’m here, Doctor. To let you know it has. Your genes will flourish with the Guild for all eternity. An immortal legacy for a woman of your great accomplishments.” He heaped praise upon her, perhaps a tad too much, but she didn’t seem to mind.

“It’s about time. I need to tell my family. Thank you for coming, but I⁠—”

Dante held up his hand. “However, there is the matter of the almost,” he said.

“Almost? Almost what?”

He pulled out his pad and sat it on her desk, keying the playback as he did. The hologram, one he’d watched over a hundred times, showed an old, beaten destroyer with a distinctive shark-painted nose. It wasn’t the kind of ship the Guild would use, for sure, but this particular vessel was somewhat infamous; it was the ship that brought five hundred years of Guild supremacy to an end: USS Interceptor DD 1071.

In the holo, the destroyer was parked next to another vessel, a much newer, far more advanced research vessel. The camera angle shifted, and it became clear that the shark-nosed destroyer was docked with a Guild Skip-sled. The holo ended there.

“Why are you showing me this?” she demanded.

“Just so you understand. No one here is undermining your many and marvelous contributions to the Guild. Your induction into the Hall of Wonder is proof of that.”

“Then why⁠—”

“Regardless of your past accomplishments, Doctor Wallace, mistakes must be paid for. No one is above the rules. And what is the number one Guild rule? The rule by which the corporation has lived for since its founding?”

She glanced around the office, looking for help that wasn’t coming.

“Let me remind you,” he said. Dante leaned forward, pitching his voice gently, as if he were speaking to a child. “The company’s intellectual property is to be protected with your life. You, Doctor Wallace, failed to do this.”

She shook her head. “It wasn’t me. I didn’t build in the failsafe destruct because I was assured Wonderland—I mean XC-112—would never be discovered. How was I supposed to know that Special Operations was planning a ridiculous takeover of Zuckabar? Had they left well enough alone, the Alliance wouldn’t have discovered my invention and⁠—”

Dante held up his hand. High enough that his suit pulled at him. “Excuses, Doctor Wallace, are for children. Not adults.” He stood, adjusting his suit. “What you’ve accomplished is nothing short of miraculous. However terrible your failure, it doesn’t erase what you’ve done.” He glided around the desk to stand next to her. She turned her chair to face him, but his proximity forced her to look up.

“I’m telling you it’s not my fault. Look at the data and you’ll see.”

“I already did, Doctor Wallace. I’m the Auditor; of course I looked at the data.”

Her eyes went wide. She scrambled to stand. Dante reached out, grasping her neck with an iron grip and jerking her up. With a deft motion born of inhuman muscles, he took three leaping steps and heaved her out the picture window. Her scream echoed for a few seconds before the wind whistling through the broken window of the 800th floor drowned her out.

“Java?” he said into his comms.

“Yes, sir?”

“Can you pick me up on the north side, top floor?”

“On the way, sir.”

While he had full access to anyone the company deemed worthy of an audit, there were always those that had loyal internal security teams. He was not keen on tangling with Wallace’s.

The doors whooshed open and Doctor Wallace’s assistant rushed in. “Where’s Doctor Wallace?” she demanded.

The clock superimposed on Dante’s vision ticked the seconds by, but he made a show of looking at his antique wristwatch. “That depends. Is the north side of the building straight, or does it curve?”

She blinked, the non sequitur of the question bypassing her reasoning. “Straight. All the way to the ground floor.”

His air car hummed up from below, wind blowing into the office as the door opened up and Java butted the side of the car up against the broken glass.

“Then I’m afraid she’s no longer with us.”

He stepped into the waiting aircar, leaving the bewildered assistant behind.

“Where to next, sir?” Java asked.

“Home, I think, and—” His internal network beeped. A file opened on his retina, showing him his next assignment. “Interesting,” he muttered. “To the spaceport, my good friend.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Vertigo snapped into Jacob like a slingshot. The sense of flying up and leaving his stomach behind assaulted his senses. He forced his eyes open and measured his breathing.

Don’t puke, he told himself. After a few seconds, the sensation vanished as if it were never there. “Status,” he said, clearing his throat as he spoke.

“Passive sensors online,” Tefiti answered. “No gravitic wake detected.”

Ships right at the lane entrance would be almost impossible to detect if they were silent. “Radar returns?” Jacob asked.

“Nothing on the radar warning receivers,” PO Oliv said.

So far, so good. “Let’s give it a second and make sure we’re alone out here.” While he waited, he made sure his crew recovered from the crossing. “Ops, get a sitrep from department heads.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” PO Collins replied.

Jacob’s MFD displayed the ship’s systems in green, yellow, or red, letting him know at a glance what was working and what wasn’t. The angry red of the forward fire control of the giga-pulse laser system was an ever-present reminder that they weren’t at full strength.

“Sir,” PO Collins called, “all departments have checked in. The crew is five by five.”

Jacob gave her a thumbs up. “Let’s fill the can, Jen.”

Air hissed into the ship as it displaced the inert nitrogen. Once his HUD showed green, Jacob popped the seal on his helmet and pulled it off his sweat-soaked head. “That’s better.” He took a deep breath. Ship air always felt fresher than canned air—despite the fact they were both canned.

“Still nothing on passive, Skipper,” Tefiti said.

Jacob pondered their next move. According to Tefiti, the lane from Orion—a lane known only to the Guild—led to the FOB. He’d prepared for the possibility of running into a ship at the starlane, but thankfully, that didn’t happen. He had a decision to make. Run silent all the way to the Guild lane, bypassing any targets of opportunity, or take them all down as they went.

While he considered his options, he drummed his fingers on the arm of his well-worn chair. Apache and Justice were more than capable of handling a hundred freighters if need be. What he needed to do was catch the FOB with their suits off and their defenses down. “Jen, rig for silent running.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Her voice echoed throughout the ship as she ordered the crew to rig for silent running.

“Ensign Brennan, plot a course to the Guild starlane. Chief Suresh, proceed when ready.”

His crew executed his orders with speed and efficiency. In mere moments, power surged through the gravcoil, and Interceptor accelerated toward the distant lane.

“ETA: zero-five hours and three-one minutes, Skipper,” Brennan said.

“Acknowledged.” Five hours wasn’t very far in solar system distances. He would have expected something more like thirty hours. “XO, have the crew stand down from action stations. I want everyone out of their suits for at least three hours.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper. On it.”

With that taken care of, Jacob decided to follow his own advice. “Ensign Brennan, you have the conn.”

“Aye, aye, sir. I have the conn.”

Jacob heaved himself up, replaced almost instantly by the redhead. He stopped for a moment, admiring his bridge crew and their hard work. His thoughts drifted to the broken main viewer and the holes in the back of his chair. It would take time, but he would work through the loss of Roy. Until then, the pain in his heart was like a fresh wound.

Outside the bridge, Spacer’s Kim and Adams stood guard, each wearing a holstered MP-17. Jacob nodded to them as he passed, heading for his cabin.

He had a lot to consider, given how far off the reservation he was. For all intents and purposes, he was waging a war against the Guild. After what they had done to Cordoba, not to mention the Alliance as a whole, he didn’t think there was a question of morality, so much as legality. Would Admiral Villanueva support his decision? Could he justify taking out their FOB if he found it?

The answer seemed obvious to him. With the admission of Cordoba to the Alliance, he was duty and honor bound to defend her. Since he couldn’t stop the invasion, he had to do everything in his power to sabotage it. Which meant going to their space and crashing their party.

It didn’t take him long to change; in short order, he found himself in the mess, nursing an orange drink and scanning through the crew files. The never-ending onslaught of forms, reports, and orders requiring his express consent continued, regardless of the work his XO did. If he died in combat, the paperwork would mount and be transferred to his replacement.

“Skipper,” Josh said as he refilled Jacob’s drink.

“Josh, how’s the mess?”

“Working like a well-fed machine, sir.”

“Good man.”

“Sir, if I may… can I make a suggestion?”

Intrigued, Jacob motioned for him to go on.

“The crew’s had it pretty rough, sir. From the sounds of it, this is going to be an even longer deployment than we thought when we left port. I know that’s normal and all, and I’m not complaining, mind you,” Josh said, quick to stave off any hint he was. “But I think a crew mixer in the rec room might go a long way to easing some of the building frustration.”

Jacob leaned back, stunned that the suggestion was coming from a PO Third Class, and not his COB. “Have you spoken to Chief Suresh about this?” he asked.

Josh looked away sheepishly for a second. “To be honest, Skipper, I just thought of it on the spot. My apologies, sir. I should have gone to the COB first and⁠—”

Jacob let out a guffaw. “Don’t sweat it, Josh. Go to her with my full blessing. You plan it, we’ll make it happen when it’s safe to do so.”

“Thank you, sir!” Forgetting his pitcher, Josh turned for the galley. He spun back, swiped it off the table, and practically ran.

Jacob laughed again. A crew mixer would be exactly the right thing. They just needed to find a minute when they weren’t on the verge of combat.
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Chief Petty Officer First Class Echo Redfern was a working man. He didn’t have an engineering degree like Lieutenant Kai.

Twenty-four years in the Navy, though, most of it spent working on electronics, reactors, and ships’ systems, had taught him more than a few things. He’d attended every school he could on the workings of Alliance vessels. Everything from the, Basic Ships’ Electrical course, to the more advanced Reactor Maintenance classes on Blackrock, his homeworld.

When the battle with the light cruiser resulted in the meltdown of the new computer nodes, he’d come up with a simple solution to the problem. However, implementing the solution required skills he didn’t have. Skills Kai had in spades.

He entered the small office normally used to monitor the reactor when underway. It had a large screen he could use to explain his idea.

Lieutenant Kai was already there. “Everything okay, Chief?” he asked, looking up from the reactor monitor.

“Aye, sir. Everything’s fine. I’m just stretching some muscles I haven’t used in a while.” He pulled up the node blueprints on the large screen.

Kai whistled in appreciation. “I’ve seen cleaner schematics, but not many. Are you working on a cooling ejection chamber?” he asked, pointing at the tube on the blueprints with the heat sink in it.

“Aye, sir. I had an idea about how to keep the server room cool enough to avoid a meltdown of the equipment when using the giga-pulse laser defense. They replaced our torpedo rooms, but all they did was seal the tubes. I was thinking we could jerry-rig a mechanism to pump the heat into a carbon fiber sink, then dump it from the bow. I’m just having trouble figuring out how to move the heat…”

“Mind if I take a look? I think if you arranged the cooling transfer wires this way⁠—”

Excitement ran through Redfern as Kai proposed a solution to his largest problem. The two engineers, decades apart in age, worked together to make something great.
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Jacob had contemplated running at flank speed to the unknown lane but, in the end, decided a stealth run would give them the best chance at success. The Interceptor cut her engines and coasted, letting her passive sensors build a profile of the area within thirty light seconds.

“No contacts, Skipper,” PO Oliv informed him.

“Ops, drop the heat sink.”

With the area clear, the carbon fiber heat absorbing material ejected from the ship through a port in the keel. Shining like a star, it paced the ship.

As the new heat sink locked into place with a thunk that reverberated through the vessel, the ship cooled with such quickness, condensation appeared on the screens. Jacob shivered as the beads of sweat on his forehead were suddenly cold.

“New sink locked, sir,” PO Collins informed him.

“Excellent. Spacer Rodriguez, you are free to resume acceleration.”

Chief Suresh knelt next to the Pit where the eighteen-year-old spacer manned the helm. Part of every tour involved training and cross-training everyone aboard, not just for emergency purposes, but to find what the spacers were proficient at and where they needed improvement. As the COB, Chief Suresh’s secondary role was as a mentor to the young spacers.

She patiently walked Gery Rodriguez through the procedure to reinitiate acceleration without breaking the 200 g speed limit. Any more and the ships gravwake would nullify their efforts to run silent.

Rodriguez tapped the correct commands on his screen before easing the throttle forward.

Jacob watched with amusement as the kid looked to Suresh for approval.

“Very good, Rodriguez… except you forgot something vital.”

The kid blanched, searching his console. “Uh, I-I’m not sure what you mean, Chief,” he said with a stutter.

She tapped him on the back of the head and pointed at the mirror. “You didn’t repeat the order and you didn’t inform the skipper of its execution.”

Jacob thought Rodriguez was going to faint. Spacers felt around officers the way Jacob felt around the president.

“Sorry, sir!” Rodriguez squeaked.

Jacob let the kids off the hook. “Lesson learned, Gery. It’s not important we do everything right the first time. What’s important is we don’t make the same mistakes twice. Understood?”

“Aye, aye, sir. Don’t make the same mistake twice.”

Jacob let Suresh handle it from there while he surveyed their situation. The mission clock read two hours until they needed to decelerate, and another two after that until they were at the starlane entrance.

If Tefiti was correct and this lane led to the FOB, then this would be the most dangerous part of the operation. Guild freighters were flimsy but packed a mean punch.

The transit time allowed him something he didn’t like—an opportunity to second-guess himself. Did he do the right thing in going on the offense? Was leaving Apache and Justice behind the smart play? Only time would tell. Time and a review board if it all went wrong.

He didn’t have to spend the next hours on the bridge; he could easily leave the conn to any of his officers. However, Jacob enjoyed the minutia of command. The feel of his ship as it rumbled through space. Even the blinking of lights on the panels made him feel like the captain.

Despite the inoperative main viewer, which really was more of a tactical screen than a practical viewer, Interceptor’s bridge was a home to him more than anywhere else in the galaxy… except perhaps for Nadia’s side. He hoped she was enjoying her time on his dad’s ranch. He smiled as he imagined her up to the knees in mud.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Rugger manned the captain’s chair of Dagger as they came out of the starlane. Nadia wanted to be in the chair, but Danny reminded her that Svetlana would have people for that.

Her ship was unrecognizable. In the three weeks they’d spent remodeling its interior, the crew had changed significantly as well. Step one, everyone had to grow their hair out. Travis Rugger’s hair was just past his ears, and he had a smooth-looking goatee.

Mariposa Marino, her personal “doctor,” used supplements to grow her hair down to her waist, and braided it like it was a work of art. Beech, who would forever look like a kid with his chubby cheeks and smooth skin, grew a blonde beard and shaved his head. He even added an earring to give himself a more pirate-like look.

Two men hardly changed: Cannon and Mackenzie. They switched to short-sleeve shirts, showing off their tattooed forearms and giving them a very dangerous air. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it—she’d met many dangerous men, but these two exuded violence. She guessed that’s why Jennings found Master Sergeant Cannon attractive. For a woman like her, that would be one of the few things that mattered.

The rest of the crew were rounded out with civilians she’d hired with Yua’s help. Their chef answered to Kwame, and as far as she knew, that was his only name. He had impeccable taste, and the food he made tasted like heaven. Well worth the ten thousand in cash he demanded every week.

Kwame and the rest of the non-Navy crew weren’t ever to leave the ship, hopefully minimizing the danger to them. However, she made sure they all signed acknowledgments of the dangers of space travel and had a hefty life insurance policy on them, just in case.

They’d spent a month traveling through the starlanes the Guild had provided for Svetlana. The system marked on galactic maps as A-X-202 had no known starlanes leading to it. Of course, the Guild didn’t know the Alliance was aware of many of their hidden lanes. The charts they’d stolen from the Guild at Wonderland were marked and showed her exactly where they were going.

While Kremlin was certainly the largest station she’d ever personally seen, the habitat in A-X took the cake for most advanced. Shiny metal walls curved outward in the nearly spherical station. North and South poles were transparent, allowing sunlight in on the massive green globes underneath. If she had to guess, they used large gardens to manage oxygen and carbon dioxide levels. In a word, it was incredible. The crew on the bridge managed to collect themselves only after several minutes of staring.

Rugger finally said, “Ma’am, I don’t think you should be on the bridge if they contact us. You don’t want to seem eager.”

“He’s right, ma’am,” Yua added. “People come to you, not the other way around.”

Nadia’s shock upon seeing the massive space station floating in the middle of nowhere was almost enough to make her break character… almost. She shook herself free of her transfixion and went to her cabin.

Danny and Mac followed her out and took posts next to her cabin door after clearing her room. She considered having them forego it, but decided if they wanted to keep her safe, who was she to argue?

“Clear, ma’am,” Mac said as they took their place outside the cabin.

Every inch of the ship had memories for her, but Yua’s remarkable transformation had replaced much of what she saw. Even the bulkheads were adorned with paintings, hangings, and other luxury items. The remodeling included her personal cabin as well. A luxury bed and entertainment system dominated the center of the room. Her large closet was now automated. Nadia didn’t even know such a thing was possible.

“Ma’am,” Rugger’s voice popped over the intercom. “Contact.”

“Put them through,” she ordered. Nadia took her place in front of the comm screen and assumed the superior air of Svetlana Voss.

A young man, possibly in his late twenties, with brown eyes and thick brown hair, appeared on her screen.

“Ms. Voss,” he said with the excitement only the young had. “I’m Supervisor Rivera, I’ll be your point of contact. I’ve sent the docking coordinates to your ship. Please dock with the station and I’ll come aboard.”

“That’s acceptable, Supervisor Rivera.” She cut the line. Her research of Voss showed the woman didn’t suffer underlings. You were either the person in charge or nobody. “Danny, take Yua and greet him.”

“Yes, Ms. Voss.”
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Despite Yua’s family wealth, the station blew her mind. She had no idea people could build something that… beautiful.

“Yua, the boss wants you to greet the peon,” Danny said from the open bridge hatch.

“Okay,” she said. Turning to join the gruff man, they walked in silence down to deck three. She wore a simple black dress and a white sweater—far from the clothes she’d normally wear. She aimed for a conservative apprentice rather than her usual, carefree self. Everything Nadia had told her about Voss said the woman valued knowledge and skill over appearance. Which, in Yua’s mind, begged the question: why had Nadia chosen her? She’d screwed everything in her life up. The only good decision she ever made was to accept responsibility for her bad ones and try to make them right.

“Stand here, ma’am,” Danny said, pointing to a spot out of sight of the airlock.

“Uh, why?” she asked.

“Because I’m Ms. Voss’s head of security, and my job is to keep her people safe. If the airlock malfunctions or someone shoots from the other side,” he pointed at the bulkhead separating her from the airlock, “you’ll be safe.”

That made sense. “Thank you and… I never got to say thank you for coming to get me on⁠—”

He glared at her. “First of all, don’t. If it had been up to me, I would have left you. That damned fool captain of yours has some silly ideas about duty, and that’s what saved you.”

The sudden edge in his voice made her step back. “Then why did you come?” she whispered.

“Because I wanted to see if he meant it,” Danny said.

“And?”

His grin didn’t touch his eyes. “Yeah, he does. Still didn’t make it the right call.”

As the ship shook with contact, Yua grabbed the bulkhead to steady herself, clasping her pad tightly against her chest. After a moment, the airlock cycled open, and Supervisor Rivera stepped through with a fake smile. He came to a stop in front of Danny, the smile on his face faltering for a moment.

“Where is Ms. Voss?”

Yua instantly disliked him. He struck her as the kind of sycophant that followed her father around, trying to curry favor. “She’s indisposed at the moment. I’m her personnel assistant. Her physician has provided all the necessary information here.” She held out her pad.

“I don’t understand,” Rivera said.

She wanted to just tell him he wasn’t important enough for her boss to waste time on, but she doubted that would fly. “Ms. Voss is busy. However, if you provide us with the coordinates, we can continue on our journey.”

“Oh,” he said. “I see the confusion. This is the end of the journey. From here Ms. Voss continues alone.”

A spike of fear ran through Yua. This wasn’t the plan. She’d read the briefing the Guild had provided for the real Ms. Voss, and at no time did it say she would be parted from her entourage.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Danny growled. The menace in his voice scared her and she was on his side.

“Uh,” Rivera stumbled backward as he looked for the right words. “All I meant is that from here on out she will be traveling on a Guild ship so you… won’t… be…” He stopped. Danny’s expression promised pain and suffering beyond what any mortal could endure. Rivera’s skin turned ashen, and he looked like he might pee himself.

“Perhaps,” Yua said, stepping between them before Danny ripped the man’s lungs out, “we can work something out. Ms. Voss despises any change in her plans. Can we travel on our ship, but perhaps take extra security measures to satisfy your handlers?”

Rivera glanced between the two, finally settling on Yua’s much more reasonable countenance. “Let me check with my immediate manager. One moment.” He stepped back, then disappeared as the station’s massive lock closed behind him.

“Well done,” Danny grunted. “I always liked good cop, bad cop.”

“That was an act?” she asked.

He let out a sharp laugh. “Intimidation one-oh-one. Make the enemy believe you’ll rip them limb from limb.”

She had certainly believed he would. “How do you do that?”

Danny’s eyes were hard as flint. “By being prepared to rip them limb from limb,” he said.

That wasn’t exactly something Yua could imitate. While they waited, she reported to Nadia what was happening. If they had to leave their ship and proceed on the Guild’s, it would complicate things.

With a hiss, the airlock door slid open, and Rivera peaked his head through as if he were looking for snipers. “Good news. As long as you don’t mind a few extra steps and me as a passenger, we can make this work.”

“Thank you, Mr. Rivera. Ms. Voss appreciates your dedication. Please follow me to the bridge and you can give our ship’s navigator the coordinates.”

It wouldn’t be ideal; with a Guild stooge aboard, they wouldn’t be able to drop the act, even for a second. Yua smiled to herself as she realized that’s exactly what Nadia had made them do from the moment they came aboard.
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Lieutenant Commander Yuki growled like a predator. She couldn’t have asked for a better setup. Apache and Justice were laying doggo at the Orion starlane, the very same lane Commander Grimm had used the day before. Since his departure, no further traffic had entered the system. Not even private freighters. At this point, all trade between the Terran Republic and the Alliance had ground to a halt. Even the most dimwitted spacer had to know that Cordoba was under siege. It simply wasn’t a safe route.

After the skipper departed, she’d assumed there would be more Guild ships to plunder. Since the last one had escaped, though, no more had arrived.

She wasn’t a transport, but the light cruiser was a Guild ship, and therefore a prime target.

Decelerating at full power, the sole remaining light cruiser headed for the starlane to Orion. According to her navigator, it would come to a full stop a mere 400,000 klicks from where the two destroyers were.

“Xavier,” she said to her XO, “set Condition Zulu. Battle stations.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am.”

His voice rang out over the ship. The crew of 180, almost twice what Interceptor carried, switched into their ELS suits, and ran to their stations. Xavier left the bridge and headed for DCS, where he would oversee the ships damage control as needed.

Three minutes later, Yuki returned from her cabin, wearing her stark white ELS suit but carrying her red helmet. She racked the helmet on the back of her chair; a lesson she’d learned from Grimm. A captain who was too quick to button up made the crew nervous. When the order went out, she would be last to put her helmet on.

“Range?” Yuki pulled on her harness, making sure it was nice and tight.

“Golf Charlie One is on a bearing of three-six-zero mark zero-one-one. Distance, four-zero-eight thousand klicks. Their velocity is almost zero,” Lieutenant Winters said from astrogation.

Yuki checked the bearing, and sure enough he’d nailed it. “Good. Weps, I want rapid fire ready on all turrets.”

Lieutenant Masters repeated her order and relayed it to his gun crews. Apache was armed with four tri-barrel, rapid-fire 20mm turrets that used the newer high-powered coils. Her rounds were twice as fast as Interceptor’s, and she could put three times as many downrange in the same time.

“Call from Justice. Lieutenant Commander Marsh is ready to fire on your order,” Spacer First Class Lucas Cordell informed her.

“Put me on, Lucas,” Yuki said.

“Aye, Skipper. You’re on.”

She tried to keep the savage glee out of her voice. Killing that ship and her crew wasn’t exciting, but the opportunity to right the wrong the Guild was doing to Cordoba burned a fire in her. “Is Justice ready, Sabrina?” she asked her counterpart.

“Ready to live up to her name, ma’am,” Marsh replied.

At their current range, the enemy radar could see them only if it were pointed in the right direction and at full power. However, both destroyers were only a few years old, and had state-of-the-art EW systems. Running silent, with every active system off, they were holes in space.

“They’re at full stop,” Winters said. “They’re scanning for the starlane.”

“On my mark, accelerate to flank and fire the guns.”

A round of excited acknowledgements rounded her bridge.

“Ops, helmets on and drain the can.” As the order rang out over both ships, every crew member sealed their helmet and reported in. Yuki grabbed her helmet and pulled it over her head, making sure her jet-black hair wasn’t caught in the seal.

Once Ops confirmed helmets, micro pumps throughout the ship sucked out the atmosphere and replaced it with inert nitrogen.

“We’re combat ready, Skipper,” Xavier said from her MFD.

As the words formed in her mind, Yuki realized she had never given the order as a captain before. She’d certainly seen her share of combat… but not as the woman in charge, answerable to her ancestors and the president for her actions.

“Mark.”

Apache and Justice disgorged a hellish barrage of 20mm projectiles, ripping through space at 20,000 KPS. From the moment she gave the order to impact, twenty seconds passed.

Hits rippled up the skin of the Terran cruiser, blasting huge holes in her: twenty-four rounds every two seconds. The upper decks turned into a nightmare of burning atmosphere and vaporized flesh. By the third volley, the cruisers engines engaged… but it was too late. Her fusion reactor erupted in a flash of expanding gas, breaking the ship in half, and sending the burning husk in two different directions.

Silence stretched out on her bridge. There were no cheers, no exclamations of joy, no clapping.

Lieutenant Commander Kimiko Yuki finally understood what it cost to command a ship at war.
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The trip back from their multiple OPs wasn’t nearly as difficult as the way in. Bravo-Two-Five knew the routes the ground forces were using, knew they didn’t have any airpower. All they had to do was keep to the broken ground where their wheeled vehicles were less effective, and they avoided every patrol. Once they knew what to look for, the scout positions were easy to avoid as well.

By the time they returned to their original hide-hole up in the mountains, they were exhausted and filthy.

Jennings dropped her ruck outside and collapsed into the dirt, the rest of her squad following suit. Bennet crawled out of the underground hole, carrying four steaming cups of coffee for them. “I take it you found some good stuff?” he asked.

“Yes, we did,” Naki said with a grin.

“Secure it until I can report to the CO,” Jennings said. She wanted to savor the coffee but didn’t have the time. Instead, she gulped it down, crumpled up the disposable cup, and went to work on her NavPad. There was a lot of intel to transfer to the Marines hiding up north, and the quicker they had it, the faster they could go on the offense.

“What are you thinking?” Corporal Bennet asked.

“I’m thinking we can wipe these idiots out with a single attack,” Jennings said.

“Well, Oorah,” Bennet replied.
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Bonds scanned through Jennings’ summarized report as fast as he could. He stopped to make a note on only one line before proceeding through the whole thing. “No way,” he said under his breath.

“What is it?” Lieutenant Lia asked.

Bonds looked up. “They’ve got no airpower. No skimmers, no dropships, nothing. The landers they brought down were just that, landers.”

“They still control orbit,” Lia said.

Paul guffawed. “Unless they’re willing to bomb their own troops, that doesn’t do them a lot of good. Jennings also says not a single ship has come down from orbit after the initial landing. Do you know what that tells me?” he asked.

His XO shook her head.

“Compartmentalization. We’re looking at two different operations, and they aren’t talking to each other.”

“That’s… idiotic,” Lia said.

Bonds let out a bellowing laugh that shook the CP’s fabric walls. “Yes, it is. I’m sure that has helped the Guild with OpSec in the past, but this is where it’s going to bite them in the behind. Go get Ruiz—we’re going to plan this down the last detail. I want backups on backups. No mistakes.”

Paul used his MarPad’s holo projector to highlight the city and the intel they had so far. Thanks to Bravo-Two-Five’s recon, they had two different points of continually updating data to draw on. Not to mention the original observation point they had created outside the city.

“Captain,” Ruiz said by way of greeting when she walked in. Behind her was the locals’ top NCO and a handful of lesser officers who controlled the fighting men Ruiz commanded. Paul noted Lia brought in the four platoon leaders for Alpha Company, even though he didn’t ask her. He was glad for it.

“Okay, here’s what we have.” Three screens popped up, showing the real-time surveillance feed from the city. The locals sucked in a collective gasp. “I know it’s painful to look at⁠—”

“I don’t think you could possibly know, Captain.” Paul didn’t know the name of the lieutenant who spoke, but he understood the vitriol in the man’s voice.

“As a matter of fact, we do know,” Lieutenant Lia said. “The CO and I are both from Alexandria. I was born two blocks from where the first nuke hit. So yes, we’re familiar with what it’s like to see your home city leveled and your family murdered. We’re Marines, though. We stow those feelings in a box, throw it in the closet, and get to work.”

She’s going to have my job when we get home, Paul mused to himself. “I know it’s hard,” he said. “But I want you to look beyond the personal destruction and view this from a tactical perspective. The enemy is imbedded in your city, surrounded by your captured countrymen. Tactically, that’s not great.”

The same officer spoke up again. “Is that why you brought us in here? To demoralize us?”

“That’s enough, Zabala. Let the captain finish,” Ruiz said.

“Thank you, Ruiz.” Paul pointed at the location of the mine, breaking off a section of the projection to open a window showing the real-time feed from the apartment location. On the other side, he showed the spaceport. “Do you see something missing?” he asked.

Ruiz leaned forward, hands on the table as she studied the map.

“All I see are my people working like dogs,” Zabala said.

“Where is their air cover?” Ruiz asked.

“Good observation,” Paul replied. “They have none. As far as we can tell, the only air defense they have are the ones they seized from your bases.

Ruiz stood up sharply. “What are we waiting for?” she asked.

“That’s the million-dollar question,” Lia said. “We still don’t know what they’re after. We have a window, a small window, where we can find that out. Our recon of the fleeing civilians told us they have food and water. Several of your other cities have already sent trucks of supplies. No one, though, can get into Del Mar. If we wait, we can ascertain what they’re mining. If we attack now, we might never know.”

Zabala looked like he was going to ignite from his anger. “I don’t care what they’re after. Those are our families out there. We attack now!”

Ruiz gave Paul a look that told him she agreed but was willing to listen.

“I want to wait seventy-two hours. I can send my team back in and find a target we can interrogate. If we know why they’re here, we stand a much better chance of defeating them in the long run.”

“Paul,” Ruiz said, her voice low. “Our people…” She gestured to the men mining with shovels and pickaxes. “What if they start dying in that time? What do I tell their families? We could have saved them, but we didn’t?”

Captain Paul Bonds squared his shoulders and looked Ruiz right in the eyes. “I can’t save everyone, ma’am. This is war. People die. We didn’t choose it, but this is what we have. If I want to save the most people, I have to know why the Guild is here. If we do that, then we can know how to stop them from coming back. If we go in there and take that city, only to find out they have more troops on that battleship hanging over our heads? What good will that do?”

Ruiz turned to Zabala. “Seventy-two hours, then. After that”—she turned back to Paul—“we’re attacking… with or without you.”

Paul wished he could convince them to wait longer, but he realized he had already pushed them to their limits.

“Seventy-two hours, ma’am. Then we kick their asses off Cordoba.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Jacob scowled at his MFD in disbelief. Not only did the Guild have a space station larger than anything he’d seen in his life, even larger than Kremlin, it was in a system with nothing but a massive red supergiant, a single gas giant, and a couple of sparse asteroid belts; the system was devoid of a reason for a space station.

On top of all that, there were dozens of M-class freighters docked at the station—half of which were from the Alliance. “PO Collins,” Jacob said without taking his eyes off his MFD. “Tag every single one of those freighters. I want detailed imagery. Use the nose cam to take pictures of their registry and infrared signature. Record everything.”

“Aye, Skipper. I’m on it. When we’re done here, we’ll be able to find them blind and with our helmet on backwards.”

Jacob would have liked to believe that no merchant would willingly do business with the Guild. Not after what they had done to the Alliance. But what he would like to believe and what was true were often two different things. He shook his head, letting his anger go at seeing his countrymen’s betrayal.

For money.

At 600,000 klicks and change, they weren’t in any danger of detection—not when running silent. Interceptor glided silently through space with her towed array collecting every scrape of electronic noise along the way.

“Mac, any luck with the automatic decryption routines?” he asked.

The PO from Glenanne shook his head. “Sorry, Skip. Whatever they’re using is more advanced than our software can handle.”

Jacob couldn’t blame his comms department for not cracking the coded messages. The Guild was ahead of the Alliance in almost all aspects of technology. “Why don’t you get with Ensign Brennan and try your luck right from the computer node.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper.” Mac called his replacement, notified Brennan, and headed for the ship’s bow.

Passive sensors showed him a detailed picture of the station, including the ships docked and the ones departing. The longer they remained in the system, the more information they saw. Like how the Alliance wasn’t the only nation breaking the embargo. There were always those who chose profit over principles.

The presence of non-Guild freighters, along with so many civilians, nixed his original plan to blow up the station. If this was where the Guild sent reinforcements from, then he had to keep an eye on them. Restricting Interceptor just to surveillance wouldn’t do him any good, though.

Jacob activated the ship’s internal comms. “Engineering, Captain.”

“Engineering, Spacer First Class Lewis, sir.”

“Lewis, can you ask Lieutenant Kai if we have any station-keeping probes aboard?”

“Aye, aye, sir. I’m on it.”

While he waited for Kai to get back to him, he examined the station.

Rod Becket would love this.

He made sure to put several photographs of the station in a packet marked for his erstwhile engineer. The man had already successfully reverse engineered one piece of Guild tech; who was to say he couldn’t do more?

“Lieutenant Kai, here, sir. I don’t have any station-keeping probes in the inventory, but I can whip something together easy enough. What did you have in mind?”

“Long lasting and capable of picking up and transmitting data. I want to leave it here and send Justice back to pick up the data. If we know when the Guild is moving, we can be ready for them.”

Kai didn’t hesitate, something Jacob appreciated about the young engineer. “Roger that, Skipper. I’m on it. Give me an hour and I’ll have something ready to go.”

“Good man. Captain out.”

All he had to do was wait for Kai to finish, and they could head back to Cordoba. Interceptor wasn’t supposed to be gone long anyway. Just long enough to destroy the FOB. Spying on them was the next best thing.

Two hours later, with a space-black probe deployed from the boat bay, Interceptor awaited her captain’s orders to depart. Kai joined them on the bridge, looking over Spacer Gouger’s shoulder, making sure the probe picked up and transmitted everything correctly.

“It’s good to go, sir. Every four hours it will shoot a comms laser at a preprogrammed location. If we have a ship there to intercept, we can reply with the correct code and an info dump will follow. It’s undetectable at this distance.”

Jacob gave his engineer a thumbs-up. They had really gone above and beyond for the probe. “PO Oliv, set us a course for the starlane. Collins, maintain silent running.”

A chorus of aye ayes came back. Oliv already had the course plotted and out to Chief Suresh, who repeated it back verbally. No other ships would be going to that particular lane unless they were intent on reinforcing the Guild or attacking the Alliance.

Once the course was laid in, Jacob gave his approval, and Interceptor headed back to the starlane. Gravity surged, pushing the crew into their chairs as Interceptor shot forward at 200 g’s.

“Nav, what’s our ETA to the starlane?” Jacob asked.

“Sir, one hour to accelerate to top speed, eight hours of travel, and one hour to decelerate,” PO Oliv replied.

“Well done.” Ten hours, then. Ten hours for them to be out of the system and on their way back to Cordoba.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Jennings had barely slept for three hours when the call came in: “Go back in, find a target, and interrogate.”

“You know, sir, you have other squads,” she said to Captain Bonds.

“None with as much experience as you. Do this and I promise, when the main attack happens, Bravo-Two-Five will be in their Raptors leading the charge.”

That brought a smile to her tired face. “Semper Fi, sir.” She turned to her squad; all of them were sacked out. Bennet and his people monitored the equipment and pulled security.

“What is it, Gunny?” Bennet asked.

“We’re going back in.”

Bennet stiffened. “Alone?”

“No, Corporal, with a frigging tank. Of course, alone.” Annoyed at his stupid question, but more annoyed at the lack of sleep, she kicked Naki’s ruck. “Get up. We’re moving out.”

Fifteen minutes later, four sleep-deprived-but-sharp Marines headed down the hill toward the city. They’d accepted the orders without question, picking up their gear in a matter of minutes. Jennings couldn’t be prouder of her squad as they trekked away from safety.

“What’s the plan, Gunny?” Naki asked after an hour of silent travel.

“Remember the patrols searching for food?”

“Yeah. Hard to forget.”

“I think we find one, take ’em down, and make ’em talk.”

Naki shook his head as he walked beside her. He didn’t say anything for a few minutes. “It might cause problems for us if we kill an entire patrol. Maybe we can take one soldier by surprise, and they’ll think he wandered off?”

Jennings hit the man on the shoulder. “Well done. You’ll outrank me in no time with a brain like that.”

Naki rubbed his shoulder where she hit. “In that case, I’ll make sure you’re in my platoon.”

Retaking the same path down would leave them open for ambush. Jennings had Owens guide them down further north, away from the last place they’d visited, just in case they were followed on their way out.

As before, the countryside gave way to suburbs. A small pink house with a white picket fence and a child’s swing in the backyard was the first home as they came out of the fields.

“It’s hard to imagine just up and leaving all of this. Your home, your memories, everything,” June said.

Owens stopped next to her, looking at the little house. “You did,” he said. “You lived at home, snug and secure, I presume?”

“Yes. My dad works for the Civil Engineering Corps on Blackrock. Mom’s a police officer,” she said.

“Right. And then you decided to make the dumb decision to join the Marines. I mean, really, PFC June, dumb,” Owens said with an exaggerated wink. “Next thing you know, you’re in boot, crawling through the mud, getting yelled at. Torture really. People can do some amazing things if given the right stimuli.”

“I guess so. Still, if the Caliphate invaded Blackrock and expected my people to just up and leave… they would have another thing coming.”

“Oorah,” Owens said.

Jennings made the sign to hunker in place. The four Marines instantly took a knee, reaching up and freeing their packs.

“You hear that?” Jennings asked.

“Electric engine?” Naki asked.

“Sounds like it,” Owens added.

Behind them was the field they’d come from. One-meter-tall barley might conceal them, but it wouldn’t provide any cover. Of the three houses closest to them, the pink one with the fence and its back to the fields offered the best chance of escape. Jenning pointed to the house.

She ran, leapt over the fence, and hit the front door with a crash. The wooden frame buckled, sending shrapnel into the house. An entry way with hooks for coats and cubbies for shoes greeted her. Beyond was the living area, with a dark fireplace. To her immediate right was the kitchen.

“Naki, Owens, kitchen. June, follow me.” Jennings had no idea how they would capture only one member of the patrol, but she was a Marine. Improvisation was her creed.
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“Spread out, find whatever we can,” Sergeant Chen said as the eight-person squad dismounted. “You two, check that house.”

Private Li winced. He knew the angry sergeant would team him up with PFC Zheng. The sour woman did nothing but complain constantly about the situation. This was Li’s first tour. To him, it was exciting and interesting. He had nothing to compare it to, though. For Zheng, it was her second tour. The first one on the inner worlds of the Terran Republic; for her, every bit of work they had to do was a personal insult.

Without waiting for PFC Zheng, he headed for the pink farmhouse. He left his rifle slung over his shoulder, freeing his hands to carry more supplies.

He preferred to work on the digging machines—his specialty. His father ran a construction company for the government, and he’d grown up driving diggers, miners, and everything else. It was one of the reasons he was on Cordoba.

“Hey, idiot. Look,” Zheng said.

Every word that escaped her lips, every movement of her body, was a deliberate act of abuse towards him. He much preferred the women he knew back home. Quiet, reserved, less prone to angry outbursts.

“You don’t have to call me names every time you speak,” he said.

“If you weren’t a moron, I wouldn’t. Look at the door.”

Li stopped a meter from the wooden door. Other than open, he didn’t notice anything odd about it.

“So, it’s open,” he said.

“You really are stupid. Look at the frame; it’s broken.” Zheng brushed past him, sliding her rifle into a combat position. They only wore soft body armor, and the APC they rode in was just a modified work truck they’d stolen from a local. Li had put the MK-V repeater on it himself. It was damn sure a lot more firepower than their simple rifles.

Li turned to call out to the APC. Zheng grabbed his shoulder and spun him around. “Listen, Private Li. Do you want me to tell them you’re a coward?”

“What? I’m no coward. We should have the MK-V covering us though and⁠—”

“I’ll tell them you’re a coward who wants to go home unless you raise your rifle to your shoulder and enter this house.”

Li couldn’t tell if Zheng was joking or not. Some of the senior enlisted liked to play jokes on the new kids… Was this one of them?

“Oh—okay,” he said, mad that his voice trembled. He hefted the unfamiliar weight of the rifle to his shoulder. With the barrel, he pushed the door open. Like every other house they had searched, it was dark and empty. What little light was left in the sky didn’t illuminate the inside.

“Go in,” she hissed.

Private Li’s stomach rebelled, tightening like a knot, but he didn’t protest. If she reported him to the people officer, it would disgrace him, his unit, and his family.
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Jennings listened as the two argued out front. Were they ever going to come in? She was glad about the delay, though, because it gave her time to come up with a plan.

“June, make a firebomb,” she whispered as quietly as she could.

PFC June went right to work, not questioning her Gunny. Slipping two grenades out, she went to the fireplace.

It hadn’t even occurred to Jennings it was a gas fireplace.

“Naki,” she whispered, “take out the second one as they pass. Quietlike.”

Click-click came his response.

From her advantage point in the living room, hiding behind an old leather chair, she had a perfect view of the front door. Even if they had thermal goggles, they wouldn’t see her through her uniforms baffling. The Marines uniforms did a lot of work keeping them hidden.

The Guild troops weren’t searching for the enemy, but for food. As far as these two knew, there was no enemy on Cordoba.

That was about to change.

“Owens, when it starts, take the package out the back as fast as you can and meet us at Romeo Papa Seven.”

Click-click.

Rally Point Seven was only two klicks away, and on a direct line back to the OP they staged from.

The door creaked open. In the dim light, she couldn’t make out their features, or even if it was a man or woman. The uniform and rifle, though, told her they were indeed Terran soldiers. As they stepped forward, she decided the first one was a man, the second a woman. Large, but a woman all the same.

The man came to the junction of the kitchen and living room, pausing to decide where to go. He spoke in his language; a rapid fire of sounds Jennings didn’t understand.

The woman pushed him forward and turned into the kitchen. A few seconds later, the fridge opened, followed by laughter and the unmistakable sounds of insults. Even in the dim light, Jennings could see the man, boy really, turn red. He lowered his rifle and pivoted to yell back to the kitchen.

That’s when he saw June kneeling by the fire.

Jennings burst from behind cover and punched the kid in the jaw, snapping his head around. He dropped like a sock puppet. She grabbed him in the same motion, stopping his body from hitting the floor and making noise.

