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Chapter One


Black. solid, silent, and unforgiving.

A smooth, moist cavern devoid of stalactites, stalagmites, or other formations dug deep into the ground. Its sides trembled with the force of a thousand volcanic eruptions, though there was no sign of debris or falling stones.

Two long, sharp, glistening white stalactites appeared. More came into view. These were shorter, rounder. From the cave’s floor arose a dark-red, worm-like beast, thrusting forth like a wounded animal desperately trying to escape an oncoming forest fire.

It was a mouth. A woman’s mouth. Noise seeped into the air. At first, it sounded only like a distant whine, but then it erupted into a scream.

The scream of Lieutenant Trina Kagayama.

Her mouth shook as she belted out the cry born of the most intense agony imaginable. She lay in her coffin-shaped medi-pod in sick bay only minutes after having faced down the Scourge deep within the Vercingetorix.

Captain Ryan Monaghan woke with a start. He sat up, panting. His deep-blue eyes blinked him into reality, into his quarters. He frantically cast his gaze about the room; nothing looked out of the ordinary other than the articles Lieutenant Commander Shivani Chakravorti had brought from her quarters.

She’d hung her thali near the dispenser. A round brass plate decorated with little lotuses, it was a gift she’d received during her coming-of-age Kumari Puja ceremony when she’d reached the age of thirteen.

In the closet, one of her Fleet dress uniforms, with its knee-length hem, hung snugly among his clothes, including his uniforms and the only decent set of clothes he owned, a midnight-blue button-down and a pair of black slacks.

A family portrait hung on the wall near the foot of the bed. It was of her with her middle-aged parents and two younger sisters. The whole family was quite attractive, but Shivani was stunning with her light-brown skin, long black hair, and sparkling amber eyes.

Other knickknacks decorated the room, from a little Vishnu figurine to her United Earth Fleet Academy graduation certificate to a glossy selfie of her and Ryan hugging each other in front of Amélie’s Bayou, a fancy Creole restaurant on Terra Prima Station.

Ryan was so glad that she’d moved in. He was even more delighted at how little convincing it had taken.

He peered down at her smooth skin. Her face twitched pleasantly, drifting between sleep and wakefulness. Tempted to touch her, he lifted his hand over her face, but stopped short of dangling his fingers on her cheek. He then rested his arm between his legs.

“Trina again? Or Evan this time?” she asked in her incredibly sexy, posh, London accent. Her tone was that of concern, but not surprise.

These nightmares had tortured him for weeks now. The only question that was consistent was whether he’d dreamed of Trina or Ensign Evan Lapan.

“Trina,” Ryan said.

“When are you seeing Dr. Stevens again?” Shivani asked.

“Soon.” Ryan got out of bed and shuffled to the bathroom sink. Splashing his face with comforting, cool water, he lifted his eyes to the mirror. A weary, olive face stared back at him. He would see Liam and listen to whatever advice the doctor offered, but in the two or three sessions they’d had so far, Ryan had found little value. The only concrete suggestion Liam had given him was to focus on a neutral point—the corner of the commscreen—and focus his attention there while taking several deep breaths. Though Ryan had practiced this technique on more than one occasion, he hadn’t found it effective.

He heard the bedsheets shift as Shivani got up. Zippers zipped, and buttons clasped as she put on her uniform. Afraid that she would take off without even saying goodbye, he turned to her.

“Wanna get breakfast?” he asked. “At that place I was telling you about?”

“Yeah, all right.” Her tone was pleasant, if unenthusiastic.

He knew these times spent together were wearing on her. Each night, they passed out after rigorous, passionate sex, only for him to rise after an equally draining nightmare. He was afraid that only a few more of these would have to happen before she’d simply move back out again.

With her already dressed and waiting, he hastily threw on his uniform. They headed out arm in arm.

“So …” she began.

He could tell that she didn’t know what to say, or maybe she didn’t even want to say anything at all. He didn’t blame her. If she were waking up every morning with the same recurring nightmares, he would have found it just as exhausting. But he didn’t know what to tell her. Sorry for the inconvenient trauma of the last few weeks?

They stepped into the elevator and faced forward.

“Docking port,” he said.

“So … what do you think you’ll get up to today?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I’ll check out Fairfield’s leisure deck. Maybe I’ll see how the repairs are going …” The crew was on shore leave after having destroyed the Hive, the Scourge’s shipyard-base. And yet, even though he’d also been desperate for some time off, he’d found that in the last few days, he hadn’t known how to spend it.

It also hadn’t been lost on him that he and Shivani had spent a minimal amount of time together since their arrival at the station. They’d gone out to dinner twice, but that had been it. It crossed his mind that perhaps Trina’s death had affected Shivani as well, but he couldn’t tell. If it had, she hadn’t told him.

Arriving at the Paragon’s spaceway, they passed into Fairfield Station, greeting a few fellow crewmen along the way.

“So, where is this place?” Shivani asked.

“Leisure deck.”

“Right. Makes sense.” She sounded as if she were forcing conversation.

He appreciated her effort, especially considering that he didn’t really feel like talking, either. “It’s good. Atatahak took me there for breakfast.” Mentioning the late captain’s name was enough to bring back all the events of the last few days. The successful attack on the Hive. The subsequent Scourge attack on the Vercingetorix, which had knocked her out of FTL. The rescue mission Ryan had mounted to save the survivors.

Of which there were none.

“This way.” He directed Shivani toward the restaurant. But the only reason he even mentioned the direction was to keep their conversation from completely dying.

He halted. “Wait. No, this way.” He turned in a new direction, but even as his foot stepped forward, he wasn’t sure. It hadn’t been that long since he’d met Atatahak for breakfast, since he’d navigated this route, and yet the exact way escaped him. “No, no. I was right the first time.” I hope.

“What cuisine?”

“French.”

“Of course.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, the name and all.”

She giggled. He laughed. He was glad that the tension between them had eased, though he knew whatever issues were lingering had not disappeared.

“What’s good there?” she asked.

“The croissants.” He couldn’t remember what Atatahak had ordered for him, so he simply mentioned the first French food he could think of. Hope they actually have croissants there, otherwise I’m gonna look like a complete jackass.

They soon arrived at Monsieur Greneuille’s, a traditionally styled neighborhood bistro with a terrace and rouge façade.

The waiter who had served Ryan and Atatahak greeted them at the door. “Monsieur, so good to see you again,” he said in a native French accent.

It impressed Ryan that the waiter recognized him, given that he’d only had one meal here and that weeks ago.

“For two?” the waiter asked.

“Oui.” Ryan cocked his head to the side. “That correct?”

“Fameux. Parfait.” The waiter led them inside to a tiny table for two.

Ryan and Shivani sat and picked up their menus.

She frowned intensely at hers. “Let’s see here …”

“Yeah, I wish I could help you, but I don’t speak French.”

“It’s in English too.” Her tone had a harsh edge.

“Yeah, but I don’t even know what the English means.”

“You should take a class.”

“In English?”

She grinned. “That too.”

“What do you think you’re gonna get?”