From the kitchen came the unmistakable gurgle of a human struggling to breathe through a garrote.

Owens appeared. As quick as she could, Jennings stripped the soldier’s gear: weapons, magazines, harness, even boots. He was already smaller than Owens, but he needed to be light for the Marine to carry him two klicks.

“Go,” she said.

Hefting the Terran over his shoulders, he bolted out the back door.

Naki came in a second later, nodding to her that it was done.

“June, how long?” she asked.

“Thirty seconds.”

“Set. Go.”

The three of them followed Owens out the back door and into the fields of barley. Fifty meters from the house, Jennings turned to watch.

At the thirty-second mark, the house ignited in a fountain of flame that reached twenty meters up. Firelight illuminated the entire area, causing Jennings to duck down or risk them spotting her.

“Damn, Yanaha,” Naki said.

“First in my class,” June reminded him.

“Let’s go. The fire should cover the missing soldiers… if they even stay until it goes out.”

“If they don’t put it out, it will likely spread into this field,” June said. “We don’t want to be here when that happens.”

Sure enough, Jennings could already see the edge of the field lighting up as smaller flames drifted in the air.
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Li opened his eyes. The first thing he noticed was that he couldn’t move. His arms were bound behind him, his feet too. The pain came next, emanating from the right side of his face, his neck, and down his spine. Something had hit him like an ox. He shook his head, and that made it worse. After a few seconds, his vision cleared. Crouching in the darkness not far from him, four figures stared back.

When Li was a child, he’d gotten lost in a construction yard. Hours passed and he couldn’t find his father or anyone else. He remembered quite vividly the fear he felt then; it paled in comparison to what he felt bound up like an animal for slaughter.

“Who are you?” he said.

One stepped forward. She was short and stocky, with bright blue eyes. She held a device that looked a lot like the pads officers used.

She spoke in her own language. A voice from the pad translated it to his.

“Gunnery Sergeant Alison Jennings, United Systems Marine Corps. And your captor. Who are you?”

Cold dread ran through him. If he wasn’t bound so tight, he’d be shaking.

“Private Li. Alpha Squad, Second Platoon, Resource Company. That is all I’m allowed to say.”

The pad translated his words into standard. The gunnery sergeant, which he thought was an odd title as she was clearly infantry, gave him a curt nod and turned to her squad and spoke. The machine didn’t translate.

The four enemy soldiers, an enemy Private Li had no idea was even on Cordoba, conferred a few meters away. Far enough that he could only hear murmurs. Every few seconds, one of the devils would look at him like bait on a hook and smile viciously.

“What do you want with me?” he said when he couldn’t take their looks anymore. “I don’t know anything.”

The blonde came back, kneeling next to him.

“You’re not giving yourself enough credit, Private Li. You know a lot more than I do. Why don’t we start with something easy, like your sergeant’s name?”
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Captain Bonds was confused by what Jennings told him.

“What the hell is osmium?” he asked. Even from the tiny image on his screen, he saw the berating he was about to receive. He forestalled it by raising his hand to her. “That’s okay, Gunny. I’ll find out if anyone around here knows. In the meantime, get your butts back.”

“What about the prisoner, sir?” she asked.

He considered having her leave him—which was the same as killing him. Tied up in the wilderness, he would last maybe a day. After Bravo’s ingenious method of taking him without alerting the enemy, they couldn’t let him go.

“Bring him with you. We’ll keep him secure at the HQ. Get back on the double, Gunny. We have an invasion to plan.”

Bonds cut the line, finally feeling like they were ahead of the game. Not a moment too soon: keeping 5,000 Cordoban regulars and 200 Marines cooped up in a cave when there was fighting to be done proved more difficult by the minute.

“Lia,” he barked.

“Yes, sir?”

“Find me someone who knows something about geology.”

“Geology… like rocks, sir?”

“That’s right, XO. Rocks.”

It didn’t take her long to find someone. He expected a local, or an officer, but instead found himself face-to-face with a private E-1 standing at attention as rigidly as any Marine ever had. He was so taut, Paul thought he could use him as a tuning fork. “At ease, Private. What is your name?”

“Holmberg, Skipper. Private Marshall Holmberg, Seabring.”

“Take it easy, Marshall. You’re not in trouble. Lieutenant Lia tells me you know about rocks?”

The kid’s eyes lit up. “Oh yes, sir. I’m a rockhound. I love rocks. I got an A plus in geology back in high school. I’m planning on going to the University of Seabring when I’m out. The Corps is paying my way.”

“Good for you, son. What can you tell me about osmium?”

Private Holmberg launched into a dissertation about the qualities of osmium—where it was found, the problems with mining it…

Paul felt his eyes glazing over. He held up his hand. “No. Sorry. That’s not what I meant.”

Holmberg deflated as if he’d let his team down. “Sorry, sir.”

“My mistake, son. I meant, if there were a large-scale mining operation, what would they use it for?”

The kid looked thoughtful for a second. “I guess it would depend on how large, sir?”

Paul glanced at Lia who gave him a reassuring nod.

“What I’m about to tell you is need to know, okay? That means you don’t tell your squad mates, your girlfriend, your mamma, nobody. Got it?”

“Yes, sir!” He snapped back to attention. “I, uh, don’t have a girlfriend, sir.”

Bonds smothered his own smile. “The hole they’re digging, Rockhound, is at least 500 meters wide.”

“Oh!” Marshall exclaimed, putting it together. “Here on Cordoba?”

“That’s what the captain said,” Lia said.

“Do we know the depth, sir?”

“What does that have to do with it?”

The kid looked around for something to write on. Lia gave him her MarPad. He drew a rough sketch of a world.

“Surface-level osmium is rare, and usually a byproduct of other mined materials. True deposits are often more than a kilometer deep. If they’re mining on the surface… well, I don’t know why they would. They would never find enough to do any good. If they’re going deep, then there’s only one reason.”

Paul liked the kid, but if he didn’t give a straight answer to his next question, he was going to put him on latrine duty. “And that is?”

“Gravcoils, sir. Osmium is one of the densest elements in existence. They mine it from asteroids to make the coils, but if they found a large planet-side deposit, it would be worth… boy, I don’t know. Trillions? What’s after trillion?”

Paul closed his mouth with effort.

“People kill over thousands,” Lia said. “Imagine what they would do over trillions?”

“You mean,” Paul added, “like start an interstellar war and wipe out an entire planet? I don’t have to imagine it.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


From the bridge of the Dagger, Nadia watched the final seconds of starlane space. Light flared and the familiar feeling of her stomach staying behind as she flew up hit her. She didn’t puke, though part of her wanted to give in. Life came back to her crew as they reported in. The ship operated with a smoothness only the military and the very rich could have.

“Welcome to Guild space, Ms. Voss. I commend you on your crew. They know their jobs well,” Rivera said.

She narrowed her eyes at the messenger boy. The character she played wasn’t the kind to exchange pleasantries with the help. “Is there some reason you’re wasting my time with this?” she asked, her voice ice cold.

“Uh, ma’am?”

“I’m Svetlana Voss, Supervisor Rivera, not a common citizen. You wasted my time sending me to a system to pick you up, and now you waste my time here. This isn’t the Guild home system. What game are you playing?” She speared him with an icy gaze.

“Uh, well, you see, ma’am, we needed to make sure you weren’t followed. By routing you this way, any ship attempting to follow yours will be spotted.”

Nadia let out a sharp, cold laugh. “Fair enough. I’m sure several systems are more than sufficient. No more games Supervisor Rivera. Give my navigator the coordinates to our final destination. I don’t want to hear or see you until we’re there.”

Not waiting for a reply Nadia exited the bridge. In her room, she locked the hatch behind her and leaned against the bulkhead. What was she thinking, taking on this mission. Even with Yua’s help, even with all their help, it hinged on her holding it together.

I can’t do this anymore. This is the last time.

She’d once thought this was her life. Then she’d retired, only to have events draw her back in. Now, though, she was well and truly done. The level of deception required to succeed at these kinds of missions was more than she had in her. One more. The last one. She could do it if she knew it was the last time.

She pressed the button next to the hatch. “Yua, come to my quarters.” Maybe if she talked to the young woman, it would even out her heart rate. A good chat with coffee and some food to boot.

Waiting for Yua, she cracked open her special NavPad. While the rest of the Navy used the standard-issue model, the agents of ONI had access to a prototype with all the bells and whistles. She activated all the anti-surveillance features, then took the opportunity to check the timing on her mission.

She’d assumed the Guild would play some kind of game with her. They’d want to make sure she was legit, and not attempt to double-cross them. Svetlana was an intergalactic arms dealer; trust wasn’t a word in her vocabulary. Ironically, she and Nadia had a lot in common. More than just a cybernetic arm.

“Ms. Voss,” Danny Cannon said over the comms. “Yua is here to see you.”

“Send her in,” she ordered.

A second later, her hatch slid open. Yua looked the part of the astute assistant. In one hand, she held a tray of hot coffee and snacks, and in the other her own pad. An expensive but practical suit hugged her figure.

“Ma’am,” she said.

“Come in,” Nadia replied in her Svetlana voice.

Once the hatch closed, Nadia sagged somewhat.

“You okay?” Yua asked.

“No. But I will be when this is all over and I can look like me again.”

Yua sat the tray down next to Nadia, offering her a cup before taking her own. “How can I help?”

Nadia placed her NavPad down on the center of her desk, then activated the holo function. “This is the Guild’s homeworld, as far as we know. We’re still a week away at full speed, but they don’t seem to have us going in that direction. Thoughts?”

Yua studied the map for a moment. “Do you think they’ve seen through our disguise? If so, going ahead with the mission would mean all of our deaths.” Her voice betrayed no emotion. She wasn’t pleading to turn around, only stating a fact.

“No, I don’t think so. If they had, it would be easier to simply never meet us. My feeling is that Rivera is telling the truth—they’re making sure we’re not followed. Perhaps they’re using the time to double-check Svetlana’s finances.

“Is it possible they know she’s missing?”

“I know for a fact they will never find her. The real one, I mean.”

“Is she dead?”

Nadia shook her head. “She probably wishes she were. ONI did something similar to her that they did to me, except it’s irreversible. She’s serving a life term in prison with no possibility of parole. While some may not agree with it, ONI felt in this case, with her wealth and connections, it was better to forgo a trial.”

“What!”

“I know. I also know Jacob would be furious if he found out. They altered her genes to that of a woman who had died in prison. Svetlana has taken her place and is serving out her term. Considering the woman has the money of a star system at her disposal, I don’t see how they could have done it any differently. Some people are beyond justice. Regardless, she’s not our problem. The Guild is.”

“I’d give them another day. If Rivera still isn’t willing to take us right in, I would tell him he’s wasting your time and have Cannon march him to the airlock. At that point, he will probably cut to the chase.”

“Vicious. You would have made a great spy.”

“No. I wouldn’t have. At least, not before.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


PO McCall, whom everyone called Mac, even the skipper, stared at the screen with a growing feeling of failure.

“I don’t know, ma’am,” he said. “This doesn’t look any better than the last time.”

Beside him, Ensign Fionna Brennan worked as hard as any enlisted he’d ever served with. She tossed her watch cap aside and wiped sweat from her forehead. “I know, Mac. I know. It looks like an asymmetric encryption, which means the key could be anything—including codes we don’t have access to.”

As of their last time in port, Interceptor had the latest intelligence on all foreign parties. If the Guild’s newest codes were broken, they would have the info.

Mac plugged a few queries into the main computer, trying to find some avenue, some foothold, that would allow them to guess the key and break the enemy’s codes. Intellectually, he knew it didn’t work like that. He and Ensign Brennan could work all night, not sleep for days, and never in their lifetime break the Guild’s encryption.

A knock on the open hatch drew his attention from the problem. PO Mendez held a tray with sealed drinks and shrink-wrapped sandwiches.

“Ma’am, Mac. I thought you might want a snack. You’ve worked at this since we left the system and well…” He shrugged.

“Thank you, Josh. That’s very kind of you,” Brennan said.

“Yeah…” Mac hesitated. Mendez outranked him since Mac had received his PO rank before departing port. However, some POs were obstinate about rank recognition, even more so when the rank was close to theirs. “Thanks, PO Mendez.”

“You can call me, Josh. The skipper bumped me to keep me in charge of the galley, but we’re not really all that far apart,” he said.

As far as Mac was concerned, that made Josh Mendez a head above the rest.

Mendez put the tray down between them, handing one sandwich to Brennan and the other to Mac. Followed by the ice-cold drinks. Mac looked down at the sandwich in hand as he peeled open the stay-fresh plastic wrap.

Josh and Brennan chatted while Mac looked at the bread. A memory sparked in his mind. He smelled it, bringing back memories of his youth. How long since he had experienced his mum’s cooking? He took a bite, immediately laying back and letting the taste of soda bread, the taste of home, flood him.

“Josh… how?” Mac asked.

Sudden embarrassment flooded Mendez’s face, turning his light brown features a dark shade of red.

“Soda bread, fresh tomatoes, cheese, mayo, this is traditional Irish food here, man. How did you know?” Mac took a long swig of the orange drink and sighed. Running silent for twelve hours at a time put a strain on everyone and everything; having the head of the galley bring snacks made like they came out of his mother’s oven didn’t hurt one bit.

Brennan’s excitement at his praise of the sandwich overruled her manners. She ripped open the stay-fresh seal and sunk her teeth into the soda bread sandwich.

“Josh, this is fabulous. Where did you get soda bread?” she asked between bites.

He stuttered for a moment before answering. “I knew you two were working hard and I thought you would appreciate it… uh, I have to go.” Leaving the tray and food, Josh hurried out of Computer Node Number One.

Mac looked at Brennan, wondering if she knew why the PO was suddenly rushed out of the room. The bright red on her cheeks and the glassy look in her eye told him exactly why. Josh had forgotten Mac was also from Glenanne. Josh had brought the soda bread and ice-cold drinks for Ensign Brennan… or more accurately, for Fionna.

Oh boy, Josh. You’re in trouble, lad. On a ship this small, there’s no way to hide…

A glimmer of an idea hit him. “Ma’am, can you call the captain and ask him if we can have a meeting? I have an idea.”
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Jacob listened patiently as his most trusted comms man laid out his plan to the senior staff. When Mac had suggested hitting up the computer node to try and break Guild encryption, they all knew it to be a longshot but this? This was genius.

“That’s the long and skinny of it, Skipper. Any questions?” Mac asked.

“Have a seat, PO,” Jacob said. Mac complied. In these kinds of meetings, Jacob let his XO take lead. He nodded to Carter.

“I’m a little stunned, so let me break this down as best I can.” Carter took a deep breath before he began. “You’re suggesting we waylay an Alliance trading vessel, board her, ransack the captain’s quarters⁠—”

“And the radio room, XO, that’s important. Sometimes keys are broken into multiple parts.”

“—and the radio room, all without a warrant, to find a communications decryption key our own people are hiding from us?”

“Aye, aye, sir. You got it.”

“Good, because for a second there, Petty Officer McCall, I thought you were suggesting piracy as a solution.”

Everyone at the table, including his officers and Chief Suresh, gave a tight grin.

“Actually, sir,” Ensign Brennan said, breaking the tension, “It’s not. When Mac told me his idea, I checked the regs. As an Alliance Naval vessel, and the one that is inarguably in charge of this sector of space, Title 33, Part 6, Subpart 4, Section 7 of the Alliance Code of Naval Regulations, gives the port commander—which in this case would be you, Skipper—the right to visit, search, and remove articles from any vessel as he deems necessary.”

Jacob deliberately closed his mouth. Fionna had done her homework and, in doing so, gave them ironclad grounds to follow through with Mac’s seemingly insane plan. But it wasn’t insane; it was perfectly reasonable and logical. Most importantly, legal.

“All right, Brennan. I want you to lead the away team, with Mac as your chief NCO. You two know what to look for. Check with PO Mendez about the away party itself. He’s handling that in the absence of the Marines.”

Jacob thought he saw a flicker of concern cross Mac’s face at the mention of Mendez. Surely Mac had no problems with the amicable head of his galley?

Carter stood, signaling an end to the meeting. Everyone else around the table followed suit.

“If there are no further questions?” Carter asked. When there were none, he said, “Dismissed.”

As Mac went to leave, Jacob caught his eye and motioned for him to come over. The PO stepped out of the way of the retreating officers and headed for the skipper’s part of the table.

Carter looked at Jacob with a silent question. Jacob shook his head negatively. There was no reason for his XO to stay when there was work to be done.

Once the room was empty, Jacob said, “Have a seat, Mac.” PO McCall sat immediately. “At ease.” Mac relaxed. Jacob gathered his thoughts for a moment. “Brilliant idea, Mac. Really outside the torpedo tube on that one.”

Mac relaxed a bit, the set of his jaw disappearing as he breathed a sigh of relief. Calling in anyone to sit in front of the captain was complicated. Right or wrong, the automatic assumption would always be that they had done something wrong.

“Thank you, Skipper.”

“I want to ask you a question, Mac, and I don’t want you to be afraid to answer. No one is in trouble, nor will your answers cause anyone trouble, understood?”

“Aye, sir…” Mac replied hesitantly.

“When I laid out the crew assignments, you were hesitant. Is there a reason Ensign Brennan shouldn’t lead the team?” While he doubted Mac had a problem with the ensign, missing the target on purpose might make him open up a bit more.

“Brennan, sir? No, sir. She’s an outstanding officer. Clearly, she can handle herself. I’m happy to serve under her.”

Jacob said nothing, only looked at his comm’s man with unwavering determination. Mac looked around the room uncomfortably for a long moment. “Uh, permission to speak freely, sir?”

“Of course. Mac, you hear everything that happens aboard ship. You’re my number one comms guy, talk to me.”

He visibly relaxed at his skipper’s reassuring words. “Well, sir. It’s about PO Mendez—” Mac flinched at the face Jacob made but continued on anyway. “I’m sorry, sir. I know you like him… we all do. But I think putting him on a combat mission with Ensign Brennan might be a mistake.”

“Is it the mission, or is it Brennan?” Jacob whispered his question, mindful of the open hatch.

“You see, sir… When we were working the problem,” Mac said, leaning forward, then dropped his voice, “PO Mendez brought us a snack.”

That wasn’t unusual for Josh. The PO worked hard to be useful to his crewmates. “I thought he just did that for me,” Jacob said with a smile.

“It wasn’t that he brought us a snack, Skipper. It’s what he brought. Sandwiches, with fresh tomato, cheese, and onion… on soda bread.”

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary except the unfamiliar bread. “What’s soda bread?”

“That’s the thing, Skipper. It’s a common Irish bread, but not anywhere else. I’ve never had it outside my mum’s kitchen.”

Jacob nodded along with Mac’s story. It was certainly thoughtful of Josh to make the two people on the crew from Glenanne their bread and⁠—

“Oh,” Jacob said as it dawned on him.

Mac glanced at the hatch. “Aye, Skipper. It was obvious when they were in the room together. I would have said something sooner but…” He shrugged. “I just realized it myself, and now we’re going on this mission together.”

“Understood, Mac. I’ll keep an eye on the situation. I’m sure they’re both professional enough to keep it that way. In the meantime, I’ll have the XO talk to Brennan and the COB to Josh. Dismissed.”

Mac stood up straight, arms locked to his side. “Thank you, sir.” He spun on his heel and marched out.

Josh and Fionna, eh? Technically, they were both under Ops. But Josh wasn’t strictly in her chain of command. Having Chief Suresh remind them of the regulatory situation would probably do the trick. Interceptor was on an unusually long deployment. There wasn’t any way around putting men and women together in the prime of their life without them developing relationships. He just needed to make sure everything stayed above board.
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The vast majority of energy bleeding from a ship as it came out of a starlane wasn’t in the visible spectrum. Fortunately for Interceptor, it didn’t have to be in order for the sensors to spot them.

ATV Nomad popped up on their screens even at a distance of 300,000 kilometers off their port bow. The Orion system held a smattering of locations of interest, but its real value lay in that it was the last system before Cordoba. By routing through Cordoba, a merchant could shave two weeks off their trip back to Alliance space. Or they could go the long way, through Stella Beta Erati, and risk piracy. Jacob, sitting in his command chair, eyeing the readings, already knew what Nomad planned. The one-million-ton bulk freighter was violating Alliance laws by trading with the Guild. They wouldn’t be going through Cordoba.

“Engines are powering up, Skipper,” Oliv said.

“Good. Maintain silent running. Let’s not show our hand until they have nowhere to go.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” she replied.

“Helmets on,” Jacob ordered.

PO Collins’ voice boomed over the PA. Throughout the ship helmets clamped on, securing ELS suits.

“Helmets are green across the board, Skipper,” Collins said.

Jacob’s MFD blinked, updating the Nomad’s status. An arrow and number appeared next to it. The arrow told him the basic direction, but the number showed acceleration: 50.

“Not in a hurry at all. Just another day of illegal trading,” he said.

Boarding an enemy ship without his Corsair was out of the question. Boarding a merchant ship? Easy. All they had to do was pull up beside her, slave the computer to his, and open the outer hatches. His team could leap across. He wanted to join them, but that wasn’t going to happen. He was always happy to bend the regs a little, maybe even more than bend, but boarding a ship without a Corsair wasn’t bending, it was breaking.

He pushed the comms button on his right armrest. “Mendez, Captain. Is your team ready?”

“Mendez here, Skipper. We’re ready. Locked and loaded.”

“Remember, these are Alliance citizens. Avoid lethal force if at all possible.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Good man.” He let go the button, ending the call.

“They’re past the Rubicon, Skipper,” Chief Suresh said.

“Helm, set course one-three-zero, acceleration two-zero-zero gravities,” he ordered.

“Aye, aye, sir, course one-three zero at two-zero-zero gravities.”

[image: ]



Captain Lucas David Sullivan hated the final leg of the journey. Three times he’d run the route for the company, and while his bank account hadn’t complained, his wife sure had. What did he care for laws about who they could and couldn’t trade with? Up until a few years ago, the Guild was a most valued trade partner. Then some kerfuffle happens, and he’s supposed to quit making a living? If the company was willing to pay him twice his annual salary per load…

He knew he was wrong and only justifying his actions in retrospect.

“Captain…” Miss Simms sat at her console, as stiff as a board. She’d served with him for a few years now and he’d never known her to delay information.

“Dammit, Delores, what is it?” he demanded after nearly ten seconds.

“We’re in trouble,” she said.

“Sir,” Mister Kiln said from the radio station. “Incoming message from… oh no.”

“What?” Lucas demanded.

Kiln pushed the message over the speaker for them all to hear. Blood drained from Lucas’ face.

“ATV Nomad, this is Commander Jacob T. Grimm, USS Interceptor. Heave-to and prepare to be boarded.”

The message was so short. No Navy officer had ever sent him such a message before.

“Is this for real?” he asked.

Simms turned in her seat to face him. “They appeared on screen five seconds before the message, Lucas. It could be a trap. Pirates?”

Kiln shook his head. “They have the right codes, sir. They’re legit.”

A thousand questions boiled through Lucas Sullivan’s mind. A thousand questions and only one outcome. He was going to jail. His wife was right.

“Maybe we can convince them we’re lost?” he said, not really believing himself.

Simm’s shook her head. “They waited for us to clear the starlane before powering up. They knew we were coming, Lucas. They knew.”

“Dammit. I’m going to try anyway. Kiln, put me on.”
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Jacob smiled at the older man who appeared on the MFD.

“Commander Grimm, I’m Captain Sullivan of the ATV Nomad out of Alexandria. Under the commission of Stellar Trade and Commerce Inc. We sure are glad to see you, sir. We heard that a war had broken out and we’ve tried a couple of different lanes to get home, but with no luck…”

Light lag wasn’t an issue, allowing Jacob to respond immediately. “In that case, sir. Allow me to extend my compliments. Heave-to and prepare to be boarded. If you have no contraband and you’re clean, this shouldn’t be a problem.”

Sullivan’s face scrunched. “I don’t understand. We’re not criminals, Captain. We’ve done nothing wrong. By what right do you demand to board our ship?”

Jacob signaled Mac to send the relevant details over.

“As your purser is no doubt telling you, we have every legal right to board, to search, and to seize anything we deem necessary. Don’t make me repeat myself, Captain Sullivan.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Josh cracked his knuckles while they waited for the go-code. For the boarding action, the crew had cleared out everything that wasn’t nailed down from the mess hall. Mac and Ensign Brennan were in front. With the rest of his team behind him. After what happened in their last boarding action, he had requested—and received—hardened armor, a second weapon, and flashbang grenades for everyone. They weren’t strictly trained with the grenade, but this time he wasn’t leaving anything to chance.

Brennan held her hand to the side of her helmet. “Team, here’s the op. We’re boarding an Alliance vessel. Do not kill unless you or a crewmate’s life depends on it. We’re only looking for the Guild encryption key. Team One”—she pointed at Mac, and two of his people: Foster and Kim—“head to the captain’s cabin. You’re authorized to open any locked compartments, by force if needed. Team Two will head to the bridge and radio room. I don’t expect violence, but don’t let that lull you into a false sense of security. Understood?”

“Understood,” they all shouted back.

Pride in her speech filled Josh. She’d done a remarkable job considering she was dealing with PTSD from her prior battle experience. Here she was, ready to board an unknown ship without so much as a tremor.

Brennan punched the code in the emergency airlock. Metal plates slid apart, and the circular hatch twisted open. Josh had entered the mess via the hatchway before; seeing it open to space though, was different. No stars were visible, only the white hull of the massive, million-ton freighter. Painted in bright red on the side were her name, port of call, and the company that owned her.

“That’s an impressive sight,” Spacer Zach said over their private comms.

“There are days I love the Navy,” Josh replied.

“Then there are days we don’t,” Zach said.

Josh put a hand on his friend’s shoulder, knowing exactly what the young man spoke of. With all the action they had seen, the closest they’d come to dying was in a galley fire. The memory of the experience haunted them all.

“The skipper’s given the word. Remember—short, controlled bursts on the jets. PO Mendez, take us out,” Ensign Brennan said.

Josh stepped past the waiting crew. “Line up,” he barked in his best imitation of Gunny Jennings.

He turned sideways at the airlock and pointed across to the ship. Only five hundred meters away, it dominated their view. They literally couldn’t miss it. But what they could do was go too fast and smack into the hull. Bouncing off into space was just as bad as flying off into it.

“Mac, lead the way. Show ’em how it’s done,” he said.

“Aye, aye, PO.”

Mac toed the line, lifted his arms up to help aim himself, and stepped out. Jets on his suit flashed to life, moving him forward. One by one, they followed him into the void until only Brennan and Josh were left.

“You’re doing great, ma’am,” Josh said.

“Thanks, PO. Deep breath, right?” she asked.

“Aye, ma’am. Just breathe. You’ve got this.”

Brennan stepped out and moved away. Josh pulled up the squad’s vitals on his HUD. As the senior noncom, he had access to everyone’s suit. Heart rates and BP were elevated across the board, no surprise there. Brennan’s worried him, though. They were borderline panic.

“PO Mendez? Chief Pierre. Everything okay?”

The intrusion startled him enough that he jumped. Only his magnetic boots kept him from leaving the deck. He’d forgotten every spacewalk was monitored by medical personnel. “Aye, Chief, we’re okay. This isn’t something everyone gets to do. The black can be… intimidating.”

“Roger that, PO. Let me know if you need me to talk to her.”

“Will do, Chief. Thank you. Mendez out.”

He appreciated the chief letting it be up to him. Stepping out, Josh had to hurry to catch up to everyone. Three minutes later, he landed feet first on the merchant’s hull. “ATV Nomad, please cycle your outer hatch,” he called out on the prearranged frequency.

“One second, Interceptor,” a man’s voice replied.

Josh didn’t like this at all. He activated the squad-wide channel. “Do not take your helmets off or switch to available atmo unless I give you the word. Keep your weapons ready at all times. This could turn violent in a heartbeat.” Kim, Foster, Zach, and Adams already knew the dangers of boarding. The warning was for Brennan and Mac.

Air hissed out the airlock as the outer hatch opened. Chief Suresh had purposely lined them up with a cargo hatch so the whole team could enter together. The last thing he wanted was to get cut off one or two at a time.

Once they were all inside, the outer doors closed. Josh rested his hand on the butt of his MP-17 pistol, ready to draw the second he thought something was wrong.

The inner door rolled aside, revealing three crew, all in civilian clothes, not ELS. A fact that made him feel much better. If they were planning on ambushing his people or venting the atmo, they would not be wearing jeans, t-shirts, and jackets.

“I’m PO Mendez, and this is Ensign Brennan. Can you take us to the captain’s cabin and the bridge?”

A woman spoke up. Her age was impossible to determine. She looked anywhere between twenty-six and forty, but in reality, she could be as old as eighty and he wouldn’t be able to tell.

“Merchant Simms, pleasure to meet you. Can I ask what this is about?”

She seemed pleasant enough, but Josh had fallen for that trap before, and wouldn’t again.

Ensign Brennan stepped past him to handle it. “Miss Simms, I’m Ensign Fionna Brennan. We’re well aware of your docking at a Guild space station. Please don’t try to deny it. The only reason we’re not arresting you all, for violating the Alliance embargo on trading with an enemy, is we need something. The faster and more thoroughly you cooperate, the easier it will go on all of you.”

Simms visibly paled. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken… Uh… what was your name?”

Brennan sighed, pulled out her NavPad and brought up the images of Nomad docked with the Guild station. The images they had recorded the day before.

“No, we’re not. If you try to lie to me again, you’ll be going home in cuffs, understood?”

Simms took a step back, triggering Josh’s alarms. He pulled his sidearm—as did the rest of his team except Brennan and Mac.

“Whoa!” one of the men with Simms yelled.

Simms raised her hands as high as she could.

The other guy turned and ran as fast as he could.

“Don’t shoot,” Simms cried.

Josh put a stun round in the back of the running man. He fell face-first onto the hard deck.

Brennan looked at Josh who simply shrugged. “Better safe than sorry, ma’am.”

“Simms… captain’s quarters and the bridge. Right now,” Brennan ordered.
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“That’s it, Skipper. The key was in the captain’s personal safe. He refused to open it, so Josh—” Brennan stopped herself, cleared her throat, and continued. “PO Mendez has him secured in his quarters with all communications from his room disabled. A Merchant Simms is in charge. We’ve given her the specific course she’s to follow, along with a packet set to auto deliver the moment she’s in Alliance space.”

From his position on the Bridge, Jacob listened to the thorough report from his most junior officer. Carter occupied the XO’s position next to him, leaning over to listen while holding onto the grab bar above his head.

“One moment, Ensign,” Carter said. He muted the MFD. “What do you think, Skipper?” he asked.

“Job well done. Have them clear the Nomad for departure and return. We need to get under way before a Guild ship accidently discovers us.”

“My thoughts as well, Skip.”
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Within the hour, Interceptor was back on her way to Cordoba, leaving Nomad behind. Jacob mused over the fact that they could free their captain and try to outrun the consequences of their actions. He doubted they would, though. The captain would definitely spend a few years in prison. The crew would most likely just get fined. But if they ran, they would all face significant prison time, on top of never returning home. He pushed those thoughts out of his head; it wasn’t his problem.

They were twelve hours from returning to Cordoba. Once there, he would dispatch Justice and Apache to act as a comms chain. Justice would intercept the info on their spy probe, pop back into Orion, and transmit it to Apache. Kim would evaluate the information; if it was worth his attention, she would travel the lane, transmit it to him, and return. In the meantime, they would remain hidden, letting any merchant or transport ships pass. If they were Guild and headed for Cordoba, Interceptor would take them out, preventing the Guild resupply.

Between his forces squeezing them and his Marines on the planet, it was only a matter of time before their invasion collapsed. As soon as reinforcements arrived from Alexandria, though, it would be well and truly over. A single lone battleship was no match for the Alliance, no matter how advanced the technology.

As soon as reinforcements arrived.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Carter rapped his knuckles on the open hatch leading into the wrecked computer node. “Chief? Lieutenant Kai, you wanted to see me?”

The two engineers had done an admirable job of cleaning up the wreckage of the giga-pulse point-defense computer node. The melted remains of the server were gone, replaced with a workbench and a torpedo looking tube… Carter jerked upright as he realized it wasn’t a torpedo-looking tube, but an actual tube.

“XO, thank you for coming,” Kai said.

Chief Redfern glanced at Carter, the tube, and back to Carter, a broad smile forming on his lean face. “No worries, XO, it’s just the casing. We needed to build inside to make sure our dimensions were correct.”

Confusion filled Carter. They were talking as if he knew what they were doing. He put his hands up, making a rewind motion. “Start over. What are you building?”

“You don’t know?” Kai asked. “We filed a report about it a week ago.”

Carter sighed. “You understand we’ve spent the last few months a little busy? Unless your report is marked urgent, it isn’t going to get read. I’m here now, though, so fill me in.” He moved into the compartment; all he saw was a whole lot of circuits and components he didn’t recognize.

Chief Redfern gestured to the open case. “This is our prototype of a horizontal heatsink launcher. The idea being that when we use the GPL, this right here”—he pointed to the aft section of the tube—“will transfer heat into the sink” —he pointed to an empty spot vaguely shaped like the heat sinks the ship used, but much smaller—“transferring the heat in here. When these circuits hit tolerance, bam, the whole thing is launched out the tube like a torpedo, and we load in another one.”

Carter examined the tube, understanding the design as Chief Redfern explained. It made a lot more sense than looking at it cold. “Chief… this is brilliant. We could run the giga-pulse without having to worry about overheating…” He glanced up to catch the two engineers looking hesitant. “…or could we?”

“Yes and no,” Lieutenant Kai said. “Could we run it more than we have? Absolutely. We estimate a two hundred percent increase in duration. Possibly more. There are some downsides, though.”

Carter chuckled to himself. “Kai, there are always downsides. Lay it on me.”

“For one, we would need to station two crew in here during combat. Obviously, there would be significant risk, and they would need to wear the firefighting variant of the ELS suits.”

All ELS suits were designed to withstand certain kinds and levels of harshness in the atmosphere: nuclear, biological, chemical, temperature… it was what they were designed for. The firefighting variant was coated with a chemical that made it extra resistant to open flame and heat. The coating, though, didn’t last long when exposed to hard vacuum.

“I don’t see the problem there,” Carter said. “We can use DCS personnel as needed, or even the Marines when they’re on board.”

Every single crew aboard Interceptor already had their assigned battle station, but some were redundant. For the advantage this offered, they could make it work. It would require a feat of logistical wizardry on his part, but that was all in a day’s work.

“The other thing, and this is the biggie—” Kai hesitated.

“Go on?” Carter said.

“We need to unseal torpedo tube three. I’ve already checked the exterior hatches—they were welded shut when Kremlin’s people installed the GPL. I need to unseal this side, the internal exterior hatch, and then burn a hole in the armor plating.”

Carter frowned. He wasn’t an engineer by school or trade. Kai’s serious tone, though, made him wonder why the armor plating would be a problem. “Can’t you just cut it free?”

“Yes… but we risk losing rigidity in the bow plates. The armor is interconnected. What I would like to do first is cut the internal one open and see what we can do from this side. The tube is filled with ceracrete foam and we’ll have to clear that out as well.”

The XO circled the room, examining the prototype heat sink launcher, along with all the work they had already done to square it away. In his mind, the two had thought out every aspect of the situation. He could take this to the CO, but the skipper had a lot on his plate. This was his job.

“Kai, if you think this is safe, you’ve got my sign off.”

Redfern and Kai instantly brightened; their infectious enthusiasm caused Carter to smile as well.

“Thank you, XO. We’ll get right on it.”
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Josh took one last look at the transformed rec room. He hadn’t slept since they returned from the mission, instead spending all his time preparing food and decorating the crew’s sole relaxation space. Normally, massive monitors showed the space in front of the ship. To the port side was the coffee machine, and on the starboard was the VR and electronic entertainment. Next to the couch was the bookshelf where any book could be created as long as the ship had the material to do so. Of course, anyone could check out a pad and read in their cabin. NCOs and officers with issued NavPad’s also had the ability to do it on those as well.

Aboard ship, entertainment was precious. From comics, to books, to movies, and music, all of it was deeply personal. Interceptor went on deployments that lasted anywhere from two weeks to a year. Boredom and complacency could kill a crew’s morale in a short amount of time.

He had the compartment decorated with bright colors. The screens showed recorded images from Alexandria, Seabring, and Glenanne. Though the latter was mostly rain and clouds.

Josh put the last piece in place, sending an easy-listening track by one of the trendier artists out of New Austin over the ships PA. He appreciated the fact that the man played all his own instruments. Too many popular artists pretended to play his homeworld’s music, but only managed to echo it.

He stopped in the hatch, wondering if he shouldn’t put on music from Glenanne. She’d probably like it, but… might be a bit obvious.

“Rec room? Galley. PO Mendez, you there?” Perch said.

“Go ahead, Perch.”

“Your special dish is done… I think. I don’t know, man. It doesn’t look appetizing to me.”

“You’re not who it’s for. I’m on my way.”
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“Chief Suresh, call your relief. I want everyone to attend Mendez’s mixer, understood?” Commander Grimm said from his chair.

Devi sighed inwardly but did not show any annoyance on her face. She would happily sit in the Pit eighteen hours a day if they let her. Attending a PO’s mixer wasn’t her idea of fun, even though she appreciated what the kid was trying to do. Spacers and the younger POs had fragile morale. They hadn’t served long enough to build the reserve necessary to do hard things for months at a time. Unlike herself and the other chief petty officers aboard… and perhaps the captain.

She’d never heard the skipper complain… about anything, really. The closest he’d gotten to actually angry was when poor Hössbacher died. If that was what it took to rattle the man, she felt fairly certain he could handle a long cruise without a lot of recreation.

“Aye, sir. Calling my relief.” A wicked thought occurred to her as she unbuckled. “And when should we expect the captain down there?”

Commander Grimm’s eyes narrowed. “Touché, Devi. I’ll come down in an hour. I don’t want to rattle anyone’s cages.”

“Very good, Skipper,” she said with a victorious smile.

Spacer First Class La Voice slid by her with a nod. “COB,” he said. “I can stay the rest of the shift if you want.”

“Not needed. I’ll be back in fifteen. If I stay too long, I’m likely to rattle someone’s cage,” she said with a grin.

Spacer La Voice looked at her with a confused expression. “Aye, aye, Chief,” he said.

Devi whistled to herself as she proceeded to make her way down to the rec room. Nothing like using the captain’s own words against him to get out of doing something she didn’t want to do in the first place.

She hit deck six with a thud, her right knee twinging as it absorbed some of the impact. I hate getting old. Rejuve was an option for her, but she wanted to make sure she needed it first. There was a limit to how many times a person could have it done. Devi Suresh loved the Navy and loved flying; if she wasn’t careful, she would be done with both before she was ready.

Music floated out over the open hatch—kind of twangy, acoustic-guitar heavy, with a singer complaining about her love life and how their saber-cat died. Devi cringed at the angsty vibe. She avoided popular music when at all possible. Tastes changed rapidly in a nation with twenty-seven planets and far more than twenty-seven different cultures. She preferred Vishnu’s Ghazal music tradition—far more meaningful to her than an angsty teen whining about dead animals and ex-boyfriends.

Devi stopped in the open hatch, taking a moment to examine the situation. Two dozen enlisted, one officer, and a couple of POs milled about, drinking punch and munching on delicious-looking snacks. She had to give it to PO Mendez, the boy could cook. She just wished he would add some spice to his food.
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Josh leaned back against the uncomfortable seat and watched the mixer unfold. He’d done everything he could to make it a success, from the food to the music and decor. The crew needed a break, he was convinced of that. Music played over the PA; he’d borrowed optical cables from engineering and ran emergency lights through them to give the compartment a club-like feel. The forward screens turned out to be the most popular, with their lifelike displays of the crew’s home planets.

It certainly wasn’t like the posh clubs on Seabring, or the famous nightlife in Ohana, but it was something new and interesting for the crew to look at. Based on what he overheard in the mess, the crew was going stir crazy. Even with extended deployments, crews generally received regular downtime and occasional shore leave. Interceptor had run at a hundred and ten percent in enemy territory, night and day, for weeks. Battles, boarding actions, lane travel—it was all taking a toll.

The music paused, the lights shifted, and the small crowd of enlisted parted as Ensign Fionna Brennan entered, her gorgeous eyes wandering across the room until they landed on Josh.

“Oh boy,” he whispered. Fionna wasn’t just there, she was wearing civilian attire; a deep teal dress that clung to her sides while maintaining her modesty, and sandals. Sandals… on a warship!

It hadn’t occurred to Josh to wear civilian clothes. He could, especially since everyone attending was off duty or had special permission to be there during duty hours. Since she was the only person in civvy’s, it obviously hadn’t occurred to anyone else. Her normally pale skin flushed a deep crimson as she realized the same thing.

A hushed murmur rolled through the crowd and several enlisted took off for their cabins, eager to wear something, anything, that wasn’t issue. Josh wished he could do the same, but if he left, the crowd of spacers descending on Fionna to vie for her attention would make it difficult for him to be alone with her.

“Ensign Brennan, I saved you a seat,” he said, pointing at the spot next to him on the Navy-issue two-person seat. Which really meant cheap and uncomfortable.

Fionna’s lips curled up into a genuine smile that touched her eyes. She glided forward, making excuses to those beside her until she sat next to Josh. She smelled heavenly to him. No perfume, since the circulatory system on the ship had a hard enough time with the BO and sweat of everyday use; just clean and fresh. He suddenly realized he hadn’t changed since cooking breakfast, making him hyper aware of his smell and the sweat under his arms.

“Hi, PO Mendez,” she said.

“Ma’am,” he replied without stuttering… to his amazement.

“This is quite the mixer.” She sipped her punch. Her eyes went wide, and she looked at Josh in genuine surprise. “Is this…”

He shook his head. “No, I’m not quite that good. I didn’t even know what Black Currant was until I looked it up. I managed to get close, though, based on my research. Grapes, raspberry, some lemon, a little sugar, and voila!”

Her mouth opened, those beautiful lips forming an “O” as she looked at him. After a long moment, she shook her head. “You did research?”

Overcome with embarrassment, it was his turn to blush. “I’m a Navy cook, ma’am, not a chef. If I want to make anything beyond eggs, bacon, and chicken, I’ve got to research it.”

She leaned in close, her scent almost overwhelming. “But Josh, you made me soda bread, and now a good imitation of Black Currant punch… Why?”

Josh detected the teasing tone in her voice. She had to know why, right?

“Well, uh, ma’am⁠—”

“I’m in civvies, you can call me Fionna… or Fi, if you want,” she dropped her voice for the last bit.

“Okay, Fi.” It felt weird, addressing an officer by her given name… but she didn’t look like an officer in that dress. He leaned closer to her, wanting to touch but knowing he shouldn’t.