“The English breakfast.”

“But this is a French place.”

“Are you literally menu-shaming me right now?” She smiled wide, but again there was a harshness to her tone.

“No,” he said defensively, “just thought you’d be a little more adventurous.”

“Are you seriously calling me unadventurous?” Her smile faded.

With her expression, he couldn’t tell whether she was kidding, but proceeded as if she still were. “No, you’re very adventurous.”

“Good answer. I want the eggs.”

“Sorry?”

“You asked me why the English breakfast. I want the eggs.”

“Great minds.”

“Copycat.”

He shrugged. “Got my mind on other things.” The second the words came out of his mouth, he regretted them.

“Such as?”

“Let’s enjoy our breakfast, Shivani.” He didn’t mean to sound so impatient, but he really didn’t want to get into everything.

Her face fell. “Ryan, what did I tell you about that?”

“About what?”

“Shutting me out. I told you if this is gonna work—”

“And what can I bring you?” The waiter stood right next to the table, ready to take their orders.

Ryan wondered if the man had been there long enough to hear the escalating awkwardness in their conversation.

“Yes, I’ll have the English breakfast. Thank you,” Shivani said.

“Same here,” Ryan said.

“I’ll get that for you right away.” The waiter took their menus and wandered off.

Ryan and Shivani stared at each other. He fidgeted with his silverware. She glanced outside at the main walkway, past the other restaurant façades.

“You glad to be back in Engineering? I mean, full-time?” he asked.

“Yeah”—she drew her attention back to him—“I mean, I’ve been back at full-time for a while now.”

“I know. I just wanted to check in.”

“So, what do you think our next assignment will be?”

“No idea. All Whitcomb said was that they had plans for me. For us.” Ryan was referring to the fact that during his last call to check in with Admiral Buzzetti, the president of United Earth and Commander-in-chief of the Fleet, Merrick Whitcomb, had personally dropped in to congratulate him on his success in destroying the Hive. At the time, Ryan didn’t have any idea what to make of it. He assumed that any day after that, Buzzetti would have called with further instructions or information or updates of some kind.

Radio silence.

“Wasn’t President Whitcomb on that call?” Shivani asked.

“Yeah.”

“My God, the president himself.”

“No kidding. I still haven’t gotten used to it.”

“And he didn’t say anything more specific?”

“Nope. Just big plans.”

“Well, whatever it is, I hope it’s not another bloody all-out firefight. I’m getting rather sick of those.”

“Me too. I’m hoping they send us on some survey mission, maybe. God knows you guys’ve earned it.”

“Yeah, especially after having destroyed that giant bloody thing with the virus.”

“And we couldn’t have done that without you.”

“No, I suppose not.” Her voice had no pride in it, rather a hint of shame.

He knew that she’d had plenty of reservations about having launched a virus into the Scourge shipyard-base, but had they not, it would have destroyed all the strike team ships. Then again, what with the loss of all but the Paragon and the Quasar, not to mention Trina, Ryan wondered if it was all worth it.

Their waiter arrived with their breakfasts and set them down before each one. “Bon appétit.”

Ryan and Shivani dug straight in. He was so relieved to be done with their current conversation that he wolfed down the first few bites. She did the same, and he wondered if she felt the same.

After two minutes, he paused to ask her about maybe finding a new date location on the station, in the Arboretum or just a pleasant view of the stars. Before he had a chance, though, he heard a little beep sneak up from her waist.

She finished chewing, wiped her mouth, and picked up her tablet. “Pardon me.”

“Go ahead.”

She skimmed through whatever notification had arrived. Her face fell. “Oh my God,” she whispered.

“What is it?”

“I …” She placed her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God.” She stood. “I … I have to go.”

“What? What happened?”

“I’m sorry.” She looked down at her unfinished breakfast. Then lifted her eyes to his. “I’ll pay you back.”

“No, Shivani, it’s okay—”

“I have to go.” She took off.

“Shivani!”

But she’d already left the restaurant.

With a shrug, he continued his breakfast. Wonder what happened. Guess I’ll find out later.

A few minutes later, he finished his meal and paid the check.

“Where did your amie run off to?” the waiter asked.

Ryan didn’t answer him, instead offering only a polite nod. He hurried out.

On the walkway, he took a stroll along the various storefronts of Fairfield’s leisure deck. Spotting a Little Havana club, he walked over and paused at its entrance. Only days ago, while at Terra Prima, he and Shivani had bumped into Trina and Matthew, the Paragon’s Chief Security Officer, who had been enjoying a brief respite at the club on that station. Trina had indulged herself in a cigar, and Matthew had put up with it.

Ryan’s eyes stung. He couldn’t believe that all that had happened only a few days ago and that, unknown to all of them, that trip, that shore leave, would be the last all four would enjoy.

“Please, sir, come in,” a short man in a mustache greeted him.

Ryan had already forgotten that he was standing right in front of the club’s entrance. He stepped toward the man.

Likely expecting a sale, the man smiled wide. “We have a very fine selection of the finest Cuban, Nicaraguan, and Mexican cigars. And we have only the finest whiskeys and cognacs.”

“You got Islay?”

“Yes, Islay. So many bottles of Islay.” The man placed his hand on Ryan‘s back, easing him inside.

Ryan stopped and faced him. “Yeah”—he threw a glance inside the club—“that sounds nice.” He stepped out of the man’s embrace and headed back toward the Paragon.


Chapter Two


As Ryan entered the Paragon’s docking port, stepping onto its spaceway, the memories of the Scourge’s surprise attack on Shennong Station flooded his mind. Trina getting him to safety.

“Sir, you need to board!” her shout had echoed in his ears.

Stepping onto the Paragon, he then recalled when she and Matthew had gotten him safely aboard. The instant that Ryan had stepped on deck, he’d fallen to his knees and vomited all over because of the overwhelming trauma he’d just witnessed at Shennong’s destruction. While at the time he hadn’t seen it, he’d been aware that Trina had gently wiped the residual bits of vomit from his mouth.

“Gotta get you to the bridge, sir,” her words again rang in his mind.

“No shit, lady!” she’d snarled at Dr. Katsourakis, the head of Shennong, who’d made the boneheaded observation that they were under attack.

It was the first time that the good doctor had bothered Ryan and his crew with matters related to her comfort with the ship after they’d rescued her and her staff, and it wouldn’t be the last.

A few passersby greeted Ryan. He wished them well, but he couldn’t socialize with anyone. Not now. Something had been nagging at him for days and it was time to find out what was going on. He headed for sick bay.

“Hey, Doc, you in?” he asked on entering.

Dr. Liam Stevens, the Paragon’s Chief Medical Officer, looked anywhere between sixty and ninety, with his white hair and potbelly. He stepped out of the second room, which he and his staff had used to triage Trina. “What can I do you for, Captain?”

Ryan peered out the door to make sure that no one was coming, then faced the doctor. “You got a minute?”

“Got some paperwork to catch up on”—Liam threw a glance into the next room—“but I can spare you a few secs. What’s going on?” He closed the door behind Ryan and gestured for him to sit on the medi-bed.