“Josh,” she said, so close her breath washed over him.

“Fi?” he replied.

“If you don’t kiss me, I may order you to.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Chief Redfern pulled the visor down, keeping the burning plasma torch from searing his vision. “You ready, sir?” he asked Lieutenant Kai.

“As I’ll ever be. Do it.”

Internal structure melted away as Redfern applied the torch to the sealed hatch. The three-thousand-degree-plasma flame hissed, and metal ran like water down the bulkhead. Kai had placed a mat constructed to catch the running metal and cool it before it damaged anything.

Frames in ships were designed around stress points and distance. Four torpedo rooms were placed behind two meters of bulkhead and armor, allowing the designers space for the tubes themselves without having to displace critical components. When the engineers at Kremlin reworked the compartment for the computer node, they had sealed up the inside hatch and plasma-welded armor over the outer doors.

What they failed to do, though, was seal the outer doors. Since that time the ship had taken a number of hits, some of which were to the bow.

As Redfern’s plasma torch burned through the inner door, a microcrack in the outer door was suddenly put under the force of the ship’s internal atmosphere. It didn’t hold.
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Carter chucked his top onto the rack, happy to be free of his sweater for the time being. He generally liked how the skipper made the officers dress, but it could feel oppressive at times. His bedside comm beeped.

“XO, bridge. Spacer Abott.”

“Go ahead, Spacer,” he replied.

“Sir, the skipper wants to know if you plan on attending the crew mixer, and if so, when?”

Carter swore inwardly. He’d never blatantly violate regs on that, not when all it took was one complaint. Not to mention, he didn’t think he’d ever heard the captain use a cross word, not even when his crew was a bunch of babies crying about how unfair it was to be in the Navy. That thought brought a smile to his face.

While they would never tell the captain, Carter, Kimiko, and West owed their careers to him. After they survived Zuckabar, the three of them had decided they would do whatever necessary to ensure Commander Jacob T. Grimm stayed the captain of a ship.

“Yes. Tell the skipper I am, in…” He checked the time. “…about a half hour. I want a shower first.”

“Very good, sir. I’ll pass it along. Abott out.”

Carter grabbed his NavPad off the nightstand and pulled up the book he was currently listening to. Every ship had its own reading list, usually created by the captain. The list was publicly available to the crew, and everyone was encouraged to read it. Officers were more than encouraged.

He’d finished the Book of Five Rings by Miyamoto Musashi a few days before. The next on his list was Fighting the War in Space and at Home by Richard Tobin. The first words of the author rolled out of the NavPad’s speaker⁠—

Interceptor trembled as if it collided with a solid barrier. Carter stumbled toward the bow, stopping himself from plowing face-first into the bulkhead with a well-timed hand.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

The PA crackled to life. “Condition Zulu, action stations. I say again, Condition Zulu, action stations. Damage control crews to torpedo room three.”

Carter leapt for his locker, palming it open and yanking out his ELS fire suit.
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PO Marta Oliv slid down the ladder to deck three. While on her way to the mixer, she wanted to swing by the Long 9 and talk to Ignatius about trading shifts with her. The NavPad would be faster, but she enjoyed talking to people who weren’t officers or enlisted. Half her day involved training fresh-faced spacers, and the other half writing reports. Sure, if there was an enemy ship in the area, things were exciting. Since they had returned to Cordoba, though, things were quiet.

Oliv tripped, falling forward, hitting the deck with both hands. Pain lanced up her forearms from the impact. “What the…?” She hadn’t tripped; something had thrown her forward.

The ship’s comms blared: “Condition Zulu, action stations. I say again, Condition Zulu, action stations. Damage control crews to torpedo room three.”

Torpedo room three was twenty meters away; no one in DCS could get there before her. Marta got up and ran. With practiced ease, she performed the step-and-duck maneuver, avoiding the knee-knocker low and the head-knocker above. She turned the last corner; the blinking-red decompression light above the hatch told her the problem. She slapped the comm button next to the hatch. “Bridge, PO Oliv outside torpedo room three. Close the hatch on”—she glanced behind her—“frame twenty-five in ten seconds, and override the torpedo hatch.” Marta opened the panel next to the hatch, grabbing a breathing mask and spray can of hull seal.

“Oliv, Collins on the bridge. You’re not wearing a suit, I can’t⁠—”

Oliv shook her head. “Jen, DCS isn’t going to get here in time. I’m here, I’ve got a mask. Open the hatch and let me save them.”

She knew the debate Collins was having. Regulations were clear on hull breaches: isolate the area, wait for ELS-suited DCS to seal the breach. But if they waited, whoever was in there would die in the vacuum.

A second later, the seal behind her slid closed. Oliv dropped to the deck, feet pointed at the hatch. She gripped the spray foam to her chest and prayed. “Oy vey iz mir, Marta.”

The hatch opened, and she flew forward as air exploded into the former torpedo room and out the open hole that used to be torpedo tube three. Her feet hit the bulkhead with a painful twinge in her knees. Holding the can like a fire extinguisher, she pulled the trigger, spraying the thick, fast sealing foam all over the wall. White foam, sucked toward the hole by the escaping atmosphere, congealed around the 240mm breached tube. Atmosphere vanished, and her entire skin blossomed with pain as blood vessels close to the skin burst. If not for the mask, her lungs would’ve gone. As it was, she felt fluids rushing out of her other orifices. The mask would only protect her against the vacuum for so long.

PO Oliv held the lever down on the dispenser, steadfastly refusing to let go or look at the two bodies on the floor. For all the pressure loss did to her, she had a mask, they didn’t.

Don’t be dead, Echo.

Her vision dimmed as the liquid actually fled her body, causing almost instant dehydration. The canister sputtered as the last of the foam sprayed out. Was it enough? She wanted to call the bridge and have them restore the atmo, but her tongue was thick and swollen in her mouth. Rolling over, she braced her arms and pushed up, but nothing worked. Her eyes closed and she passed out.
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“Bridge, XO, open the damn hatch!” Carter yelled. Frame 25’s emergency hatch opened painfully slow. Carter lunged at the aperture the second he could fit, and one shoulder banged painfully against the hatch as he squeezed through. A yellow Low O2 warning flashed insistently on his HUD.

Carter stopped, his training kicking in, telling him to survey the scene before rushing headlong. Three bodies on the floor urged him forward, but he waited, looking. The hole was easy enough to spot. Thick white foam hardened against the inner hull, covering where the torpedo tube would be.

One small figure was supine with her feet braced against the torpedo bulkhead. The other two were prone, heads bent and pushed up against the same bulkhead. None of them were wearing ELS. Oliv had an oxygen mask on, but her bruised purple-and-yellow skin spoke to the time she spent without atmospheric pressure. He couldn’t bring himself to look at Redfern and Kai.

“Bridge, XO, emergency atmosphere to compartment three-fifteen-one-lima.” Air flooded into the compartment before he’d finished speaking.

The PA blared to life. “Medical emergency to deck three forward. Medical emergency to deck three forward.”

Carter pulled the mask off Oliv and pressed his fingers to her neck. Sensors in his ELS suit recorded her life signs, transmitting them to medical via the ship’s internal comms. Once his HUD beeped, he moved to Chief Redfern. “Please be alive,” he whispered. The chief’s vitals were low, almost nonexistent. “Desper, hurry up. Redfern is flatlining.”

“I’m here,” she replied. She pushed past him, dropping her medical kit next to the chief. “Whips, get in here.”

Carter took a step back, letting her work. He knelt next to Lieutenant Kai, placing one hand on his neck to see. “Desper,” he said.

“I’m busy, XO.”

“Kai’s gone,” he said.

Desper’s head whipped around. “Edgers, get the lieutenant to the sickbay, stat. He’s gone when we say he’s gone.”

Edgers lifted the lieutenant in a fireman’s carry and beat feet.

Carter watched him go, his heart aching with helplessness. He glanced at the foam on the wall and surmised what had happened. They had accidentally breached the hull—and he was the one who had given them permission to try. He should have made them wait. If Kai didn’t make it, if he couldn’t be resuscitated, there wasn’t anyone to blame but himself.
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Jacob stormed onto the bridge, pulling on his ELS glove as he took the center seat. “Sitrep?” he demanded. From whom, he didn’t care.

“Three casualties in torpedo room three, sir,” PO Collins said. “The XO is on the scene. Lieutenant Kai is on his way to sickbay. The other two are Chief Redfern and PO Oliv.”

Jacob’s head whipped around at Oliv’s name. “What was she doing there?”

Collins looked down at her console, hiding her face for just a moment before she looked back at her captain with square shoulders and an unapologetic gaze. “She was on the way to the mixer when the accident happened. I opened the bulkhead for her to go in and seal the hull breach.”

From the set in her jaw, he could tell she expected a chewing out. Opening a bulkhead to an unidentified hull breach could have killed them all. However, in his time as a CO—hell, his time in the Navy—Jacob had learned not to second-guess NCOs, or at least not the good ones. Of which Interceptor was blessed with a great many.

“Whose idea was it?” he asked with an even tone.

“PO Oliv, sir. I agreed, though.”

“You both did good, Jen. Don’t sweat it. It might be against the regs, but you also likely saved lives.”

Redfern and Kai were two crew the ship couldn’t do without. The emergency left Interceptor in a vulnerable position. Floating in enemy space, without her engineers.

“Tefiti, what’s around us?”

With his helmet off, the Ohana native had the gravity headphones over his ears, listening intently to the surrounding space.

“Nothing on gravity, Skipper. No radar signatures either. We’re clear to ten million klicks.”

That was something. At least with Justice and Apache in place the Guild was unlikely to sneak up on them. There was nothing left for him to do but pray.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Dante wasn’t a navy man, and Guild execs rarely ventured beyond the system. He’d only been on a civilian ship a few times in his career.

A battleship, though, was beyond what he knew.

“Here you go, sir.” His assistant handed him a small device only slightly larger than his palm.

“And this is?”

“Security ident. Strap it to your forearm—it will let the computer learn your biometrics. Once your profile is locked in, you won’t need it anymore.”

He strapped it on, pulling the sleeve of his coat firmly down over it.

Dante wasn’t one to question his orders. If the council wanted him on Cordoba to fix the issue, then he would go. Commanding a massive ship with thousands of people, though, was far outside his area and he’d said so.

The lift opened, revealing the flag bridge of Resentment. A seat in the middle of the bridge was occupied by a man he didn’t recognize.

“Mr. Dante. I’m Captain Durangee, at your service.” Durangee was a short man with a five-o’clock shadow and dark hair.

“Captain, it’s a pleasure.”

Durangee’s eyes made Dante doubt the man’s desire to be there. Fear, he decided. The man was afraid. Dante smiled inwardly, noting that his reputation had preceded him. He wasn’t the man the Guild called because an employee was five percent off his budget.

“Once you’re ready, sir, we can get underway.”

Dante examined each of the ten workstations laid out in a circle around the flag bridge. “How long do you think it will take us to arrive in Cordoba?” he asked.

Durangee’s response said much about the man. He’d anticipated the question and had his answer ready. “If we forgo any effort to conceal our passage, one week. Two weeks if we run silent. My preference is to take the direct route, only stopping at our up-front base to check the post. If that works for you, we shall get underway.”

Dante didn’t respond right away. He used silence like a weapon, making those around him uncomfortable until they offered some piece of information that could prove useful to him. He didn’t expect the captain to do so, but the habit was so ingrained, he did it without thinking.

Each of the men manning the stations looked fit, sharp, and ready to do their job. None of the furtive glances of men looking to hide their failures.

Very good. A week there, a few days to sort out the situation, and I’ll be home in no time. “Captain, you may proceed as you will. I’m going to retire to my quarters. I see no reason to interrupt you or your people. Please notify me when we’re ready to depart our up-front base.” Dante didn’t wait for a response, instead heading for the hatch to the lower decks. He wasn’t a navy man and had no desire to be such.
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Mike Armold had only left his flag bridge to sleep since the disaster of their orbital insertion. The fact that he’d destroyed ninety percent of the enemy forces in the battle for orbit did nothing to comfort him. The Guild man who ran the ground operation, General Finlay, was dead. He’d lost one of his cruisers and sent the other off to get help. The three support ships that should have arrived with logistics support hadn’t. His only clue was that one of them had sent a distress call.

Worse, the ground force commander wouldn’t update him, or even speak to him. Mike knew that there was something going on beyond the usual Guild operations. If Finlay were still alive, he would have filled him in. There had to be something he could do to assist, though.

“Joshua, can you try calling the ground again? Sitting up here waiting isn’t doing anyone any good.”

His XO didn’t look his way but acknowledged the order by simply passing it on to the comms station. Arnold didn’t complain about the lack of decorum. He should have, but that time was back when he had taken command. Now he was a flag admiral without a flag. Nine hundred crew aboard the Revenge, and he was the most expendable. Mike Arnold had never contemplated suicide before, but at that moment, he felt utterly and hopelessly useless. Worse, he knew that upon his return to Guild space, death was the likely outcome for his failure.

It’s not like anyone would miss me.

Arnold shook those thoughts away. There had to be something he could do to turn the situation around. Pulling up his orders, he read them carefully, aloud, one more time.

“Assist ground forces, control orbit, bomb the military bases, leave the civilian population alone.”

An idea began to form. There was a lot of leeway in control orbit. The forces on the ground hadn’t responded to his requests, and he was forbidden from bombing the planet… What if he took the ship out to a farther orbit to look around? Battleships were massive—terrible at fighting smaller ships—but they were all but indestructible unless they were fighting other battleships. He really had nothing to fear from a dozen destroyers, let alone four.

“Joshua, let the bridge know I want to take the ship out to…” He looked at the map displayed on his MFD. “Three million klicks, and orbit the planet from there.”

His XO turned to look at him, for once. “Orbit at three million klicks, sir? That’s not an orbit, that’s⁠—”

“An orbit.” Mike interrupted him. “Once there, I want to go full active on all sensors. Understood?”

Joshua’s confusion left Mike feeling unsure of what he was doing. However, doing something was better than doing nothing. He knew that from years of Guild work.

“Understood, sir.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Talmage St. John examined the workload in front of him. It never seemed to end. Bill after bill by members of congress awaited his consideration, most of them longer than he could possibly read before they wanted a vote. As a senator, he had no desire to pass bills for the sake of party or convenience. If he couldn’t read them, he would vote against, regardless. While it made little difference in the end, it made him feel better about his service than just blindly voting with his party.

If only more on ‘my side’ would do the same.

The annual budget approached, and he steeled himself for another battle on every front. Even his allies wanted more and more money for the military. Something he wasn’t opposed to, as long as it wasn’t unchecked money. If the Navy needed funds for R&D or new ships, he would fight tooth and nail for it. He wouldn’t, however, just sign them a blank check and hope it all worked out in the end.

His comm beeped.

“That’s odd,” he muttered. It wasn’t from his front desk, where all his communications came through—even with his wife. Picking up the small device, he activated the call.

“Talmage,” he said.

“Hold for the president, please.”

Talmage sat up straight, shoulders back like he’d just got in line for review.

“St. John, how’s the wife?” Johan Sebastion Axwell’s unmistakable voice said from the line.

“Good, sir. She’s home visiting her mother.”

“Good, good. I need you to come to my office. Right away. Tell no one. Can I count on you?”

Talmage felt a headache coming on. There was only one answer a man like him could give, though. “Yes, sir. I’ll be right there.”

Right there was subjective in the capitol. Talmage had to arrange the trip with his security, call Capitol Transport. An hour later, Talmage entered the New Palisades presidential office. The rich carpet held the impressive logo of the alliance, along with her motto.

Friends in peace, family in war.

“Come in, Talmage,” President Axwell said.

Talmage entered the venerable room. He’d been in the old office, and while the new one was an exact recreation, he liked to think he could spot the differences.

“How can I help you, Mr. President?” he asked. Crossing the room, he reached out to shake Axwell’s hand.

“You can cut the ‘Mr. President’ BS, for one. We’ve known each other too long for that. I need you here as a friend, Sinjin.”

Talmage was shocked by the use of his nickname. No one had called him that since his time in the military. “As a friend, then. What can I do for you, Johan?”

“Better,” Axwell said. “Have a seat.” Once they were seated, Axwell continued. “I’m done, Sinjin. When my time is up, I’m not seeking reelection.”

Talmage had heard the rumors—he hadn’t believed them, though. There were always rumors. Scandals, retirement, the works. To hear it from the president’s own mouth, though… “Are you being forced out?” he asked.

Axwell let out a hearty bellow. “Not at all. I have my faults, but none so glaring anyone could force me out. No, I’m just tired, Talmage. I want to spend the time I have left with my wife. I’m sure you can understand the sentiment.”

“Having met your wife, I can wholeheartedly agree.”

“Good. I’m sorry to drop this on you, but I need to know before I make the announcement.”

“Need to know what?”

“I want you to run, Talmage. Obviously. You’ll have to be sharper than that if you want the job,” Axwell said.

Talmage sputtered. “No. No not at all. Not even a little bit. I don’t want the job I have now. I certainly don’t want to run for president. Besides, I’m too young. No one is going to elect me.”

President Axwell shook his head. “You’re wrong about all of that. For one, the fact that you don’t want the job makes you perfect for it. You won a whole bunch of allies by backing the Navy and spearheading the annexation of the Protectorates. You’ve got a rep as a straight shooter who votes his conscience, even when it’s against his own party. It won’t be easy, but you’re the best candidate for the job. Plus, the last thing we need is one of those pretentious snobs from Seabring taking the position.”

Talmage failed to cover up his snort of derision. Seabring considered themselves the cultural elite of the Alliance. It galled them to no end that the vast majority of popular entertainment came from New Austin. Seabring did bring one thing to the cultural table, though; the vast majority of academic authors originated from the rainy northern continents of their planet.

“I don’t want to do this, Johan. I’ll have to talk to Eva, but I’m sure she’ll agree with me.”

Johan leaned forward and lowered his voice. It struck Talmage as ridiculous… Who would be listening in the most secure office in the galaxy?

“Sinjin, I’m not asking this lightly. You know as well as I do what’s at stake. If the wrong person… if a Bradford were to take office…”

St. John closed his eyes and resisted the urge to swear at his president. It was a low blow. A correct one. But low all the same.

“That’s not fair,” he said.

“Neither is life. Get over it. In the age of rejuve, ten years isn’t such a long time, Talmage. No one says you can’t be a one-term wonder. Do I get to announce your run?”

Talmage sighed. “I have to talk to Eva first, sir. But yes, after that you can. God help me.”

“Good man.”
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Buried in the secret room underneath his cabin, Wit listened intently to the conversation between the president and Talmage. He had a decision to make. Talmage St. John was a good man—as politicians went. He had very few skeletons in his closet. He was also a man of principle and integrity.

Good men made poor leaders.

Wit was SECNAV, and in a position of authority; but he knew that when Axwell left office, that would be it for him. SECNAVs were a political appointment. The new president would want his own person in charge, and rightly so. Even if Talmage wanted to keep him, he wouldn’t be able to.

He either had to retire or make sure Axwell didn’t retire, or come up with another plan to stay in a position to protect the Alliance.

He was getting too old for this. Two lifetimes of fighting behind the scenes was surely enough for any man. Perhaps it was time to retire. Turn the reigns over to someone younger who shared his vision. And, if he were being honest, someone who would keep him in the know.

Someone he’d trained… someone who was as ambitious and ruthless as he was when it came to protecting the Alliance.

But… would she go for it?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Every man and woman who died aboard Interceptor since he had taken command flashed in front of him. Each face punctuated by Jacob’s fist slamming into the heavy bag swinging from the overhead. A sheen of sweat covered him, sticking his tank top against his skin. Trevors. Stanislaw. Bam. He hit the bag harder.

Cole. His knuckles ached from the impact. Jacob wasn’t wearing gloves, nor did he wrap his hands. He wanted… he needed to feel it. Five more jabs, five more dead crew. Blood remained on the bag as he withdrew his fist. Jacob sucked in deep breaths and his muscles screamed for relief. One-two, he jabbed the bag. Lopez. Richards.

Exhausted, he grabbed the bag and slammed his knee into it as hard as he could. Once, twice, three times.

Roy.

Pushing away, he threw another three-punch combo. His arms ached with the ferocity of his blows; he felt the impact clear down in his shins.

Stumbling back, Jacob grabbed a towel from the rack, wiped his face and sat down on the small bench. Interceptor’s size didn’t allow for a private gym, but he timed it to come in during the late-night shift to avoid any of the other crew. Sleep wasn’t something that came easy to him anyway.

As he sweated, Jacob closed his eyes. No one—not Kim, not Carter, not even Nadia—would ever convince him he couldn’t have done more to save the lives of those he lost. It was his responsibility. No one else. His.

“Focus,” he muttered to himself. He had three crew in sickbay fighting for their lives. Interceptor was in enemy territory against a ship they couldn’t hope to fight. All he could do was run away if the Revenge found him.

Roy’s face flashed in his mind again. Smiling. Happy. He had been a bright spot, lifting spirits all around him. Losing him was akin to losing a treasured younger brother. Every officer—every crew member who served with Jacob—was special to him. He watched over their careers, kept an eye on their assignments. Despite the Navy’s best efforts, none of their careers were impacted by serving with him. According to Admiral Villeneuve, the opposite was true.

Jacob shook his head, pushing the morose thoughts out of his mind. When, not if, he returned to port, he would talk to Nadia, lay it all at her feet and get it out of his system. She would say and do all the right things. Until then, he just needed to find the inner strength to push it all down, put it in a box, and do his damn job.

There was only one place to go for inner strength. Jacob checked to make sure he was alone before sinking to his knees and bowing his head. The prayer lasted a long time; when he was done, he was ready.
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“Status,” Jacob ordered as he swept onto the bridge.

“Sir,” Ensign Brennan said, snapping to her feet from the center chair. The ship’s clock showed 0230, not the normal time Jacob appeared on the bridge. His usual watch started at 0800, but he rarely appeared before 0900. Skipper’s prerogative. He fully intended to retire to his cabin after he checked on the bridge.

“As you were, Fionna. How are the wounded?”

“Commander Freydis’ latest report shows Chief Redfern and PO Oliv in stable condition.”

When Carter had found the three of them, Lieutenant Kai’s vitals were nonexistent. That wasn’t the impediment it once was, but still dangerous.

“And our engineer?” he asked.

Brennan cleared her throat. “Still touch and go, Skipper.”

“Thank you, Fionna. I won’t be staying, I just wanted to have a look around before I hit the rack,” he said with a grin.

“Aye, sir.” Fionna fidgeted for a moment before sitting back on the center seat, as if she weren’t sure it was allowed to sit in the captain’s chair in his presence.

Jacob stepped past her to kneel next to the Pit where PO Collins dutifully manned the controls.

“Jen, shouldn’t you be in the rack?”

PO Collins gave her captain a wry grin. “Yes, sir. However, if I don’t get my hands on these bad boys at least once a week, life just isn’t right.”

Jacob noted her devotion to duty. She was already pulling above her paygrade running Ops for him. To then pull a shift in the Pit was a sign of a truly worthwhile NCO. He’d be sad to lose her when he pushed her promotion to chief through. He was about to lose a lot of junior NCOs from promotion.

Tefiti, Oliv, Collins, Ignatius—they were all up for chief. Delaying promotions would keep them on Interceptor… but hurt their careers. That wasn’t something he could abide. Soon, he knew his beloved ship would be home to an entirely new crew. New officers, new NCOs, new spacers. Maybe even a new captain.

Since the main display was shattered and unrepairable until they were back in drydock, PO Collins had the plot displayed on her main screen. A 2D map of the system, with the planets and asteroids rotating clockwise around the sun. It was partly a projection based on known quantities, and partly based on local sensor data.

Interceptor held station near the starlane leading to Orion. If Apache came through with new information, or if a Guild ship appeared, he wanted to be ready.

“You okay, Skip?” Collins asked.

“Yes, Jen. Just thinking.”

Cordoba lay beyond the asteroid belts, but not far beyond. Her two moons were currently between the belts and the planet. The magnetic materials of the belts disrupted radar far more severely than they had anticipated when they entered the system. It was almost like a stealth field; any ship hiding in the belts couldn’t be detected until they exited—something they’d used to their advantage when taking on the Guild’s cruisers. A ship outside the belts would need to be close enough that their radar would be impacted by the interference.

“Jen… if we were to move here,” he said, and pointed to a spot at the very far end of the belt closest to Cordoba, “our radar would still be offline, right?”

To her credit, she pulled up the navigation screen and calculator, punching in the proposed course, checking to see if it overlapped with the area of interference. He appreciated her desire to answer from a place of knowledge instead of rattling off what she thought her skipper would want to hear.

“Yes, sir. The disruption field projected by the belt stretches 50,000 klicks in any direction, give or take. It depends on the density of the belt.”

An idea formed in the tactical portion of his brain. If he moved Interceptor to the side of the belt closest to Cordoba, he might get a glimpse of the battleship without risking detection. Clearly, the Guild admiral wouldn’t have parked it in orbit and just left it there. If he did, it would make the ship a sitting duck for a long-range attack.

If the enemy ship were actively patrolling the area, or even running on a high orbit, it might present an opportunity for him to either strike out or assist the ground forces. At the very least, if they could get a comms signal to Paul Bonds and the Marines, let them know they weren’t alone, it would go a long way to boosting morale.

“Ensign Brennan, I have the conn,” Jacob said.

She looked up in surprise. “Sir? I thought… sorry. Aye, sir, you have the conn.”

“I know, Fionna,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. Take the rest of the shift off.”

“Thank you, sir.” Brennan gathered her NavPad and disappeared down the ladder to deck two.

Jacob took his seat, letting the familiarity of it lull him for a moment. He would forevermore feel a twinge of remorse when entering the bridge. There was no hiding the patches in the headrest where the assassin shot through to kill Roy. However, it was also a reminder that vigilance was the price of duty.

He leaned back in his squeaky chair, letting the ambiance of the bridge wash over him. “Spacer Lewis, I want to move the ship. PO Collins will have the area I want you to plot the course for. Let me know when you’re ready.”

Lewis gulped audibly. “Yes, sir.”

Jacob caught PO Collins’ grin in the mirror as she sent the proposed course to Lewis.

The MFD attached to his chair showed several different readouts: average internal temperature, estimated electromagnetic emissions, velocity relative to nearby celestial bodies… all pertinent to command.

He examined them all, flipping through the screens with the brush of a hand while he patiently waited for Lewis to plot the course. Midwatch—from 0000 to 0400—was populated by those who needed the time to practice their skills. From midnight to 0800, the bridge was run by ensigns and spacers.

“Course ready, sir.” Lewis forwarded the proposed course to Jacob’s MFD.

It wasn’t great. Clearly the kid needed more work on his navigating, but there wasn’t anything egregious about his route. It would take them closer to the heart of the asteroid belt, meaning it would minutely increase their chances of hitting an asteroid. Jacob made a small change to the math, highlighting where he would like to see the ship go, and the velocity he wanted them at; keeping the ship under 200 g’s to minimize their gravity profile beyond ten million klicks.

“Spacer Lewis, can you check my math here and make sure the adjustments are correct?” Jacob ordered.

“Yes, sir. Will do,” Lewis replied.

Jacob was the captain; plotting a basic course was a skill he’d mastered in the academy. However, the pretense of having the spacer check his math let the kid figure out what he could have improved on without the Old Man calling him out on it.

Minutes ticked by as the Spacer worked furiously, updating the course and double-checking the plot. While he did so, Jacob went through his paperwork for the morning. As long as he was up, getting a head start seemed like a good idea.

“Course ready, sir,” Lewis said.

“Spacer—” PO Collins said.

“Right, PO. Sorry.” His fingers flew across the panel, sending the course to her. “Come about two-one-zero. Down bubble zero-one-five degrees. Ahead one-zero-zero gravities.”

Collins repeated the course back as she configured the helm to respond. Gravity shifted as the ship came alive on her coil.

“Ready, Skipper.”

Jacob leaned forward, resting an elbow on his knee as if he could urge the ship into its speed by simply willing it.

“Execute.”

Interceptor shot off into the black, blazing a trail through space, leaving only fading waves of gravity behind her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Gunny Jennings had seen more combat than most Marines. Perhaps more than any other Marine alive. Although the Corps had captured Medial—and the fighting there was reportedly intense—it was only a single battle. Jennings had fought on Medial, on several worlds, and several ships. Both in and out of her Raptor suit.

Standing beside her beloved suit, first in line with forty other suits all crouched down waiting for their pilots to ascend, she felt awestruck. Yes, she’d seen fighting, but not on the scale they were about to attempt. Five thousand regular Cordoban infantry, two hundred Marines, forty of them in Raptors, and five Corsairs as CAS and transport. Not to mention six combat Mudcats, a Command & Control Mudcat, and an MRAV.

Each of the Mudcat’s mounted a 5mm heavy coilgun—the same gun mounted on the Raptor’s shoulder. The MRAV was simply a Mudcat with heavier armor and an automatic mortar launcher capable of suppressing targets up to a klick away. It’s primary job, though, was as a mobile repair platform for the Raptors.

The C&C ’Cat, where Captain Bonds would be, was heavily armored with enough radios and electronic equipment for him to manage the battlefield.

They were going to invade the capital city and fight in the kind of battle Jennings hadn’t thought she would ever see. Part of her, the Marine part that craved the excitement, roared in preparation. The part of her that knew the consequences of what they were about to do understood the sacrifice some would pay for freeing Cordoba.

“Gunny? A moment,” Captain Bonds said to her.

Jennings slapped her armor as she stood, walking over to where Bonds supervised the Marines ready line. “Sir?”

“I’m concerned about what we don’t know, Gunny. From what you gathered, the Guild forces aren’t Guild, and they have armor and weapons, but no airpower.” Jennings stood rock silent as he spoke, never one to speak pointlessly or add filler. “I want to hold back a QRF. Your squad, and two more from my company, mounted on Charlie-One-One. If something comes up, or we need a position hit hard, I want the best available.”

Jennings could hardly argue the point, her being a Gunny and him being her CO. Tactically, it was sound as well. Holding back a reserve force for unforeseen circumstances was wise. She just didn’t want it to be her force. After all, he’d promised her tip of the spear.

“If you think that’s best, sir.”

Bonds frowned. “I was hoping for your opinion, Gunny.” He motioned for her to follow. In their CP inside the cave, they had put together a map of the area between the valley and the city. “We’re going to launch from here and use the four other Corsairs to drop Marines at the spaceport and the enemy CP you identified. Without air opposition, our birds should get in, no problem. Once they’ve disgorged their troops, all four will take up orbit around the city, providing fire support as needed.”

“Sir, when my team went back in to capture our asset, you made a promise,” she said. “I won’t hold you to that, since I know how war is, but…”

“Damn, Gunny. You’re right. Listen. I need people I have the most faith in to watch the entire company’s back. You’re it. Tell your people, tell Bravo-Two-Five, that after this they get their pick. Wherever they want to go, whatever school they want, I will personally make it happen.”

“Semper Fi,” she said.

“Now,” he said, waving at the image, “tell me if you see a problem?”

She didn’t see any flaws in his plan. The rest of the Marines and infantry would storm the mine, taking down the ‘Guild’ soldiers stationed there. The only way she could see the plan going south was if they had hidden weapon systems or were able and willing to call down fire from the battleship hanging over their heads. Fire from the ship would be inaccurate and devastating. Likely to kill the Guild soldiers as well as her Marines.

“What about the Revenge, sir?”

“We’re going to have to take that risk. Ruiz and her men won’t hold any longer. We can’t win by ourselves, and they can’t win without us. But they will attack with or without our assistance.”

That, Jennings did know. She admired their spirit, but the armor the Guild wore was more advanced than anything Cordoba had. They also were in possession of hostages and land. Taking ground from an entrenched enemy was always more difficult than defending it.

“So, not the edge of the knife, then?” she asked.

“No, Gunny. I know how important it is to you, but I need you where you’ll do the best.”

Gunnery Sergeant Jennings could accept that. “Who’s coming with me?”

“Sergeant London from third platoon, and PFC Gentry from first. They’re both Raptor qualified and they have the two best scores in the unit.”

Jennings frowned. She’d met Gentry once; the dark-skinned woman with very curly hair struck her as a decent if somewhat unenthusiastic Marine… however, London?

“Sir, can we get another Marine besides London?”

“Is there something wrong with Sergeant London?”

“Not in that way, sir. I’m sure he’s a fine sergeant, but…” Jennings hated the position she found herself in. She only knew about this because Owens had confided in her. “Never mind, sir. No problems.” Owens would just have to sort things out on his own. Disrupting the mission because Owens’ ex-girlfriend cheated on him with another Marine wasn’t an option.

The Gunny looked at the map for a few more moments, letting the battle play in her mind like a film. Move and countermove.

“What are we going to do if they start shooting hostages?” Jennings asked. Focused on the map, she didn’t look up to see his answer.

“What would you suggest we do?” Bonds asked.

“Ignore them. We gain nothing in communications. They’re not going to surrender. They have nowhere they can retreat to. They win or they die, same as us.”

Bonds made a noise like clearing his throat. “That’s cold, Gunny.”

She shrugged. “Don’t start a war if you can’t stand the sight of blood. We didn’t choose this, sir, they did. We lose, more people die. All we can do is minimize the loss, not stop it. If the Cordobans don’t understand this? Well… they should stay behind.”

Bonds laughed. “We’re on the same page, Gunny. I’ll be straight with them. There’s no point in hiding how bloody this is going to be. No point at all.”

Captain Bonds patted her shoulder as he left her alone in the CP.

Jennings continued planning. She pulled up the live video feed her team had set up, pulling up a real time window showing the downtown area and the spaceport. The lack of air cover bothered her. They should have something, even if it was just commandeered local equipment.

Something else gnawed at her; they had enough troops to man a large front line. More than the Marines and the Cordoban Army could offer together. If things went south, and there was a real chance they would, she needed a backup plan. A coup de grace, as Boudreaux would say.

Jennings pulled her NavPad and sat it beside the map. It only took her a second to contact the Interceptor’s warrant officer.

“Go for Boudreaux.”

“Chief, can you come to the CP? I want to run something by you.”
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General Wei stood on the balcony of the temporary structure overlooking the mine. Thousands of men with basic tools chopped away at the ground. Thousands more trudged in lines, carrying debris from the dig site. Heavy equipment belched black smoke as they pushed and scraped ground away.

“The latest report, sir,” Assistant Yen said.

Wei took the pad and skimmed it. They were behind schedule. He wasn’t surprised. No supplies had arrived, which in itself was odd. The idiot in orbit had made numerous attempts to talk to him, but with the death of the Guild attaché on the other dropship, it was important to keep Admiral Arnold in the dark.

What he didn’t know he couldn’t tell.

This entire operation was a mistake. He had realized that sometime in the last few days. The Republic should have either made an open bid for the planet or used their own forces to take it down—public opinion be damned.

Instead, he was sitting on the ground with poorly armed troops and only a handful of power suits. He had plenty of the crew equipped with MK Vs, but little else. He had mining equipment and no miners other than the locals he’d captured. And they wouldn’t last much longer without more food.

Damn! Where were those supplies? Three ships, with enough food and weapons for two wars, should have shown up shortly after they’d taken the planet.

He knew the answer; he didn’t even have to ask. The Guild had screwed that up as well. Probably running afoul of the same Alliance ships that had killed half his men.

The Alliance… Wei wasn’t a man prone to violence. One didn’t become a general in the Terran Republic Army by losing one’s temper or starting fights. By trade, he was a ground pounder. A grunt. He just so happened to come from a wealthy family that didn’t need another politician or CEO. He had the good fortune to choose his own path.

So here he was. On his own path.

“We’re behind, Yen. What do you suggest?”

Yen jumped, unused to his general asking for advice. “We could work the people harder. Right now, we’re only running them until the sun goes down. We could force a twenty-four-hour workday. We would lose more people, quicker, but once we get to the actual deposit, it won’t matter. We only need them for the digging and removal of debris.”

Wei did the math in his head. They would easily lose twenty percent of the workers each night. He barely had enough food for his regular troops, let alone the prisoners. Working them to death would solve multiple problems. Not to mention, the sooner they finished the sooner he could cut them loose.

An enlisted man climbed the stairs to his position and stood at attention waiting for permission to speak. Wei nodded to Yen to deal with it. The younger officer turned to the enlisted man. “What is it?”

“Sir, one of our patrols came under attack. Two dead.”

“So? That’s to be expected.”

The enlisted man looked like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Yes, sir, but… uh, only one body was found in the resulting explosion. At first, they thought it was an accident, but the one body they did find had her throat slit.”

Wei turned sharply, brushing past Yen. “One missing and one dead with a slit throat. That doesn’t sound like a Cordoban regular.”

“No, sir. That’s why it was run up the chain to you.”

Wei dismissed the man with a wave. “Fetch me, El Presidente. We need to talk.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Lieutenant Commander Sabrina Marsh watched her bridge crew with the intensity of a cadet taking notes during a lecture. She knew that, as a ship’s captain, she should relax and let her crew do their job, but… she was having trouble letting go.

Commander Grimm made everything look so easy and smooth. He was only a few years older than her. She’d graduated at the top of her class. She was given command of a top-of-the-line destroyer, almost right out of the dock. Clearly, high command thought she deserved the ship.

Sabrina forced herself to close her eyes and take a deep breath. Her crew knew their jobs; they were handpicked for the assignment, just as she was.

“Ma’am, you okay?” Lieutenant Rivera asked.

Sabrina looked up at her XO. “Fine, Lieutenant. Just thinking.”

“Of course, ma’am.”

She hated how stiff she felt, but the only way past it was through. “Status?” she asked.

He handed her his NavPad, showing the pertinent information on the crew and the working of the ship. On the main screen, Justice’s blinking icon progressed toward the line that would be their intercept point for the spy drone.

Interceptor’s engineering had placed it in such a way that no shipping should pass by them, or between them. The odds of anyone picking up the laser burst were zero to none. But getting to point intercept was still a challenge. Hiding a ship the size of Justice, or any ship for that matter, required a tremendous amount of care.

Her ship, though, ran like a shadow at night. Nothing would pick her up. Sabrina handed the NavPad back to him. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“Ma’am.”

She leaned forward, elbows on knees, watching the plot. Waiting for any sign of discovery. Sabrina Marsh wasn’t a religious woman—her home planet eschewed it in favor of a more analytical approach, but something deep in her wanted her to reach out and ask for help from whoever might be listening. If it was the last thing she did, she would complete the mission.
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In the week it took to go from the homeworld to station X-23, Dante grew bored. While Resentment was a vast ship over a kilometer long with multiple entertainment areas and two dozen decks to explore, it lacked the one thing that would have made the voyage palatable.

Women.

The Guild’s idiotic policy of segregating men and women in the lower ranks continued to plague him. He would happily never leave the homeworld where, because of his position, had his pick of women to frolic with.

Instead, he was in a gym, beating up on poorly trained laborers to work out his frustration and boredom.

His current target, a large man who worked the cargo deck, grunted in pain as Dante stiff-fingered his solar plexus. As the man doubled over, Dante uppercut him off his feet, sending him to the padded floor with a crunch… unconscious.

“Medic,” Dante said with a bemused grin. He grabbed his towel, running it over his sweat-streaked face as he headed for the water.

Bored. Bored. Bored. What he wouldn’t give for a real challenge.

“Sir, Captain Durangee wanted me to inform you we’ll be docking at X-23 in three hours,” a young man in a pressed uniform told him.

Dante smiled politely back, glancing at the name before he spoke. “Parker, tell the captain, I don’t want us stopping unless it’s critical. Straight to Cordoba, lad.” He clapped the kid on the shoulder. The poor fellow looked like he would faint.

“Yes, sir, I’ll relay your message.” Parker bowed and ran out.

“Another round?” a gravelly voice said from behind.

Dante looked over his shoulder to see the big cargo man climbing to his feet, wiping his jaw.

“Surprise, surprise. Yes, let’s go again.”
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Aboard Justice the cabins were larger; not considerably, but as the Navy’s technology and needs progressed, so did the size of the ships. Lieutenant Commander Sabrina Marsh’s cabin held a private head and shower, a separate room for an office, and a free-standing rack that easily slept two.

Not that a second person was in the rack with her. The petite blonde simply had the option to stretch out while she slept.

She wasn’t sleeping, though. Sitting on the edge of her bunk, she watched the digital counter in her cabin approaching 0700. Like most ship commanders, she took the forenoon watch. Or more precisely, she showed up an hour before to let the duty officer file his report and catch up on anything they needed to do.

While in enemy territory, Sabrina found herself unable to sleep. She was sure, at any moment, the alarms would ring and her ship would take fire. If she wasn’t ready to leap to command, she would lose her ship. It wasn’t rational or right, but it was how she felt.

As she tensed her muscles to stand, the light next to the rack blinked followed by the squawk of radio comms.

“Captain? Bridge. Duty Officer Tanaka.”

Her hand snapped out before the officer finished speaking. “Bridge, Captain. Go ahead.”

If he was surprised at the rapidity of her response, his voice didn’t show it. “Ma’am, we’re receiving an unplanned comm message from the laser. I thought you would want to know.”

“Good call, Tanaka. I’ll be right there. Captain out.” She moved for the hatch, then paused. Would it make a bad impression for her to show up on the bridge fully dressed for the day, mere seconds after the call?

Sabrina shook her head. There was no reason for her to be full of doubt. Other than… Justice was on its own, with no command structure. No captain to give her orders. It was what destroyers were for. Galivanting around by themselves, making decisions that affected the lives of millions—sometimes the entire Alliance. The very nature of commanding a destroyer served to weed out the bad commanders before they were put in charge of larger ships.

She cleared her throat, glanced in the mirror to make sure her watch cap covered her hair, and strode out onto the O-deck.

A moment later, a Marine announced her arrival in a crisp, firm voice: “Captain on deck.”

“As you were,” she said automatically. “SitRep?”

Tanaka stood, vacating the chair for her. He was a short man, barely taller than her.

“Approximately three minutes ago, we received an update from the probe. No communications packets, but it did give us a glimpse of movement in the system. Here you go.” Tanaka pulled the image up.

Somehow, Interceptor had stealthed their way into the system close enough to the enemy station to allow for infrared imaging on the probe.

“Is that what I think it is?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. We had the computer run it twice.”

She watched in horror as the thermal image resolved into a battleship.

“Helm, bring us about. Nav, plot a course for the starlane. Ops, set Condition Zulu, action stations.” She could do battle stations, but she doubted her ship would survive an engagement with a state-of-the-art Terran Republic battleship. Better to avoid it all together.

Klaxons rang throughout the ship. Crew ran to their stations and prepared the ship for what was to come: either battle or flight, one or the other was certain.

“Ma’am, if we leave now, we can make it just ahead of them. They’ll see us for sure, though.”

Sabrina adjusted the MFD to her sight line. She looked at the course; there was no choice. None.

“Helm, set course… flank speed.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am. Set course, flank speed.”

[image: ]



Dante walked from station to station, examining them as if he understood their purpose. The crew of the battleship did their jobs well, he was sure. The only reason he was even on the bridge was to make the captain happy. According to him, the crew looked up to Dante as some kind of folk hero. Having him on the bridge interacting with the crew boosted their morale, according to Captain Durangee.

If only women were allowed on the crew… then he could use his supposed status for some good.

“Uh, Captain? I’m picking up a gravity signature… looks like one-point-five million klicks. Accelerating at…” The man with the headphones paused as he waited for the acceleration to stabilize. “Five-two-zero gravities. That’s too fast for a merchant.”

Dante looked to Durangee to see what the man’s response would be.

Is he expecting me to say something?

“Captain, this isn’t my area of expertise. If you can stop them, stop them.”

Durangee nodded. “All ahead, flank. Arm the torpedoes. We may be able to get in range before they can make the lane.”
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“Full stop, aye.”

“Find the lane,” Sabrina said. She felt the need to do something, but there was nothing for her to do. The Guild ship closed on them with every second.

“They’re passing two million klicks, ma’am,” PO Simpson at astro told her.

“Acceleration?”

“Still pulling three-two-zero g’s.”

They weren’t going to slow down and try to follow her, then. A hit and run. Would the Guild ship get in range in time? Sabrina flipped the MFD to navigation mode. Concentric circles spread out around the map, showing the many possible directions and speeds Justice could go, and how they interacted with the enemy’s projected speed and course.

With the punch of a button, she added the suspected torpedo range… and her heart fell. If the Guild launched immediately, they might just hit her.

“XO… battle stations,” she said.

Rivera’s shoulders slumped. He’d obviously hoped to avoid fighting as well.

“Aye, aye, ma’am, battle stations.” Rivera pulled the mic down from the overhead and called it out over the whole ship.

A few seconds later, her doubts were confirmed.

“Launch, launch, launch!”

On her plot, small dots appeared from the closing battleship. At first it was just four, but in a matter of seconds it became thirty-two. Tiny numbers displayed next to them told her the insane acceleration they were capable of.

“Two thousand g’s,” Rivera said. “How is that possible?”

Sabrina shook her head. Alliance Command had put out several papers on Guild tech levels. She was familiar with the torpedo tech… but still… it boggled her mind.

“Time to lane?” she asked.

Chief Harris glanced in the mirror they shared. “Seven minutes, minimum, ma’am. This isn’t a well-traveled lane.”

“Astro, time to range on those torpedoes?”

“Six-point-four minutes, ma’am.”

Therein was the problem. In order for Justice to find the lane, she had to remain immobile. If she fired her point-defense weapons, her ship would move.

“XO, they’re probably using gravity detecting warheads, right?”

“That would make sense. I don’t know what other tech they could use. It’s not like their radar is going to be any more effective than ours.”

Sabrina clenched her jaw as she stared at the plot. While the Guild torpedoes headed for them, a destroyer was an incredibly small target in space. Without an active drive signature for the space time detectors to home in on… they might fly by without tracking.

“Astro, plot their current trajectory as careful as you can. If any of them are going to pass within ten thousand klicks, I want to know.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am.”

She felt Rivera stiffen beside her. “You’re playing a dangerous game, ma’am,” he whispered so only she could hear.

“I think they launched in hopes we would panic. And I have to admit,” she said as she looked up at the worried expression on her XO’s face, “I almost did. But two million klicks? Like you said, their radar can’t provide real-time tracking. They can’t remote guide them in. Hell, they can’t even really see us. The only reason they know were here is they saw the fading gravwake.”

Rivera blinked at his CO as if he were seeing her for the first time. “You came up with all that in the last thirty seconds?” he asked.

“Commander Grimm is rubbing off on me. I know The Book says we should run, go cold and hope the torpedoes run out of steam before they get to us… but then we would be trapped here. My gut tells me to stay the course.”

Rivera looked at the plot once more. “I hope you’re right. I’m heading for DCS. Good luck, ma’am.”

“To us all,” she said.

To us all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


As with the last time Interceptor had flown through the asteroid belt, radar was useless. It wasn’t that they couldn’t see anything on the scans, but something about the magnetic properties of the rocks disrupted the radar from working. Instead of consistent returns, their screens were a jumbled mess of static.

But unlike the last time, now it was exactly what Jacob wanted. If he couldn’t see the enemy, then they couldn’t see him. At least not with radar.

Floating dead in space, doing their best impression of nothing, Interceptor passively gathered information.

“I’ve got them, Skipper,” Tefiti said. “Not that they’re trying to hide. Two-five-seven mark three-three-one. Accelerating at five-zero gravities.”

Their slow acceleration caused Jacob to lift an eyebrow. “Are they trying to patrol with a battleship?” he asked aloud.

From the lowest spacer to the XO, they all knew that anyone on the bridge could answer. Jacob ran a tight ship, but it was one based on trust.

“Sir,” Spacer Abott volunteered. “They’re looking for something, maybe? That slow they would be able to detect even a small ship.”

“You think they’re looking for their missing transports?” Jacob asked.

“Maybe, sir. If they needed the supplies bad enough…”

Jacob examined the situation from all the angles. Why would the Revenge, the Guild’s only ship in the system, leave orbit? No orbit meant the ship couldn’t provide fire support for the ground team.

“You might be on to something, Abott.” The kid’s face turned bright crimson at his CO’s praise. “In the past, the Guild has heavily compartmentalized their operations. It’s possible the battleship and the ground team are wholly unconnected.”

If he were in charge of a planet and all his support vessels were destroyed or lost, he would get worried too. The only thing stopping Jacob from putting an end to the entire invasion sat on the screen.

A battleship.

He could have the upper hand all day along. Fire all his torpedoes, even hit the behemoth from point-blank range, but at the end of the day, it was a battleship. He could injure, incapacitate, even eliminate its ability to move. But not before his entire command was wiped from existence.

“Is it possible they’re leaving?” Carter asked.

That was a thought, but it was too much to hope for. There was no way they would abandon the ground forces. At best, the commander felt the need to do something, so he took his ship out to patrol. Jacob knew the feeling all too well.

He also knew it was a mistake. Doing the wrong thing was worse than doing nothing. As a ship’s captain, his worst impulse had been the desire to take immediate action.

“Bridge, sickbay, Chief Pierre. Kai is out of surgery, sir. I thought you would like to know.”

Carter winced when he heard Kai’s name.

“Thank you, Chief. I’ll be right down,” Jacob said. “Captain out.” Jacob stood and clapped Carter on the shoulder. “Not your fault, Carter. Accidents happen.”

“I know, sir. But I could have done more.”

“Trials of command, Carter. We can always have done more. You have the bridge.” Jacob had three of his most critical crew in sickbay; he needed to show the flag. Let his crew know he cared.

Antiseptics and sweat whooshed out the sickbay hatch as it opened. Even with its advanced air filtration, there was only so much the ship’s ventilation could handle at a time.

“Ah, Commander Grimm,” Commander Freydis said with a polite smile.

Jacob never really got a line on the doctor. She was certainly medically competent and good at her job. Her bedside manner was professional. Other than the incident where she mistakenly accused PO Desper of stealing supplies, there wasn’t anything to dislike about her. Hell, he thought, even that was completely justified. In the end, as soon as the evidence came to light that PO Desper hadn’t stolen anything, Freydis immediately apologized.

“Commander. How’s our patients?”

Freydis gestured for him to follow. Reading from her NavPad she went down the list of injuries. “Each of them suffered from significant barotraumas too numerous to list. I’d like to note that PO Oliv wasn’t wearing an ELS and should never have gone in.”

Jacob certainly understood the doctor’s unhappiness with Oliv’s decision. He wasn’t thrilled about it himself, but he also understood something the doctor probably never would. Sometimes you had to make a call that was outside the rules in order to save lives. “Noted. Please continue,” he said.

And she did, for a solid five minutes, listing every injury, every wound, that she had painstakingly put back together. Almost as if she were upset at having to heal the crew.

Freydis hesitated on the final part. “Because of the nature of her exposure, PO Oliv sustained the worst visible injuries. There’s no doubt, though, she saved Redfern’s and Kai’s life.”

Her sudden tonal shift surprised him. “I will note that as well,” he said with a smile.

“Not that it wasn’t stupid,” she said.

The main compartment comprised six beds and one surgical suite. Chief Redfern and Lieutenant Kai were both in beds. Redfern wore his usual affable smile. Kai slept.

“Echo, I’m glad you made it out in one piece,” Jacob said.

Redfern grinned sheepishly, shame or embarrassment—Jacob couldn’t tell which— coloring his face.

“Skipper, it was all my fault. From the idea to the action, mine alone. Lieutenant Kai was humoring me and⁠—”

“Whoa,” Jacob interrupted, raising his hands. “Close the outer doors, Chief Redfern. No one is in trouble here. Accidents happen.” Why did he have to keep explaining it to everyone?

“I know, sir, but I should have triple-checked. I assumed the hull was secure when it wasn’t. The moment the torch broke the seal… well, boom.”

The agitation in Redfern’s eyes spoke volumes to Jacob. He’d made mistakes in his life, as a man and as an officer. He’d give anything to take them back. He saw that in Redfern.

“Echo,” he said, leaning in and placing a comforting hand on the man’s shoulder. “Really. It’s okay. I had PO Hanz look over the damage. From his report, it looks like the yard didn’t seal the armor to the hatch. Again, not your fault.”

“Understood, sir.”

He could tell Redfern didn’t want to believe him, but that was okay. The lanky chief had served in the Navy a long time. He’d figure it out.

“Focus on getting better, Echo,” Jacob said.

“Sir, one thing?”

“Yes?”

“It works, Skipper. The lateral ejection system… it works. When we install it, we’ll be able to use the PDS with impunity.”

The excitement in Jacob’s heart spread up and split his face into a huge grin. “Good man, Echo. You know that will change the war,” he said.

“I just want to save the ship, Skipper. I’ll let the war take care of itself.”

Jacob gave Redfern one more pat.

Kai wasn’t awake, resting peacefully in the short-term medical recovery bed. His face looked like it went three rounds with a Marine pugilist, though. Jacob headed over to the liquid healing tank where PO Oliv floated.

The tank was tricky. In order to heal exterior wounds, the person had to be immersed completely. To heal interior problems, they had to breathe in the nanite-laden perfluorocarbons. Being weightless and having no cloth or other material touching their skin helped the healing process as well. It left the patient floating in a tank of goo, unable to speak, barely able to see, and wearing nothing. The outer walls were frosted to preserve modesty, giving the tank a frozen look.

Jacob knew from firsthand experience how hard it was to be inside one of the tanks. “Is she awake?” he asked.

“No. Nor do advise you waking her until after her epidermis is fully healed. The nanites removed all of the damaged skin to rebuild her from the inside out. Another few hours and she’ll be good as new.”

Jacob put a hand against the tank. It always surprised him how warm the mixture was in contrast with how cold it looked.

“Hang in there, Marta.”

“She’ll be fine, Captain. I promise,” Freydis said.

Since the invasion of Cordoba… since Roy’s murder… his mind hadn’t been fully engaged in the game. Not that commanding a ship was a game, but it required a level of commitment and concentration that he just wasn’t delivering.

“That ends now,” Jacob said aloud.

Down the passageway from sickbay, he entered the long-term medical room and hit the comms button on the wall. “Bridge, Captain,” he said.

“Officer of the watch, Brennan, sir.”

“Fionna, do we still have the Revenge on passive sensors?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied instantly. He appreciated her rapid reply. It meant she was on top of the situation.

“I’m on my way up. Can you have the senior staff, yourself included, meet me in the briefing room ASAP.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper. I’m on it.”

Jacob disconnected the comms and headed for the ladder. It was about time to turn things around.
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“Alright, Skipper, we’re all here. What’s the plan?” Carter asked.

Generally, Jacob would have his XO run the meeting, but this was his ballgame. He was running the show.

Carter Fawkes sat opposite of him, Austin Brown to his right. Ensign Brennan, Chief Suresh, and PO Collins were at the table as well, along with Bosun Sandavol. Having his staff sitting at the table, it hit home how shorthanded he was in the officer department. With Kai disabled and Roy gone, all he had left were his XO, Weapons, and Astro. The rest of the departments, like Ops, were run by POs. Not that it was terribly different from normal; POs did the lion’s share of the work anyway. But without an officer, there were things that couldn’t happen.

“Carter, what’s Kidd’s disposition?”

“From their last report, sir, all is well. Commander Carlos has the prisoners well in hand and stands ready to assist. They’ve seen no sign of detection, or any indication anyone even knows they’re out there.”

Good, Jacob thought. The last thing he needed was a lame Kidd getting run down by a faster light cruiser. They provided a vital function in guarding the prisoners and keeping the food supplies safe. “Any word from Apache?”

“No, sir. Not since we sent them to Orion.”

Jacob tapped his fingers lightly on the rim of the table. A nervous habit he recognized but wasn’t inclined to stop. The rhythmic thumping grounded him, connected him to the ship. Along with seeing the grinning shark logo, it was a constant reminder of his responsibility to both the crew and the ship.

“I want to talk to whoever is in charge of that battleship.” Jacob raised his hands to forestall complaints. “He has to know he’s in trouble. No one is coming to save him, but we have reinforcements on the way. Maybe, just maybe, I can get him to surrender. Thoughts?”

Carter spoke up first. “Sir, we know how the Guild feels about surrendering. They detonated a nuke on their own base rather than let it fall into our hands. Do you really think they’ll turn over a battleship?”

“Valid point. Anyone else? Brown?”

The thickset lieutenant from McGregor’s world jerked his head up. “Me, sir?”

“Yes, Austin. You. What do you think?” Jacob asked with a bemused smile.

“I think we should… I don’t know, sir. Talking seems pointless at this stage. If they were going to fold, why wouldn’t they sooner?”

“Time has a funny way of changing your perception, Austin.” Jacob made eye contact with each of his people. “For instance, after the spy shot Roy, the idea of me talking to these people was anathema. Now, though, with a little time and perspective, I think it might be worth it. They haven’t had a resupply in weeks. While the battleship carries more than enough for her crew, the ground forces are probably running on empty. Maybe he’ll see reason. An Alliance prison is a dang sight better than death.”

Austin chewed the idea over for a minute before responding. “If it were me over there, I’d probably run rather than surrender.”

“That’s exactly the kind of feedback I’m looking for. Brennan, what do you think?” He could have gone straight to Chief Suresh and Bosun Sandivol; after all, the two senior chiefs had more combined time in service than his officers had in years alive. That, however, would deprive the young leaders of the chance to stretch their minds and see the battle from the opponent’s side.

“We could launch a modified torpedo at low relative acceleration—use it as a comms buoy, sir. That way the signal wouldn’t lead back to us.”

She’d jumped right to figuring out how to make it work. Her willingness to tackle the problem indicated she thought it was a good idea. Or at least not a terrible one.

“If we used a laser lock,” Chief Suresh piped in, “then even if they traced the torpedo back, they would still be off by a few hundred thousand klicks.”

He liked the plan. “Here is what I want to do. We’re going to go with Brennan’s idea, and then I want to talk to the CO over there. If he’s willing to surrender, great. If not, then we start using hit-and-run tactics to whittle him down. We can run Interceptor up to speed, launch a volley and sheer off. It won’t likely do major damage, but it might just wear on him.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” the gathered crew said as one.

“Dismissed.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


CORDOBA

Jennings knelt next to her Raptor, checking the power levels on the fusion battery. The behemoth had been in storage mode for several weeks. Raptors required regular maintenance when aboard ship, let alone in a cave on a far more humid planet. Even one that was turning cold.

Lights flickered to life on the panel, blinking faster as the startup process warmed up. She glanced over at the line of suits, forty in total. Techs had the MRAV open like a clamshell, cables connected to run maintenance checks. Lightly armored and armed, the support vehicle could repair almost any problem with a combat suit—even replace armor given enough time and supplies.

Her suit finished its internal scan, beeping the positive results. One hundred percent ready.

“Naki, how’s your suit?” she called over.

“Good to go, Gunny.”

“Owens, June?”

“Five by five, Gunny,” Owens said.

“Aye, aye, Gunny. Ready to rock and roll.”

Jennings shook her head. A wry, and rare, smile on her lips. Everyone dealt with impending combat in different ways. For her, there was always a sense of calm before the battle. A clarity of purpose that focused her like a laser. It hadn’t always worked that way. Her first action had almost ended her. “Bravo-Two-Five, mount up.”

She grabbed the handholds and lifted herself up, arms straining as she pulled her body in. Raptors growled as they closed around their occupant. For a split second, she was encased in total darkness. Then her screens blinked to life, giving her a complete view of the world around her, condensed into her display panels.

It only took a moment to strap and buckle in. Her arms went into the holes in the suit, hands wrapping around the familiar controls. She shrugged her shoulders, and the Raptor mimicked her.

She moved each of the three fingers, working the servos through the wrists, elbows, and shoulders, then took one step forward; the Raptor responded, slamming a clawed foot on the stone. She flipped up the safety on the Gatling. The six-barreled coilgun immediately slid out of the shoulder housing into position, barrels pre-spinning in preparation for full-auto fire.

Jennings let out a savage growl that echoed around her as the Raptors voice mask translated the noise into a primal sound that reverberated around the cavern.

“Damn. Those things never get old, do they?” Captain Bonds said from beside her.

“No, sir, they do not.”

She brought her suit around, snapping the digitigrade legs together and stood at Raptor attention—which wasn’t the same thing as normal.

“At ease, Gunny. Is Bravo-Two-Five ready?”

“Oorah, sir.”

“The main assault begins in an hour, Gunny. I need your team in position before that. Understood?”

“Understood, sir. We’re just waiting on London and Gentry.”

Bonds seemed like he wanted to say more, but instead put his hand on the Raptors outer hull, held it for a moment, and nodded. “Semper Fi, Marine.”

“Semper Fi, sir.”

After he left, Jennings rallied her squad. They marched in single file—at a crawl compared to what the Raptor could actually do—through the cave system and out into the open sky. As soon as sunlight hit her canopy, her tracking systems, audio sensors, and adaptive camo kicked in. Raptors were capable of gathering tremendous amounts of data—so much that they had to filter it down to keep the driver from sensory overload.

She pinged the landing area on her map, automatically proliferating the ping to her squad via close-range secure communications. A 3D map of the area appeared on her HUD, rotating until the location of Charlie-One-One showed. The five Corsairs were hidden at the bottom of a valley, covered in enough camouflage to hide a herd of elephants.

Three Raptors followed behind her, staggered five meters apart… more from habit than any need to avoid bunching up. As the armored combat school instructors always told them, though, bad habits in the armor lead to bad habits out of the armor.

Under the canopy of camo, Boudreaux’s Corsair waited for them. The lithe aviator crawled around the top of the ship, untying the lines holding down the netting that hid her.

“Gunny,” she said with a wave. “You think you can pull this off the Corsair?” Boudreaux pointed to the infrared-absorbing sheet draped over the engines. Even though they were off, the plasma turbines emitted a small amount of heat and the sheets prevented detection.

“On it. Naki, take the port side.”

“Aye, aye, Gunny.”

Working together, the Raptor suits made short work of pulling the fifty-kilo sheets off the engine housing. June grabbed both sheets and dragged them a few meters to the north, piling them in a neat bundle. As neat as the Raptor suit could make.

Jennings IFF alarm pinged her, warning of two approaching Raptors. Bravo had their adaptive camo on, hiding the massive suits even as they moved. The two new suits were the dull grey of their standard setting.

London and Gentry appeared on her screen.

She triggered her private comm with Owens. “Clyde, London is joining the squad. I don’t want anything stupid from you.”

The pause before he replied was longer than she would have liked.

“Aye, Gunny. Nothing short of a professional Marine, here.” She heard the strain in his voice, and felt his pain, but appreciated his control.

“I never doubted it, Corporal.”

The two new suits came to a halt ten meters from Jennings. The lead suit’s canopy split open, revealing the smiling face of Sergeant London.

“Jennings,” he said aloud.

She stomped her suit closer to him, already annoyed at having him in her squad. Her canopy opened as she approached.

“That’s Gunnery Sergeant Jennings, or Gunny if I’m feeling generous. Keep your canopy closed and use the radio to speak, understood?”

London frowned from behind his five-o’clock shadow. “You know we joined the same year,” London said.

“I also know how to respect rank. Do you?” Jennings retorted.

His face went hard. A second later, the canopy closed, and his response came over the radio. “Understood… Gunny.”

“PFC Gentry, attach yourself to Corporal Owens. Do not lose sight of him. Sergeant London, take PFC June and operate in parallel to Sergeant Naki, understood?”

“Oorah,” all the Marines said as one.

Boudreaux, finished freeing her bird, slid down from the top of the Corsair into the cockpit. “Okay, Marines. Air Boudreaux will be ready to board shortly. I’ve got the cargo space wide open. No one will have to ride outside today.”

To Jennings’ ear, she sounded disappointed. Probably sad she won’t be able to make us puke.

“Roger that, Chief. Marines, two by two, let’s go.” She pointed at the rear boarding ramp. In order for the Raptors to ride inside, they had to crouch down and shuffle backward on their knees. Owens stomped up the side hatch, opening it remotely. It allowed him to make sure none of the heavily armored suits wrecked the interior of the lightly armored Corsair.

London and June loaded up first, inching their suits backward up the ramp.

“Easy, Sergeant London, it’s not a race,” Owens said.

“Mind your tongue, Corporal,” he replied.

Jennings sighed. The two of them having cordial interaction was probably more than she could ask.
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Captain Bonds wanted inside one of the Raptor suits more than anything. To be on the front line, pushing enemy troops back with a hail of fire power and intimidation. But that wasn’t his place, and he knew it; he just wished he didn’t.

His C&C Mudcat gave him access to every possible tool he would need to conduct the assault. Camera feeds from a dozen different drones, Corsairs, Raptor suits, and squad leaders would keep him informed. His holographic, interactive topographic map was capable of feeding orders to individual Marines or the entire company.

“I wish we were plugged into this,” Comandante Ruiz said. She sat across from him, with her back facing the direction the Mudcat traveled.

“That’s why you’re here,” Bonds said. “We distributed radios to your lieutenant and sergeants; you can relay the plan to them. With any luck, they’ll have some assurance you know the big picture and—I mean no offense—will do as they’re told.”

Ruiz slumped as much as the crash harness would allow her. “If there were no need for you to specify that, then you wouldn’t have. No offense given or taken.”

Bonds gave her his trademark grin. “As for wishing, you’re going to think this thing is real crap here in a second.”

“Why is that?”

Bonds opened the storage hatch built into the hull and removed the clunky box dominated by a thick joystick and four dials. “This is why,” he said.

“What… is that?” Ruiz asked.

“This is how you control the map. Some genius at Naval command decided Marines were too rough on their handheld equipment. This is to keep us jarheads from breaking their precious work.” He lifted the box, showing the tough-looking cable connecting it to the hull.

“Your military continues to both amaze and amuse me.”

“You and me both.”

The side hatch lifted up. Lieutenant Lia offered up two pistol belts, one for Ruiz and the other for Bonds. “I’ll be in the turret if you need me. Unless this thing is on fire,” she said, gesturing to the Mudcat, “do not exit the vehicle.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am,” Bonds said with another grin.

Lia climbed up the side of the ’Cat, sliding into the open hatch of the turret.

“What’s the plan?” Ruiz asked as she buckled on her belt.

A moment of anxiety ran through Bonds—something he wasn’t used to feeling. The last time he’d seen Ruiz with a gun, she’d threatened to kill him and his Marines. Pushing that down and plastering a confident smile on his face, he pulled up the map.

“Since the Gnats⁠—”

“Gnats?” Ruiz asked.

Bonds snorted. “Damn, they got me saying it now. That’s what the men are calling them. They’re small, annoying insects on Blackrock that bite, but you can kill them with a quick slap.”

Ruiz chuckled at the idea. “I like it. Por favor, continue.”

“Since the Gnats were thoughtful enough to leave their airpower at home, we’re going to open with a full-on strike. Four Corsairs are going to fire their entire ATG payload at the buildings and vehicles we’ve identified as Guild occupied. Before the smoke has cleared, our initial element of Raptors will be in range, followed by the Mudcats and ground force.”

Comandante Ruiz leaned in, looking closer at the map. “Paul, there are five thousand of them, and you’re using my men last?”

Bonds had known this would be a point of contention with her. Hell, he knew the odds were against them. He had three very good reasons for not sending her ground force in. Two of them he would share with her.

“For one, your men aren’t as heavily armored or armed as mine. Bringing up the rear, they can sweep around and cut off any flanking attempts. For two, if we send them in first, and we missed something, we’d lose half of them before we could adjust our tactics. Once we know where to hit, I promise you they’ll be the tip of the spear.”

Ruiz had a hint of doubt in her eyes, but she agreed.

The third reason, one he wouldn’t tell anyone but his own people, was very simple: he didn’t trust the Cordoban military. Without trust, there could be no victory.

“I’ll fill in my commanders, then,” she said.

As she did, Paul examined the map one more time. The Raptors were capable of closing in on the city without help. Once the Corsairs dumped their payload, they would circle back and pick up the remaining 160 Marines and drop them a half klick behind the assault suits.

Mudcats would haul balls, bringing up the rear and ready to use their turrets as fire support. The MRAV would be with them, capable of acting as indirect fire support and mobile armor repair for downed Raptors.

His biggest concern was the Cordoban infantry. They had a collection of gas-powered light vehicles, but not nearly enough to move them all. By the time the bulk of their force arrived on the field, they’d be worn out by an hours long march.

“Captain Bonds, my commanders agree. But they want to move out now so they’re in position to do the most good when the battle starts.”

He was afraid they would request that. If he said no, they were likely to revolt and go anyway. If he said yes, and they weren’t careful, his surprise would be blown.

“Ruiz, make sure you tell them it is absolutely imperative that the Gnats not see us coming. Five thousand men can’t just tramp through the countryside like they’re on a parade. They need to move carefully.”

She looked at her radio for a moment, either considering his words or her own—what to tell her people. “They can do it,” she said. “I’ve trained them. They know what to do.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Nadia resisted the urge to gasp as she looked out the forward screen. A pompous and overly proud Supervisor Rivera next to her pointing out the highlights of the Guild’s homeworld.

“Isn’t it magnificent?” he asked with the gaze of a brainwashed idiot.

She wanted to agree, though. Wanted to tell him it was one of the most technologically amazing things she’d ever seen. The Alliance’s intelligence was woefully off. Woefully. While the Guild had led them on a wild-goose chase through a number of unrelated systems, probably to see if she were followed, the end destination was never in doubt.

The Alliance had only glimpsed a tiny bit of what the Guild had.

“What do you call it?” she asked with an even tone. Svetlana Voss wasn’t one to be overwhelmed by awe, even if Nadia was.

“That’s right,” Rivera said with a smug expression she wanted to slap out of him. “We don’t allow many visitors, and certainly don’t share our secrets. Executerra. Though we refer to her as the homeworld for the most part. Founded just after the first FTL drives became available. Many of Earth’s top tech companies came together at her inception, creating the most technologically perfect society to ever exist.”

Good God. If he doesn’t shut up, I’m going to shoot him myself. “Good to know.”

Executerra, a stupid name if she ever heard one, might once have resembled Earth—if Earth were twice the size and with three moons. There were no oceans, no snowcapped peaks, no valleys, or fields of green. Solid grey cities covered the planet from pole to pole. She couldn’t even tell if it was one large city, or a million smaller ones. The entire planet looked like it was constructed from metal. Orbiting around the equator was a massive ring—the fact that she could see it at all from this distance meant it was far larger than it appeared.

Millions of ships, and she had no doubt there were millions, zoomed in and out of the ring. As they approached, she realized two of the moons had a third of their mass missing. Machines larger than cities on Alexandria scooped up vast quantities of material. Conveyer belts with the width of battleships carried materials to waiting rail guns that fired continuously at the planet, delivering volley after volley of materials.

“How do you power all of… this?” she asked. As good a spy as she was, as good an actress, she couldn’t keep the awe out of her voice.

“Dyson swarm,” Rivera said. “We have a manufacturing station at L1. It shoots a continues barrage of solar panels that orbit the sun. They in turn beam power back to the L1, which distributes that power to the planet,” he said with pride.

“Backups?” she asked.

Rivera, completely absorbed in the technological wonder of his society, didn’t hesitate. “We have several fusion plants on planet for emergency use. In three hundred years of operation, though, the power has never gone down. The swarm provides more power than we need.”

As Dagger approached, Nadia realized the glimmering, shining jewels bracketing the sun weren’t other stars, but the millions… billions… trillions? of solar panels in orbit, casting their light back at the outer systems.

“That’s breathtaking,” Yua said from beside Nadia.

She nodded as subtly as she could, though she needn’t have worried; Rivera seemed lost in a haze of jingoistic fervor. No wonder they’ve existed for this long as an entity. This is the kind of person they create and send to blow themselves up.

Nadia chided herself. People had volunteered to martyr themselves for as long as there were people. Her mother’s government specialized in perpetuating an entire religion about killing one’s enemies at all costs. If she asked Jacob, who knew far more about history, she was sure he could tell her every nation, religion, sect, or movement throughout history that generated the kind of fanatical devotion necessary to kill or die for a belief.

Never those in charge, though, only the lower echelon. Only the peons. She had no doubt that when the time came, the Guild leadership would surrender.

“Isn’t it?” Rivera asked suddenly. “You can’t see the night sky from the surface, but the glittering solar panels of the swarm are visible throughout the system. It’s a technological work of art. The highest form of terraforming. We’ve taken an entire system and made every square centimeter profitable.”

Nadia glanced to Rugger, who watched her every move. He made a slight motion at the screen. She nodded in reply. Without alerting Rivera, Rugger sent a silent message to the helm. Dagger’s angle altered, bringing the nose up two degrees. They weren’t on a sightseeing mission. The plan was to mark high-value targets in the system. Places the awaiting Alliance task force could focus on to cripple or destroy the Guild. No matter how advanced they were, they needed power.

A Dyson’s swarm was a hell of a thing; there weren’t enough fusion plants in the galaxy to provide the same amount of power. She couldn’t even calculate the power requirements for this entire solar system. Terawatts? Had to be more. If the Navy took out the L1 point, that would be the end of the Guild in one swift move.

They just needed to get their eyes on it and see how well it was defended.

“If you’ll have your helm follow these coordinates, we can get you right to the board, Ms. Voss.” Rivera showed her his pad. Nadia ignored him.

“I’ll take it,” Rugger said. A moment later, Dagger altered coordinates away from the poles and headed for the ring. There had to be a way for them to circle the planet. Even a brief look at the L1 point would allow her to determine if the Navy could destroy it or not.

“Rivera, I appreciate your desire for haste. However, in all my travels, I’ve never seen anything as amazing as the ring. Do you think we could make a single orbit? I’d like to appreciate this technological marvel.”

Rivera stood up straighter, shoulders squaring, beaming with pride. “Of course. I’ll clear it with the board. One second.”

He didn’t move, didn’t speak, but she knew what he was doing. Like the agent she’d met in Zuckabar, Rivera had a nanite network implanted in his brain. This close to the planet, he must be able to use it to communicate with his superiors.

Nadia took a moment to step closer to the navigation panel, eyeing the distances from the starlane to the planet. The Guild likely had hundreds, if not thousands, of defense installations between the lane and their world. Almost a billion kilometers from where the ships would transit in just to get to the planet. Even with two battleships and state-of-the-art technology, could they hope to make it?

“Ms. Voss? The board said they would agree to the slight delay.”

“Thank you. Rugger, do the honors.”

Dagger swayed as the ship came under power, changing direction and acceleration. The image on the screen rotated as the ship banked, putting the ring “under” her. Nadia reached out and held the back of the navigator’s chair to steady herself.

Every ship, installation, and marking were recorded by Dagger. The intelligence this one mission gathered would keep the spy community busy for decades. Nadia bit her tongue, trying not to show any reaction when a ship cruised by with no visible gravcoil, no reaction drives, nothing to indicate it was powered at all. She forced herself to keep from asking about it.

Kilometer by kilometer they flew over the ring.

The rest of her crew weren’t as stoic as she. Gasps of wonder escaped their lips, bringing a proud smile to Rivera.

At least he’s basking in their reverence. That will keep him off guard.

The moment came as Dagger curved around the planet. Rugger pointed the ship’s nose camera at the L1, displaying the results on the small screen next to Nadia. While the rest of the crew marveled at the ring, she examined the station.

Calling it a station felt like a misnomer. Clearly a vast amount of resources had gone into creating a sprawling installation the size of a small moon. With no frame of reference to draw from, measuring size in space always proved difficult. However, her computers were state-of-the-art, determining its distance and size without using active sensors.

Five hundred kilometers long… That boggled her mind. An independent station of that size would require more power than most planets. Red lines streaked out from it at a hundred different angles. Caution warnings on the screen showed where the power was transmitted. If any ship crossed one of those lines, the damage would be catastrophic.

For all its size and glory, the station had no visible defenses. She was sure they were there—to stop random asteroid strikes, if nothing else—but nothing meant to take out a ship. No 120mm rail guns or rapid-fire laser batteries like the Guild freighters had. And no gravcoils—which meant no gasers.

Nadia sent a silent signal to Rugger, letting him know they were done.

The ship banked, returning to its previous course, and Nadia exited the bridge. Rivera glanced her way, confusion on his face as she passed him.

Nomad and Mac immediately fell in behind her.

“Alert me when we’ve landed,” she said. She’d seen enough. The rest of the trip was perfunctory. They would meet and make their offer; she would politely refuse and depart. She had her target. When the Alliance Navy arrived, the Guild was finished.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Yuki flicked on the light next to her rack, illuminating her in a dim yellow light. Something had awoken her; she wasn’t sure what, but something…

Apache was accelerating.

“Captain, Bridge. Duty Officer Haskins, ma’am. Justice just appeared on our sensors and she’s going full tilt for the lane to Cordoba.”

Yuki leapt out of bed and pulled on her ELS before responding.

“Set Condition Zulu: action stations,” she said. “I want the XO on the bridge ASAP.”

“Action stations and XO to the bridge. Aye, aye, ma’am.”

The line died. A heartbeat later, the all-too familiar klaxon wailed throughout the ship; 0341 was a terrible time for action stations, but the only reason Sabrina would have Justice running full speed for the lane was if she were in trouble.

Her ELS sealed itself to her body, protecting her from the neck down. She held her gloves in one hand, her helmet in the other. Unless combat was imminent, there wasn’t a need for either. While the gloves did feel like a second skin, and theoretically didn’t prevent her from doing detailed work, she never liked the way they made her hands sweat.

She strode onto the bridge, a picture of calm as she relieved the duty officer and racked her helmet on the back of the command chair. As she took her seat, Xavier, her XO, jogged onto the bridge wearing his ELS as well.

“Ma’am,” he said.

“XO. It looks like Justice is running for the lane. Thoughts?”

Xavier consulted his NavPad for a moment. “No communications?” he asked.

Both officers looked at the comms station. The poor spacer manning the panel gulped as she noticed the sudden attention.

“N-no, ma’am, sir,” she said. “No communications from anyone.”

Yuki pulled up the passive sensor net on her MFD. Apache was holding station a few million klicks from the starlane to Cordoba. Once Justice’s gravwake was detected, the duty officer had rightly set course for the lane. Yuki’s ship would arrive and be ready to fall down the lane a solid hour before Justice.

“If someone is chasing her, they’re probably far enough away we won’t be able to see them until Justice is already with us. Maintain radio silence, comms. Astro, find us the lane and keep us locked in. The moment we know what Justice knows; I want us out of here.”

The chorus of confirmations followed, but Kim was lost in thought. Justice’s op orders were clear; maintain silent running. But according to the computer, they were decelerating at maximum gravities—well past running silent. There had to be a damn good reason for it.

“XO, as soon as we can, lock a laser on Justice so we can find out what’s going on?”

“Lock laser on target. Aye, ma’am.”

Her fellow destroyer was just inside maximum detection range, nine million klicks and closing. It would still be a few more hours until they could talk. “Maintain action stations, but make sure everyone’s rotated for meals. I don’t want us running on empty without good cause.”
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Sabrina Marsh gripped her command chair like death itself chased them. They’d barely escaped the last system, and the Terran battleship dogged their steps again. At least this time, she knew they had the distance to fall down the starlane without the Guild shooting at them. But only if everything went perfectly. If her ship broke down—or Apache failed to see their mad dash toward Cordoba—then things could go horribly wrong.

“How long until we can signal Apache without risk of detection?”

“Another twenty minutes, ma’am.”

Twenty minutes to call them. Another hour before they were at a full stop. She glanced at the plot. So far, the battleship decelerated at its full speed. Which was good for Justice. If they’d kept accelerating, they had a chance of shooting at her—again—before she could hit the lane.

“Ma’am,” the comms man said. She struggled to remember his name. Six hours of unending adrenaline had screwed her brain right up. “Go ahead, Louis,” she finally said.

“Our stern comms array is picking up a message for…” He put a hand to his ear. “… the commander of the fleeing destroyer.”

Sabrina frowned, scrunching up her lips as she pondered the situation.

“Play it,” she said.

Her MFD flickered to life as the message started. The man wore no uniform, just a dapper black suit with a thin red tie and black shirt. His shaved head reflected the overhead light, and his brown eyes and moderately tanned skin could have made him come from any of a dozen planets.

“Hello, I’m not sure what to address you as… Captain? My people tell me it will take nine minutes for this message to arrive. I wish we could have a conversation, but I doubt I’ll get you to stop long enough for that to happen.” She felt his charisma even through the comms. It surprised her. All the footage of Guild employees so far showed them to be mean, short-tempered control freaks who felt entitled to their position. “I’ll come straight to it, Captain. My name is Dante, and I’m the Auditor. I’m heading to Cordoba on Guild business. While I can’t allow you to stop me, my orders don’t include fighting the Alliance. If you stay out of my way, I will conclude my business and depart. If you try to stop me… well, I’m told that a battleship against a destroyer is not even a fight. Forgive me… I don’t have a lot of knowledge about the Navy. I do know this means you can’t stop me. Only be obliterated trying. I can’t abide waste, Captain. Don’t make me waste you.”

Sabrina leaned back, shocked by the forthrightness of the enemy, and also concerned. He wasn’t wrong. DesRon 12 could take out supply ships all day long. Combined, they could even take a light cruiser, maybe a heavy with all four ships… but a battleship? They’d played that simulation. It would end with their destruction… and at best only a few weeks repairs for the battleship.

“Louis, put this on a chip and forward it to Apache the moment we’re in range. Flag it urgent for Commander Yuki.”

The plot didn’t lie; her ship would be well on the way to Cordoba before Dante came to a stop. Not that it would help them stop a battleship.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


“She’s coming about, Skipper,” Tefiti said.

Sure enough, three million klicks ahead of Interceptor, the Revenge slowly spun end over end as her velocity and vector changed.

“Did she see us?” Jacob asked.

“I don’t think so, Skipper. Her nose is pointing at where Cordoba will be in approximately one-five hours. I think she’s going back.”

Jacob let out a low whistle. “What is this guy doing? He just flies out ten million klicks and then back. It’s like he got bored and wanted to do something.”

Chief Suresh chuckled. “You might have just guessed it, sir. That’s exactly what it could be. Boredom.”

“No, it couldn’t be… could it?”

Boredom was always a challenge when it came to long voyages. The entire reason they’d had the mixer was to help alleviate exactly that. A casual approach to space travel led to less-than-casual deaths. Boredom made routines difficult to maintain, but routines were what kept spacers alive.

“All stop. Maintain silent running,” he ordered.

“Aye, aye. All stop. Maintain silent running,” Suresh repeated.

In reality, there was no “all stop.” What it really meant was a switch to a slight, undetectable amount of deceleration. Since they weren’t going fast to begin with, it wouldn’t take long for them to come to a stop.

Jacob double-checked their location at the very edge of the magnetic interference from the asteroid belt. As he watched, the battleship’s velocity increased. “Where are we on our comm-probe?”

PO Collins answered him from Ops. “Ready to launch on your command, sir. I had several techs go over the alteration and they all say the same thing. The buoy should be good for several weeks. We can seed it in a follow-on orbit of Cordoba, or simply launch it in the general direction of the ship.”

If he put it in a follow-on orbit, the buoy would trail behind the planet like a puppy. It wasn’t a bad idea, especially since he wasn’t quite ready to reveal his presence to the enemy.

“Good work, Collins. Plot the course for Cordoba orbit. We’ll seed it now and return when we’re ready. Another week without supplies and they should be feeling the burn.

“Aye, aye, Skipper.”

Jacob pulled up the plot again, watching the enemy ship. What was he thinking? Was there some greater strategy at play?
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Admiral Mike Arnold bounced the small rubber ball against the wall of his room, repeating it over and over. Bored didn’t begin to describe how he felt.

He’d hoped that reinforcements would have arrived by now, but nothing. They should have had more supplies, more ships, more men, but still nothing.

All the waiting was killing him, he decided. Even their jaunt out to the asteroid belt for a looksee hadn’t alleviated the feeling that he’d screwed up. It revealed nothing and it didn’t make him feel better like he hoped it would.

“That’s really what it comes down to, Mike old boy. You have screwed up and you know you’re going to pay.” The Guild’s generosity for success was only equaled by their ferocity against failure. The image of the transport breaking apart, men and equipment spilling out into space, the fireball that had claimed them all, filled his mind.

It wasn’t that he cared about the men who died, or the lost equipment. To quote one of his ancestors, “Sometimes things went wrong.” He could try to pass the buck, claim ignorance, or blame his underlings… but it wouldn’t work. Sooner or later, the bill would come due and the only price would be Mike Arnold’s head. Unconsciously, he gripped his throat, rubbing the skin where the tunic cradled his neck.

His one and only hope was the ground team. If they managed to succeed, the mission would be salvaged. If only they would let him help. If only there was a way not to die.

“Admiral, this is the bridge. We’re receiving a message from the planet, sir. It says they’re under attack and are requesting a precision strike,” Lieutenant Joshua informed him.

Arnold blanched. Weeks. He’d tried to contact the ground team for weeks and they refused to speak to him. Suddenly, they want a precision strike and… “We’re not in orbit,” he said.

“I know that, sir. What do you want me to do?”

Mike’s fists clenched with impotent rage.

“Full speed back to the planet.”

“Yes, sir.”