Ryan sat and stared at the floor. He didn’t know why, but he didn’t feel like looking at Liam. “I’m not sure how to put it. Over the last few days, weeks, actually, I’ve been experiencing—”

“Memory loss?”

Ryan finally lifted his eyes. “How did you know?”

“Well, I am a doctor. But frankly, sir, I’m a little surprised the entire crew hasn’t noticed.”

“That bad, huh?”

Liam nodded solemnly. “But why don’t you go ahead and tell me?”

Ryan focused on a nearby medical display. “Ever since my encounter with the sphere–probe …”

On her way to Shennong, a spherical silver piece of Scourge telemetry technology—a probe—had knocked the Paragon out of FTL. It was the first time any Fleet vessel had come across such a thing.

“When the Scourge read your mind like a twelve-foot-tall laundry list with thirty-point font?”

Why do you have to put it that way? “Yeah. ever since then, I’ve noticed lapses, moments when I lost track of a detail or a recent event. It’s hard to describe. I’ll be sitting in my chair on the bridge, and time’ll go by and I won’t even notice. Or a few days ago, in my quarters, the computer gave me a reminder of dinner time that I don’t remember requesting. Things like that.”

Liam nodded. “Why don’t you lie down?”

Ryan lay on the bed. He struggled to get comfortable, not only because these beds were hard and stiff, but he had never felt completely at ease around the doctor.

Liam tapped several inputs on the side of the bed and grimaced as results came in. He nodded and grumbled, then stepped away. “You can sit up.”

Ryan did so and stared directly at him. “So?”

Liam folded his arms. “I suspected ever since the Scourge read you, but I wasn’t sure until now.”

“Doesn’t sound good.”

“Before I say anything else, Captain, I wanna be clear that this prognosis is neither complete nor final. I’ll probably have to run some more tests over the next days or even weeks.”

“Okay.”

“What I’m seeing, though, is definitely a pattern. And not a good one.”

“What do you mean not good?”

“Now, kid, I don’t want you to get all worked up. When I tell you what I’m gonna tell you, I don’t want you flushing my sick bay with a torrent of self-pity.” He ran his fingers down his face in a gesture mimicking crying.

“I’m fine. Just tell me.”

“That’s a relief. I can’t stand cleaning that shit up. So, first off, looks like you’re a medical anomaly.”

“Lucky me. Somebody call Guinness.”

“That’s about right. Anyway, what that means is everything I say after this point is partly conjecture. While there is medical history of some of your symptoms, not all.”

Ryan nodded, though he was seriously losing his patience.

“What’s goin’ on in your noggin,” Liam continued, “is something approximate to early-stage Alzheimer’s. It’s primarily affecting your prefrontal cortex, but also your hippocampus, as well as the rest of your medial temporal lobe.”

“That sounds … thoroughly bad.”

“You could say that.”

“What’s it all mean?”

“Not only your ability to access old memories, but to create new ones is being affected.”

“Well, that explains that. Anything else?”

“Yes, actually. That early-onset thing I mentioned?”

“Yeah?”

“That means it’s gonna get a whole hell of a lot worse. While not immediately fatal, and most likely not fatal in the near future, this is definitely gonna take you down.”

“How long?”

“And that’s where the conjecture comes in.”

“You don’t know.”

“You’ll definitely have months, probably years, and maybe even decades.”

“I see.”

“Gotta say you’re taking this awfully well.”

“You said you didn’t want any blubbering.”

“Well, a little weeping is allowed. Need a tissue?”

“No.” Ryan considered all he’d heard. “So, months, years, or decades.”

“That’s right.”

“And no way to tell which of those three is the most likely?”

“I can keep testing, of course, but if I were you, I’d definitely prepare for the second one.”

Ryan jumped off the bed. “So, years.”

“Maybe even decades.”

“If you’ll excuse me doctor”—Ryan headed for the door—“I gotta go sort this out.”

“There was one more thing, Captain.”

Ryan stopped with his hand on the door and turned around. “There’s more?”

“This next bit isn’t about you.” Liam pointed at the nearby display. “If you’ll take a look?”

Ryan joined him at the screen. There, Liam pointed out a set of cranial scans. Since he’d already told Ryan that this had nothing to do with him, Ryan wondered what the hell this was all about.

“Now,” Liam began, “since she was my patient, and these are technically her medical records, I can’t show you everything.”

Ryan already knew the answer, but asked anyway. “Whose are they?”

“Trina’s. From her triage workup. The long and the short of it is that Scourge parasite shit that got into her system, it seems it was perfectly tuned to her.”

“You mean …”

“The Scourge targeted her.”

“That’s impossible. They didn’t know I was bringing her with me.”

“All I know is what I see. The bastard sentinel that got her was designed or programmed or directed to get her. Maybe others as well, but definitely her.”

Ever since the Scourge’s attack on the Paragon’s sister ship, the Vercingetorix, the Paragon’s crew had taken to calling the invading monsters “sentinels.” Unlike the Scourge’s slug-like fighter pilot Ryan had captured, these creatures were tall, black, and covered in shiny, nearly impenetrable skin-armor.

“Could they have scanned Trina like they did with me?” Ryan asked.

“We frankly don’t know enough about their technology for me to give you a definitive or satisfying answer. But the end result remains the same. The gunk that got into her system was like a puzzle piece that fit her DNA specifically.”

“But why her? Why not me? Why not you?”

“I have a hypothesis on that.”

“Thought you might.”

“The viral weapon that you guys designed—or rather Von, Danny, and Connie, for whatever his ‘work’ was worth—you designed it to hit ’em and hit ’em hard.”

“So, what’s your hypothesis?”

“It’s my opinion that they designed their counterstrike, their version of your weapon, to hit you where it would hurt the most.”

“Why would Trina hurt me?”

Liam raised his eyebrows. “Come on, Captain. We all saw how you looked at her.”

Ryan’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Trina was a friend, a good friend, but just a friend.”

“It’s okay to admit you had a crush on her. You’re only human. And male. And hetero.”

“But I’m in love with Shivani.” The words stunned Ryan even as they came out of his mouth. While he knew he had feelings for her, he hadn’t yet admitted their true nature and intensity, even to himself. Certainly not to anyone else. Definitely not in public.

“I’m not disputing that, Captain. All I’m saying is what I’m seeing. And what I’m seeing is Trina’s dead, the Scourge targeted her, and you had a soft spot for her. I suspect that when you added her to the rescue team for the Vercingetorix, that’s how the Scourge zeroed in on her as their target.”

“So I did get her killed,” Ryan muttered to himself.

“Remember what I said about blubbering?”

Ryan didn’t want to ask his next question, but it’d been eating at him since before Trina’s memorial and he figured now was as good a time as any. “What about that refrigeration unit?”

“The what?”

“The one you installed in Trina’s medi-pod.”

Liam nodded solemnly. “Was hoping no one noticed.”

“Hard not to. Pretty obvious.”

Liam sighed heavily. “Captain—Ryan—you really don’t wanna dive down this particular rabbit hole.”