The line clicked dead. Mike grabbed the nearest object, his rubber ball, and hurled it against the hull as hard as he could. The ball bounced straight back, nailing him in the face.
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Jacob placed the tray on the circular table next to the bulkhead. There were several routines he liked to maintain aboard ship. One was to try and eat at least one meal a day with the crew. Breakfast was out, since he always had paperwork to do. He tended to hit the bridge first and let the OOW and crew who’d spent the night on duty hit the mess. Dinner was often in his cabin—when he even ate it. Lunch ended up the winner.

It just so happened it was also his favorite meal of the day. Mostly because a certain PO kept a supply of ham and cheddar aboard, along with sourdough bread, and made him his favorite sandwiches. Even if the rest of the crew were having something else, like cheeseburgers and fries, along with steamed mixed vegetables.

The smell of cooking beef filled the ship and brought every spacer to the galley. There was something magical about it. Not that the spacers aboard Interceptor needed an extra reason to come. PO Mendez’s food was legendary on the ship—and the rest of the Navy. Josh didn’t know it, but he could write his own ticket for the way he took care of the crew. The kid put his heart and soul into the work.

“Sorry for the delay, Skipper,” Mendez said as he placed a steaming hot mug of tea in front of Jacob.

“No need to apologize, Josh. You’re busy, I get it.”

Mendez’s apron had the morning and afternoon’s remains splattered across it. He glanced at the pass-through to the galley, presumably making sure his crew stayed busy in his absence; 1300 hours wasn’t the time to slack off in the mess. They were slammed, with almost half the crew trying to get lunch.

“Sir, can I have a moment of your time?” Josh asked.

Curious, Jacob gestured to the seat beside him. As Josh sat down, Jacob munched away on the tangy sandwich. He never did figure out how Josh knew his favorite meal—it wasn’t like he’d told the New Austin native to always have ham and cheese on hand. The kid was a mind reader. “What can I do you for, PO?” he asked.

“Sir, it’s about Ensign Brennan. I want you to know it’s all my fault. I knew where it was going and… I… didn’t…” Josh’s face turned a shade of red reserved for ripe tomatoes as he realized his captain was grinning at him.

Jacob had an idea of what Josh was talking about, but he enjoyed the young man’s earnest discomfort. “And what might it be?” he asked.

“Sir?”

“You said you knew where ‘it’ was going. What is ‘it’?”

Josh fidgeted in his seat, hands clasped beneath the table, fingers moving a mile a minute. “Permission to speak freely, Skipper?”

“Always.” While Jacob waited, he took another bite, followed by a sip of tea. He had time—at least until he finished his meal. He’d heard rumors about an officer and PO making out at the mixer. If he’d thought it was a real problem, he would have sent the XO to the COB, who would have found the problem.

It just wasn’t. His ship was full of grown adults. Sure, they skewed young—a full half of the crew were new spacers, between eighteen and twenty-two. But they were bound by the same rules and traditions as the rest of them. All but the captain, of course. While spacers were free to date other spacers, and even POs, like everyone else, the chain of command must be respected. No dating inside the chain. Since the captain was the head of the chain, it meant no dating or relationships aboard ship at all. It was a poor captain who let him or herself become involved with a crewmember.

The regs got murky when it came to officers and POs. At the end of the day, it was captain’s discretion, which was why Josh sat like a teenage boy meeting his girlfriend’s father.

“You see, sir, uh… you see…”

Jacob stifled a laugh. Deciding to put the poor kid out of misery, he held up a hand. “Josh, I know you and Fionna are interested in one another. Does that sound about right?”

“Yes, sir. Very much so. She’s amazing. The total package. Smart, funny, gorgeous, and the best part, she likes me.”

Am I really so old I’ve forgotten what it felt like to be young and in love? He was closer to forty than thirty, and every year went in the same direction. He was desperately in love with Nadia. Hopelessly, even. Maybe it was time to step back from the Navy, or at least a shipboard assignment, for a few years. Now that he’d gotten past the need to be on the Interceptor to stay in the Navy, he could…

“I’m sorry, Josh, I missed that last part. Say again?”

“Yes, sir. It’s just, I really like her, Skipper. She likes me and we want to see if this can go anywhere.”

Jacob held his tea under his nose to breathe in the herbal smell. “Not that you need to justify it, but I take it this isn’t about just wanting sex?”

He didn’t think it possible for the man to turn any redder than he already was, but somehow, he had.

“Uh, no, sir. I mean, not only… I’m Catholic, though, and so is Fionna—I mean Ensign Brennan. A hookup isn’t what I’m looking for, sir.”

It was time to take out the thumbscrews. He’d played the part of imposing skipper long enough. “Josh, you do what you feel is right. Of course, I encourage a lasting relationship, and I want to give you the time to figure that out. I’ll make sure the duty officer doesn’t place you both in a situation where your decisions might be compromised. Bear in mind, the way these things work means you’ll likely miss out on some duties—like boarding ships.”

“I hadn’t thought about that, but it makes sense, sir. If one of us has to step away, of course it will be me. My primary role is in the galley anyway. I’m under Ops, not Nav. Even when I’m in the Long 9, I answer to Lieutenant Brown, sir.”

Jacob nodded along, knowing the answer before Mendez said it. “Good man, Josh. You both have a fine record. Keep it off duty, keep it discreet, and there won’t be a problem.”

Josh looked away for a second, his body language suggesting he had another question.

“Uh, sir… will I have to depart Interceptor?”

“Is that your concern?” Jacob asked.

“Yes, sir. I love this ship.”

“No, Josh. As long as I’m here, you’re here.”

With a huge smile on his face, Mendez jumped up. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your time.”

“You too. Dismissed. You have hungry spacers to feed.”

The conversation gave Jacob a lot to think about. With the fear of discharge from the Navy no longer a threat, he could explore his career in a way he hadn’t considered. Something had changed in him, a bittersweet feeling of longing and loss. He looked around the mess, at his ship, and he realized this could be the last mission on her. Was he ready to let go? Say goodbye to the vessel he’d grown to love and call home?

Without him in command, they would scrap her, he knew that. If he let her go, he wouldn’t just be saying goodbye, he would be condemning her to the breakers.

“Captain, XO. You’re needed on the bridge, Skipper.” Carter’s voice rang out over his NavPad, interrupting his introspection.

“On my way,” he replied. He took one more bite, downed the last of his tea, and headed for the bridge. The place where he belonged.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


“That’s the whole message, sir,” Commander Marsh said.

Jacob tapped his fingers on the shark-painted table as he went over the message in his head.

Dante. Jacob considered himself well read. Did the man’s name have anything to do with The Inferno? He hadn’t read it since he was a kid, but if he recalled, Dante had a vision where he traveled through hell. There were different levels going down, and each level, or circle, presented a different kind of torture. The man’s name was probably a coincidence. Probably.

“He’s not wrong about what we can do to stop him. However, if he’s got resupply, more troops, or equipment for the ground forces, we have to try,” Jacob said.

Kim nodded her agreement, but Sabrina stiffened. “It’s a battleship, sir. Even if Kidd was fully operational, we couldn’t take it out.”

“You’re right, of course. There are other ways to keep them out of the fight, though. You said there weren’t any escorts?”

“No, sir. None we were able to detect, anyway.”

Jacob thought back to the briefing over what felt like years ago. In truth, it was less than four months. The Guild purchased two Terran Republic SOTA battleships and the accompanying escorts. All apparently part of their plan to take over Cordoba. But for what reason? He had no idea. Other than its location, Cordoba seemed like a normal planet. The weather was a little wonky, and if he recalled, Boudreaux had said something about unusual gravity readings.

Admittedly, its location at the halfway point between the TR and Alliance was ideal… but not for the Guild. Alliance freighters could go around… except the ones breaking the law and trading with the Guild.

No, there had to be a reason he couldn’t see. If it were obvious… well, it would be obvious.

Kim cleared her voice, interrupting his musings. “I tell you one thing, Skipper. We can’t let them make orbit. One battleship we might cripple. Two? Not going to happen.”

“To be honest, Kim, I’m not sure we can stop one. We managed to hit the Caliph battleship at point-blank range from the stern, and all we did was cripple her for a few days. With our combined throw weight, we would have to get in close and use the Long 9s. The chances of us surviving to get that close are astronomically small.”

Something about another battleship joining the situation bothered him. Beyond a second battleship, which was a worry all by itself.

“Why send it at all?” Jacob asked aloud.

“Sir?” Marsh asked.

“I was just thinking… why send it at all? Or more accurately, why send him?” Jacob asked.

“Him?” Kim asked.

“What did he call himself, an auditor?” he asked.

Marsh shook her head. “No sir. Not an auditor. The Auditor.”

Jacob played the message again, this time cranking the volume to hear everything the man said. Marsh was correct, of course. He wasn’t an auditor; he was the Auditor.

What did that mean? Auditors showed up to check the books. Was he some kind of operative, coming to balance the books of the operation?

“This would be a hell of a lot easier if our own reinforcements would arrive,” Jacob said. Even if they departed the moment the message arrived, it would be another week at the very least. A week the ground forces no longer had.

“If wishes were ships, Skipper, we’d have a fleet,” Kim said.

He liked that she called him skipper, even though she wasn’t assigned to the ship. It was reassuring to him. “How long do we have before he’s in system?” he asked.

“Nine hours, at least,” Marsh replied. “I had my navigator check to be sure. No more than ten.”

“Very well, then. It looks like we have a little time to figure things out. You two better return to your ships.”

Both women stood to attention before exiting through the broken hatch.

Nine hours.

Clearly, DesRon 12 had thrown a wrench in the cogs if the Guild was sending another ship to help out. But why send Dante?

Rather than sit on his butt, Jacob decided walking the decks might clear his mind and give him some insight into the situation. Securing his NavPad, he slipped out, waved Cartwright off as the PO was about to snap to.

The ladder felt reassuring under his grip as he slid down deck one. The passageway fore was marred by the sealed remains of computer node two—the one they lost in the battle against the light cruisers. Jacob placed a hand on the warped hatch, a silent vigil for those who had died manning the station.

Both access hatches to turrets one and two were closed, as was normal when not at battle stations. He ran his hand along the hull, walking forward to the smaller hatch the Long 9 crew used. It took up almost a third of the ship’s upper deck, and was also closed. From there he slid down to deck two, then walked past the forward ammo storage where two spacers were currently doing daily inventory.

“Captain on deck,” Spacer Forester said.

“As you were,” he shot out before they could even come to attention. “No need to interrupt your work for me.”

“Thank you, sir. You heard the skipper—get back to it.”

Jacob smiled as he walked away. He sensed a future PO in that one.

He passed the mess, grabbed the stern ladder, and slid down two decks to main engineering.

“Skipper,” Redfern greeted him with an arm in a sling.

“Are you cleared for duty?” Jacob asked with a grin.

“Cleared enough, Skipper. What brings you by engineering?”

“I’m trying to work some things out. Walking the ship always helps clear my head and gives me perspective on our situation.”

Redfern leaned against the main control panel, careful to hold his injured arm away from the hull. “Anything I can do to help?”

Jacob took a seat in the control station chair. “It goes like this, Echo. We’ve severely disrupted Guild operations here. Whatever they were planning to do, it isn’t working. Between us and what I assume the Marines are doing, the Guild is behind schedule, and they risk the entire operation collapsing.”w

“You know me, Skipper. I keep my head down and engineer. If Kai and I hadn’t screwed up the heat sink, we’d still be up there working on it.”

Jacob shook his head. “Not your fault, Echo. I’m just glad you and Kai made it. When Carter called and said Kai was gone…”

“The doc does good work,” Redfern said.

“That she does.” Jacob waved his hand, brushing the subject aside. “Regardless, the situation we find ourselves in is this… the Guild’s reinforcement has arrived. It’s a battleship with someone who goes by the title of ‘the Auditor.’ I know what an auditor is, but I’m not sure what it means to the situation. I doubt they’re auditing the books and sending a battleship to do it. So, my question is, what is he really doing here?”

Echo gave the captain’s question some thought. “You’re thinking about this situation from the perspective of the Alliance, Skipper.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I come up to a problem outside of engineering, I usually approach it as an engineer. Probably something everyone does. You ever hear the saying, give a kid a hammer⁠—”

“—and the whole world is a nail.” Jacob finished for him. “I was raised on a ranch, Chief. I’m familiar.”

“Oh good. Glad to see the stereotype of farmers and ranchers joining the military is alive and well.” His grin robbed the statement of any sting. “You’re familiar with the problem, then.”

“You’re talking about egocentrism, right? Inability to see things from another point of view?”

“Got it in one, Skipper. You could say it’s like confirmation bias, but not really. When I approach a situation, I look at it from the perspective of an engineer. More broadly, as a citizen of the Alliance, as a man, as a human being. You see where I’m going with this?”

Jacob thought about what Echo said. Was he looking at the situation from to narrow a point of view? What was his egocentrism? First and foremost, a Navy officer. Something the Guild wasn’t. Not at all. “What is the Guild?” Jacob asked.

“That’s a good question, sir. What are they?”

“When I first heard of them, I thought they were just a company that built and maintained Terraformers.”

“Same here. All the time I spent dealing”—Echo coughed to cover his sudden admission— “dealing with less than reputable people⁠—”

“Nice save,” Jacob said.

“Right. My point is, Skipper, I’d never heard a peep of their other operations. Which begs the question again, what are they?”

Echo’s point was spot-on, and Jacob was a little shocked he’d never thought of it that way before. He’d always thought of them as a regular corporation. As the Alliance thought of them. But they weren’t. They weren’t even a corporation at all in the traditional sense. He did know of any corporations that brainwashed their employees into killing themselves rather than surrendering. He’d seen an entire base nuke themselves, killing thousands of people.

“I’m thinking about them all wrong. They’re not free people. They didn’t choose the job—no one works for them by choice. The low men on the totem pole might throw themselves to their death… but we already know the leaders won’t.”

“Not even all the low men, Skip. You know Vesper? The guy we gave Asylum to from Wonderland? According to him, a lot of the low people would escape if given the chance. The Guild does a good job of making sure they never have that choice. I think he told me they spend about twenty percent of their time keeping people from committing suicide as an escape.”

Jacob let out a long whistle. How bad did life under the Guild have to be that the working-class men and women would rather kill themselves than go to work another day? “Chief, do you think, if given the choice, the commander over there would flip?”

“I guess it would depend, Skip. Is there a reasonable chance of beating him? Right now, you’d be hard-pressed to convince him that we’re a real threat. Sure, we can keep them from resupplying, harass them even, but outright destroy them? Not on our best day.”

Echo was right, of course. It all came down to whether the man in charge of the Guild battleship believed that he was going to win or lose. Assuming, of course, his second-in-command didn’t blow the ship up.

If only they had gotten their hands on Guild regulations. The few ships they had captured did an excellent job of purging their computers, though. “Thanks, Chief. Don’t push yourself, understood?”

Echo gave him a grin that said he would. “Sure thing, Skipper.”

Jacob exited engineering through the main reactor room, shaking his head as he did so. Some people didn’t know how to relax. Chief Redfern might not have looked like it, but the man worked harder than anyone Jacob had ever met.

His instinct to reach out to the Guild commander seemed like the way to go. Once DesRon 12 was at the edge of the belt and could see better, he would take the three ships into closer orbit and try to establish communications with the enemy commander. Maybe, just maybe, he could convince the man to surrender.

Jacob leaned against the hull, sagging slightly. Taking out one battleship only to have it replaced by another wasn’t exactly winning. Unless his reinforcements arrived soon, they were FUBAR.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


It was a risky move, and Jacob felt every ounce of it on his chest. Interceptor stood still at the edge of the asteroid belt, hidden by the minerals that disrupted radar and lidar electronics. For all he knew, though, she might be going at nine g’s with no antigrav. His heartbeat hard in his ears; with his ELS on, his heart was all he heard.

“Skipper, we’re ready,” Mac said on comms.

He resisted the urge to take his suit off. The suits were from a desire to be cautious. The comm relay would disguise where their message came from… but Jacob didn’t play games with his crew’s safety. If he thought for a second their position was compromised, he’d order flank speed and head right for the heart of the asteroid field.

Jacob took a deep breath. He’d gone over what he would say a million times. The man over there had to listen. “Prepare to record,” he said.

The laser would take five minutes to transmit it to the comms buoy. Two minutes from there to Revenge. Maybe five minutes for the man in charge to respond, and another seven for him to hear back. Nineteen minutes to decide the fate of his crew.

“Guild leader, this is Commander Jacob T. Grimm, USS Interceptor, DesRon 12. You may know who I am. Imbedded in these communications is a message from a man called Dante. He claims to be the Auditor, and he’s on his way to this system to fix a problem.”

Once he started talking, his heart eased. He needed to convince a man he’d never met to, at the very least, help him, and at the most, join him, that there wasn’t anything to lose. The Guild treated people like columns on a spreadsheet. Removing anyone, even an admiral, would be seen as a cost savings.

“I’m familiar with the way the Guild operates. I can only assume the problem he means to fix is you. While I’m well aware this is a situation I’ve caused, I have no sympathy for you. The Guild has invaded a sovereign system, and while their membership claim into the Alliance is tenuous, it’s one I’m duty bound to uphold. You can make no such claim.”

Far more relaxed, Jacob leaned back in his chair, letting his fingers dance along the armrest in their familiar pattern.

“You’re here illegally. You know it and I know it. While I can’t stop you or Dante, I can continue to keep supplies and reinforcements from reaching you. The Guild only has two battleships. Whatever light forces you can muster, they won’t be enough. You will run out of food, and you will be forced to retreat. Or Dante will kill you. Those are your options. I wouldn’t want to be you. Not by a long shot.”

The next step was crucial. He’d laid out the man’s options, now it was time to give him a way out.

“I’ve dealt with the Guild before. In Wonderland, I met men who were willing to kill little girls because company policy said so. Men willing to kill themselves and everyone around them because of that same company policy. Maybe this is you. Maybe you’re just a drone waiting to fall on his sword at the first chance. If so, do nothing. In a little less than fourteen hours, Dante will be at Cordoba, and you will go for a walk out of the airlock without a suit. On the other hand, you could run. Take your ship and try to make a lane before you’re spotted. However, Dante will be in-system before you can make it to the starlane. You’ll either have to surrender yourself or face the prospect of fighting an even naval battle against an identical ship.”

Jacob paused for a moment, letting the options sink in. He wanted the man to make the decision that benefited Interceptor and their mission in Cordoba.

“Or… you request asylum for you and your crew.” He knew it was a stretch. A Terran Republic Battleship had a crew of at least eight hundred, maybe more. The chances of all of them going along with the decision were slim. As he’d seen in Wonderland, even one fanatic could end it for the entire ship. It was a risk, but Jacob didn’t see another way out. He couldn’t stop Dante and his battleship, but he couldn’t just abandon his Marines. He couldn’t just do nothing.

It was this or nothing.

“You have four hours to decide. After that, I’ll assume you’ve chosen to stay and accept your punishment. The Alliance isn’t your enemy, I hope you can see that. Your true adversaries are those in power above you. The men who never face danger, who never risk their lives, and who would, at the slightest threat to their own safety, surrender without a second thought. Such leaders expect sacrifices they are unwilling to make themselves. This is not about dying for a cause—it’s about recognizing when you’re on the wrong side. I know it can be hard. Traditions are difficult to break. The Alliance has traditions as well. Traditions of courage, honor, integrity, bravery. We don’t always live up to them, but we always strive for them. If you seek asylum, I will do everything in my power to get you and your crew out of this situation alive. More than that, I can give you something the Guild could never offer…”

Jacob looked dead at the camera, keeping his face steady for what he knew was the most important words of his career to date.

“I can give you freedom. Commander Jacob T. Grimm… out.”

Jacob hit the button, sending the signal to Mac.

“On the chip, Skipper.”

“Send it.”

All he had to do was wait. The pressure on him eased. This part was entirely up to the enemy commander. There wasn’t anything he could do to change the outcome, except pray. Which he did in the silence of his ELS suit.

[image: ]


“Admiral Arnold?” Lieutenant Joshua called his name. Mike hadn’t slept in what felt like days. Sweat stained his uniform, and his hair felt like it was glued on.

“What?” he snapped. Instantly regretting it, he sighed. “Sorry, Joshua, just edgy.”

“I understand, sir. There’s a message for you from the USS Interceptor. I don’t know how, but they shot it at us via a tight beam.”

Mike perked up. Maybe the Alliance ships saw the hopelessness of their situation and had decided to surrender? He tossed that idea out before finishing the thought. In the time he’d spent on Cordoba, he’d learned a lot about the Alliance, and one thing he knew for sure, they weren’t the give-up type.

They’d fought tooth and nail to stop him, destroying three light cruisers and several transports. While Revenge’s food reserves were fine, he knew the men on the surface had to be suffering. Not that they would talk to him or tell him anything. They completely ignored his messages and inquiries.

Hell, he didn’t even know if the soldiers on the ground were still alive or effective? The directors picked him for his experience in space and his loyalty. They handed him a ship far larger than anything he’d ever commanded and told him it would be easy. Just roll in, orbit the planet, and let the ground troops do the work.

Mike wanted to collapse. The stress on his mind and body overwhelmed him.

“Sir?” Joshua was right beside him. He’d forgotten the lieutenant was there.

“Put it on my station,” Mike said.

“I know the protocol says play it here, sir, but I suggest you take it in your cabin… with the privacy filter on.”

Mike was about to argue with the man, but something in his look told him not to.

“Okay…”

A minute later, Admiral Mike Arnold sat at his desk, turned on his privacy filter, and pressed play. The first message was an official Guild communique, which confused him. Wasn’t this coming from the Alliance ship? The speaker was a bald man with striking features and easy confidence. Who was this guy and who was he talking to?

“I’m the Auditor.”

Mike slapped the video, unable to work the controls with all the adrenaline suddenly pumping through his body. The Auditor? Coming to Cordoba? All the strain and stress he felt since he arrived in-system piled on him and he fell backward, collapsing on his rack. There wasn’t any ambiguity now. He was a dead man. The Auditor. A man out of nightmares. Lower-level Guild members spoke of him in hushed whispers. Those allowed to have families told horror stories of the man. When things went wrong, when the bottom line was threatened, when you screwed up even a little, the Auditor would visit and fix the problem. Usually by killing all the people in charge as an object lesson to their replacements.

When the Guild spoke, you listened. When they gave you a job, you did it. No excuses. No mercy.

With shaking hands, he forced himself to listen to the rest. When the message stopped, Mike paused it again. The Auditor’s message was clear; he wasn’t coming to help Mike. The Alliance was of no concern to his Guild superiors. Only Mike’s failure was.

This job was supposed to be a reward for his years of loyal service. An easy posting before moving to vice president or, better, retirement to one of the cushy planets. It was not supposed to end in his death. The Auditor was coming. Mike would die. He took a minute, stalking around his cabin, working out his nerves.

The message light blinked, reminding him there was more. With a deep breath to steady his hands, he pressed play.

A handsome man with a strong jaw and steely brown eyes replaced the Auditor. The camera was closer than Mike would have liked. He realized the man spoke from inside a life suit.

As the new person spoke and said his name, Mike almost laughed. Of course Grimm was a handsome, strong-looking man. Of course! It was only fitting that the Alliance destroyer commander who had cost the Guild trillions should also be a good-looking man. He couldn’t be short, or ugly, or disfigured, hell, not even average would have done.

Mike missed part of the message because of his anger. He rewound it a few seconds and watched it again. “You caused? You’re damn right you caused it,” Mike shouted in response. He had to pause the message again, letting his anger subside. If they had just left well enough alone, everything would be fine.

Once his anger subsided, he continued listening. Wonderland. The worst debacle in Guild history. Everyone knew about it, of course. Mike didn’t realize Guild policy would kill children… little girls even… It was a painful truth. One not spoken about, even in the hushed bedrooms shared with wives and lovers. Company policy was inviolate. It had to be. If supervisors and operators were allowed to violate policy whenever they pleased, chaos would rain.

Up until the moment he was faced with the truth, Mike Arnold had always agreed with company policy. The same policy that would have him sit in his cabin until Dante arrived and escorted him to the nearest airlock. Barely able to breath, let alone think, Mike finished the rest of the message.

“…request asylum.”

Nothing else after those words registered. He stopped the recording, went back, and listened to the whole thing again. Then again, starting the message over and listening to it a third, a fourth, and a fifth time. Each time, he stopped on the word asylum.

Everything Jacob Grimm said was true. Every word. The Auditor would kill Mike; his command crew too, most likely. For what? For a problem that wasn’t his fault, that was what. A problem caused by the very people who were sending the Auditor to deal with it.

A sudden clarity filled Mike’s head. They wanted him to fail. They wanted the operation, at least the space portion, to fail. The Guild had the most advanced technology in the known galaxy, and he was supposed to believe they didn’t know about a pathetic destroyer squadron in orbit that could muck everything up?

He jerked himself straight. There was a lot to do and very little time to do it. Before he could stand, his cabin door whooshed open and Mike froze. Lieutenant Joshua, along with six other officers from the flag bridge, awaited him. His heart sank. They’d seen the message, knew what he planned, and were going to arrest or even kill him before he could do anything. Mike’s eyes flickered down to the gun belt on Joshua’s hip, confirming his belief. He stepped back, hands coming up.

“Admiral,” Joshua said as he stepped forward. “We don’t want to die either.” From behind his back, Joshua handed Mike a sidearm.

“You saw the message?” Mike asked.

“Yes, sir. You’re an incompetent jackass, but it’s not like there was anything you could have done differently. None of us want to die because management can’t plan a mission… sir.”

Mike took the gun from his lieutenant. A moment of fear passed in the man’s eyes. Mike could be tricking him, testing him, and then what would they do? But he wasn’t. “You have a plan?” Mike asked.

“Yes, sir, I do. Follow me.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Captain Bonds looked over the map one more time, familiarizing himself with the terrain and the objectives. The heart of the city was unrecognizable; three square kilometers were flattened, with the exception of a handful of buildings for the Guild’s ground forces. In the center was the massive pit mine, circled by huge vehicles. Tens of thousands of men formed human chains, moving rubble and debris. Despite the local time—0330—the mining camp was as active as the middle of the day. Massive flood lights illuminated the area.

The Terran soldiers were equipped with state-of-the-art armor and small arms, but there was no sign of powered armor or military vehicles—beyond the ones they’d cobbled together from construction trucks. Activating the database, he pulled up the image of the man who appeared to be the commander.

Paul was ninety-nine percent sure they were Republic regulars. Army or mercenaries, he didn’t know. He was about to find out, though. In thirty minutes, he’d give the go-code, and his Corsairs would hit the place and turn it into hell on Cordoba. A lot of civilians were about to die, and there wasn’t anything he could do about that. No real warrior relished killing civilians, but every warrior knew it happened. If he did nothing, they all died.

Stopping the Guild had to be the primary mission. It would save more lives in the end.

The little voice in the back of his mind, the one that admonished him every time he pulled the trigger, didn’t believe him. “Tell that to the families of the ones who die,” the voice said.

He would too. Every single one.
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Ground force commander Wei sat leaned against a table in front of President Santiago who was strapped to a chair.

“It’s funny, El Presidente. Imagine my surprise when I learned that you hadn’t executed your former general here.” Wei gestured to the stocky woman in prison garb. Juanita Pérez glared at her former commander in chief.

“We didn’t have time for a fair trial,” Santiago said.

Santiago’s strength impressed Wei. Impressed him considerably. Of course, Cordoba was a backward, technologically inferior society, and primitive people tended to be strong; they had to be in order to deal with the harsh realities of their world.

“Yes, your file said that about you. Honest to a fault. I could use some of that honesty now. Who is attacking my men? Your military is broken, scattered or dead. We saw to that the moment we landed. However, two of our patrols came under attack this week. One attack we could dismiss as locals who had enough and got lucky. The second one, though… very precisely executed and covered up. We almost didn’t think anything of it until we realized that there was only one body. The other was taken. Why take a hostage and not make trade demands? Unless what they wanted was information…” Wei nodded to the two armed men flanking Pérez. To her surprise, they removed the restraints.

“Former General Pérez. This is the man who defeated you. Dishonored you. Would you hit him a few times for us.”

“Are you serious?” she asked.

“Quite. We need information. Who else is on this planet? I need to know now. He has the answers.”

She stalked forward, balled her fist, and lunged, hitting Santiago on the cheek bone, whipping his head around and crossing his eyes. Her next blow buried itself in his stomach, followed by a right to the same place. The beating went on for a solid minute before Wei stopped her.

“Enough,” he said.

Reluctantly, she stepped back, breathing hard. Wei noted the crazed look in her eyes but didn’t have her restrained. He might need her again.

“You see, El Presidente, we can be civil… or we can be every bit as brutal as you.”

Santiago’s breath came in ragged gulps. He spat a glob of blood on the floor.

“How could you, Juanita. They’re killing our people. Our children. They’ve destroyed our city, and you work for them?”

“No,” she spat back. “I was going to stop this, but you and your stubborn allies ruined it all.”

Wei stood to his full height—which wasn’t particularly tall, even with boots on. The Alliance had been here when they arrived, but the destroyer ran after savaging his landing. Had they left troops behind?

“What allies?” Wei asked Santiago.

Santiago ignored him, raging at Pérez. His lips curled in a snarl. “I won’t wait for a fair trial next time. I’ll just have them execute you.”

“Too late, Santiago. Too late,” she said.

Wei knelt before Santiago, grabbing his jaw and forcing him to look. “Alliance Marines?” he demanded. The look in Santiago’s eyes confirmed his suspicion.

Wei scowled. He was an idiot. It was obvious they would leave the Marines behind. Those fools in the Alliance were all too happy to fight for hopeless causes. “You knew, General?” he asked Juanita.

“Of course, I just wanted the chance to hit him before I died.”

Wei turned just as Juanita elbowed one of his men in the face. Fast as a snake, she had the man’s pistol in hand and pulled the trigger. Wei leapt to the side, hitting the concrete with a crunch.

The second guard yanked his pistol out and shot General Juanita Pérez three times in the chest. The particle pistol made zap-zap sounds as the superheated beam sliced through her like she was made of water. Her lifeless body hit the floor with the soft thump of flesh on concrete.

Wei patted himself down, making sure he wasn’t hit. Adrenaline had kicked in, and he knew from experience that if he had wounds, he wouldn’t feel them for some time.

“Sir?” the guard who killed Pérez said, pointing at the president. She hadn’t been shooting at Wei, but Santiago. Three burns, all right between the eyes, marred his face.

“It doesn’t matter. Now we know who we’re facing.” Wei stood up, pulling his comm out. “Yen, the Alliance Marines are on planet. Double the patrols and the guards. Line the workers up along the fences—they won’t dare attack if they have to shoot the masses to get to us.”

Wei was out of the room and heading for his transport when he realized Yen hadn’t responded. “Yen?”

He glanced at his guards. Both of them tried their comms. “We’re being jammed, sir.”
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“What was that?” Sergeant Xin asked.

Outside the perimeter of the mine, the Terran Republic soldiers had set up a series of anti-air positions. No matter how much he cursed, though, they were forced to use hand-me-downs from the Cordoban military. They’d lost all their heavy equipment when the second dropship had exploded in orbit.

The Cordoban stuff wasn’t as primitive as it might seem on first glance. Each position was armed with a reciprocating 10mm chemically powered gun. They were loud, smelly, and wasteful, but they sprayed the air with enough rounds to bring down even armored targets.

Xin heard it again. A slight echo, like a roar, coming from the south. “I think we’re under attack,” he said. Not waiting for his idiot officers, Xin hit the floodlight, illuminating the sky with both visible and infrared light; something he wouldn’t have done had he known the attack was coming from modern aircraft.

Taking their cue from him, perimeter lights snapped on around the mine, filling the sky with bright light, turning night into day. The noise he thought he’d heard turned into a full-on roar of plasma engines.

“Fire,” he yelled.

“There’s nothing on the scope,” the gunner replied.

“Shoot there.” He pointed at the night sky, only twenty degrees above the city skyline.

Fire bellowed out of the antiquated gun, filling the sky with hundreds of rounds. The other gun emplacements followed suit, and within seconds, every surface-to-air gun bellowed into the night.
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Marine Lieutenant Weller would have preferred to pilot one of the sleek, multi-role, air-to-air fighters, but there were only so many slots for Marauder pilots.

Flying Corsairs wasn’t the same as flying Marauders. At the end of the day, he was a Marine and he served where he was needed. He was just happy to be flying. Alarms rang, and the all-too pleasant female voice repeated, “Low Altitude.”

“I know,” he muttered.

They were fifty meters above the ground. Polis Del Mar’s skyline approached fast.

“You ready?” he asked his gunner.

“Yes, sir.”

His HUD danced as weapons came alive. While Weller had control of the gun on the nose, his primary responsibility was flying. Their computers were programmed with the targets—all he had to do was stay on his line.

“Popping up in ten…” Lights flashed against the night sky as anti-air lit up the horizon.

“I think they know we’re coming,” his gunner said.

Weller pulled the stick back, raising the nose and giving the warheads time to see their targets.

Panels whirred as they opened on the wings and side of the ship, revealing hidden missile compartments.

His gunner pulled the trigger. “Rifle!” He gave the age-old cry of an air-to-ground missile strike. The Corsair shook as missiles dropped from the racks and streaked out and up before diving back down.

Weller yanked the stick hard to the left while pushing the tail up, spinning the ship on its axis and piling on the g’s. Tracer fire flashed by the armored cockpit, bracketing the ship. His quick maneuver had thrown off their aim.
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Missiles streaked from the sky, slamming down on the anti-air positions. Sergeant Xin watched in horror as sites to the west exploded in fire. The ground shook, and screams filled the air. He was next. He knew he was next.

“Get out,” he yelled. The roar of the cannon drowned out his warning. Xin moved, running as fast as he could. A loud, sharp whistle zipped behind him. Light blossomed and a wave of energy smashed into him, sending him flying through the air to land on his back twenty meters aways. He couldn’t see and couldn’t hear, and all he could feel was pain throughout his entire body.
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“Airstrike complete, sir,” Lieutenant Lia said.

“Send in the Raptors. Tell the Marines to get moving on the landing zone. We need to be on the ground ASAP.”

In his Mudcat, Paul made sure his harness felt firm and tight before reaching over and slapping the divider between the passenger and driver compartment. The driver already knew what to do. The engine whined and the tires spun as the fusion battery sent power to the motors.

“How long until we’re at the battle?” Ruiz asked.

“We plotted out the Mudcat courses pretty thoroughly. Twenty minutes and we’ll be in the thick of it.”

The ’Cat shook as it tilted and ran down hill. With state-of-the-art suspension and drive-by-wire, it was capable of traversing nearly any terrain at high speed.

Raptors would arrive at the battle long before he would. With luck, the battle would be over before he arrived.
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Corporal Bennet double checked the readiness screen as he moved his Raptor into position. As a fire team leader, there were a dozen different things he had to be on top of, including the other three Raptors in his team.

“Sanchez, Cooper, Zeigler, tighten it up,” he ordered over their private net.

His squad approached from the north of the city—twelve Raptors spread out over two klicks. Each Raptor’s adaptive camouflage worked overtime, hiding the big suits from visual and electromagnetic detection. It reduced their pace to a fast walk over open ground, and a slow one when hitting rough terrain.

Bennet didn’t know any Marines who weren’t in awe of the sheer physical strength and firepower the suits brought to bear. “Corporal, I’ve got movement up ahead, three hundred meters, human size,” Zeigler said.

“Hold,” Bennet ordered. Four Raptors froze as one. The skin of the suits swirled and stopped, instantly mimicking the area around them enough that even if a human were standing twenty meters away, they wouldn’t see an unmoving suit.

Zeigler’s view popped up on his screen and Bennet zoomed into the marked position. Sure enough, an eight-man team unloaded a truck. It looked like they were setting up a crew-served weapon.

“Coop, what are they using for weapons?” he asked.

“How the hell should I know?”

Bennet resisted the urge to face-palm, since the movement didn’t translate in the Raptor. “I don’t know; since your file says you spent a few years on Earth, I thought you might know.”

“Oh, yeah, well I was a kid, Corporal. As far as I know, they use particle weapons. But that’s just the publicly available stuff.”

The cannon they were setting up would be strong enough to hurt a Raptor, maybe even kill one.

“Let’s move in. Stealthy like. If they see us, weapons free.”

Crouching, the Raptor went from four meters tall down to two, moving as silently as a one-and-a-half-metric-ton machine could. Bennet placed the laser designator over the enemy position. It snapped into place once it had a solid lock. From there, he switched his multibarrel coilgun to mortar configuration and loaded it with anti-personnel shells.

“Corporal, why don’t we go in hard since the air strikes already hit?” Sanchez asked.

“Because, Private, our mission is the prison. We’re moving to free President Santiago and then get out.” Was I that stupid as a private? he wondered.

“Right, it’s just, shouldn’t we move in faster? Won’t they execute him if they know we’re coming?”

Bennet chided himself for thinking ill of the private. He had a point. “Above my paygrade, Sanchez.”

At two hundred meters, Bennet paused. His fire team stopped with him. Zooming in, he watched as they built up armor around the emplaced weapon. Sheets of metal connected together in a flash of light, forming a shield one meter off the ground.

“They’re almost done,” Zeigler said.

“I’m going to dump my mortar mag into them, you three charge when you hear the first one fire, understood?” Bennet asked.

“Oorah,” came the reply over the radio.

He zeroed in the mortar, making sure the four rounds would land in a star pattern at the exact same instant. The computer calculated the flight and spat out a four-second firing solution.

“Engage,” he said. Bennet’s Raptor shook as the mortars rapid-fired from his back. The reaction from his fireteam was instant, as was the reaction of the Guild soldiers.

Night turned into day as the anti-personnel shells detonated as one. Bodies flew in every direction. The vehicle parked next to the emplacement burst into flame. Dirt shot up like water where shrapnel hit.

As soon as he was clear from firing, Bennet surged his Raptor forward. The mortar barrel reformed into his cannon, and he charged behind his squad.

He needn’t have worried; there wasn’t a living soul among the enemy.

“Whoa,” Zeigler said. “That’s a lot of bits.”

The private wasn’t wrong. Bennet did his best to suck it up as they moved past the burning truck, putting the torn bodies of the soldiers out of his mind.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Wei managed to make it back to the command center before all hell broke loose. Explosions echoed around the mine, fires burned in the distance, and at least half his western OPs were offline.

“What the hell is going on?” he demanded before the doors were closed behind him.

“We’re under attack,” Yen said.

“I know that. What are we doing about it?”

Yen pointed to the wall where the vast screen currently showed them a static image of the mine and several square kilometers around it. Six positions, all his anti-aircraft weapons, were clearly marked with an “X” on the map. “We’ve rallied the main force of our soldiers. They’re reinforcing all the firing lines to the west. I sent two companies to reinforce the south and east, and the remaining to the west.”

“And the north?”

“We already have a mechanized company protecting the shorter perimeter. The only thing up there is the prison, I doubt they’ll attack there.”

Wei nodded his understanding. They’d armed at least a hundred vehicles, from light utility trucks to larger construction vehicles. It wasn’t ideal, but it would work. Thankfully, they had plenty of MK V repeaters. If only they had airpower… if only he’d known there were Alliance Marines on the planet. Why hadn’t they attacked before? Hitting while his people were offloading from the dropships would have worked far better than attacking an entrenched enemy. If Santiago were alive, he’d shoot the man.

“Yen, assume this isn’t a feint or a probe, but a full-on assault. What would be next?”

His assistant gazed at the map for a long time, longer than any other man would. Something Wei appreciated about him—he wasn’t quick to speak.

“If it’s a standard Marine company, they’ll have their mechanized suits and light vehicles. I’d attack from the west while sending in a probe from the south,” he said.

Wei looked equally hard at the map. The airstrike had devastated their defenses; their Cordoban weapons had done almost nothing against the Corsairs. “Take twenty percent of our forces from the west and move them south. I don’t want a surprise. Not now.”
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Raptors hit like a hammer against the Guild’s front line. Even Paul, who’d trained in them and with them for most of his career, was shocked at their ferocity and devastating fire.

Ruiz made a noise of surprise as they watched the video feed. Light flashed from the multibarrel cannons; 5mm rounds lit up like laser fire as they ripped through the air. Return fire was mostly particle beams, every bit as deadly as the coilgun rounds.

An explosion in the distance shot fire fifty meters into the sky. Paul checked the transponders, and… it wasn’t one of his Raptors.

“What was that?” Ruiz asked. He used the manual controls to switch the map until he found it; a burning vehicle with a spread of bodies around it. “Guild utility vehicle,” he said.

On the map, blue light codes represented the Mudcats, still five minutes out. The Raptors were a probe of sorts—to see where the enemy was strongest. He didn’t want to send his or Ruiz’s men in only to get chopped to pieces.

“Alpha-One-Five, Bravo-Three-Three. Requesting close air support at my location.”

Paul switched the camera feed over. Three Raptors took fire from an emplaced weapon. Bright blue lights filled the air as the weapon fired a particle beam, but only for a microsecond at a time. One of the Raptor’s legs collapsed, and the gun focused on the downed suit.

His heart dropped and his mouth went dry. The Marine in the suit had to be terrified, but there wasn’t anything Paul could do. Micromanaging his troops during a battle would be far more destructive.

“Quincy,” Bravo-Three-Three yelled over the comms. It was too late.

Paul looked up the name. He couldn’t stop himself. Quincy, Patricia, PFC.

Blue particle beams rained down on her suit. For a second, nothing, but then the armor glowed and without warning the suit exploded in a massive ball of fire.

Seconds later, a Corsair’s nose gun roared as hundreds of rounds obliterated the emplaced gun in a hail of coilgun fire. Blue beams reached out at the Corsair, but whoever flew it was already moving. The double tailed vehicle jinked, spinning its stern and hitting the jets.

“I’m sorry,” Ruiz whispered.

“It’s war, Comandante Ruiz. War never changes. Good people die. It’s our job to make sure that when they do die, that it was worth the sacrifice.”
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Bennet eased his Raptor to a slow crawl as they approached the prison.

“Awfully considerate of the Gnats to use the federal prison,” Sanchez said.

“I’m not complaining,” Bennet replied.

As prisons went, it was about what he expected. The briefing Ruiz had given him showed a squat, six-story building with three wings, a yard, two fences—inner and outer—and eight concrete guard towers.

Exactly what his thermal camera showed—along with three warm bodies in each tower, and hundreds of warm bodies in the prison complex.

“Top Dog, Top Dog. This is Ghost. We’re in position. Send in the Night Riders,” Bennet said over the radio.

“Ghost, this is Top Dog. Night Riders enroute. ETA, three minutes.”

Bennet checked his map one more time. The rest of the fire team was in position. His platoon had split from them earlier to flank the city. This was his job, and he was about to get it done.