“Seems like we already have.”

Liam pointed at Trina’s brain scans. “Can’t we just let the dead lie?”

“Why’d you refrigerate her body, Liam?”

“All right. Fine. It ever seem odd to you that the Scourge somehow squeezed an entire army of fully grown sentinels into that tiny little probe thing they tossed at the Vercingetorix?”

“Honestly, never thought about it.”

“Well, I have. It seems even with their probe’s zygotes or seeds or whatever you wanna call ’em sucking up all the nutrients in the Vercingetorix’s food-dispenser system wouldn’t have been near enough to produce a single sentinel, let alone an army.”

“Oh my God. You’re not serious.”

“Afraid I am.”

“Whatever seed invaded the dispenser system attacked the crew in the mess, got into them, infected them.”

“Most likely read their DNA, adapted, sucked ’em dry, and took ’em over.”

“So all those sentinels we, uh, neutralized …”

Liam nodded. “You mean all the sentinels we cut down like weeds? Vercingetorix crew.”

“And had you not refrigerated Trina’s body …”

“She would’ve turned into one of them and destroyed us.”

All this terrible news overwhelmed Ryan’s brain. “I see.” He wandered out the door. “I, uh … I gotta go.”


Chapter Three


“Shivani!” Ryan called out as he exited the elevator onto Engineering’s top deck. Several passersby stared at him as they walked past, but none told them where she was.

He wandered out and called her name some more. “Shivani! Anybody seen …?”

Thinking maybe she’d hidden herself away deeper in the section, he descended the first set of stairs. Turning toward the central control console between the F-drive’s two gigantic cylindrical cores, he was disappointed that he didn’t see her anywhere nearby. With so many more people around in such a packed area, he lowered his voice, but called some more. “Shivani?”

“Captain.” Chief Engineer Grant Peters, with his deeply lined face and deeper gray hair, placed a firm hand on Ryan’s shoulder and squeezed it. “You got to check this out, man. Fairfield team gave us the works.”

“Grant, have you seen Shivani?”

“Haven’t seen her all morning.”

Before Ryan knew it, Grant was dragging him along to some nearby control panel.

“Check it out.” Grant pointed to a display on the panel. “Know how we kept having trouble firing up the FTL because of recharge?”

“Yeah …”

“A thing of the past.” Grant pointed out lines of code, none of which Ryan recognized or knew how to interpret. “See, with these upgrades, not only has recharge time been significantly reduced, but now they’ve shoved it into the injector bypasses, so it all happens in the background.”

“That’s great.”

“Think of it as you’re pressing the gas pedal and as you’re pressing it, the engine’s recharging it.”

“No, that’s very impressive.”

“Check this out.” Grant dragged him to another control panel. “And they’ve completely revamped the stabilizers.”

Ryan shook his head, no longer willing to pretend that he knew what Grant was talking about.

“Means that when we shift into or out of FTL, you’ll barely notice it. Okay, not barely, but smooth as a baby’s butt.” Grant looked up, reconsidering that expression. “You get the idea.”

“Grant, I really need to talk to Shivani. It’s important.”

“Of course, of course. Just take a look at this.” Grant pulled him along to yet another panel. His face lit up with excited delight. “Our armor. I can’t even … Know how before we were three generations behind?”

“Yeah?”

“With this new plating”—Grant pounded his fist on the control panel—“we’re practically freaking invincible.” He again looked up, reconsidering his words. “I mean, not literally, but you get the idea.”

The urgency to find Shivani was fading from Ryan’s mind. “Wait, did you say invincible?”

“Forget I said that, sir. What I mean is the Paragon, she can take a hell of a lot more of a beating than ever before. You know how it used to be that four or three or even one single torpedo from the Scourge would be enough to completely knock us out?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s just …” Grant shook his head, impressed. “So much better. Here, let me show you this other thing.”

A sparkle stole Ryan’s attention. He turned to find a porthole, not unlike the ones that were built into the shuttle bay door and the docking bay door. He’d expected that the reason that it had grabbed his attention was that it reminded him of the disaster at Shennong when he’d chosen not to open the door to let in Evan and his friend Mary, an action that had haunted Ryan ever since. It also reminded him of saying goodbye to Trina through the shuttle bay porthole. And yet, despite those painful memories, he wandered over.

“Oh, SP1 core.” Grant beamed with pride.

As Ryan reached the porthole, he looked back at Grant for confirmation. “SP1?”

“Official designation of the engine’s port-side primary core. We got SP1 and 2, on the starboard side.”

Ryan peered into the porthole. Inside, he didn’t see a mishmash of FTL engine components, rather a claustrophobic maintenance area with sets of control panels and overhead displays. “Doesn’t look like an engine core.”

“No, no. That’s just the access area. That’s where we grease monkeys go to adjust and fix everything.”

“Why’s it closed off?”

“Didn’t you tour the Engineering department when you first arrived on the Byzantium?”

“Yeah, but that was years ago and, honestly, I didn’t pay that much attention.”

Grant grinned mischievously, but an edge of irritation hung in his voice. “Yeah, nobody ever does. It’s closed because in emergency situations, all sorts of shit can go down.”

Ryan turned to him. “Is it safe?”

“Yeah, now, of course.”

Ryan stepped away from the access area. “This is all really fascinating, but I gotta talk to Shivani.”

“Well, like I say, sir, haven’t seen her all morning. Which I ordinarily would’ve blamed on you—no disrespect—but since you’re the one asking …”

Ryan stepped away from the Chief Engineer. “Computer, locate Lieutenant Commander Shivani Chakravorti.”

“Lieutenant Commander Chakravorti is in Engineering.”

Ryan looked around, but didn’t see her anywhere. Grant shrugged.

Then it hit Ryan. He knew exactly where she was. “Thanks, Grant, this is all really fascinating. I gotta go.”

As he hurried away, Grant called after him. “Tell her if she doesn’t show up soon, she can forget about lunch break.”

Ryan headed up the steps toward the elevator, but didn’t go back in. Instead, he veered off to his left, to a trapdoor on the floor. It led to a maintenance passage that opened onto an area at the bow where the artificial gravity didn’t function. On their first date together, the first night they’d spent together, Shivani had taken Ryan down there, where she’d shown off the unique gravity effects.

He opened the trapdoor and squirmed in. Forgot how tight it is in here. He crawled along the corridor, but neither heard nor saw any sign of Shivani. Then, nearing the point at which the corridor opened up into the anti-gravity area, he heard her.

Weeping. It was coming from directly in front of him. He knew it was the unstable sound of heartbreak. Whatever this is, Ry, go easy on her.

He slipped out of the corridor and into the anti-gravity area. When she’d brought him here the first time, the ship had been at FTL, so the cerulean blue of the tunnel had shone brightly before them. Now, there loomed the unremarkable view of the side of Fairfield. Under the soft glow of the station’s lights, she levitated several feet above the floor, her legs crossed and head buried in her hands, tears pouring all over.

Though he didn’t know the reason yet, he already felt terrible for her. With this kind of mourning, he imagined she must have gotten news of the death of a parent or a sibling or maybe a best friend. He gently scooted off the shelf above the floor into the anti-grav space. Drifting toward her, he held out his hand. “Shivani?”

She didn’t lift her head from her hands. “Please, Ryan. Just leave me alone.”

Given all of her speeches to him about being open and honest with each other, he felt a surge of frustration, but did his best to hold it down. “No. Hey. I wanna help. What’s going on?”

“You wouldn’t understand. You’d just get jealous and freak out,” she said.

He came to a stop right next to her and wrapped his arms around her. “No, Shivani. I’m here for you. Please. Tell me what happened.”

She eased herself out of his embrace and kicked against the window, drifting back toward the corridor. “You wouldn’t understand. Please, just leave me alone.” She crawled into the corridor and disappeared.

“Shivani! Wait!” He was far enough away from the window facing the station that he couldn’t reach it enough to kick off. He had to awkwardly drop his feet to the floor and fight the sluggish weightlessness in order to get back to the shelf and into the corridor.

As he exited the trapdoor, he spied her inside the elevator. The door slid closed in front of her.

“Dammit!” He ran up to the elevator, but it was too late. She was on her way to wherever. “Computer, where is Lieutenant Commander Chakravorti heading?”

“Lieutenant Commander Chakravorti has just exited onto the mess deck.”

Ryan waited impatiently as the elevator returned, then boarded, and shouted at it. “Mess!”

Seconds later, he arrived, but on exiting onto the main walkway, he didn’t see her anywhere. Then he spotted her several yards away, about to enter the mess. He had to jog to reach her.

As he caught up, he reached out to grab hold of her elbow, but she held it back.

“Please, Ryan, just don’t,” she said.

He blocked her way into the mess. “Shivani, what is going on?”

“Not here.”

“We could’ve talked in that weird gravity place, but you ran away.”

“I ran away because I knew you’d freak out.”

“I’m freaking out because you’re not talking to me.”

“I’m not talking to you because …”

“Shivani, you told me when we first got together that if this was gonna work, I had to be open with you. It works both ways.”

“Fine, Ryan! He’s dead, all right? Lucas is dead. And he’s not bloody coming back.”

“Lucas?” But the second the name dropped out of Ryan’s mouth, he remembered exactly who this guy was. He’d briefly met him the last time he and Shivani were at Terra Prima. And “met” was being generous. She hadn’t introduced them. She’d been chatting Lucas up when Ryan had arrived to meet her. She’d merely tossed Ryan a polite glance. He’d had an instinct that she and Lucas had been intimate, and only seconds later, she was more than happy to fill in all the blanks. “Oh, that Lucas.”

“Yes”—she held up quote fingers—“that Lucas.”

Ryan couldn’t hold back the contempt. “Your ex-boyfriend.”

Shivani screamed in his face. “He wasn’t my bloody boyfriend! He was a kind, gentle man, and yes, I slept with him. A few bloody times.”

“A few?”

“What is it with you men? Blake Akana smashes every last piece of snatch in the galaxy, nobody blinks a bloody eye. But when he nails his second, Katrina Volkov, does anyone give him any guff? No! She’s the one they brand a slut!”

Ryan was vaguely aware of the rumors of Akana’s affair with the very much at-the-time married Volkov. While Ryan had assumed there was no truth to the whispers, he’d definitely caught the whiff of disapproval around Volkov’s end.

“Yes, Ryan, a few,” Shivani continued ranting. “As in, more than bloody once. And yes, he was bloody good at it. And yes, I still think about him. But now he’s dead.”

Ryan trembled with rage. He didn’t even know why. Was it because she’d slept with this Lucas guy? Because it had been more than once? Because she’d been so delighted to see him at Terra Prima? Because they’d promised to comm each other? Because she was so broken up over his death? Or because she was emasculating Ryan down to a toddler in front of the entire mess?

He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. “Bet you didn’t goad Conover into dumping soup on Lucas‘s head.” On Ryan’s first evening aboard the Paragon, Shivani had gotten Lieutenant Conover, currently awaiting his court-martial trial, to dump Ryan’s saucy Italian dinner all over him. She’d later apologized and taken full responsibility.

“Oh, now you’re busting out that old chestnut,” she said.

“Well, you didn’t, did you?”

She planted her hands on her sides. “No, I didn’t.”

“You just saddled right up, didn’t you?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.”

“He didn’t even have to take a shower to wash all the soup out of his hair.”

She laughed mockingly. “Not one drop.”

“I bet you’d barely shaken his hand when you took him straight to that weird anti-grav area and rode him like a stallion!”

“Oh, we didn’t waste time on handshakes. The second we laid eyes on each other, off to Engineering we went.” She mimed jumping a horse over a fence.

Ryan’s blood boiled. His eyes shot to the mess crowd, all staring at them. He said nothing for a long second, not because he wanted to calm himself. The very opposite. He wanted to say something that he knew would hurt, that he knew would cut deep. Before he’d even decided on what such a dagger would look like, he spoke to her in an ice-cold tone without looking at her. “I think we need a break.”

She didn’t miss a beat. “Couldn’t agree more.”

He glared at her smug face, daring him to further push her. “A permanent one.”

She shrugged dismissively. “The best kind.”

He stomped off without another word.


Chapter Four


Ryan bounded into his quarters, stumbling to the middle of the room. “Computer!” But he didn’t finish his order.

“Yes, Captain?”

He didn’t answer. He just stood there, seething. He didn’t know which hurt more, Shivani’s having dressed him down in front of the entire mess, or Liam’s news that he was going to die and that probably soon. Ryan stood still, scanning his quarters. Since Shivani had moved in, reminders of her permeated every corner.

His eyes landed on the family portrait of her, her parents, and two sisters. He stepped closer, taking in each of their brightly smiling faces. Mr. Chakravorti was very handsome, with his gray-speckled black hair and thinly trimmed goatee. Mrs. Chakravorti was almost as stunning as her oldest daughter, with shining eyes and just the hint of lines around the corners of her smile. The middle daughter, whose name Ryan didn’t remember, looked to be in her early twenties and much more like her father than mother, with a square face and hard jawline. The youngest daughter boasted the widest smile and most sparkling amber eyes a few shades lighter than Shivani’s.

A jolt of jealous energy struck Ryan. This time, it wasn’t about Shivani’s former flame Lucas. This time, it was the vision of her parents well into their middle age, something that Ryan now knew he and Shivani would never share.

He tore his gaze from the picture and planted his eyes on his closet, on the case of his treasured, chocolate–brown Fender resonator. The instrument had always been a comfort in times of need, and this occasion was no different. He reached for it, but paused.

The Byzantium. He hadn’t thought of her in days, but he hadn’t forgotten her. Her captain and his former CO, Gerald McNeil, had been present in the meeting during which Admiral Buzzetti had promoted Ryan to captain. He’d suspected McNeil’s direct involvement in that promotion and subsequent suicide mission to Shennong. He’d even instructed the computer to flag him on the Byzantium’s location every time it changed. The last update had been days ago, but he’d already forgotten what it was.