“Designating targets,” he informed his team. His Raptor painted two guard towers each. Digitigrade legs locked in place as the cannons swiveled to take aim. As one, the team fired. Hundreds of five-millimeter, armor-piercing rounds blasted through the concrete towers, turning the guards inside into pin cushions. When the cannon’s roar ceased, eight towers were in ruins, covered in blood and bone.

“Fan out,” Bennet said. “Make sure you keep the Corsair secure.”
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Capitán Javier Sanchez leapt off the Corsair and charged the prison doors. The Marines had outfitted him and his team with their coil rifles and soft body armor. Something he was grateful for, even if he knew he didn’t deserve it, betraying Jennings the way he had. It left a sour taste in his mouth.

He’d done it for the right reason, but the wrong thing, regardless of reason, was still wrong. “Left,” he shouted as they crossed the rubble that used to be the internal door. Two beams of blue light reached out, and the man next to him was cut in half. Blood sprayed from his lower half even as his legs collapsed.

Javier dove to the ground. Beams sliced the air above him, giving away the enemy position. He’d already pressed the rifle to his shoulder; firing was automatic. Unlike his native rifles that banged and belched, the coil rifle hummed. Twenty rounds stitched the enemy position from right to left. Someone screamed, only to have it turn to a gurgle a second later.

Three of his mean went in, firing a barrage of coil rounds. “Clear,” Olivar said.

Javier climbed to his feet, careful to avoid looking at the dead man next to him. Through the next set of doors, and into the prison proper, he led the way, part of him wanting to die, the other part wanting to save his president first.

“Do we know where?” he asked.

The building shook as a second Corsair arrived, adding another team to the mix.

“The computers say he’s in the main interrogation room,” Olivar said.

Javier glanced at the man, who simply shrugged. The Guild had left access to the government computers without realizing the implications. Their team had known exactly where President Santiago was the entire time; they just couldn’t go after him without tipping their hand. With the battle on and the Alliance Marines fighting in Polis Del Mar, they could.

Olivar held out a paper map, showing Javier the direction to go. Three hundred meters and he would begin to make up for his lack of judgement. Three hundred meters and he would have some of his honor back.
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Ruiz stared at the radio receiver in her hand, pure anguish on her face. Paul had seen that look on his father’s face the day his wife, Paul’s mother, had died. It wasn’t good to see it in the middle of a heated battle.

“Captain,” Lia called down. “Charlie platoon has engaged with some kind of powered suit the Gnats are using. They don’t have a lot, but they seem to be able to shrug off the 5 mike-mikes.”

“Roger. Divert the CAS to them. They can use it at will.”

“Aye, aye, sir,” she said.

Ruiz hadn’t moved, hadn’t responded to whatever she’d heard on the radio.

“Ruiz,” he said with a sharp edge. “Get it together.”

She blinked several times. Only then did he notice tears leaking from her eyes. “President Santiago is dead, Captain. Killed by Juanita Pérez. They let her out of jail to torture and kill him… and I didn’t stop her.”

Her regret and guilt cascaded over her in waves, the realization of her actions crashing down on her.

“Ruiz! Not now!” he barked.

“What?” Her head snapped up, eyes narrow and red.

“We don’t have time for that stuff now. No recrimination, no guilt. Unless you want more deaths on your conscience, you take that crap and you stuff it deep down. Well? Do you?” he demanded.

Ruiz shook her head, meekly at first, but more determined as she did so. “No, I don’t. There’s no stopping my people from finding this out, though. They’re going to charge when they do. They all feel it… the guilt, of what we did.”

“Damn,” Bonds said. If they did, that would be the end of Cordoba. Her men would be chopped down, leaving his with no support. He needed a way to end this, and soon. “Lia, cross-reference the intel. Do we have a location on their C&C?”

“Two possible locations. The enemy commander was spotted at an HQ-like building overlooking the mine and the former presidential palace. Either one would be likely.”

Paul used the clunky controls to pinpoint both locations on the map. Corporal Bennet’s fire team was closest to the mine; he could be there in ten minutes. If he reinforced it with the rest of his platoon and one Corsair, they could strike deep.

The palace, though, odds were, would be heavily fortified. More anti-air, more suits. If he sent his QRF in, it could be rough. But if they succeeded, the battle would be over.

Paul picked up the comm. “Bravo-Two-Five, this is Highway-Actual. You are a go. Sending you mission critical coordinates. Search and Destroy.”

Barely a second passed before Gunny Jennings replied, “Highway, Bravo-Two-Five. Mission confirmed. On the way. Out.”

“Over and out,” Bonds said.

“You have state-of-the-art comms,” Ruiz said. “Why do you use callsigns and codename?”

Paul laughed. Despite the surrounding battle and the chaos, it was genuine. “Every army in the history of history thought they had secure communications. Maybe if we were a small unit and I knew each Marine by the sound of their voice, we could forgo that. I don’t, though. I couldn’t tell you what Corporal Bennet sounds like, but when he uses his callsign, I know what he’s supposed to be doing. In a company of two hundred men and women, using their given names gets a little confusing—especially if some of them have the same one.”

Ruiz laughed this time, a deep chuckle that helped clear some of the grief from her eyes.

“Thank you, Highway.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Plasma engines roared, blasting the remains of the camouflage away in burning bits as the Corsair lifted into the sky. Jennings hung onto the overhead of the ship. Both side hatches were open for emergency departure, and wind whipped through the compartment, blasting dirt and debris over the suits but otherwise leaving them unharmed.

“ETA, six minutes,” Boudreaux said over the radio.

“Roger,” Jennings replied. She wasn’t ever the talkative type, but especially not before a mission.

“What’s the plan, Gunny?” London asked.

“We went over it before we left, Sergeant,” Owens replied before Jennings could. His voice was hot with anger. Exactly what she had worried about when London came aboard.

“I was busy making sure my suit was combat effective, Lance Corporal.”

Jennings let out a laugh, not at what London said, but at what she imagined Owens would reply. You should make sure you’re combat effective.

“Listen up,” she snapped, stopping the argument before it could start. “We’re going in to take down the leadership of the Gnats on Cordoba. We know they’re not Guild—most likely Terran regulars doing the Guild’s dirty work. Our job is to hit the presidential palace fast and hard. Intel puts that as the most likely location for their commander.” She used the suits computer to pull up the still photo they had of the man.

“If he’s not there?” London asked.

Jennings stifled a scowl. She didn’t like it when her troops interrupted her. “Then it’s team two’s problem, not ours. The building will have air defense and ground soldiers. Our ROE is wide open here. If something moves, we shoot it. We’re not there to take prisoners. That doesn’t mean you don’t accept any,” she added before they got it in their head to shoot without thinking. “You do not shoot enemy combatants trying to surrender or flee. I don’t care what you think you know.”

She eased her Raptor closer to the side hatch, tilting the reptilian head down to watch the ground rush by. There were few, if any, better aviators than Boudreaux, and the way she skimmed the ground was as impressive as hell.

“And if they won’t surrender?” Naki asked.

“We stop asking,” she replied. “The Gnats have powered armor that is resistant to our five mike-mikes. If we run into those, switch to AP ammo and light them up. Your arsenal is unlocked. Use whatever you need. You know the rules—don’t get dead.”

Jennings let the rhythm of the ground rushing by lull her for a moment. The Corsair jerked up hard, lifting the nose almost straight up. If it weren’t for the magnetic clamps on her feet, she would have tumbled backward.

“Hang on, we’ve got triple-A batteries lighting us up.”

As if they had a choice. G’s piled on as the Corsair’s tail flipped around. Tracer rounds the size of Jennings’ hand ripped through the air where they had passed a moment before. Another turn, this time with a kick of the engines, and light slashed through the cabin. Someone shouted. Sparks ignited off Naki’s Raptor.

“You okay?” she spat through gritted teeth.

“Yeah, glanced off the surface,” Naki said. “Just a scratch on the shoulder.”

Boudreaux’s voice broke through on the override channel. “All Raptors, prepare to depart.”

Jennings’ stomach sunk like a rock in a pond. Her training kicked in and she breathed out hard, tightening her stomach muscles, forcing the blood in her body to stay where it was needed.

“What the hell,” London yelled.

Gentry let out a sharp, high-pitched cry. The rest of Bravo-Two-Five were more than used to Chief Warrant Officer Boudreaux’s flying style.

More tracer fire zipped by, smaller than the larger shells from a moment before. Metal pinged as a dozen rounds tore through the passenger compartment. None were big enough to hurt the Raptors, simply bouncing off.

“Five seconds,” Boudreaux said with her typical overly calm tone. “Don’t dawdle. They’ve got their crew-served weapons and—” Blue beams flashed past so close that Jennings heard the snap of the air from where they destroyed oxygen molecules.

The ship’s nose pulled up hard and the wings whirred as the engines rotated to point toward the ground. Plasma turbines revved up to max, roaring. The ground outside the palace blackened and cracked from the column of heat.

A short whine preceded the Corsair’s nose gun flaring to life, spitting out 10mm steel-wrapped tungsten rounds. Before Jennings could step off the dropship, a vehicle exploded, framing the palace with a column of fire.

“Set mode to target rich. Release safeties,” she ordered. Six Raptors growled in unison as their multi-barrel coilguns spun to life. Advanced targeting computers embedded in the suits analyzed ten thousand pieces of data per second.

The result?

As Jennings hit the ground, her onboard computer swiveled the cannon to the north and let out a thirty-round burst. Tungsten penetrators ripped through a light utility vehicle with a MK V repeater mounted on the top. The engine exploded backward, shredding the rest of the vehicle, and igniting the chemical fuel tanks.

“Go, go, go,” Jennings said over the comms, and jumped. Three clawed toes hit the soft ground, digging in as she charged for the once beautiful palace. Light flashed around her, blue beams dancing in the pre-dawn grey. Her heads-up display showed the five Raptors spreading out behind her. A glance in her circular visor gave her a full three hundred and sixty degrees, condensed into almost half that.

Small arms fire from the second floor of the palace pinged off her suit. She locked onto the window, firing two frag grenades back the way it came. Two seconds later, a deafening boom, followed by a body flying out the window.

Naki charged past her, his cannon spinning as it unleashed a barrage of death at two vehicles armed with the particle beam weapons the ground forces favored.

Owens brought up the left flank, his Raptor firing a hail of six high-explosive grenades into the front door they were going to use. The grenades ripple-detonated, one after the other, blowing out the front walls and clearing the entrance of any would-be ambushers.

Red threat-warning lights lit up Jennings board. She bunched her legs and heaved, sending the Raptor into a fifteen-meter leap. Light flashed as an anti-tank missile buried itself in the ground where she’d stood detonating in a Cordoba shaking boom.

“Where did that come from?”

“I’ve got it,” June said. Her cannon traversed, reforming into mortar configuration. Four hollow thumps later, and a distant weapon emplacement exploded in violent fury.

“I’m hit,” Gentry said.

Red panels flashed on the tiny Raptor displayed on Jennings HUD. “Gentry, cover our six as we go in and maintain position.”

It was dang bad luck. One of the Gnats particle beams had struck her right knee actuator. She wouldn’t be much good trying to keep up while limping.

“Bravo-Two-Five, Charlie-One-One. I’m lifting off and maintaining CAS. Call me if you need me. Charlie out.”

Jennings clicked her mic twice, not having time to spare words for someone not in her squad. “Bravo, collapse on me and push, forward.” Rubble fell on her suit as she crunched her way through the former security station. It felt like a lifetime had passed since she’d visited to have dinner with President Santiago and his family. Her heart lifted, knowing the three girls were safe. The inside of the palace was unrecognizable from her last visit, even after the coup.

“Gunny, light element on our six, closing in,” Gentry said.

“Owens, support.”

His Raptor spun in a blink, heading back for the door. “On it,” he said.

Focusing on the layout her computer provided, Jennings charged through walls, priceless paintings, and works of art with a series of resounding crashes.

London charged past her, unleashing a volley from his cannon. At head level, 5mm bullets ripped through the wall in a line. Tracers ignited the paper-coated walls.

“Get back,” Naki shouted over the comms.

Alarms wailed a half second after his warning. The wall in front of her erupted, blue beams of fire crisscrossing the area.

Two beams slashed across London’s suit, half burning through the torso. His scream hit the comms before it was abruptly cut off.

June cried out as her suit took a beam to the armored chest. She stumbled back into a wall, collapsing it onto her.

Smoke and debris filled the chamber. Jennings’ vision mods cycled until she could see through it. Six heat signatures awaited her on the other side.
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Wei frowned as the tactical map updated. He’d had his techs cobble together a sensor net with updated movements and alarms. Sitting behind the presidential desk, he maintained an excellent situational awareness of the attack. Yen, sadly, had guessed wrong; there was no attack from the south. Instead, a small unit had breached the northern perimeter and attempted to rescue the president from the state prison.

“We’re holding the western front. The mines have taken damage and we’ve lost thirty percent of the equipment, but well within operational capacity,” Yen said.

Something wasn’t right. The airpower the Alliance wielded was enough to utterly destroy his people. Yet they held back for precision strikes and… civilians. They don’t want to kill the civilians.

“Scouts report ground troops arriving at the edge of the city, sir,” one of his comms men said. “They look like Cordoban regular army…”

“So that’s where they went,” Wei said with a bemused smile. “They hid, Yen. It wasn’t the civil war that took them out—they hid until the Alliance could attack… but why now?”

Yen pointed to the northern sector on the map. “I’m afraid they’re going to be disappointed when they get to the prison.”

The Cordoban regulars weren’t an issue. He doubted the effectiveness of their weapons, and even if they attacked en masse, his repeaters would tear them apart. The only force here that was a threat were the Marines. While their tech wasn’t up to Terran level, they used advanced tactics, had experience, and were a proven threat.

On his map, the Cordoban ground troops blinked and surged forward. “I guess they know their precious president is deceased.”

Alarms wailed, echoed by the staccato fire of their anti-aircraft artillery. Dust drifted down from the ceiling as the half dozen weapon emplacements all fired at the same time. A moment later, the more advanced particle beams split the air.

“I think the Alliance is landing ground troops here…” Yen said with surprise.

Wei should never have stayed at the palace. The abundance of luxury had lulled him in, but now they knew where he was, and they were coming for him.

“Send all the men to the entrance to defend.” Wei glanced at the far side of the office. Six of his Jī quán suits rested in low-power mode. He’d sent the rest to work security but kept these for his own protection. He was glad he had.

The floor shook as multiple explosions rippled through the front of the palace. The exact place he’d just sent his men.

“Dammit.” Wei rushed across the room, shedding his uniform jacket. The suits opened from the back like starfish. Once he was down to his pants and undershirt, he climbed in. Electrodes snaked out, attaching themselves to skin where the nerves were closest.

“All systems active,” the armor informed him. The panels closed, sealing him into the suit in the nick of time. Bullets exploded through the room. They pinged off the armor with dull thumps.

Out of instinct, all six men raised their gauntlets and returned fire through the wall.
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Jennings hadn’t had the pleasure of seeing the Gnat power armor in person. Unlike her Raptor suit, they mimicked humans. Large, muscular, and clearly metal, the six suits rushed out of the smoke. As one, they raised their right arm and blue particle beams danced out, burning through the air.

Jennings kicked in her assisted jump, crashing through the second floor of the palace. Inside a building was no place to get into an armored fight with a technologically and numerically superior foe. “Naki, bring it all down,” she said.

Jennings squeezed the trigger down on her cannon. Spinning as she went, the 5mm rounds ripped through walls, floors, and ceilings.

On her screen, her unit scattered away from the charging enemy. The tactic clearly caught the Gnats by surprise. Bravo started firing grenades at the walls. Explosions, fire, and pressure waves obliterated the structure. A second later, the wing of the storied presidential palace groaned and collapsed.

Her suit flashed red lights at her as the building came down. “Bravo, jump, jump, jump.”

Raptor suits digitigrade legs vaulted the ton-and-a-half suits through the crashing debris. One second, they were inside the palace, then the next, sailing through the air outside. Defused light from the rising sun hit the cloud of smoke from the collapsing building.

There were several good reasons why the Alliance didn’t use human shaped armor for their RPT combat suits. Weight and mass were high on the list. A human-shaped suit could get its limbs trapped or suffer the same problems over rough terrain that an unarmored person might. The goal had been to increase combat effectiveness; they increased it.

The rest of her squad, including Gentry and Owens, appeared out of the smoke and lined up near her.

“You think they’re trapped, Gunny?” Naki asked.

“I don’t know. Let’s not take the chance, though. Weapons hot; keep your sensors pealed.”

Barely the second she finished speaking, six impossibly quick suits rushed out of the smoke. They were humanoid in shape, with vaguely ant-like helmets. Tall, but not as tall as the Raptors, and with highly reflective armor—almost like mirrors.

The deafening roar of her squad’s cannons filled the morning. The 5mm rounds burned through the air… only to bounce off the Gnat armor. The enemy suits looked like prisms, the Raptor cannons mere lasers, as the ground around them erupted from the deflected fire.

Then they were on them. The suit crashed into hers. It wasn’t as tall, but damn if it wasn’t fast. He grabbed her coilgun, metallic hands crunching through the barrels. Alarms wailed as he exerted insane amounts of pressure… and ripped the coilgun from its mount in a screech of tortured metal and wailing alarms.

He’s going to crack this suit like an egg—and I’m the yolk.

Jennings punched out her three-fingered hand with enough kinetic energy to knock over a truck. The impact clanged with a deafening noise. Jennings stumbled backward, and the Gnat suit flew off to land on its back five meters away.

She lost track of her squad as her mind went into combat mode. Coil rounds filled the air, mixed with thin, blue particle beams. The armored suit came at her again, shooting his beam.

Jennings dodged to the side a second late. Fire etched across her chest plate, burning a line through the top layer of armor. More suit alarms keened. “Silence alarms,” she growled.

Raptor training focused on using the armor as an extension of the Marine’s own abilities. While there was no specific section on hand-to-hand, Jennings thought maybe that should change.

The suit clanged into hers, armored hands banging into the nanite-reinforced metal of her hull.

“Zhǐ lǎo hǔ,” a man said from the armor.

Jennings grabbed the wrists of the power armor with her clawed hands. “I don’t know what you said, but I’m guessing it wasn’t nice,” Jennings said.

While she had silenced the alarms, the screen still flashed warnings. The nanite-enhanced muscular structure of the suit turned red on her screen as the enemy suit pushed against her.

“You can’t win, Marine,” he said it like an epithet. “My suit is stronger, faster, and more advanced in every way.” He stepped forward and spun. The world turned upside down as Jennings flew through the air. She blinked and her suit hit the ground, crashing into debris from the palace.

The Raptor’s display crackled, partly obscuring her view. She could easily see her upside-down suit, though, reflected on the legs of the Gnats armor.

“Our Strike suits are as far above your mechs as a boot is above an ant. You can’t hope to win.”

Jennings triggered her jump jets, righting the suit, arms wide and ready to fight.

“Tell you what, dipshit—you can explain it to me when I peel you out of that tin can.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Paul frowned as the line on his holographic map updated. Despite the addition of the Cordoban infantry, the frontline wavered. There wasn’t anything dramatic—no collapsing line, no flood of enemy troops. Paul, though, could see the battle unfolding, and it wasn’t going to end with their victory.

“Ghost, this is Top Dog, come in.”

The reply came, but before he started speaking, the sounds of Raptor cannon fire echoed through the mic. “Top Dog, this is Ghost, go ahead.”

“How thick were the defenses when you came in from the North?” Paul manipulated the holo, showing the path Ghost had taken to the north front.

“It wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be. They had a couple of mechanized vehicles with crew-served weapons and several dug-in emplacements. No power armor that I saw.”

Captain Bonds changed the map again, looking at the point of his battle: the mine. They weren’t going to be able to take and hold it with the way the fight was going.

“Roger, Ghost. Top Dog out.”

“What are you thinking?” Ruiz asked.

“I need your men to shift North, start forcing the fight away from the mine. Or more civilians are going to die than have to.”

Ruiz leaned forward, examining the map more closely. Small squares with a “C” showed the Cordoban units. They weren’t as precise as the Alliance markers but were good enough. While they watched, two of the twenty-unit markers flashed and vanished. Ruiz swore under her breath. Paul felt the deaths of those soldiers in his core, but he couldn’t let that sway his overall plan.

“Those mechanized units will chew my men to pieces,” Ruiz said.

“They’ll do better against them than they will the power armor. I need the battle to shift north in order to string out the enemy. Once they’re spread out, it will be easier to pick them off with”—a light on the board flashed as one of the Corsairs went offline—“airpower.”

“Understood.” Ruiz passed the orders along through her radio. Her units checked in, confirming the report. “How long until we see the results?”

“Should be instant,” Paul said.

Sure enough, the line shifted. That’s when Paul looked to see which Corsair had gone offline—and wished he hadn’t.
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Boudreaux brought her Corsair around in a wide arc, five hundred meters above the city. She wanted to keep her weapons available for Bravo-Two-Five.

“PFC Brown, you have them on the FLIR, still?” she asked her backseat.

“Negative, Chief. They moved into the palace and—holy crap. The palace just… collapsed.”

Boudreaux dumped the Corsair on its side and pulled hard on the stick. Vapor trails flowed off the wings and nose as she pulled high g’s bringing the nose around. Once she had, she rolled the ship back and pushed the throttle forward until the velocity on her screen showed five hundred knots.

“How about now?” she asked.

“Got ’em, they just came out. Looks like there are… oh wow. The Gnats have their suits there. Looks like Bravo is fighting them.”

“Show me,” Boudreaux demanded.

Her left MFD came to life, showing the twelve suits battling it out. Lines of heat flared from the Gnat wrists hitting the Raptors. They clashed in close combat, and even six klicks away, she could tell the Raptors were in trouble.

Boudreaux locked the gun forward and switched the targeting to manual. A dot, followed by a line, appeared on her HUD, showing exactly where the rounds would land and the path they would take. “Bravo-Two-Five, danger close,” she said.

“Uh, Chief, that’s not how that works,” Brown said.
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Naki blasted away with his cannon, rounds merely exploding on impact or ricocheting off the Gnat’s armor. The Gnat responded with a blue beam of superheated particles, slashing through the Raptor like a slow knife.

Naki dodged to the right, rolling on his shoulder. His erratic movement threw the Gnat’s aim off. Naki charged forward, continuing to fire his 5mm cannon at full auto, despite the flashing warnings of overheating blaring in his ear. Naki forced his Raptor to maximum speed, hitting 40 kph as he bulldozed into the enemy suit.

Mass, which wins almost every fight, carried both suits through a partially standing wall and into the former courtyard where guards once stood in immaculate dress uniforms. Grass exploded as the two suits with a combined weight of more than three tons crashed into mud and concrete.

A metal fist slammed into Naki’s Raptor with a clang, denting the armor. His onboard computer warned him of a weakened exterior.

Naki regained his feet, swinging his fist to keep the next blow from landing.

The person in the enemy suit shouted at him in a language Naki didn’t speak.

“Yeah, I don’t care,” Naki replied.

Light flashed off the Gnat suit’s wrist. Naki lunged forward, locking his three-clawed hand onto the weaponized wrist. The Gnat suits were strong, and Naki couldn’t hold on for long.

“Owens, tell me how to beat these things?”
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Owens ducked as another Gnat beam swept the air above him. The shiny, mirrorlike suit charged him. Owens did his best to stay out of the way.

“Pop smoke,” he shouted.

His coilgun, which was still configured as a mortar, thumped twice. Both mortars exploded three meters up in a shower of white, vision- and thermal-obscuring smoke.

Owens jinked hard the opposite direction, moving back toward the battle. Sure enough, a blue beam sliced through where he would have been.

He’d already seen Gunny dump a few hundred rounds into the Gnat’s suit to no avail. By their nature, the 5mm rounds were already AP; they couldn’t make them any more armor piercing. While he could probably knock them around with HE mortars, he doubted they would do any lasting damage.

The suits were just damn tough.

“Owens, tell me how to beat these things?” Naki shouted over the comms.

“I’m working on it.” A gust of wind cleared his smokescreen, showing the enemy suit two meters in front of him and facing the wrong way. Owens charged. The Gnat turned, grabbed his suit in a flash of speed, and threw him over its shoulder like an adult picking up a child.

The ground shook as he hit the ground, blurring his vision and rattling his teeth.

“Idiot, these suits are pure combat. Created to win battles with technology your backwards Alliance, couldn’t comprehend.”

Pure combat…

“Yeah? You never fought a Marine before.”

The Gnat dropped his knee onto Owens’ Raptor-shaped head, pressed his fist against the chest and fired his particle beam, slagging the suit’s chest. If they were fighting in-person, the knee to the head would have stopped Owens from seeing anything. However, the Raptor had an excellent visual system. Lance Corporal Owens, electronics expert by trade, examined the underside of the insect-like helmet of the Gnat suit and it hit him.

Owens had mere seconds until his armor failed. He flipped the left-hand stick, reversing the fingers on the hand, jamming the plasma torch under the chin of the helmet. Superheated plasma, designed to melt nano-steel, cut through the Gnat armor in two seconds. The pilot’s head sizzled in the scorching oven of burning plasma.

“Bravo-Two-Five, danger close.”

Owens couldn’t explain the comforting sound of the nose-mounted chain gun to a civilian. He doubted most Marines even thought about it, but to him, it was magic. Like the sound of freedom.

The ground shook as 10mm tungsten balls rained down at 1,500 meters per second. Two of the Gnat suits ripped apart in an explosion of metal and flesh. Charlie-One-One flashed overhead only a few hundred meters above. Three blue beams from the remaining Gnat suits reached out as one, striking the fuselage dead center. Owens watched in horror as Charlie-One-One disintegrated, the engines exploding, the ship vanishing in a fireball.
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“Gunny, torch,” Owens said as soon as the static from Charlie-One-One exploding passed.

Jennings lunged forward, hitting the Gnat in the shoulder, knocking him off balance. He tried to bring his still-hot particle cannon around to shoot her. She grappled it with one clawed hand while converting the other to its plasma torch.

“Get off me,” the Gnat yelled and pushed against her. As the suit started to move, she ignited the torch. Light brighter than the sun arced from the torch, slicing through the wrist of the Gnat armor.

The man roared in agony, ripping his severed wrist from her grip. Blood splattered against her suit as she rolled to the side.

“Now we’re even,” she muttered. The Marine Corps desire to not have a bipedal suit that fit snugly against the pilot’s skin suddenly made a lot more sense. “I don’t know who you are, but the battle’s over. Surrender, and your remaining men can live,” she said.

Despite his suit, he hunched over in pain, cradling the stump that was his arm.

Her plasma torch snapped to life, and she marched toward him.

His remaining hand came up, helmet splitting open to reveal the face of a man in agony. “If you swear my men will be spared, I’ll surrender.”

Jennings eyed the direction Charlie-One-One vanished in. Boudreaux was not just a helluva pilot, but her friend. Tempted as she was to kill the man that had killed Boudreaux, ending the battle in victory was more important.

“Order your men to cease fire, lay down their weapons, and get on the ground. You do that right now, and I’ll make sure they’re not hurt.”
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“Top Dog, this is Bravo-Two-Five.”

“Bravo-Two-Five, this is Top Dog, go ahead.”

“I’ve got Ground Force Commander Wei of the Terran Republic here, sir. He’s willing to surrender.”

Paul smiled ear-to-ear like a fool. “Way to go, Gunny. Put him on.” He waved to Ruiz to listen in.

“Captain Bonds, General Wei, Terran Republic. I officially request my soldiers be taken under the treaty of Okinawa-Deruta. If you guarantee that, we will surrender without further action.”

“Done,” Paul said without hesitation. Ruiz frowned at him. What Wei didn’t know was that he would have followed the treaty to the letter regardless. It was the gold standard for dealing with enemy combatants, planets, the whole bit.

“Very well…” Wei let out a long breath. “We surrender.”

Ruiz shook her head, frantically trying to get Bonds’ attention.

“General Wei, we accept.”

“You shouldn’t have done that. It was my job to⁠—”

Paul interrupted Ruiz. “The same treaty that made Cordoba part of the Alliance, and the one that”—he glanced at the casualty numbers—“killed twenty-three Marines and two Naval personnel, is the one that makes it my authority and responsibility, not yours.”

Ruiz stiffened. “This isn’t your planet, Captain. We’ve lost far more people. It should have been my decision to accept surrender and⁠—”

“And you wouldn’t have. And all my Marines would have died fighting to assuage your army’s guilt. I like you, Ruiz, despite you pointing a gun at me. But I still don’t trust you. This needed to end, and end now. And don’t think for a second, it’s all over.” He jabbed one finger at the roof of the Mudcat. “There’s a battleship hanging over our heads and no word from the Alliance. We’ve won the battle, but it’s up to the captain and the Navy-types to win the war.”

Ruiz deflated somewhat. “It doesn’t feel right. It should be us. But I’ll accept your decision.”

“It’s war, Ruiz. The day we don’t feel things about it is the day we’re fighting for the wrong reasons. Now, let’s go save as many lives as we can.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Dagger’s hatch opened, letting in a blast of cool air. Servos whirred to life, lowering the gangplank to the landing platform. The air smelled far too clean for Nadia’s nose. She supposed the actual atmosphere of Executerra was either too polluted to breathe or too foul smelling. However, the fact that they managed to pipe in the fresh air impressed her.

Yua stood at her elbow, ever attentive. Nomad and Mac flanked her. Rivera was in front, waiting for the hatch to finish opening. Once it did, he jaunted down the gangplank like a puppy.

The landing platform stretched out from the side of a massive skyscraper. Wind whipped her hair around. Clouds passed by beneath the platform. Nadia followed Rivera, keeping an imperious look to her face and posture. Svetlana Voss would be unimpressed, and so should she.

“Ms. Voss, this way,” Rivera said, gesturing to the double door leading to the massive building. She followed Rivera, careful to keep her expression neutral while observing everything. Rivera didn’t have to put in a code; the doors opened at his presence.

They closed behind her, sealing off the sound of the outside world. Inside was a massive reception chamber. On either side, lifelike statues of men, and a few women, lined the hall. She stopped to examine the closest one and read: Andrew, Peter. CEO from 2733-56 Net Worth 6.3×1017 Adjusted Earth Currency.

Yua gasped. That was a lot of money. Voss had a little over a trillion in Alliance currency, but she wasn’t sure how that translated into Earth money. Was there more going on than them wanting her money? Nadia couldn’t even conceptualize a trillion dollars, let alone… whatever that was on the plaque.

“Ms. Voss, it’s a pleasure to meet you at last,” a handsome man said as he approached. Three fit-looking men flanked him, obviously his security.

“And you are?” she asked.

He paused for a second, a smile blossoming on his face. “Merrick Thornsley-Hawk, CEO of the organization formerly known as the Terraforming Guild. At your service.”

Hawk was a medium-height man with strong shoulders and a symmetrical jaw line that flattered him. He wore his brown hair in a simple cut, parted on the right. Besides his expensive suit, he showed no signs of jewelry or other ornaments.

She took his hand, a firm grip if she ever felt one. Pleasantries exchanged, he led her down the row of CEOs. She clocked the date on each one, trying to memorize as much as she could.

“You don’t need my money, Mr. Hawk, so why am I here?” she asked as they approached the end of the hall. Nadia’s study of Voss left her no doubt about the woman’s bluntness.

“Right to the point, as we thought you would be. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d prefer to discuss this in private. I have an excellent meal prepared for your people…” He gestured to an opening door. Warm smells of spicy foods drifted out.

At this point, she was in a trap of her own making. Unless she was willing to leave, she had to go along. Of course, if she did decide to leave, they would just blow her ship up. She had the intel she needed for the Alliance, but she couldn’t leave without wrecking the mission.

“Ma’am,” Nomad said. He looked at the opposing security with a suspicious eye. Something she appreciated.

“I’ll be fine. Do as you’re told.”

Danny and Mac snapped to attention and headed for the door. Yua didn’t follow.

“I’m afraid all of your people,” Hawk said.

Yua simply nodded and followed along after the two special forces men.

Once her entourage departed, Hawk turned and waved his men off. They were as happy to leave their charge as hers were.

“Fair is fair.” Hawk turned and continued walking past the last of the statues and toward a lift door. She noticed the last statue ended seventy years before.

“Seventy years is a long time to run a company?” she asked.

“Yes, it is,” Hawk said. “You’re every bit as observant as your file implied.”

Nadia allowed herself a rare smile. “More.”

The lift began moving the moment the doors were shut behind them.

“Does everyone have those nanite neuro-networks, or just the higher ups?” she asked.

Hawk’s eyes appraised her in a new light. “Now, how do you know about those?” he asked.

“Please, Mr. Hawk. I’m the richest woman in the galaxy. I face death a hundred times before breakfast. Do you honestly think there isn’t anything I don’t know?” It was bravado and a bluff. There was plenty she didn’t know. She just knew more than they thought she did, allowing her to leverage what they didn’t know in her favor.

“I guess not. No, not everyone has them. They cost about as much as a small moon. We don’t just hand them out.”

Besides the blinking light telling her the lift was moving, she felt nothing, and had no idea how fast they were going or how far. The doors opened into a luxurious home; plush carpet greeted her. “Is this some kind of joke?” she asked.

“Hardly. I thought you would want to rest after your arduous journey and⁠—”

Nadia had had enough. She grabbed the man by his arm and slammed him up against the lift wall. Her cybernetic grip didn’t budge as he tried to pull her fingers off him.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

“Getting answers. Why am I here? If it isn’t for my money, what do you people want from me?”

His panic momentarily forgotten; Hawk relaxed. “You really are down to business aren’t you, luv? I thought you would want to rest for a few days, see the sights, truly understand what we’re offering you.”

Nadia glanced at the home, back to him, and realization dawned on her.

“You want me to replace you?” she asked. The idea was outrageous. Ludicrous, even.

“The Guild needs new management. A thousand years of genetically engineered CEOs is crashing the entire empire down around our ears. After what the Alliance has done to us? Well, it’s only a matter of time before we collapse. I want to retire and be done. But until I find a successor the board will agree to, I can’t. Being immortal has a lot of perks—this isn’t one of them. You’re in the job until it’s done, or you find someone better. You are the only person in the whole galaxy the board would agree to.” He looked down at her hand. “Do you mind?”

Nadia let him go. He dropped an inch to the floor; she hadn’t realized she’d lifted him up. “You want me to replace you in your gilded prison?”

Hawk entered his home, gesturing for her to follow. “It’s not so bad. You have a luxurious lifestyle. You want for nothing. Though I end up working more eighteen-hour days than I care to admit.”

“Family?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Part of why I want to retire. As CEO you can have your pick of men—or women— whatever you want. None of it is real, though. After the debacle of Wonderland, and the heads started rolling, I realized we’re living in a house of cards. I can see it, but I can’t change it. That’s when I came up with the idea of recruiting an outsider to run the company. Back in the old days, before we left Earth, management always came from within. I fear we’re too stagnant now. You can save the company—not me. No matter how hard I try, I can’t fight a thousand years of genetic manipulation. You don’t have that problem.”

The irony wasn’t lost on Nadia. Here she was, genetically altered to be Svetlana Voss, but not really her. She could, though, run the company. Run it a damn sight better than they could. All it would take was for her to give up her entire life with Jacob, her future plans, everything. She could turn the Guild into something great, something to make the galaxy a better place. Maybe. It would probably take her a few hundred years just to get them to stop killing themselves rather than be captured.

“And here I thought you were just offering me immortality,” she said. Nadia slid into one of the comfortable-looking chairs decorating the entry way.

“No, not just. We knew the lure of immortality would bring you here. Clearly, we have no need for your money. We need you. Your skills as a leader, as a cutthroat businesswoman. You are exactly what the Guild needs right now.”

“I need time to think about this,” she said. Her mind began running in overdrive, trying to think of a way to get off the planet without seeming too eager to leave.

“Of course, take all the time you need. You may stay here in my home. I have a million and one things to do in the city, regardless. I usually stay in my apartment there.”

She shook her head and wanted to laugh at how absurdly normal it all sounded. As if he worked a job and had to stay in the city.

“How is the Guild organized right now?” she asked.

“Like it always has been. One CEO, twelve board members, seventy-two presidents, 144 vice presidents, so on and so forth. Each president is in charge of a division. It goes on like that until you get to the laborers, who aren’t in charge of anything.”

“How many planets like Wonderland does the Guild have?”

He laughed, his head leaning back, almost looking at the ceiling.

“Like Wonderland? None. That was a one in a quadrillion. The Alliance almost put us in the red with that one move. We do have a dozen or so major crop-producing planets spread throughout the known systems, using our backdoor starlanes and skipsleds.”

Skipsleds? That must be what they call the lane enhancers.

“Where did you get all the ships from?” she asked.

If he was suspicious of her line of questioning, he didn’t show it. Nadia had a once in a lifetime opportunity to mine the CEO of the Terraforming Guild for information no one else in the galaxy had. She was going to take it.

“We have several manufacturing stations in the asteroid belts here and in a few other systems. They allow us to produce our freighters with the gasers at a rate of eighteen per year. Though thanks to a deal with the Terran Republic, we’re going to transition those to light units by the end of the year.”

Nadia tried to take it all in stride. Wit had indicated he’d hoped the deal with the Republic was a one-off, buying used equipment to shore up their economic pitfalls. She was about to ask about the gasers but stopped herself. There was only so much she could push before the man would be suspicious.

“You’ve given me a lot to think about. I’ll return to my ship and rest there.”

He stood up, instantly more alert than he had a second before. “I’m afraid you misunderstand, Ms. Voss. This offer isn’t one you can refuse. I appreciate your willingness to entertain the notion, even putting on a show for the board that you might say no… but you’re not leaving this planet. Not ever. Either you become CEO or…”

There it was. The bloodthirsty nature of the Guild, viewing people as mere numbers. She was an idiot. Of course, just like Svetlana, they wouldn’t have brought her here if they didn’t already know the outcome they required.

“What about my people?” she asked.

“I’m afraid we don’t allow outsiders. I hope you weren’t too attached to them.”

Nadia laughed, not the happy, exuberant kind, but the dark laugh of a woman who saw a reckoning coming. “You really should have told me.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I wouldn’t have brought two of the most dangerous men in the galaxy if I thought you were going to try to kill them.”


CHAPTER FORTY


Yua sat with her back to the entrance of the waiting room. The two men, Nomad and Mac, faced her and the hatch, their eyes flickering between her and the four guards the Guild put in the room. She marveled at the way the special forces troopers seemed to communicate without speaking. As far as she knew, they weren’t communicating, not even with hand signals, yet somehow, they knew what the other would do before they did it.

“What?” she asked. The looks they exchanged had gone from casual to concerned, and while she didn’t know about what, she knew it was something.

“It might be nothing,” Mac said.

“If it isn’t, be ready to move,” Nomad said.

What did one do to be ready to move? It wasn’t like she had luggage. Fear tugged at Yua in a way it had since she’d stepped on Dagger. Of course, her life had ended the moment she stepped into that escape pod back on Interceptor. If she had never behaved like a selfish child, she wouldn’t currently be in the middle of a secret mission a thousand light-years from home.

Nomad stood suddenly, startling her. “What?” she said again.

He ignored her, walking over to the guards.

“Stay calm,” Mac said. “He’s just feeling them out.” Mac reached into his pocket and handed Yua a small capsule.

“What’s this?”

“If you see me take one, you take one. Don’t hesitate,” Mac said.

Yua closed her hand around the small silver capsule, squeezing it tight like it was a lifeline.

Nomad’s deep voice echoed through the room.

“They don’t know why they’re here, other than to keep us in the room,” Mac whispered.

Yua’s heart pounded in her chest. “What do you think they’re doing?” she asked.

Mac eyed the one entrance. There were no other obvious exits. “If I had to guess, they’re trying to decide if they’ll kill us.”

She was about to speak when Mac tackled her to the deck. Phased plasma bolts sizzled the air above her. He rolled off and charged the men.

Yua looked at her hand, dumbfounded, not sure if she should take the pill or not. She started to stand, but another sizzling bolt changed her mind and she flattened herself against the deck.

The four men the Guild sent to watch them were big and certainly fit the bill as security guards. One, though, was already dead, a disposable utensil from the table shoved so far up his nose it must have pierced his brain. Nomad held the gun hand of the one firing, while using his other to grab the neck of the second man, holding both of them together at an awkward angle, preventing them from shooting him. All the while, the third had his pistol out but couldn’t shoot without hitting his companions.

Nomad flung both men away, stripping the gun from the guard’s hand as he did so. Just when the third man thought he had a shot, Mac slammed into his chest with an audible crack. Nomad fired two rapid shots at the flailing men. Each hit their head. He fired four more shots into their torsos as they fell. Casually, like he was cleaning gum off his shoe, he put two into the man lying on the floor.

Yua swore at herself, got to her feet, and ran over to retrieve a discarded gun.

“What are these and how do we get them for the Alliance?” Mac asked, picking up his own hi-tech looking pistol. They weren’t made of plastic, per se, as far as Yua could tell; they were metal but light.

“No idea, but I’m keeping mine,” Nomad said.

Mac noted the shaking pistol in Yua’s hand. “You know how to use it?” he asked.

“I know enough not to shoot you accidentally,” she said. “Enough that I would rather have it than not.”

“Okay,” Mac said. “Now take your pill.” He and Nomad popped theirs.

She didn’t hesitate. “What is it?”

Nomad headed for the sealed hatch. “We learned a long time ago not to go in foreign ports without our backup plan. It’s a cocktail of drugs and nanites. Antidotes to a every known poison. Oxygen to keep you alive if they try to vent the atmosphere, and fifteen minutes worth of nano regeneration if you get wounded.” He knelt next to the door, examining the panel while Nomad pressed himself against the side for cover.

Yua hadn’t known such a thing existed; it had to be expensive.

Nomad pointed at the floor next to him, on the other side of the hatch from Mac. “Attach yourself to my hip, fire when I fire, and don’t move in front of me. If you see something and we’re not already engaged, whisper. Otherwise, shout,” Nomad said with a grin. The two men exuded violence, but for all that, their occasional grins broke the panic that threatened her.

“What’s the plan?” Yua asked.

Nomad yanked the panel off the wall, stuck the barrel of the gun in the space, and fired. Sparks exploded out of the panel, showering the floor with burning embers. The door hissed open.

A shower of bolts sizzled the air; they would have died if they were in front of the door. Nomad waited a heartbeat before sticking the barrel of his pistol out and rapid-firing without exposing himself. The second he pulled his gun back, a dozen bolts hit the wall where he hid. Mac hit the deck, leaned out, and fired twice before sitting up back behind cover.

Fewer bolts returned fire, focusing on the spot Mac had fired from. Staying up, Nomad leaned out and fired twice.

Even fewer shots returned.

“You’re weeding them out?”

Nomad tapped his forehead with his free hand. “Yup.”

“Is it that easy?” she asked.