“Computer, location of the Byzantium,” he ordered.

“In the Epsilon-12 system, on a research mission.”

“Makes sense,” he said impatiently. “She’s a research vessel.”

“Yes.”

“Duration of her stay?”

“Approximately five more days.”

“Time to arrive, assuming F–5?”

“Approximately five days.”

Damn. Cutting that real short. His lips twisted as he considered his options. Can’t justify taking the Paragon. So how do I get there? In fewer than five days? “Computer, are there any ships scheduled heading that direction in the next twenty-four hours?”

“The Quasar is scheduled to depart toward the Epsilon-12 system tomorrow morning.”

“How close will she get?”

“She’s scheduled to dock at Galápagos Station, about six hours away from the Byzantium at sub-light.”

“Who’s the captain of Quasar?” He knew he should know this, but his mind was blank. Shame stung him, considering that the Quasar had aided in the attack on the Hive. I should know this. This what Liam was talking about? It just gets worse?

“The captain of the Quasar is Amira Sayyed.”

Ryan‘s cheeks flushed with excitement. Despite his forgetting her name, he remembered clearly Sayyed’s striking beauty. She had light-brown skin, long black hair, and the most incredible emerald eyes. He recalled that, on seeing her, he momentarily considered the possibilities were Shivani no longer in the picture. I mean, technically she’s not. “Computer, ring up Captain Sayyed.”

“Right away.”

During the wait for Sayyed to pick up, despite it only lasting four seconds, anxiety welled up inside of Ryan. It was just like the first time, at age twelve, he’d called up Shana Owen to ask her out to a movie. He considered ordering the computer to cancel the call, even hoping that doing so right now Sayyed wouldn’t be aware of his attempt, but he wanted to know, had to know, needed to know McNeil’s involvement in his transfer which had ultimately led to the death of over three thousand civilians.

“This is Amira.” Her Arabic accent was so much sexier than Ryan remembered. “Is this Ryan?”

His mouth dried right up. “Yeah, is this Captain Sayyed?” Of course it is, you idiot. You called her.

Sayyed chuckled flirtatiously. “You know, Ryan, we both survived the Hive. I think we can use each other’s first names.”

“Right. Of course. Sorry, Captain Sayyed—I mean, Amira.”

“So, to what do I owe this most unexpected pleasure?”

“Pleasure.” He already felt as if he’d cheated on Shivani. Then again, he reminded himself, he and Shivani weren’t exactly together anymore.

Sayyed chuckled. “Your call?”

“Right. That. The call. My call. I was, uh, wondering if you were available for coffee.”

“Right now?” While her tone remained pleasant, she sounded as if he’d just asked her the most direct, indecent, personal question imaginable.

“Yeah, that is, if you’re not busy with something else.”

Tapping came over the comm. Ryan guessed the sounds were from her typing on a keyboard or tablet.

“Yes,” she replied, “I believe I have some time. Shall we say Cookie’s Café in ten minutes?”

“Great!” He shuddered at the obvious over exuberance that had just tumbled out of his mouth. “Where is it?”

She answered, as if such should have been painfully obvious. “The leisure deck.”

“Right. Of course. Where else would it be?”

“Well, I suppose they could have stuck it deep in Engineering.”

He squinted with intense confusion, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. “Sorry?”

A painful second ground by before she answered. “I was kidding.”

“Right. Yes. I knew that. Kidding. So, see you there. Amira.”

“Looking forward to it, Ryan. Sayyed out.”

“Such a freaking idiot!” he yelled at himself.

He didn’t let his string of social faux pas bother him too much since, in order to get to the café on time, he had to book.

Even though he hadn’t done anything, hadn’t slipped off the Paragon and onto the Quasar, hadn’t openly flirted with Sayyed or cheated on Shivani with her, his stomach boiled with dread as if he’d done all of those things and more.

As he entered the Paragon’s spaceway, he froze at the sound of Ashley’s grating voice.

“Were you off to?” Commander Ashley Mendez was in her late thirties, easy on the eyes, and wore her dark hair in a ponytail.

He slowly turned to face her, as if she’d just caught him with his pants down. “Nowhere.”

“It’s obviously somewhere, otherwise you wouldn’t be leaving the Paragon.”

“Yeah, obviously somewhere, just nowhere in particular.”

“In particular?” Her right eyebrow raised suspiciously. “Interesting.”

He rolled his eyes. “No, Ashley, not the least bit interesting. I’m just getting coffee.”

She folded her arms. “You said you were going nowhere. Now you’re saying you’re getting coffee.”

“I was specifying, Commander.”

“You know, you can get coffee in the mess. Or, if you prefer, your personal dispenser.”

“Yeah, I know that.”

“You just prefer the coffee on the leisure deck?”

“What is it with the freaking third degree? Goodbye, Commander.” He continued onto the station before she had the chance to ask any more questions.

Arriving on the leisure deck, he spotted Monsieur Greneuille’s and a pang of regret stabbed him in the chest. Only hours ago, he’d been trying to enjoy a breakfast with Shivani, and now he was a stereotypical sad single slob.

He shook the regret out of his head as he continued along the walkway. In only a few yards, he spotted the coffee shop, with its plain white façade and name in bold black letters.

Sayyed sat at a table for two inside. She didn’t seem to have noticed him yet.

Anxiety welled up within him, as if he were arriving for a first date. With a quick breath to calm himself, he stepped inside.

He offered her his hand. “Hey.”

She reached out and clasped it. Her skin was incredibly soft. “Greetings, Ryan. Won’t you join me?”

In his anxious distraction, he realized he was still standing in front of her, as if he were about to leave. “Of course.” He sat across from her. “So, uh …” he began, though wasn’t sure what to say next.

“Not ordering anything?”

“What?”

“Coffee?” She pointed at the barista, a thin man in his early twenties.

“Oh. Yeah.” Ryan addressed the man. “Cappuccino’s fine.”

The barista nodded and got to work.

“So, I was wondering if I could catch a ride on your ship,” Ryan told Sayyed.

She squinted with confusion. “Unless I’m very much mistaken, don’t you have a ship of your own?”

“Yes, uh, I do, but this trip is of a more … personal nature.”

She nodded, impressed. “Intriguing.”

“Not so much, but yeah, not exactly official Fleet business.”

The barista arrived with the cappuccino.

“Thanks.” Ryan lifted his tablet to the man’s own. It beeped with the exchange.

“Certainly,” Sayyed said, “but we leave bright and early, so best not dally tomorrow morning.”

“Actually, I was thinking of dropping by later today.”

“Perfect. Then you won’t miss your flight.”

“Exactly. So, you have room?”

“Well, I wouldn’t have offered you a spot if I didn’t have room.”

“Yeah, that makes sense.”

“I’m afraid the captain’s quarters are taken.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have wanted to impose.”

“I mean …” She leaned her head to the side and fluttered her eyelids.

Is she …? He stood straight up. “Well, thank you so much, Amira. I gotta go.”

“Already? You haven’t had your cappuccino.” She pointed at the lonely drink sitting near the edge of the table.