“Nope,” Mac replied.

“I go again,” Nomad said. “They tend to get wind of the pattern after the second time.” Nomad leaned out, fired once, and pushed himself back hard. Two shots hit the wall; before the bolts finished sizzling, Mac popped out and fired.

This time, Yua noted, there was no return fire.

Nomad charged out, gun up at shoulder level as he disappeared through the hatch. Mac leapt up and followed.

Yua struggled with what to do for a moment, then remembered what Nomad told her. She slipped out after them. Eight dead men, all with still-burning holes in their heads and chests.

They were back in the CEO room with all its statues. Nomad paused to pat down the bodies. Yua gulped as she realized one of them was Rivera, the man who led them here.

“Danny, check this out,” Mac said.

Yua followed Mac’s gesture. One of their bolts had passed above the men and blasted away the arm of a CEO’s statue. Yua made her way, trying to keep her eyes off the dead men. The arm of the statue protruded right to the elbow, the end a molten slag with the white of the statue’s frame sticking out.

“You effing kill me,” Nomad said. “Throw my body in an incinerator before you let some creep do this to me.”

“I got you,” Mac said.

Yua was thoroughly confused. Nomad didn’t want a statue in his honor. “I don’t understand…”

Mac used the barrel of his gun to scrape away a bit of charred… flesh from the arm.

Yua spun, overwhelmed by the sudden nausea, unable to hold it back; she vomited all over the dead men at her feet. “Oh, ancestors,” she said between gulps. “Not statues.”

Nomad headed for the lift where Nadia had disappeared, gesturing for his two companions to follow.

Yua struggled back to her feet; the sudden weakness induced by nausea flooding her system. “Maybe I should go back to the ship?”

“If they haven’t already, they’re storming aboard and killing everyone. First thing I tried to do was contact them. We’re being jammed.”

Nomad tapped the wall where the lift was.

Yua grinned a little, though only a little. “Boy I feel bad for whoever they send aboard,” she said.

She was pleasantly surprised by the confused look Mac shot her. “Why? They seem like good kids, but they’re just Navy pukes.”

She nodded in agreement. “That’s not why. You have no idea how much money I had to decorate and outfit the ship. My instructions were to refit her like it really was for Svetlana Voss. Luxury accommodations, the finest foods, and of course… the most advanced combat drones on the market.”

Nomad let out a whistle. “Alliance tech?” The Alliance had a great many advanced weapons; autonomous combat drones weren’t among them. The people of the Alliance had a healthy distrust of electronic systems that could be tampered with.

“Consortium. Latest cutting-edge models—and I mean cutting edge.” Yua glanced back toward the ship. How would they even get out of here? “What would stop the Guild from blowing the ship up in the hanger?” she asked.

“Nothing, but they probably won’t.”

Relief flooded through her. This wasn’t her kind of operation, and the stress and tension filled her with anxiety.

“They’ll wait until we take off and blow us up,” Mac added helpfully.

The two men grinned at the shared joke.

“Ha,” she said. “Funny.”

Mac fiddled with the lift door another moment. “I don’t think shooting this one will work. The lift appears to be locked somewhere.”

Yua blanched at the distance involved. Sixteen hundred floors? “H—how far down is that?”

Nomad shrugged. “Too far to jump, and I didn’t bring that much rope.”
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Nadia debated what she would do next. Without any way to communicate with her team, she had to hope they would make it through on their own. For her, though, it was a matter of escaping the luxury apartment of the CEO.

“Let me get this right,” she said. “You reached out to me, the most successful arms dealer in the galaxy, to make me take your job, whether I want it or not?”

Hawk laughed as he walked over to the built-in drink dispenser. “Scotch, neat.” A glass slid out of the dispenser, followed by a dark amber liquid gently pouring into the glass. He held it up to the light, gently swirling it around. “You see, Svetlana? You can have whatever your heart desires. What you don’t realize, and you won’t for many years, is that once you have everything, you really have nothing.”

He knocked the drink back, grimacing as it burned its way down his throat. “The Guild is dying. Even our attempt to reinvent ourselves in a more militaristic way isn’t going to work. Maybe you can save it, maybe you can’t. Either way, it won’t be my problem anymore.”

Of all the stupid… “Call the lift back,” she said.

“You’ll take the job, then?” he asked.

“No, you moron.” Her sudden change in tone caught him off guard. Nadia wondered if anyone had ever insulted him to his face.

“Excuse me?”

Nadia stalked toward him, knocking the glass out of his hand to have it shatter against the wall.

“You. Are. A. Moron. The rest of the galaxy lives in fear of what the Guild can do. The technology you have. Your only concern seems to be how much money you can make and where to retire. Do you even care that there is a war on that will likely wipe out all of civilization? Do you care that the Caliphate nuked Alexandria with one of your ships? For all you care about being human, why haven’t you people just turned yourself into machines?”

Hawk took a step back, a strange emotion playing across his face. “What’s going on here?”

“What’s going on,” she said, “is that the Guild is over.” Her cybernetic arm flashed out, wrapping powerful fingers around Hawk’s neck. “Call the elevator, or by the time your guards get in here, there won’t be enough left of your brain to put back together.”

His eyes went wide and his face blanched. “How do you know about that?” he asked.

“Your neuronet? Please. That’s your problem, Hawk. You think the Guild is so far ahead of everyone else tech-wise, no one could be ahead of you intelligence-wise. And trust me—we are.”

The lift door dinged and opened. Nadia instinctively swung Hawk around, placing him between her and the lift. Two men with weapons stalked out, pointing their rifles at her.

“Lower them or he dies,” she growled.

“Their stun guns, they won—” Hawk didn’t get to finish. Nadia charged forward, using him as a shield. The two men fired. Red beams of neuroparalyzing energy flashed out toward her. The moment they fired, she let go. The beams flashed across Hawk, incapacitating him. His body collided with the first guard. Nadia hit the second.

She was no Jennings, she knew that. While highly skilled and deadly, Nadia didn’t have the mass to take on men with even half her training in a fair fight, which was why she never, ever, fought fair. Her knees slammed into the man’s waist, sending them both tumbling into the lift. She jerked the weapon out of his hand, reversed her momentum, and struck him in the temple with the butt.

The other guard disentangled himself from the CEO, struggling to bring his weapon to bear. Nadia rolled toward him, her foot whipping out to connect with his knee. He went down with a howl of pain. She beat him with the stunner until he stopped howling.

Both men incapacitated, she dragged them out of the lift, then grabbed Hawk by his foot and hauled him into the elevator. Using his hand for the biometrics, she activated the controls and headed back for her team.
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The lift opened to a running battle. Four humanoid-shaped combat drones with glowing swords circled Dagger, bouncing toward threats the moment they emerged. The Guild didn’t seem to be prepared to deal with a surprise battle within their own headquarters. The guards’ phased plasma pistols would have obliterated the drones if they could have hit them, but the hyper-advanced combat drones ducked and weaved through the fire, slicing men to ribbons with their heated swords. The pile of corpses outside Dagger left Nadia truly impressed.

“Get the ship ready for lift off,” Nadia said as she ran for the ship. Nomad heaved Hawk over one shoulder while firing his phased plasma pistol, forcing the Guild response team to hide behind the doors of the Hall of CEOs.

“Up the ramp,” he shouted.

Nadia pushed Yua up the ramp in front of her, then turned to help with the defense, only to have Mac grab her around the waist and carry her onto the ship.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“Not risking you.”

Nomad walked backward up the ramp, carrying Hawk and firing.

Nadia freed herself and rang to hit the comms panel. “Emergency departure. Rally Point Lima-Mike.” If everything had gone to plan, two of the Alliance’s newest and most powerful battleships and their escorts were waiting for them on the other side of the starlane. All they had to do was get there, and they would be home free.

“Ma’am, we can take off, but they’ll just blast us as soon as we’re airborne,” Rugger said.

“We’ve got their CEO on board,” she said. “Now take off!”

Dagger’s impressive engines rumbled to life; the deck tilted as she lifted from the landing platform.

“Get to the bridge, we got this,” Nomad said.

Nadia headed for the stairs, lurching from side to side as the ship jerked back and forth. The ship dropped three meters, smashing her against the hull. She shook her head, got back to her feet, and ran up the stairs.

Once through the doors, Nadia practically fell into the center seat. “Rugger, what’s going on?”

“They’re shooting at us.”

Nadia opened the comms from her command chair. “Guild, this is Svetlana Voss. I have your CEO aboard my ship. Cease fire immediately or I’ll send him back to you from my airlock without a suit. You can send a ship to follow us at no more than three million kilometers and pick him up when we leave the system. The choice is yours.”

She killed the signal and leaned back in her chair to pull her harness on.

“How come you didn’t tell them who you were?” Rugger asked over his shoulder.

“If they knew we were Alliance, they’d never believe I would really kill him.”

A second later, they stopped shooting.

Her comm blinked from an incoming signal. “Ms. Voss, your terms are acceptable. For your sake, don’t ever return to Guild space.”

The line clicked dead. She couldn’t help but grin in relief. “Rugger, make sure you get detailed targeting info on the solar station. That’s going to be the primary target when the Navy comes in.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Vice Admiral Isabela “Izzy” Osler stared eagerly at the three-dimensional plot forming above the Pit.

“This is something else,” she said aloud. While she was in charge of Operation Thunderbolt, and the Battlegroup that made up TF 19, she chose Pegasus over Whirlwind as her flagship because of the nature of her advanced weapons systems. If the Office of Naval Research was correct in their estimates, and if the contractors had built the ship right, the Guild would be in for a surprise.

Thirty-six ships, spread out over a cubic light-second, with the two battleships in the center, cruised toward Executerra at three hundred gravities of acceleration. They made no attempt to hide their presence.

TF 19 didn’t need to.

“Ma’am, several of the armed freighters are converging on our vector,” Commander Atrell said.

They appeared on her holo with arrows showing their projected courses.

“Chief Papini, open the comms, all frequencies, broad spectrum. I don’t want them to miss this.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am. Channel open.”

Izzy, like almost half the crew, was from Alexandria. She had missed the Great War, but still carried the weight of the blame. Today she was in a position to right some wrongs. She took a deep breath to relish the historic moment.

“Guild, this is Vice Admiral Isabela Osler. As a corporation you have no rights to fall back on. You’re not protected by the treaty of Okinawa-Deruda. Yet despite us having every right to bomb the hell out of your home, the way you did ours, we aren’t here to do that. We are here to offer you one chance, and one chance only. Surrender. Unconditionally. Turn over all your planets, your technology, and your people to the Alliance or face the consequences. There will be no further communications. If your ships are still active when we’re in range, we will take that as a rejection of our offer. Admiral Osler out.”

“On the chip,” Chief Papini said.

“Send it.”

Izzy counted down the seconds as the message surged across the system at the speed of light. When more than enough time had passed with no response, and the Guild ships were still powering their way toward them, she decided they had declined. “Commander Atrell, bring us to battle stations.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am. Battle stations.” The call went out and all thirty-six ships prepared for battle. “TF 19 reporting ready,” Atrell said a few minutes later.

“CIC, Flag. Begin targeting strike package Alpha,” Izzy ordered.

“Aye, ma’am. Strike package Alpha.”

With the data from the spy vessel, her CIC had been able to create a target priority list that would start with crippling the Guild, then get worse from there. Her orders were clear; they weren’t there to win hearts and minds. They were there to put an end to the Guild, once and for all.

“Launch, launch, launch,” Lieutenant Sylvestre said from astro. “Looks like they’re launching from hidden torpedo defense tubes throughout our vector.”

With a bemused expression, the admiral watched the plot update. “They’re panicking.”

Commander Atrell appeared at her side. “What makes you say that, ma’am?”

She gestured to the furthest gravity surges. “Those are too far, even for Guild tech, they’ll go dead before they’re in range. Whoever is in charge of their defenses is over there yelling ‘fire everything.’” She punctuated the mock panic by waving her hands in the air.

“Good catch,” Atrell said. “I’ll make sure the point defense weighs them correctly as not to waste ammo on things that aren’t threats.”

“We’re coming up on maximum firing range for the Guild ship targets,” her astrogator said.

“Good. CIC, Flag. Status?”

“Flag, CIC. Strike package Alpha is programmed and ready to go.”

She swiveled her seat to face the weapons officer. “Lieutenant Forge, fire at will.”

“Aye, aye, ma’am.” Forge pressed the firing stud with great glee.
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Whirlwind, Pegasus, and their thirty-four consorts unleashed every torpedo possible. For the Guild, it was as if a wall of fire appeared on their screens as 641 torpedoes shot through space at eight hundred gravities—slower than what the Guild’s had, but faster than any torpedo previously used by the Alliance. Intermixed with the deadly weapons were the Alliance’s highly effective Electronic Warfare torpedoes.

The Guild ships did their best, using their advanced laser-defense system, but they weren’t designed to work together, and each ship acted on its own. Where an actual naval formation might have stopped half of them, the Guild freighters failed to stop ninety percent of the incoming torpedoes.

Then the real fire started. From Whirlwind’s rapid-firing 180mm cannons to the smallest destroyer’s 20mm, another wall of death approached the ships. They maneuvered in vain, unable to escape a battle they were never designed to fight. Despite the fact that any one of the freighters could have killed any one of the Alliance ships, they were never allowed in range. Every ship that ventured within a million klicks of the Alliance TF was turned into scrap within minutes.

At the Dyson swarm’s control center, dozens of panels popped open and laser-defense clusters came online. However, the software was old, the hardware older, and the operators had never trained on it.

Despite that, dozens of torpedoes vanished in the first defensive volley at fifty thousand klicks. Dozens more at thirty, over half by the time they hit ten klicks. At five thousand kilometers only sixty-three torpedoes remained.

That was enough.

Warheads—accelerating tungsten balls to near the speed of light, transmuting into balls of pure plasma energy, each with the fury of a miniature star—detonated.

Hundreds hit the kilometers-long station, melting through the hull, crew, and sensitive electronics. Power fluctuated as computers designed to keep absolute precision with the Dyson swarm failed. Instead of receiving a million different solar beams in preprogrammed locations, the beams of solar radiation struck the unshielded hull.

The Dyson swarm command center might have survived the torpedo hits, but the very thing it collected and distributed to the vast Guild solar system vaporized the massive station and the eight thousand people aboard in a matter of seconds.

After ten minutes of concentrated solar radiation, nothing existed at the L5 point. However, the Dyson swarm’s beamed energy continued on until it struck the next thing in line, the planet.
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“Helm,” Izzy said with her admiral’s voice. “Bring us about, best speed for home. We’re done here.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Asense of dizziness washed over Jacob, like one might experience from spinning abruptly. The view from his MFD showed Cordoba, shining like a jewel in space.

“Hard to believe we’re back in orbit,” Carter said.

Jacob nodded. When he’d sent the message to Admiral Arnold, he hadn’t really expected the man to surrender. Yet here he was.

“Message from the surface, Skipper. Captain Bonds for you.”

Jacob tapped his helmet, letting Mac know to send it through.

“I thought you left?” Paul’s baritone filled Jacob’s helmet.

“I figured you Marines would have the situation well in hand by now. No need to burn fuel just to come back and find you on vacation.”

Paul gave a hearty laugh and Jacob chuckled along with him.

“Well, okay then, Skipper. You’ll be happy to hear that Bravo and Charlie are both fine. Viv got herself a little banged up playing fighter pilot, though, so you’re down a Corsair. I can have them transferred up to you⁠—”

Jacob longed to have the Marines returned to his ship. However, it would do them no good. “Negative, Paul. We’re not out of the situation yet. The Guild’s sending reinforcements to fix the situation here. We’re only in orbit to link up with Revenge, and then we’re back out to meet the incoming threat.”

Static filled the air; Paul was transmitting but not speaking. “Sir? We trounced them here on the ground. There’s no reinforcing it.”

If they were dealing with a government, there might have been some negotiating Jacob could do. Something to get the other side to back down. “They’re either going to fix it or make it go away, Paul. With a battleship in orbit, they could do just that. I’ve managed to convince Arnold, the admiral on their orbiting battleship, that it’s in his best interest to seek asylum with the Alliance, and he’s agreed to help us. We’re heading out within the hour. You need to hunker down. Find a nice, deep hole. If we don’t make it, they’ll glass the planet.”

“I’m afraid we can’t do that, Skipper. The ground forces damn near wiped out Polis Del Mar. There’s half a million refugees and winter is closing fast. We have to evacuate to the other cities. We’ll do what we can do, though.”

Knowing full well this could be the very last time he spoke to his former Marine commander; Jacob cleared his throat. “It’s been an honor, Paul. You take care of yourself.”

“You too, Skipper.”

The line clicked dead. Jacob took a moment to signal Bosun Sandivol to make sure the crew’s mail was forwarded to the Marines just in case Interceptor didn’t make it. Every member of the Navy had a prewritten “goodbye letter” for the possibility they died in the line. Jacob didn’t want their families to miss out on that because he had a false sense of hope.

His MFD blinked, updating the status of the other two ships. Apache and Justice had arrived and were lined up. “Mac, get me through to Revenge, will you?”

“Aye, sir. Line to Revenge.”

Jacob waited patiently for the admiral to respond. The man wasn’t a real admiral—not in Jacob’s mind. However, part of the rules of warfare meant treating prisoners and allies with respect of their apparent rank. If he questioned Arnold’s fitness to be an admiral, who was to stop someone else from questioning his to be a captain?

“Commander Grimm, it’s nice to see you face to… uh… face.”

The man was an oaf, but he had a certain likable quality to him. If he wasn’t responsible for the deaths of thousands of Cordobans, Jacob might have even liked him.

“Admiral. We’re taking a huge chance here. I need to know you aren’t going to fold the moment the pressure is on,” Jacob said straightaway. There was no point in playing footsy about what they were doing.

“Captain Grimm, we have full control of the ship. My command crew and I made sure of it. None of us want to die. I don’t really know what I’m doing here, Grimm. None of us are like… you. We’re not soldiers. They picked me to do this because of my loyalty. If I’d known they would kill me for things that weren’t my fault… well, I guess I would have come anyway. It’s not like I had a choice.”

Jacob staked everything he knew about the Guild, and people in general, on his decision to trust Arnold. The problem with a ruthless, no-holds-barred system, was obvious. It didn’t engender loyalty. It was hard to be loyal to a company that would sterilize you, kill you, or throw you under the airbus the moment it became convenient.

“You’re in a tough position, Admiral. The textbook definition of a rock and a hard place. I know the mentality your Guild operates under. Your god is a spreadsheet. If the balance is black, you have value, if it’s red⁠—”

Arnold sagged into his chair. “You do know us. My entire life, Captain, I’ve operated under the value-added principle. I made it from supervisor to where I am now, living by that principle. When things started to fall apart, when the Guild started changing our titles, how we operated… I knew something was wrong. We are fed a pack of lies from the moment we’re born. I don’t even know what I’m doing here. I’m not qualified to run this ship, or order these people around…” He leaned forward, resting his face in too-smooth hands. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

Jacob let the silence stretch on for a moment, giving Arnold time to think, and himself time to formulate a response.

“We’re not all the different, Admiral,” Jacob whispered. He was shocked the words came out of his mouth. The Guild spaced women if they didn’t have the facility for them, suicided whole populations rather than let them fall into enemy hands. But, for all their differences…

“I don’t see how you can say that. You’re over there, hero of the Alliance. You know my people whisper your name? The stories of the Interceptor are legend.”

Jacob couldn’t help but grin at that declaration. The reputation was hard-earned. “No, that’s not what I mean. When I was a child, the Alliance fought in the Great War. We won our battle against the Caliphate but lost against the Iron Empire. My people—my government—was so demoralized by the loss, they sought to blame the Navy for it. Use us as a scapegoat instead of having to look at themselves in the mirror and ask the hard questions.

“I won’t debate the merits of the war—I was a kid at the time. All I know is my mother died serving her nation. I joined the Navy with her sacrifice as my guiding light. Duty. Honor. Courage. Up until a few years ago, the Navy was still blamed for everything. But times have changed. We have a common enemy now, and my disparate governments have come together the way the founders intended.

“I’m telling you all this, so you know where I’m coming from, Admiral… Mike… when I say we will welcome you with open arms, I mean it. You’re not changing one master for another. You really can do whatever it is you want once you’ve made it back to the Alliance.”

Armold’s face went through a range of obvious emotions, finally resting on confusion. “What if… what if I don’t know what I want to do?”

“Then you’re just like the rest of us Mike. Finding your way.”

“If we survive,” Arnold said, seriousness returning to his face.

“We will prevail. Our land forces have already stopped the ground assault. Nothing the Guild does from this point forward will succeed. Our reinforcements will be here soon. My intel says there’s just one battleship coming from the Guild. If they had brought escorts, I would be more concerned.”

“Captain Grimm, it’s the same ship as ours. I sent over our specs; you know what we’re armed with. How can you hope to succeed even with our help? He’s the Auditor. This is what he does. He closes accounts. How can we beat that?”

Jacob felt the man’s demoralization; the years of brainwashing taking over. “Mike. Look at me.” Armold’s head came up, his watery eyes looking right at him. “We are the Alliance Navy. We will sail into battle, and we will be victorious. We know how to fight battles against overwhelming odds.”

“How are you not afraid?” he asked.

“I never said I wasn’t. The Alliance has traditions of courage that see us through even the most one-sided battle.”

Arnold signaled his departure, and the screen went black. Jacob leaned back, rubbing his temples.

“He’s high strung,” Carter said from his side.

“You’re telling me.”
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Their tactics were sound, all Arnold had to do was follow orders, fly where he needed to fly, and shoot when ordered to shoot.

“Skipper, maybe I should go over there and… help him out.”

They wanted to fight the ship in the asteroid belt. With only eight hours left before they had to depart Cordoba to do that, did they have the time?

“I think you’re right, Carter. Take a couple of Josh’s people with you too. Make sure you’re armed. I don’t want any of their crew getting funny ideas.”

Lieutenant Fawkes snapped to attention. “Aye, aye, Skipper. I’ll take Foster, Adams, and Oliv now that she’s out of sickbay. She can keep an eye on the maneuvering.”

“Very good. Dismissed… and good luck, Lieutenant.”

The MFD attached to the chair showed the status of Justice and Apache. Both ships were parked off the port side at a distance of one thousand klicks, equidistant from one another: the standard overlapping defensive position for an orbital plane.

“Mac, can you get me Redfern on the comms?”

“Aye, sir. Chief Redfern on the line for you.”

“Go for Redfern.”

“Chief, what’s the status of the giga-pulse laser system?”

“We can run the number two laser, Skipper, but we’ll have to route it through the ship’s computer. Without the extra computer node, it will be drastically reduced in efficiency. We might not even be able to shoot the rest of the weapons at the same time.”

“Do your best. Captain out.”

Without the system, the three destroyers would be facing the complete fusillade of the battleship. He pulled up the ship’s weapon systems. The ordnance the enemy ship was loaded with was insane: a terawatt graser as their main gun, sixteen turrets with 120mm rail gun rounds, thirty-two turrets ranging from 40mm to 20mm. The coup de grace was their forty torpedo tubes: thirty-two forward and eight aft. The 2,000 g weapons were the deadliest thing he had to worry about. Without his own giga-pulse laser system to destroy them, they were going to take hits.

All the while hiding the one thing that would equalize the fight.

Was it courage? Or was it suicide?

Aggressive and sneaky, Jacob reminded himself.

Aggressive and sneaky.
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Dante sipped his gourmet coffee from the comfortable chair of the observation deck. It wasn’t as decadently luxurious as a liner, but the large room had a bay port that allowed him to see into space. He could even link his net and control the ships telescopes and display them.

As soon as they arrived at Cordoba, his network lit up with a host of messages; all of which were disappointing to say the least. Multiple cargo ships were lost. All the light cruisers sent with Revenge were burned-out hulks. One of the transport ships—the one with all the military equipment, he might add—was destroyed in orbit. The reports came in one after the other, and they only grew worse from there.

The ground team had failed completely. One of the Guild’s agents in the Terran Republic forces reported they had surrendered to Alliance Marines not twenty-four hours earlier. This wasn’t just a failure; it was an unmitigated disaster of epic proportions. The width and breadth of which the Guild would likely never recover from. One he didn’t want his name associated with in any way.

“It’s too damn late for that now,” he growled.

“Sir?” Ensign Beaumont asked him from a respectable distance away. The ensign was assigned as his assistant. Dante waved his hand, dismissing the man’s concern.

And then there was the Revenge itself.

He pulled up the map of the system on the holographic display: the large asteroid belts were overlapping white oblong shapes. The orbit of Cordoba skirted the inner most portion of those belts. The two moons. The known disposition of enemy forces.

Where Revenge’s transponder should have pinged a happy and healthy location, there was nothing. Dante refused, refused, to believe four destroyers from the Alliance, no matter how brilliant their tactics might be, could take out a modern battleship. While he was no navy man, he had all the records dating back to before humans had departed Earth. There were no known instances of it. So why wasn’t Revenge’s transponder showing?

“Mr. Dante, sir?” Captain Durangee’s voice echoed over the comms.

“Go ahead.”

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but I thought you should know we’re experiencing some disruption in our sensors. Our science team thinks it has to do with the asteroid belt were currently traveling through.”

Dante’s eyes narrowed. He might not be a navy man, but he knew a prime location for an ambush when he heard one. “Can you go around it?”

There was a pause while the man made the necessary calculations. “Yes sir, but it will add eight hours to our journey.”

If he truly had nothing to fear from a pack of destroyers, and Revenge’s missing transponder was nothing but a malfunction, then why did his gut tell him to turn the ship around and run. He wasn’t used to the feeling of anxiety. “Captain, under my authority, you are clear to deviate course and get us out of the sensor interfering field.”

“Understood, sir.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Nadia desperately wanted to sleep. For a week… maybe longer. She had a few more things to wrap up before she could. “Yua, status of our prisoner?” she asked.

“Tucked safe and sound, but mad as hell,” she said. The light chuckle ringing the bridge brought a smile to her face. TF 19 had returned the day before, and they were all heading back for Alexandria at best speed. All but Whirlwind and eight escort ships departed for places unknown. They had no requirement, nor did she have the rank, to tell her what they were up to.

She debated taking the ship ahead but didn’t want to risk running into trouble. They didn’t think the Guild had any more warships, but she didn’t want to risk the end of the operation on hope. Especially with the former CEO of the Guild locked in her hold.

“I’m going to go visit him, see what we’re likely to learn. Rugger, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, ma’am. I have the bridge.” Now that they were no longer playing the part, the Navy people slipped back into their rolls with ease.

Danny fell in behind her, shadowing her almost imperceptibly as she made her way down the stairs.

“You know I’m not your boss anymore. You don’t have to provide security.”

“Until someone with more chevrons than I have says otherwise, you’re our package.”

She didn’t try to debate him or talk him out of his well-meaning interpretation of his orders. In her experience, there was no point.

Dagger didn’t have a dedicated brig; for that, she used the personal cargo hold. Five meters by one, it more than fit the needs. With an added sink and toilet, along with an inflatable bunk, a person could live quite comfortably in there.

She gestured to Danny, who knocked on the hatch. A second later, she heard a grumble. Danny opened the hatch, making sure Hawk wasn’t waiting for her with a makeshift weapon. Instead, she found him collapsed in the corner, the porta-potty turned over, and the smell wanted to make her vomit.

“Welcome to my suite,” Hawk said.

“You’ve no one to blame but yourself,” she replied. Danny took up a position between them, making sure there were no sudden moves on Hawk’s part.

“If by that you mean I invited you into my home to offer you immortality and ownership of the most powerful corporation in the world, then yes it’s my fault.”

Nadia leaned comfortably against the bulkhead, looking down at the once-powerful CEO. “Former,” she corrected him.

“Former, what?”

“The former most powerful company.” Before he could ask, she pulled out her NavPad. Lights danced above the device as the holographic projection showed the power station and the sunward-facing side of Executerra. The image was grainy, and not the closest, but it was good enough. The power station exploded, shortly followed by beams of immense solar power slicing into the planet. Overrides were likely transmitted immediately, shutting the Dyson swarm down. The distance, though… nearly seven and a half minutes for them to receive the code, and another seven and a half for the radiation to stop. In that fifteen-minute window, the planet’s surface was turned from a massive city with gigantic skyscrapers into a half-molten, burning hell.

Hawk looked from up from the image. “A thousand years of work… a thousand years of advances and technology, a thousand years of sacrifice… you destroyed it. All of it.”

Nadia had done some bad things in her career, things she wasn’t proud of. The life of a spy was neither easy nor clean. There were some things she would talk about, and some she wouldn’t. This fell squarely into the latter. Once this mission was over, she would never—not ever—talk about it again.

“I notice, in all your feigned outrage, you don’t mention the people?”

He shook his head in disgust. “There are always more people. More people live on the outer asteroids, the secondary systems, and the food planets than lived on Executerra, but yes, the people too. Not that I imagine you care.”

She wasn’t about to give him anything. Let him go on thinking she was the ruthless gunrunner. “Mr. Hawk, all I care about is the destruction of the Guild. And I’ve done that. You’re finished. Forever.”

He shook his head, a smile on his lips, but she read him like a book. It was false bravado. “This is but a minor setback. The Guild doesn’t see time like you do. We see things in centuries, millennia; you’ve set us back. When your homeworld slips its gravitic bonds and dives into the sun, we’ll still be around. You’ll see, Ms. Voss…” A sudden realization ran over his face. “If that’s who you really are.”

A shiver ran up Nadia’s spine. The Guild had existed since the dawn of colonization. Did they have a contingency plan for losing their homeworld? She hoped not. If she never ran into one of them again, it would be too soon.

“You’ll never see me again. I thought you would like to know that the Guild is done. Goodbye, Mr. Hawk.”

“I thought you said you would return me?”

“I lied.”

Nadia exited without another word.

“Weird guy,” Danny said.

“What makes you say that?” she asked.

“His name is Hawk. Your operations reports showed all the Guild agents were named with bird names. He must have thought it was clever.”

She turned to look at her bodyguard, blinking as the information processed. From Albatross to Hawk, they did indeed use bird names. She punched Danny in the shoulder. “You missed your calling, Nomad. Want a job as a spy?”

“Not enough money in the Alliance.”
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Viv propped herself up on the cot with her good arm, the other still bound tight to her chest. She ached from head to toe, but nothing permanent was damaged. The last few seconds of the crash lurked outside her mind, waiting to pounce on her when she didn’t have anything else to do. Lucky for her, she had plenty of books to read, and some inventive soul had set up a vid in the makeshift hospital. They didn’t have any recordings, but the locals favored an overly dramatic soap broadcast every day. She used her NavPad to record it and was busy rewatching the latest episode for the tenth time.

“It’s amazing…” Paul’s unique baritone. “… that in the middle of a war, they’re still broadcasting that crap.”

She laughed, followed by a wince. “You don’t like it because they just make you look bad.”

Dressed in his combat fatigues, Paul looked like he hadn’t slept in three days. He sat next to her, placing a small títere in her lap. The puppet wore knitted sunglasses and a pilot’s jacket. “One of the soldiers of third company made this for each of the Corsair pilots. I told her I would make sure you got yours.”

Viv picked up the knitted sock puppet. Putting her hand in it, she turned it to Paul and made it speak: “Next time you want a favor, talk to the hand,” she said.

He leaned in close, resting his head against hers. “I thought I lost you.”

She placed her hand on his cheek, taking a moment to just breathe in his scent. “Non. Not today.”

Viv scooted over, and Paul climbed up into the cot with her, holding her tight against him.

“I talked to the captain,” he said. “They never left. Can you believe it?”

Viv chuckled. “That damn fool. I’d say I’m surprised, but I’m not. He kept the whole squadron here?”

Paul squeezed her in answer. “They intercepted all the resupply ships coming in. Kept the Guild from receiving any reinforcements or supplies. That explains some of the questions Gunny and I had about the ground forces scrounging for food and gear.”

Flying was her passion, but the man holding her was a close second. She rested her head against his chest, relaxing for the first time since the crash.
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Jennings sat on top of her Raptor, keeping her balance with one foot braced on the tortured remains of the cannon. She nursed a bottle of Sangria she’d looted from a burned-out shop. The other Raptors in her squad were powered down, waiting for their turn at the repair vehicle. The rest of Bravo-Two-Five were off foraging for dinner.

“Gunny,” Capitán Javier Sanchez said from below.

“Javier,” she replied.

He walked around the front of the Raptor, holding something in his hand. In the dimming light, it looked like a walking stick. “I owe you an apology,” he said.

“Catch.” Jennings tossed the bottle of Sangria down to him.

With a small hop, she leapt off the Raptor, landing on the ground next to him. He handed her bottle back.

“Thanks. You don’t owe me anything, though,” she said.

He stood in silence, examining her. “You don’t make things easy, Gunny.”

“Who said I needed to?”

She handed him the Sangria; he took a swig and passed the bottle back.

“I have this for you. It’s from my unit. I checked with your Captain Bonds. He says there are rules that allow for wearing this.”

Javier handed her what she’d thought was a walking stick. This close, she saw it was a sword. The hilt was gold filagree, with an intricately carved ivory handle. She pulled it out, light glinting off the blade. Etched along the edge were the words, Semper Fidelis.

“It’s an Espada Ropera. An honor blade for the most honorable Marine I’ve ever met.”

Jennings looked up at the man who’d tried to kill her. Emotion swelled in her chest as she slid the blade back home. “Just remember, Javier… In the end? You did the right thing.”

He looked down at the ground and she could see the guilt on his face.

“Not soon enough,” he said.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


Much of what humans believed they knew about space, time, and distance came down to perception. The vast majority of Jacob’s training at Advanced War College on Blackrock was about forcing him to unlearn the basic ideas of human perception. With no frame of reference or ability to compare, ideas like distance and velocity took on new meaning, as did the perception of where they were in space.

Which was why Jacob’s three destroyers were in a triangle, a mere one hundred kilometers apart, each one anchoring an invisible point in space. Unfortunately, Interceptor didn’t have the technological capacity to remotely fly the other two ships or be flown by them. He had to trust in their coxswains, along with Chief Suresh.

“Justice, come point one five degrees starboard,” Suresh said over her laser-link to the other ships.

It was imperative that the three ships remained in perfect formation, with their bows pointed directly at the incoming battleship.

“Time?” Jacob asked.

“Ten minutes… mark,” Ensign Brennan said.

“Current velocity?”

“Two-one-zero-five KPS,” Suresh said.

“Ahead three-zero-zero g’s,” Jacob ordered.

Interceptor hummed as power flowed into the gravcoil. It was far below her max acceleration, but they had to keep the Revenge behind them; they couldn’t outrun her. If his plan worked, and he prayed it would, the incoming ship wouldn’t pick up Revenge until it was too late.

“Contact. Bearing zero-one-five relative, mark two-seven-seven. Designated Bravo-Tango-One. It looks like they bypassed the asteroid belt, Skipper.”

Damn, Jacob said to himself. He’d hoped to have the added protection of the radar obscuring belt. He suspected that their Auditor would be more cunning than the rest of the Guild people he’d fought, and the man wasn’t disappointing. “What’s their angle of approach?”

With Cordoba behind him, it mattered if the enemy ship beelined for the planet or came in at a relative angle. If they came in at an angle, his plan wasn’t likely to work. He needed them to take the direct approach.

“They’re at a fifteen percent offset, sir,” Tefiti said.

Jacob watched the plot update, cursing his luck the whole time. It was his own fault for allowing complacency. He was used to the Guild’s folly winning the battles for him. This would be different.

“Distance?”

“Nine-point-seven million klicks, Skipper,” Tefiti replied.

They had time, then. He could maybe lead them into the engagement he wanted.

“Chief, adjust course as needed. I don’t care if it puts us at a velocity disadvantage, Revenge has to stay in our combined wakes.”

“Aye, aye, Skipper. Keep the jack in the box.”

Tefiti watched the angle of the enemy ship change and knew that, depending on the state of the Guild’s sensors, they’d see DesRon 12 at any moment... he was right. “They see us, sir.” he said.

“Good. We’re not hiding. If they didn’t see us, I’d be worried,” Jacob said with a light tone. He tried to keep things easy on the bridge, especially leading into combat. There would be more than enough tension when the shooting began. “PO Collins, put a call down to the galley. Break out the coffee and sandwiches. It’s going to be a bit.”

“Aye, aye, sir. Coffee and sandwiches.”
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“Mr. Dante, sir? The captain requests your presence on the bridge… and that you wear your suit, sir,” Ensign Beaumont said.

Dante flipped his wrist over, looking at the old-fashioned timepiece he wore. His neuro-net told him everything he needed to know, but he wore the watch as a reminder that all things need a backup. “Are we approaching combat range?” he asked.

“Uh, you’ll have to ask the captain, sir.”

Dante made a show of brushing himself off as he stood, even though there was no dust on the ship. “Very well.”

Ten minutes later, wearing his all-black custom life suit, he entered the large bridge. Resentment’s bridge was designed to let her lead a battlegroup. Twenty-five stations spread out in a semicircle, with the captain’s chair in the middle. While all the stations were manned, Dante immediately picked out a half dozen that were redundant, with crew simply twiddling their thumbs waiting for something to do.

Waste, he told himself.

“Captain Durangee, are we in communications range?” Dante asked.

Durangee was a typical, ashen-faced, pasty-looking Guild stooge. Picked, no doubt, for his connections rather than any kind of real skill.

“Communications range is relative, Mr. Auditor. We can transmit any time you wish.”

Dante bit down on his automatic response: then why am I here?

“Would you be so kind, Captain, to explain why you called me to the bridge?” He could see on the advanced plot they were still hours from weapons range. Combat wasn’t imminent, so why call him?

Captain Durangee blanched, looking even more ashen if that was possible. “Sir, we contacted the enemy. Three Alliance destroyers. They’re not even trying to hide. USS Justice, USS Apache, USS Interceptor.”

Interceptor? Jacob T. Grimm’s ship. Well, that explains a few things. “Good news, Captain. This mission just got a whole lot more interesting. Are we heading directly for them, or are they trying to cut us off?”

Durangee looked more like he was in his element answering navigation questions. “As soon as we detected the destroyers, we altered course to intercept, sir. If they are foolish enough to close with us, then we can eliminate them and move on with our mission.”

“Any sign of Revenge?” Dante asked.

Durangee shook his head in the negative. “Sorry, sir. No sign. We’re not close enough to the planet to detect ships in orbit, but there’s no sign of her transponder. Our analysts say she’s likely destroyed. A sneak attack from Alliance destroyers, perhaps.”

Dante had already tuned the man out. Where was their missing battleship? He doubted a man like Mike Arnold would desert his post. Even if he wanted to, his second would stop him. Maybe… maybe if Arnold knew what was in store for him upon Dante’s arrival, he might try something. There was no way for him to know, though. An Auditor’s target wasn’t alerted to his presence for that very reason.

Something didn’t sit right. Dante had a hard time imagining a trio of Alliance destroyers taking out a Terran battleship. At the same time, Revenge wasn’t there, and the ships were coming directly from Cordoba, indicating they controlled orbit.

Without addressing the captain, Dante walked away, tapping the communications man on the shoulder, and having him move. Once he sat in the position, he activated the long-range antenna and pointed it at the Alliance destroyers. It was time to have a conversation.
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“Skipper, incoming message from Bravo-Tango-One. They identify as Guild Battleship Resentment. The message is earmarked for you, sir.”

“Me? Personally?” Jacob asked.

“Aye, Skip,” Mac said. “It’s from the same man who sent Commander Marsh the message before.”

Dante, the Auditor.

Since Jacob and his crew were still in their day uniforms, he asked Mac to transfer it to the briefing room. No need to play the message for the entire bridge. They trusted him to keep them informed, regardless.

Once he was seated in the chair facing the shark logo on the table, he signaled Mac to put it through.

A holo appeared—the same man who had sent the message to Commander Marsh. Jacob immediately paused the message, taking a moment to examine his opponent. Darker-than-normal skin for the Guild, with a shaved head and steely brown eyes. Without something to compare him against, Jacob had no idea if he was tall or not, but he seemed… large.

“Commander Grimm, as we stand on the brink of what may become a regrettable conflict, I find it necessary to lay out not just the stakes, but the futility of your current course. The disparity between our forces is stark. My ship, as you are undoubtedly aware, possesses capabilities vastly superior to yours. The outcome, should we come to blows, is inevitable. I come to you not as an adversary, but as one who respects valor and duty. Qualities you profoundly embody.

“I’ve read all about your adventures on my trip here. What you’ve accomplished with your limited resources is truly remarkable. If I thought there was a remote chance of it working, I’d offer you riches beyond your wildest dreams to come work for the Guild… I suspect, though, there isn’t enough money in the galaxy to buy your integrity, so I won’t insult you with the offer.”

That surprised Jacob. The Guild’s ruthlessness was well known, as was their very mercenary approach to… well… everything. Did it take one of their high-ranking officials to find someone with intelligence? Just his luck, too, that the man was his opponent.

“I propose a peaceful transition. Withdraw your fleet, and in return, I guarantee the safety and prosperity of Cordoba’s inhabitants. Their rights will be preserved, their culture respected. We can offer economic opportunities that far exceed what is currently possible under the limited resources of your administration. This is not merely a cessation of autonomy but a pathway to greater prosperity under guidance that can provide what is needed for the many, not just for the few.”

That was a blatant lie, and Jacob knew it. According to Paul Bonds, the troops on the ground weren’t even Guild. If this operation was as compartmentalized as the rest of their operations, he doubted Dante even knew what they were doing on Cordoba. The offer itself might have been mistaken, but Jacob doubted the intention was. This man really would let his ships go if Jacob wished it.

Not that he did. The coming battle became inevitable the moment the Guild planned their operation to take Cordoba.

“Consider this, Commander Grimm. To fight this battle might seem an act of valor, a testament to your resolve to protect these people. But isn’t the greater valor sometimes found in avoiding needless sacrifice? In ensuring that no lives are lost in a battle whose outcome is already decided? I urge you to consider the lives under your command, the civilians who look to you for protection—protection not just from physical harm but from the ravages of a prolonged conflict.

“You have the power to prevent this. To choose a path that ensures safety and growth for Cordoba. You can stand down and still be the protector that your people need. This is the course of wisdom, the course of foresight. Do not let the flames of a noble but misguided resistance consume what you have sworn to defend. I eagerly await your transmission, and with it, the hope we can resolve this peacefully.”

It was a shame, Jacob thought, that Dante was on the side he was. He’d have made a hell of a diplomat with words like those. He could almost convince Jacob of the need to retreat and avoid conflict. After all, he agreed with the rationale completely. The battle was unnecessary and wasteful. Just not the way Dante thought. He gave his response after a few minutes of thought. There was no new information to share with his commanders, so no point in sending them the message. At worst, it might demoralize them.

Jacob pressed the record button on his controls, squared his shoulders, and smiled.

“Auditor Dante…”
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Dante’s calculations were several minutes off. He had accounted for the time Grimm would spend listening to his message, added three minutes for the man to ponder his response, and then the time it took to travel the distance in each direction. However, Grimm had taken an additional several minutes to reply, which interested Dante. He prided himself on knowing people. Grimm was more than just a textbook military man, full of pomp and circumstance. Ready to analyze the man’s every word, Dante pressed play.

“Auditor Dante, your words carry the promise of peace and prosperity, coated in the veneer of inevitability. I do not doubt the disparity between our forces, nor do I underestimate the power at your disposal. However, the essence of what you offer strips away the very heart of what we are fighting for—freedom. I know it’s an anathema to you as a Guild employee, but it’s the core of who we are.

“I appreciate your kind words and respect. I imagine if there were more Guild members such as yourself, we wouldn’t be in this conflict. As it is, we are. The Systems Alliance Navy stands for freedom of the starlanes. We’ve fought pirates, tyrants, and would-be dictators from one side of the Orion Arm to the other. This is no different. Your ground forces on Cordoba are defeated. Even if you manage to cripple my ships, we will hurt you bad enough that you’ll be forced to stay. More Alliance Navy ships will arrive soon, more than enough to handle one lone battleship with a crew ill-equipped to operate her.

“Thus, while I hold your reasoning in high regard, and acknowledge the sincerity of your offer, I cannot accept it. We will stand, not because we seek conflict, but because we must adhere to our convictions. We must show that even in the face of overwhelming odds, our will remains unbroken. We fight, not because we want to, but because in order for us to be who we are, we must.”

Grimm looked away for a moment, as if seeing something Dante couldn’t.

“Should we both survive, I sincerely hope to meet you again. Commander Jacob T. Grimm, USS Interceptor, out.”

The power of the man’s words overwhelmed Dante. He stared numbly at the screen while his mind raced to process everything. Subtly, so subtly he barely noticed, Grimm had countered each one of his points. Enough so that a pit of worry formed in Dante’s stomach. There was no way, none, this man would throw his life away. He was the kind of man who always had a plan.

“Captain Durangee, the moment you’re in effective firing range, you unleash everything on those ships.”

“Sir? Standard Guild protocol is to only use the minimum required ordnance to⁠—”

“EVERYTHING!” Dante shouted. Grimm’s calm demeanor had unnerved him to the point his hands shook. “Everything.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Alarm klaxons wailed throughout the Interceptor. Mere minutes from action, the crew ran through the ship. As one, they rushed to put on their ELS suits. From there, they closed every hatch, every section marked with the Zulu symbols. No single part of the ship could compromise the rest.

“Skipper, all sections secure, all crew report ready,” PO Collins said from the Ops station.

“Roger that, Jen.” Jacob took a deep breath of the ship’s air. His last for hours—if not ever. “Helmets on,” he ordered.

“Aye, aye, Skipper. Helmets on.” Her voice echoed through the ship, “Helmets on. Helmets on. Helmets on.”

Jacob took one more opportunity to look around the bridge at his crew. Their willingness to follow him into battle. Once again.

He pulled his red helmet over his head and sealed the connection. The HUD booted up and interfaced with his chair, giving him access to comms and the plot. “Chief Suresh, status?” he asked.

She glanced at him in their shared mirror. “Helm is answering. Chief Kumar, Palmer, and I are zeroed in. We’ve got it down to a square meter of variance. If they can see through our gravwake, we deserve to get blown up.”

“I hope that’s not the case, then. Lieutenant Brown,” Jacob said to his weapons officer. “Status on the giga-pulse laser?”

Though he didn’t need to, Austin turned in his chair, his very wide form seeming more like a rotating wall than a human being. “We’ve got the computer bypassed like a Christmas tree, sir. We can use the number two laser, or we can shoot. Not both.”

That was going to have to be good enough. It was something, at least. The other two ships would make up for their missing armament, then. All they had to do was close to three hundred thousand klicks and the battle would be over. That meant minutes of direct fire from that monster, with only Interceptor’s lasers to keep the torpedoes off them. “Tefiti, how long is our engagement window?”

Tefiti had the information to him immediately, clearly calculating it on the fly as the situation changed. “Once we’re two million klicks apart, approximately seventeen minutes until we pass out of range. Once the shooting starts, we have nine minutes to starburst. From there, uh… things are slightly harder to predict, Skip.”

He went over the plan one more time. They would close with the Resentment until they reached three hundred thousand klicks. At that point he would give the order. The three destroyers of DesRon 12 would starburst, giving Revenge a clear shot with her main gun. If everything proceeded perfectly, the Resentment would be destroyed or at least disabled, and the battle would be over. “Time to engagement?” he asked.

“One minute to probable firing range.”
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Commander Yuki gripped her chair hard enough it hurt. She reminded herself to relax. Grimm’s plan was solid. It would work. She knew it would work. The only real question was how many of her crew wouldn’t make it out the other side. Apache could throw a lot of firepower downrange, but at the end of the day, her guns were only so big.

“All hands, prepare for combat,” she said over the intercom. “Trust the spacer next to you. Focus on your job. Good luck.”

[image: ]


Despite them not being cold, Josh Mendez rubbed his hands together. It was more of a habit than anything, and his position in the firing chair of the Long 9 prevented him from doing anything else. Even his targeting computer only showed the forward sensors. The twenty-nine-meter-long room, with its three positions, one for the gunner and two loaders, always made him feel cut off from the rest of the ship. The worst part of combat was not knowing.

“Yo, Josh. Perch and I have a bet. Want to hear it?”

“Go ahead, Zach,” he said with a sigh. Those two never ceased to amaze him with their unending good-natured arguments about things that had nothing to do with the Navy.

“Perch thinks the old man gets a light cruiser after this, but I’m betting on a heavy. What do you think?”

The captain? Promoted to another ship? After Medial, Josh had always assumed that if the skipper was going to get a promotion and leave the Interceptor behind, he would have then. He’d never figured it out, but he assumed someone way, way, above his paygrade was pulling strings to keep the skipper down.

“You really think he’ll leave Interceptor?” Josh asked.

Zach snickered. “You didn’t hear it from me, but the word on the vine is he’s up for captain when we get back. Personally, I think he’ll get one of the new ships coming off the line at Seabring. Perch is thinking much more modest.”

“You always misrepresent me, man,” Perch said. “That’s not what I said at all. I said they would give him the first available ship, which is always a light cruiser. Just look at the outsized capacity of the fleet, and statistically⁠—”

Josh held up his hand to stop the argument before it got going. “Well, when President Axwell asks me, I’ll tell him to put the captain in command of the Enterprise. I know I wouldn’t mind access to that galley again.”

Zach whistled over the comm. “Battleship, huh. Bold prediction. How much?”

Gambling with the lower ranks was strictly prohibited, and Josh wouldn’t ever put himself in a position where his life depended on someone who owed him money. “Tell you what, Zach. If you’re right, I’ll come to your mamma’s house and make her the best home-cooked pupusas she’s ever had. Promise.”

The two men high-fived each other at the offer. “Deal. What if you win?”

Josh thought about it for a moment. “You ask Spacer Nika for a date when we get to port.”

Perch howled with laughter. Zach had done nothing but moon over Nika since the dark-haired mechanic had come aboard. She worked engineering, and Zach made excuses to get down there often.

“That’s not funny,” Zach muttered.

“A deal’s a deal,” Perch reminded him.

“Fine. When he gets a battleship, I’ll ask Beky Nika out. Not like he’s going to.”

The warning light on the Long 9 flipped from white to amber. “Heads up. We’re entering combat range.”
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“Launch, launch, launch,” Tefiti announced over the comms.

“I think you touched a nerve, Skipper,” Yuki said from his MFD. He had Marsh, Fawkes, and her wired in.

Resentment fired every tube, every turret at his ships. The amount of munitions flinging through space toward his command was terrifying.

“Chief, Suresh, time to practice the sidestep maneuver,” Jacob ordered.

“Aye, aye, sir. Commencing sidestep.”

Jacob tightened his stomach. While evasive maneuvering was part of combat, lateral movements were the hardest on the crew. In order to keep the battleship behind them, though, and still maneuver, they didn’t have many options.

“Commander Yuki, Marsh. Commence firing your weapons. Your discretion.”

Upon their acknowledgment, both Justice and Apache vomited their ordnance. They carried double what Interceptor had. His single turrets wouldn’t be missed.
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“Pathetic,” Captain Durangee said.

For some reason, the man’s dismissal of the weapons heading their way angered Dante. “Care to explain?” Dante asked.

“Eight torpedoes? We’re firing thirty-two per volley. I doubt we’ll have to fire more than three volleys. Maybe even two. Laser clusters, prepare to target enemy torpedoes.”

Despite his sudden irrational anger, Dante had to admit Captain Durangee wasn’t wrong. It was only then that Dante realized this was his first space battle. Perhaps that was why he felt off—an irrational fear of what he didn’t know. On his screen, the enemy ships were obvious and clear. Barely moving. It should be a matter of simply putting the crosshairs on them and firing… right?
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Apache spat out four torpedoes every thirty seconds, an impressive volley speed if Jacob had ever seen one. Justice matched the volume, but from the frantic calls from her bridge, he could tell it was more of a strain on her crew. He longed to have Interceptor join the fray, but it was all his computer could do to track thirty-two targets in real time and constantly update firing solutions for the number two laser. If they weren’t down two of their three computer nodes, it wouldn’t have been a problem.

“First volley passing the MAR, Skipper,” Tefiti said.

“Understood.” The minimum abort range was where he could order a course change and the ship would still have enough juice to shake them. Once past the MAR, it just made it easier for the torpedoes to hit if Interceptor changed course. “How long until we can engage with the giga-pulse?”

“Thirty seconds,” Lieutenant Brown said.

One by one, Apache’s and Justice’s torpedoes vanished from the plot; a reminder that the technology powering his own torpedo defense had been stolen from the Guild.

Disappointment flashed in Yuki’s eyes from the MFD. “We knew that was likely the outcome. Don’t worry. I’m sure we’ll get some hits in as we close,” Jacob said.

Resentment blinked, moving laterally several klicks. “Someone updated their procedures,” Yuki muttered.

“Yes, they did. They’re keeping us on our toes.” At their current range, projectile weapons like the 20mm coilguns the destroyers carried wouldn’t hit unless the enemy ship flew straight. The Guild had fallen for that particular trick once, but they seemed to have figured it out since then.

“Initiating sidestep,” Suresh said.

Jacob suppressed a groan as Interceptor rolled to the port, keeping her bow to stern relative to the angle of attack. G’s piled up for a few seconds, pushing him into the side of his chair and leaving his neck aching.

“Oh, I hate that,” Commander Marsh said.

“You should try it while tall,” Jacob replied. It would be the first of many maneuvers to come.

“Range, eight-zero-zero thousand klicks,” Tefiti announced.

“Add in the turrets, Commanders.”

Along with the next volley of torpedoes, all eight tri-barreled turrets disgorged twenty-four rounds every two seconds, an absolute wall of tungsten traveling at 20,000 KPS.

While the torpedoes top velocity would end up higher than the turrets, the starting velocity of the tungsten rounds gave them a higher advantage. The base velocity of the ship, plus 20,000 KPS, and the velocity of the closing enemy.

“Ten seconds,” Tefiti said.

Jacob held his breath, waiting for the enemy ship to— the plot blinked, and Resentment had moved several hundred klicks from their previous course.

“Keep firing, Kim, Sabrina. We might get lucky.”

“Ten seconds to giga-pulse engagement,” Brown said.

“Here we go” Jacob said.

Lights dimmed across the bridge and throughout the ship as power diverted to the weapon system. In an instant, all thirty-two Guild torpedoes vanished.

“System stable,” Brown announced.

Despite Brown’s pronouncement, his HUD flashed red as the air temperature increased by five degrees Celsius.

“Jen, drop the heatsink now,” Jacob ordered.

“Aye, aye, sir, dropping the sink.”
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“They must think we’re fools,” Captain Durangee said to Dante like they were old friends. “I read the report from Zuckabar. We won’t sit here and just let them shoot us,” he said with a laugh.

“Good idea. What about⁠—”

Dante blinked in surprise as all thirty-two torpedoes they’d fired vanished in an instant.

“What the hell?” Durangee swore. “Sensors, what was that?”

A light flared on one of the screens; a massive thermal signature bloomed under the destroyers and vanished a second later.

“I think they dropped their heatsink,” one of his officers announced.

“I don’t care about that. How did they destroy our torpedoes?”

Dante could think of only one way. They had, after all, captured several Guild ships intact. What impressed him, though, was the rapidity of the torpedo destruction. It happened so fast it was almost simultaneous. Even their own laser-defense systems took time to destroy each torpedo.

“It doesn’t matter,” Dante said. “Keep firing. We only have to hit them once.”
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“Hit,” Brown said. “No perceptible damage.”

Jacob frowned. It was the third time one of their turrets had caught a piece of the ship, only to have it deflect off.

“Range?”

“Passing six-zero-zero thousand,” Tefiti said.

Not much longer.

“I’m picking up their weapons fire much clearer now, sir. They’re spreading it out. We might want to go more extreme on the evasive,” PO Tefiti said.

The Guild ship had enough turrets and deep ammo reserves to fire weapons in multiple directions for a much longer engagement window. Lucky for him, or unlucky, the battle would be over before ammo reserves became an issue.

“Chief Suresh, execute sidestep two,” Jacob ordered.

“Aye, aye, sir. Sidestep two. Fun.”

The moment she said it, Interceptor changed course, her gravity unable to compensate for the maneuvering thrusters as they pushed the ship laterally away from its previous course.

Jacob wanted to puke, but he clenched his stomach muscles and breathed.

“Incoming!” Tefiti yelled. Rounds from the battleship flashed by on the plot, too fast for the radar to pick up for more than a second. Some of them were as large as one of Interceptor’s turrets. If any of the 180mm rounds struck his ship, all his worries would be over. He would be dead.

“Let’s keep up the course changes,” he said.

His gut clenched as she put the ship into another lateral move.
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Dante decided he hated space battles. A loud bang sounded as the ship shuddered. More hits scored her hull. Lights flashed and alarms rang.

“It’s nothing to worry about, sir.” Captain Durangee pointed at one of the officers. “Our damage control can handle it. If they could get a torpedo through, or maybe one of their main guns, we would have something to worry about. Their 20mm round can’t penetrate the majority of our armor.”

Dante nodded, not trusting himself to speak. It was the minority of the armor that concerned him.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Commander Yuki breathed steadily, doing her very best to keep her heart from racing. With all the battles she’d participated in aboard Interceptor, none were from the bridge. She remembered Commander Grimm saying he felt like a passenger once the battle started. She got it.

Her crew knew their job and they were good at it. All she could do was observe, make corrections, and give the occasional order. It was even worse under their current circumstances. Apache’s helm was slaved to Interceptor: they couldn’t maneuver individually. Though ‘slaved’ was overstated. Her coxswain and the other two in DesRon 12 were in perfect consort, moving the ships together like an instrument. She had to admit, it was impressive as hell.

Apache shook like a hammer hit her bow. Alarms wailed; lights flashed. Yuki blinked hard, trying to clear her vision. “Damage report,” she said.

Garbled words came back at her, followed by a hiss of static.

“Ma’am, we’re hit,” Xavier said from DCS.

“I know that. With what, and where?”

Every second that passed helped her clear her head. The rest of her bridge crew were in the same boat. The hit had impeded their forward momentum enough to strain the crew against their harnesses.

“Aye, 40mm, deck five, long-term care. Looks like frame seven to eighteen is open to space. Three casualties. Cordell, Bearing, and PO Wallace.”

She would mourn them later. As bad as that was, and it was bad, at least it was one of the non-battle stations. “Course status?” she asked.

“Adjusting,” her coxswain said.
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A jolt of concern hit Jacob when Yuki’s face vanished from his MFD. She returned almost immediately as the laser found the lock again.

“Apache took a hit,” Lieutenant Brown said. “They’re maintaining course and speed.”

Jacob closed his eyes for the barest moment, uttering a brief prayer of thanks to almighty God for his help so far. “Tefiti, how are we on gravity?”

The Ohana spacer gave him a thumbs-up. “So far so good, Skipper. None of Revenge’s gravwake is making it past us. Anything Resentment sees will look like ours.”

“We’re taking some incidental fire, Skip, but nothing this beast can’t handle,” Carter said from Revenge’s bridge. He stood next to Mike Arnold, who looked out of place not wearing an ELS suit during a battle. The Guild didn’t provide them.

“Admiral, are you doing okay?” Jacob asked.

“Is this what it’s always like for you?” he asked.

“No, it’s usually much worse. I could park Interceptor in your boat bay. If any of the big rounds hit us, we’re done. Which is why we’re going to keep dodging. Hang in there.”

Arnold waved away his concern. “You’re taking all the fire, Captain. We’re just trying to survive over here. You’re doing your part; you can count on my people to do ours.”

Once he was sure the battleship still followed them, Jacob switched his frequency to Apache and Justice only.

“How are you?” he asked.

“I don’t know why they’re picking on us, Skipper,” Yuki said, “but that’s the third hit we’ve taken. You and Justice are unscathed.”

He clenched his jaw tight as Suresh took them through a long, high-g, sideways burn. Grunting, Jacob breathed so hard his torso’s muscles strained to keep him from breaking.

“Well,” he spat out between grunts, “don’t expect it to stay”—the ship shook violently, reversing her g’s and slamming him into the other side of his chair— “that way for long.”

“Skip, I think they’re using their smaller turrets to force us into the larger, slower ones,” Ensign Brennan said. “I’m analyzing the attack pattern as best as I can. If we alter course to…” She hesitated and her long, slender fingers danced across the controls. “…two-one-zero mark three-seven-four, we might throw them off for a solid thirty seconds.”

“Chief Suresh, execute,” he ordered without hesitation.

Devi Suresh pulled on her stick while moving the ship latterly. On Jacob’s MFD, radar/lidar stations highlighted incoming rounds, and several passed through the point they would have occupied, not Apache or Justice but Interceptor.

“Well done, Fionna!” Jacob said with glee over the open bridge comm. He longed to have his ship return fire, but they couldn’t spare the processing power for the targeting computers. They had to save it all for the giga-pulse laser.

“Giga-pulse engaging in zero-five seconds,” Lieutenant Brown announced.

Lights dimmed, and heat flushed through the ship. Once again, the entire wave of enemy torpedoes vanished in the blink of an eye.

“Drop the sink,” Jacob ordered.

PO Collins, finger poised over the guarded control, smashed the button flat. Under the keel of the ship, armored panels swung open for a moment. The white-hot, nano-carbon fiber star dropped into their wake and shattered into a million pieces.

“Malfunction!” PO Collins shouted. “Heat sink bay doors aren’t closing. I can’t load in another one until the doors are shut.”

Jacob’s fingers clenched his armrest. “Apache, Justice, switch turret fire to anti-torpedo now!”

The next volley of torpedoes was only a minute from range. Their turrets would never get them all.

“Bridge, DCS. Chief Redfern is on the way,” PO Hanz said.

“Understood, DCS. Notify Ops the moment we can load a new sink.”
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Redfern lurched through the hatch from main engineering. Suresh picked a hell of a time to maneuver as the lanky engineer tried to grab the ladder down to deck six.

“Kim, Nika, on me,” he ordered over the engineering channel. Spacer Kim and Spacer’s Apprentice Nika fell in line behind him. They were both thirty years his junior; the way they swayed through the gravity changes made him feel old.

He grabbed the ladder, braced his feet, and slid down two decks all the way to six. By preprogramming the course in his suit, he made it possible for the hatches to open for him without having to manually stop to open and secure each one.

“Nika, close the hatches behind us. Kim, you’ve got the kit, right?” he asked.

“Aye, aye, Chief,” Apprentice Nika replied.

“Aye, Chief,” Spacer Kim said.

Redfern’s boots hit deck six, their magnets locking him in place for a moment. Gravity swayed again and he clung to the ladder, breathing hard and tightening his stomach.

“Damn Chief Suresh; she’s doing this on purpose,” Redfern muttered.

Staggering, he placed one hand on the bulkhead and stumbled stern toward the Jeffries hatch.

Kim hit the deck behind him, hoisting the tool bag and trotting after. “Can we both fit in there, Chief?” he asked.

“If we’re cozy.”

Redfern found the hatch, locked his boots in place, pressed his hand against it, and activated the override.

The hatch popped open. There wasn’t any atmosphere to escape, and their suits insulated them from the vacuum of space. Chief Redfern marveled at the flow of gravity not five meters from him. He also immediately saw the problem.

“Bridge, Redfern. I’m at the heatsink. Give me three minutes.”

This close to the gravcoil, his radio crackled with static. “Chief, we might not have three minutes,” the skipper said.

“Kim, prybar and the plasma torch. Pronto.”

Redfern unlocked his boots and dropped into the sink chamber. It was an upside-down oval, with the bottom open like a clamshell. Normally, the heatsink loaded into the closed hatch. In an emergency, they could blow the hatch and drop the sink at the same time. However, they were dealing with a lot of new systems and something they hadn’t done before: sustained anti-torpedo fire. The carbon fiber nanotubes transferring the heat to the sink had fused to the hatch in the split second between dumping the old one and loading the new one. The result was one half of the hatch was only partially open.

“Kim, get in here. Nika, grab me the spray-coolant,” Redfern said. He hooked his tether to the side. Once secure, he knelt to examine the partially closed hatch. Between his tether and his boots, he was fastened in place.

“Uh, Chief, you want me down there?” Kim asked.

“No, I want you in the galley making me a snack. Of course I want you down here. Activate your boots and tether up, you’ll be fine.”
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“Skipper,” Brown said over their private channel. “We could fire our turrets to add to the screen.”

Jacob had considered the possibility. However, without a heatsink, it wouldn’t take long for the buildup to become critical.

“We’re going to have to count on them to take care of it, Lieutenant. If we overheat the computers, we might not be able to do anything.”

Brown nodded through the suit. They weren’t bulky, allowing Jacob to see the gesture. “Aye, sir. I hadn’t thought of that.”

More of the incoming torpedoes vanished. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

“Damn those things are fast,” Ensign Brennan said.

“You’re telling me, ma’am,” PO Tefiti replied.

“Fifteen seconds,” Brown announced.

“Chief, full lateral in five seconds—mark.”

“Aye, aye, full lateral.”

Interceptor bucked as she sent the ship hard to port. Everyone on the bridge grunted as gravity pushed them hard to starboard.
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Of the thirty-two torpedoes Resentment fired in her third volley, twenty were destroyed by the combined turret fire of Apache and Justice. Eight more fell victim to the electronic warfare suites of the combined three ships. One simply wondered off, unable to lock onto a specific gravwake. Another locked onto the Revenge’s wake and sailed between the three ships to detonate harmlessly a hundred klicks behind them.

The last two, though, homed in on Justice like a firewasp at an outdoor party. The first torpedo triggered her detonation, sending out bomb-pumped gravity lasers in a cone toward Justice. All but one missed.

Justice shrieked like a banshee as the gaser smashed into her stern, flipping her bow “up” in a sudden violent move. In a twisted irony, where a third of her crew were killed in an instant, the rest were saved. The final torpedo detonated, sending her entire payload of bomb-pumped gravity lasers into the space Justice no longer occupied.
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Crimson flashed around her. Sabrina Marsh heard the alarms, knew they meant something, but her mind and body refused to cooperate.

“Captain, can you hear me?”

She reached up to rub her face, forgetting the ELS helmet stopped her.

“Yes… what?” The ship—her ship—had taken a hit. “Damage report?”

“Deck one, frame eight-five to the stern is gone, ma’am. All the way down to deck four. We lost the boat bay, ammo storage, and all the comms arrays. Ma’am, we’re crippled and losing speed.”

Dammit, she muttered. Every Navy captain had read the report on the danger of the gravity laser. She’d hoped never to face it, yet here it was. “Can you get me Interceptor?”

“Aye, aye, ma’am. On the laser.”

Her MFD was dark—not a shred of electricity was spared for her console. Now that she could see, half the consoles on the bridge were dark.

“Grimm here, go ahead.”

“Skipper,” Sabrina said, “I’m sorry. We’re done, blind and deaf here. Permission to withdraw.”

She hated herself for having to say the words. Hated herself more for willing him to say yes. All they could do now was present Resentment with a target that couldn’t defend itself.

“Roger that, Justice. I’m looking at your DCS report now. Alter course to—” Static interrupted him for a moment. “Zero-one-five mark three-five-zero. We’ll adjust our course to cover you. Once you’re clear, maneuver as needed.”

Sabrina sagged in her chair. They were out of the fight, but the next one was just beginning. She had a ship to save. “Aye, sir. Understood. And captain? I’m sorry.”

There was a long pause, either from the lag or Grimm, she didn’t know. “You and your crew have gone above and beyond, Commander Marsh. None of you have anything to be sorry about. Now get out of here. Interceptor out.”

“Helm, come about…” Sabrina laid out the course. Once Justice started to clear, she saw the other two ships alter formation to cover her and maintain their own spacing. She wasn’t a religious woman, but in that moment, she prayed to whoever listened that they would look after her friends.
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“This is gonna hurt,” Redfern whispered. The jagged remains of the carbon-tube refused to budge. He’d burned away as much of the hatch as he could with the torch, but the tube itself had welded to the hatch and the hull, holding it in place like the universe’s strongest piece of duct tape.

“What’s the plan, Chief?” Spacer Kim asked.

“We need to get the torch into the space where the hatch connects to the hull. Then we can burn through it.”

“Yeah, but the hatch is jammed. We would need to open it the entire way to do that.”

“How much do you weigh?”

“Uh, a hundred and five kilos⁠—”

Spacer’s Apprentice Niko laughed. “Right, and I can take Gunny in a fistfight.”

“Fine, ninety-five and change.”

Redfern tried to do the math in his head. “Screw it. When I say, jump up and down with everything you’ve got.”

“Aye, Chief,” Kim said.

“Wait!” Redfern held out his hand. “Niko, check his tether.”

Sure enough, it had come loose while they were attempting the repair.

“That would have been bad,” Kim said.

“On three. One… two…”

Both Chief Redfern and Spacer Kim leapt onto the hatch, their combined weight shoved the hatch open a few centimeters. Kim slipped, his boot going out past the hatch. Redfern grabbed at him just as the tip of his suit touched the gravwake.

Kim let out a blood curdling wail. Redfern yanked as hard as he could, pulling the spacer out of the hatch and up to Niko who hauled him with all her might onto the deck.

“What happened?” Niko asked.

Kim shook, his entire body going into shock.

“Medical emergency, deck six, frame fifty-one,” Redfern said. He didn’t have time to administer the pain meds to Kim. Seconds counted, and the kid would just have to tough it out.

“On the way,” PO Desper replied.

Chief Redfern kicked out again on the hatch. “For the love of… just let go,” he muttered. One more time. Nothing.

“Redfern, Ops, we really need that sink,” PO Collins said.

“I’m working on it.”

Redfern grabbed the plasma torch, pressed it to the hatch connection, and fired it up. Sparks showered his suit as the plasma burned through the remaining connection. Metal ran like water down the side of the chamber until only a sliver of the connection remained. Redfern ditched the torch, grabbed the edge, and kicked out with his boot.

The hatch gave way and tumbled into space. The second it hit the gravwake, three hundred gravities crumpled it into a tiny ball.

“Ops. Do it.”
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“We got one, sir. They’re peeling off.”

Dante watched with a mix of horror and glee as one of the dots changed course. There were only two ships left. Surely Grimm would see reason and break off now. There wasn’t any chance of his victory to begin with. Why would he kill his own crew just to do his duty? It made no sense to the lifelong corporate man.

“How long till we can finish this?” Dante asked.

Captain Dungaree smiled with glee. “One more minute and we can unleash the main gun. They’ll never escape it. Weapons, cease fire on the torpedoes. We don’t want to risk a hit.”
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“They’ve ceased fire on torpedoes, Skipper,” Lieutenant Brown said.

The timing couldn’t have been more ironic. Redfern fixed the barn door after the horse had come home.

“Range?” Jacob asked.

“Four-five-zero thousand klicks,” Tefiti replied.

“Here we go. Carter, Arnold, are you ready?”

Carter gave him a thumbs-up.

“What will prevent them from firing at the same time?” Arnold asked.

Jacob stifled his laugh. “It’s a little late for questions now, Admiral. However, to answer your question… nothing. Get ready.”

The range fell. The closer they came, the faster they went.

“Bravo-Golf-One has gone to rapid fire on all turrets, Skip,” Tefiti said.

For the love, Jacob thought. They just needed thirty more seconds. Just thirty more…
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Blunted rail gun rounds tore through space right at Interceptor at 25,000 KPS. Interceptor zagged right to left, up and down. Relative to Resentment, the ship’s movements were two-dimensional. The gunnery computer guessed where the ship would be and fired. The closer they approached, the more accurate the fire. When rapid-fire started, the computer had twice as many chances to hit.

Until Interceptor’s luck ran out.

A 20mm nickel-iron blunt round slammed into the bow, blasting through the reinforced armor, deflecting down through stellar cartography, into long-term care, and ripping through the nanite tank in the fore of the sickbay. PO Third Class Lincoln Pearce didn’t have time to scream as the section of sickbay he manned turned into hell.

Shrapnel the size of a spear splintered off and struck Commander Frejas in the chest, the imparted momentum flung her against the far bulkhead breaking almost every bone in her body.

Chief Pierre and Spacer Whips rushed out of their chairs to help their doctor, even as her blood sprayed the overhead.
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Interceptor shook hard, sending the crew flailing around in their harnesses.

“MARK!” Tefiti yelled.

“DesRon 12, starburst,” Jacob ordered.

Chief Suresh yanked on her stick, pulling the ship into a tight turn, ninety degrees to their previous angle.

“Starburst, aye,” Suresh replied.

“Flank speed.”

Even as the bow thrusters fired, spinning the ship on her axis, Suresh jammed the throttle all the way forward, past 80% until it rested firmly on flank.

“Flank speed, aye.”

Power flooded into Interceptor’s gravcoil, fighting its current heading, and pushing her from zero, in a whole new direction, even as she continued to close on the enemy.

[image: ]


“What are they doing? Do they want to die?” Captain Durangee said.

Dante didn’t know naval combat, but he did know Commander Grimm, or at least he liked to think he did. The man wasn’t suicidal, just committed.

“Maybe we should change course,” Dante said.

“Contact… contact! It’s the Revenge, she was hiding behind⁠—”

Just as the man was about to speak, his words were abruptly cut off.

Terawatts of power surged through the battleship Revenge. Her main gun, a gamma-ray laser powered by its own fusion reactor, fired across the three-hundred-thousand-kilometer distance in the span of a single second. Four hundred kilograms of energetic force hit Resentment over an area one meter in diameter. The gamma ray beam sliced through the ship, burning crew, bulkheads, and blasting through the number one fusion reactor.

Resentment died, her power vanishing. The ship shuddered, its metallic groans echoing through the hull as she drifted, helpless in the void of space.


EPILOGUE ONE


The numbers were coming in, and it was as bad as Jacob feared. While Revenge had done her job, the price of admission was paid by DesRon 12. Forty-three members of Justice’s crew would stay in Cordoba forever. Twenty-seven of Apache. Ten from Interceptor.

Based on the reports Sabrina sent him, he doubted Justice could make it home under her own power. It was time to go, though. They needed to take Revenge back to Alexandria, and reinforcements had to arrive soon. He would leave Justice and Kidd on station, and head back to Fort Aubrey with all haste.

“Skipper, were picking up dozens of short-range signals,” PO McCall informed him. “Not Alliance code… they’re Guild.”

Jacob looked to Mac’s screen, and sure enough, dozens of little dots swarmed around the broken battleship.

“Apache, if your Corsair is up for it, we need you on Search and Rescue; I won’t leave those people to die.”

“Aye, aye, sir. On it,” Kim said from his MFD.

“Captain, if I might,” Mike Arnold said. “Those are my people, even if it’s in name only. We have six short-range shuttles that can do the job as well.”

Despite the man’s allegiances, Jacob found himself liking Mike Arnold more and more.

“Of course, Admiral⁠—”

Arnold raised his hand to silence him. “Why don’t you just call me Mike. We both know the admiral title is a farce.”

“Understood, Mike. Carter can give you the codes to talk to my people; let’s rescue yours.”
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The last thing Dante remembered was the ship jolting and the screen flying toward him. No, that’s not right, I hit the screen headfirst. When he awoke, the cold black of space greeted him. Lucky for him, he had his own custom-made ELS suit on.

As he slowly spun through space, he couldn’t make out the ship, or any of the ships. He didn’t even know if they won. Slowly spinning, the black all around him, and with a heavy sense of nothing, Dante wondered what it had all been for. All the work, all the effort, and he would die alone in space like a common laborer.

“Guild employee, this is Corsair Delta-One-Five, USS Apache. Prepare to be scooped up. Don’t struggle, and certainly don’t fight. We didn’t come out here to rescue you people just to have to shoot you.”

Dante complied, staying limp. The voice was smooth as honey and of the persuasion he hadn’t heard in months. A female.

“Delta, may I ask where I’m being taken?”

“You batch of prisoners are on your way to Interceptor. You’ll be sorted there and sent to the appropriate ship for transport back to the Alliance.”

He couldn’t imagine, if the situation were reversed, giving a prisoner so much information. “Can I meet Commander Grimm?” he asked.

“I’m not his assistant, Gnat. Ask when you get there.”
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“Skipper?” Josh knocked on the open hatch with a rap of his knuckles.

“Yes?”

“Prisoner, sir.”

PO Cartwright and Spacer Adams, who while not as tall as Jacob, probably out massed him by twenty kilos, escorted in the familiar looking Mr. Dante into the ships only briefing room.

Jacob gestured for the guards to remove his cuffs.

Dante raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you worried I might try something?”

Jacob held out a cup of Navy-issue coffee to the smaller man who took it with a nod of appreciation.

“I consider myself an excellent judge of character, Mr. Dante⁠—”

“Just Dante is fine.”

“Dante. The battle’s over. You don’t strike me as petty.”

Dante sat on the chair closest to Jacob. “Clearly you aren’t either, or you would have left me to die in space.”

A cold wave of anger flowed through Jacob. Knowing that was exactly what the Guild would do.

“Skipper,” PO Mac’s voice interrupted him from the comms. “Call from USS Whirlwind, sir; she’s on station and asking if we need assistance.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes, sir. The captain sent a message marked for your eyes, then distribution.”

It was odd, but not unheard of. Sometimes the captain needed a minute to prepare himself for what the crew was about to find out.

“Anything sensitive?” he asked Mac while giving Dante a sidelong look.

“No, sir. Just captain first.”

“Play it on the briefing room holo.”

The lights dimmed and an admiral Jacob had never met before popped to life.

“Commander Grimm, I’m Vice Admiral Osler. I wanted to convey my apologies in person, but this message will have to do. I’m sorry we weren’t able to come to Cordoba’s aid sooner. However, while you were valiantly distracting the Guild, we capitalized on the situation and wiped them out. The Guild is no more. Your orders to return to Alexandria are included. Whirlwind will take over as station commander until an adequate picket can be arranged. Well done, Captain Grimm. Well done, indeed.”

The image was replaced by a replay of the battle of Executerra at 5x speed.

As the planet burst into molten flames, Dante broke down, head in hands and wept.

“I’m sorry,” Jacob said. “I wish we could have found another way.”

“Me too, Grimm. I’ve lost all I’ve ever had. All I ever will.”

Jacob sat in his chair, turning slowly to face the man. “You never had a choice, Dante. Let me offer you one.”


EPILOGUE TWO


6 MONTHS LATER, ALEXANDRIA

“Are you going to open it, handsome, or am I?” Nadia asked.

She snuggled next to him, sinking into the old leather couch his dad kept in the Livingroom, wearing a white shirt and cut-off shorts that showed her very tone, and tanned legs, draped over his.

He held the gold-embossed envelope with the seal of the Alliance on one side, and symbol of the Navy on the other, twirling it around by its corners.

“I know what it says. I don’t want to read it.”

“Well, Captain⁠—”

Jacob flinched. He wasn’t used to it. Maybe he never would be. Captain. At thirty-eight. Albeit Captain JG. Which he was fine with. Except for one thing.

Captain JG wasn’t a ship rank. It was a transition rank. The gold envelope almost certainly meant he was heading for Melinda Grimm Naval Base or perhaps Blackrock to teach at the war college. Either way, he would spend the next two years with no crew, no space… no Interceptor. If he’d known the last time he’d walk her decks was the last time he’d walk her decks, he would have stayed longer.

“It’s the life you signed up for, isn’t it?” Nadia asked.

There was something different about her since he returned. Something he couldn’t quite put a finger on. She’d filled him in on her adventures—once she’d made sure no listening devices were present. He was unbelievably proud of her, and thrilled Yua had gotten her shot at redemption. However, the necessary destruction of Executerra weighed heavily on her.

Jacob ran a hand up her bare leg, smiling.

“As long as I’m with you, I’m up for anything.”

Without any fanfare, he pulled the seal on the letter.

Captain (JG) Jacob T. Grimm, you are directed and ordered to report to the Utopia Shipyards no later than 28June39. At such time, new orders will direct you.

-Fleet Admiral Noelle Villanueva

Jacob stared at the orders for a full minute. They weren’t from the Admiral and NavPers, as usual. Just the admiral.

“Jacob,” Nadia said. At some point, she’d leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck, reading the letter over his shoulder.

“It doesn’t say. Just report. Nothing about Interceptor or a new ship.”

Was it good news?

“I guess the wedding is on,” Nadia whispered into his ear. “And it better be soon. I don’t want them sending you off on some damn fool mission before we get to consummate our marriage.”

Jacob turned and kissed her. All the passion, all the love, all the zest for life he poured into that kiss, leaving her breathless beside him.

“Wow,” she whispered.

“We’ve got a month to make it happen. You better call your mom and get it working.”

Captain (JG) Jacob T. Grimm will return in…
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He thought impersonating a planetary Marshall would be easy... Until he was needed. William Burton, wanted bounty hunter, has killed Marshal Steelgrave, who tried arresting him. Desperate to escape, William impersonates Steelgrave on the backwater where they fought: Pavo Dos, a desert planet filled with bandits, cultists, and the oligarchs who pit them against each other. But as ‘Steelgrave’ plays lawman while seeking passage offworld, acting the part proves more than he bargained for. He finds himself entangled in schemes within schemes while battling gangs, gunfighters, androids, and drugged cultists. But it’s the affections of Ori Jo, a spunky deputy, that makes it hardest for Steelgrave to keep living the lie—while everyone else wants him dead. Don't miss the next action-packed space opera from Tony Peak. With everything you want in a spacefaring adventure, including a western twist, it's perfect for fans of The Mandalorian and Firefly!


Get Imposter’s Gambit Now!
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Earth’s only chance for survival rests in the hands of one ship... ...None of its crew are prepared for what is to come. Space Force’s first interstellar mission, Captain Scott Moore is set to lead the first starship to venture outside our solar system, the U.S.S Atlanta. Despite years of preparation, an unintended explosion takes Moore’s ship across the galaxy with no hope of returning. Stranded in the void, Moore and his crew must discover a way home. But out amongst the stars, we are not alone. When attempts to communicate with an alien race fail, a war begins... one that will spell the end of humanity. FARTHEST REACHES begins a new rollicking sci-fi adventure from Brandon Ellis & Max Wolfe that delivers the action you’ve been waiting for. It’s perfect for fans of Jeffery H. Haskell, B. V. Larson, Jasper Scott, and those who love military Sci-Fi and space opera!


Get Farthest Reaches Now!
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Follow commands or save his renegade family... He must choose. No one defies the Protectorate. They’ve got relentless cyborg assassins who never quit and never fail to take out their targets. Until one defies them by becoming a parent. Camden 1192, and ninety-nine other killers, are assigned to locate and capture the traitor. Orders specify taking the child alive, if possible. Only, theres one problem. The traitor happens to be Camden's sister, and the child, his nephew. At the end of the day, everyone knows the Protectorate's Cyborgs are only good at one thing—ending the lives of anyone daring to disobey. But it's family... Blood versus duty. Can one man win the most unwinnable scenario in the galaxy? Fans of The Last Reaper, John Wick, and the Expanse will love The Cyborg Option, a new Military Science Fiction Series by Scott Moon, bestselling author of The Last Reaper and Homeworld Lost.


Get Honor of Cyborgs Now!
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For all our Sci-Fi books, visit our website.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS


ASAP or ASAFP – Military acronym meaning As Soon As Possible. You can guess what the F stands for.

ATG – Air to Ground. Usually refers to ordnance like missiles, bombs, and rockets.

BDA – Battle Damage Assessment

C&C – Command and Control

CP – Command Post

DesRon – Destroyer Squadron. Usually comprising 3-5 destroyers. Multiple DesRons could be combined to form a flotilla.

DNI – Department of National Intelligence. The agency responsible for domestic defense against espionage.

ECM – Electronic Countermeasure

ELS – Emergency Life Support

EW – Electronic Warfare

FOB – Forward Operating Base

FUBAR – Fouled up beyond all repair (We all know it’s not the right F word).

IFF – Identify Friend or Foe. Ships (and vehicles) generally carry a transponder (if they're not pirates) that is switched on to prevent friendly fire.

LRRP – Long-Range Reconnaissance Patrol

M-21A2 – Coil rifle for ground-based infantry

MAR – Minimum Abort Range

MarPad – The Marine equivalent of the NavPad. Each one is keyed to a specific user and has all the functionality a device could possibly need.

MK XII Torpedo – Standard Alliance munitions armed with tungsten balls that are super accelerated with explosive force. (Pronounced Mark Twelve.)

MK XIV Torpedo – State-of-the-art ECM torpedo capable of blinding or fooling an enemy ship for a few minutes.

MP-17 – Standard sidearm aboard Navy ships. The Marine variant comes equipped with an extended nanite reserve, allowing multiple functionalities.

NavPad – The Navy's all-purpose digital device for E-4's and above.

ONI – Office of Naval Intelligence. The primary intelligence resource for the Navy. They engage in espionage and counterespionage.

OpSec – Operational Security. It refers to keeping operations private. Loose lips sink ships.

QRF – Quick Reaction Force

RP – Romeo Papa or Rally Point

RWR – Radar Warning Receiver

SECNAV – Secretary of the Navy. The civilian leadership of the Navy.

SOTA – State-of-the-Art

Triple A or AAA – Anti-Aircraft Artillery

XO – Executive Officer or First Officer.

Zhǐ lǎo hǔ – Mandarin Chinese for Paper Tiger. Meaning no real ability for violence. Just a threat.
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