“You’re right. I haven’t. But I gotta go.” He headed out, but paused at the doorway and faced her. “Thanks, Amira. See you later today.”

She waved. “Till later, Ryan.”

He got the hell out of there as fast as he could. Was I imagining that? Was she really making a pass at me? Since having been with Shivani, the possibility of an attractive woman being interested in him was familiar, but Sayyed, at least ten years his senior and far more sophisticated than him, seemed unlikely. Then again, even though Shivani was younger than him, he knew she was far out of his league.

Entering the Paragon, he headed straight for the armory to chat with his Chief Security Officer, Matthew Driver.

Racks of rifles, body armor, and ammunition greeted Ryan’s field of vision as he entered the armory. His gaze lingered on one rifle and he clearly remembered only about a week ago the rescue attempt he’d mounted with Matthew, Trina, Liam, and four other Security officers to the Vercingetorix. Ryan admired the weapon’s long, straight, clean lines. Its elegance struck him as paradoxical, considering the brutal firefight in which he’d wielded it.

“Captain,” Matthew greeted him.

Ryan turned to find him standing at steel-rod attention, his right hand locked in a salute. Matthew was tall, very handsome, and quite muscular.

“At ease, Driver,” Ryan said.

Matthew stood at ease. “How can I help you, sir?”

Ryan was unsure of the best way to broach the subject. He needed something from him, and he was pretty sure the lieutenant commander would give it to him, but, considering the ethical, legal, and even moral implications, Ryan wasn’t sure how he should ask. “I need …” He froze. Only a second ago, confidence had bubbled up within him. He was so sure of what he was about to do. But now that he actually stood before his Chief Security Officer, that confidence sadly waned.

“Sir?” Matthew asked.

Ryan peered through the doorway behind them, checking on the flow of foot traffic. The coast was clear, but he didn’t trust that it would stay that way. “Computer, seal armory entrance Security priority, Monaghan alpha-three-tango.”

The armory door slid shut and locked with a satisfying click.

“Designs on me, sir?” Matthew asked.

It crossed Ryan’s mind that Matthew was perhaps referring to the incident at Shennong, during which Matthew had stuck his sidearm in the back of Ryan‘s head as a warning for him not to touch the docking port emergency-release lever. While the two men had since then resolved that conflict, for Ryan, the tension between them had never quite dissipated.

“Relax, Lieutenant Commander,” Ryan said. “You’re safe with me.”

Perhaps in an attempt at humor, Matthew wiped nonexistent sweat from his brow. “Well, that’s a relief.”

The irony of his statement wasn’t lost on Ryan, given that of the two men, Matthew was the taller, stronger, and far better trained.

“So, now that we’re in top-über-secret mode, what can I do for you, sir?” Matthew asked.

“You easily broke into my quarters.”

“It took some effort, but yes.”

“You also easily opened the shuttle bay door to the Vercingetorix.”

“I did.”

“I need you to open something else for me.”

Matthew cocked a suspicious eyebrow. “Something else?”

“How do you feel about helping me break into the private quarters of another captain?”

“How would I feel, sir?”

“That’s right. I need to know you’d be okay with it.”

“Well, sir, I’d feel nothing at all.”

That’s right. He’s, like, officially antisocial. No feelings whatsoever. “I need to know you’d be okay with it, then.”

“Well, sir, if you don’t mind my asking, what’s this for?”

“I don’t mind at all. Ultimately, it’s to find out why we were all sent to die at Shennong.”

Matthew nodded. “I see.”

“Well?”

“Well, in that case, sir, I guess all I have to ask is for you to hand me over your tablet.”

“Why my tablet?”

Matthew cocked an eyebrow, as if the answer were painfully obvious. “To install the key, sir.”

“Of course.” Ryan handed him his tablet.

Matthew tapped several commands or codes that Ryan didn’t see. He preferred he didn’t. While he trusted Matthew’s skill, if someone were to catch Ryan, which he imagined someone probably would, he wanted to maintain his plausible deniability.

Matthew passed the tablet back to Ryan. “There you go, sir. Simply hold it up to the door and it’ll open.”

“That’s it?”

Matthew nodded.

Ryan put the tablet back on his belt. “Exactly how illegal is this?”

Matthew’s face froze. “I don’t know how you want me to answer that, sir.”

“Never mind. Thanks, Matt.”

“Good hunting, sir.”

“Computer, release armory entrance, authorization Monaghan-alpha-tango-three-three-six.”

The door released with another click.

Ryan headed out, but as he passed into the doorway’s threshold, he paused. “Hey, Matt.” He faced the Security officer.

“Sir?”

“I’m sorry I haven’t checked in. How are you doing with …?”

“Trina’s death?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, sir, I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a challenge. I’ve set up a special place for her in my quarters, a sort of shrine. All the traditional reactions, anger, sadness, grief, I haven’t experienced.”

“I understand.”

“I have seen Dr. Stephens twice since.”

“That’s good.”

“I have doubts as to the doctor’s efficacy, but yeah, I suppose so.”

Ryan chuckled. “Yeah, I’ve had the same doubts.” He again turned to the doorway. “Well, Matt, if you ever need to chat with someone who isn’t Liam …”

“Thank you, sir, but that won’t be necessary.”

Of course not. He said nothing else, and with a quick salute, he left.

Reaching his quarters, the moment his door open, his eyes landed squarely on the picture of Shivani and her family. Sadness welled up in his throat, but he stuffed it back down and ignored it. For the moment, he chose not to do anything with her various things. He figured if she wanted them out, she could come and get them. Right now, his priority was packing for the trip to the Byzantium.

He lifted his tablet and gazed at its surface. He wondered what codes or commands Matthew had programmed. It amused Ryan that only weeks ago, Shivani had done something similar in order to help him investigate not only the Fleet’s reason for having transferred him to the Paragon, but for its having sent Captain De Laurentiis to Shennong along with him and Captain Naito. Unlike Ryan, she’d been a rising-star captain. Then, two years ago, Fleet Command had, seemingly out of nowhere, sidelined her with the assignment to the Chalchiuhtlicue.

Dropping his tablet to his side, he went to the bathroom and threw his toiletries together. As it had been when he’d left the Byzantium, it disappointed him how little he had to pack.

He threw a long glance at his guitar case in the closet, considering taking it with him. “Nah, you’ll just get in the way.”

In another minute, he’d tossed everything into his Fleet-standard duffel bag, and was ready to go. At the door, he turned around and faced the room, faced Shivani’s things. “Later, Shivani.” His eyes dropped sadly to the floor, then he faced the hallway. “Much later.”


Chapter Five


“Captain?” Lieutenant Jenna Hutton, a cute redhead, was blocking Ryan‘s path onto the Paragon’s spaceway. She was the ship’s navigator, the onetime right hand to the late helmsman, Evan.

Shortly after the ensign’s death, Ryan had discovered her in the shuttle bay, weeping bitterly over Evan near his cenotaph torpedo case.

“Where you off to?” she asked.

Her words had completely thrown Ryan. With his duffel bag slung over his shoulder, he’d desperately hoped to slink off the ship without anyone noticing him. That he’d made it this far without anyone catching him had given him perhaps too much confidence. “Just onto Fairfield.” He hoped that his vague answer would invite no further questions from Jenna.

He was wrong.

“The bag?” she asked.

Is a perfectly reasonable question, Jenna, that I do not want to answer. “The bag?” he knew playing dumb wouldn’t get him very far, but it would at least buy him enough time to think of a better answer.

She pointed at his duffel bag as if he hadn’t even noticed it there. “Your bag.”

“Right. That.” No brilliant excuse had invaded his mind. “Just, you know … Where are you off to?” He actually didn’t know that she was off to anywhere, but since he couldn’t think of an excuse for carrying his duffel bag around, and since he didn’t want to answer the question of where he was off to other than the station, the only tactic he could think of was to redirect.

“Actually, a bunch of us are going off to this new bar, Fitzpatrick’s, on the leisure deck. You should join.”

He turned her down too abruptly. “Thanks, but I can’t. I’m …” Well, so much for that whole redirecting tactic. He decided to simply abandon the conversation. “Gotta go. Have fun, Jenna.”

He slipped into the spaceway before she could say anything else. Entering the station, he suddenly realized that he hadn’t paid attention to where the Quasar was docked. He checked his tablet, hoping that no other Paragon crew would stop him.

According to the map, the Quasar was resting on the other side of the station. It would take over ten minutes to get there. He hurried, checking his directions to make sure no other Paragon personnel were around.

He took a shortcut through the station’s center. He passed through its hub, a large, sparse, high-traffic area where officers and civilians headed this way and that through corridors and up and down elevators.

Kinetic visual activity caught his eye. He turned to discover a cone-shaped display near one of the central elevators. It was one of the thousands of information kiosks spread across the Fleet’s many stations. Various news headlines and advertisements whizzed across its six-foot-tall surface. All the flashy imagery must have been specifically designed to draw people in because the impulse seized him to inspect it.

In Memoriam


The two simple words popped up amongst the busier images.

Evan. Trina. He thought of looking them up, seeing how the Fleet had memorialized them, but after two steps, he reminded himself, The Quasar. Don’t wanna be late. He made a mental note to stop by another one of these kiosks the next chance he got, then kept going.

Relief washed over him as the Quasar’s bow came into view. Barely able to see the edges of the fighter carrier’s ample engine cores, he noticed she reached out into space at least three times farther than the Paragon. Unlike his vessel, the Quasar was a warship specifically designed for major confrontations with the Scourge, with state-of-the-art armor plating and weapons technology.

A pang of jealousy stung him as he realized that even with all the upgrades and fixes that the station’s Engineering team had afforded the Paragon, she was still woefully inferior to the Quasar in most respects.

Excited to check her out from the inside, he hurried into her spaceway. The moment he set foot on her deck, dozens of people recognized him, their faces lit up with smiles, and many formally greeted him. He returned the first few greetings, but ignored the rest.

Realizing that he’d forgotten to ask specifically with whom to check in to find his temporary room assignment, it crossed his mind that he’d have to ask around, which risked drawing even more unwelcome attention to the reason for his presence.

Checking his tablet’s map, he located the nearest Ops center. Since previous to his promotion to captain, he’d spent his entire Fleet career in the department, he was confident that he’d be able to locate it on this ship.

Soon after arriving, he knocked on the center’s open doorway. “Excuse me, Lieutenant,” he greeted the man sitting behind the desk.

The lieutenant stood and saluted. “Sir!”

“At ease.”

The lieutenant’s eyes lit up with recognition. “Sir! You’re not … You’re supposed to be on the Paragon, aren’t you, sir?”

Ryan wasn’t sure whether he should confirm his identity. “I do helm the Paragon, yes.”

The lieutenant pointed at him as if Ryan didn’t know who he himself was. “I knew it!” the lieutenant exclaimed. “I knew it was you! Monaghan, right?”

Ryan wanted to immediately exit this conversation, but he needed to know where he would escape to. He offered a friendly smile. “That’s right, Lieutenant. The very same. Captain Sayyed invited me to—”

“Oh my God! I can’t believe it! The destroyer of the Hive! At my desk!”

“Thanks, Lieutenant, but I just wanna find out my assignment.”

The lieutenant’s face scrunched up with confusion. “Your assignment, sir? But aren’t you still the captain of the Paragon?”

“Well, as I was saying, your captain, Sayyed, invited me to—”

“Right! You were saying. The captain’s guest.” He pointed a finger at Ryan as the whole situation clicked for him. “Your temporary quarters assignment.”

“That’s right.”

“I’ll get that for you in just one …”

“That would be great, Lieutenant.”

The lieutenant sat in front of his computer and tapped around. “Let me see.”

Panic struck Ryan as the notion crossed his mind that maybe Sayyed had forgotten to make the arrangements. Or worse, maybe she simply decided not to make them, since ferrying other captains around the galaxy wasn’t exactly in her job description. “Is there a problem?”

The lieutenant finished tapping his keyboard. “No, no, sir. Just had to track you down.” He stood and smiled. “If you’ll follow me, sir.”

Leading Ryan into an elevator, the lieutenant instructed, “Captain’s deck.”

“Right away, Lieutenant,” the elevator said.

The door slid shut, and they began their ascent.

Ryan regarded the lieutenant curiously. While Ryan truly appreciated Sayyed having granted him passage on her ship, he’d assumed that she would have placed him somewhere on the midship decks, or maybe even closer to Engineering, somewhere out of her way. He never would have expected such top-shelf treatment, likely straight down the hall from her.

The elevator arrived, and the lieutenant stepped out, gesturing for Ryan to proceed ahead of him. “This way, sir.”

With a polite nod, Ryan walked alongside him. While Ryan knew the Quasar was several times bigger than the Paragon, seeing it firsthand was a completely different matter. Whereas on the Paragon’s top deck, it would have normally taken him only a few seconds to get from the farthest elevator to his quarters, he and the lieutenant had already been walking for quite a while now.

“Here you are!” The lieutenant pointed at a door. “Computer, Captain Monaghan arrival Q53.”

“Access granted, Lieutenant.”

“After you, sir,” the lieutenant said.

Ryan entered and dropped his duffel bag off on the nearest chair. The accommodations were about a quarter of the size of his on the Paragon, but he didn’t care. He was just glad to be here.

“Bathroom in there, dispenser over there,” the lieutenant said. “Oh, I almost forgot. The captain has invited you to her quarters for dinner at 1900 hours.”

Ryan faced him, hoping his expression didn’t betray his rising anxiety. “She has?”

“Yes, sir. Nineteen hundred. But don’t worry, dress uniform is not required.”

Ryan sighed with relief. “Well, that’s good. I didn’t bring mine.”

The lieutenant pointed out the dispenser. “You could’ve just used that.”

Ryan frowned at his attempted humor having fallen completely flat. “This is great, Lieutenant. Thank you so much.”

The lieutenant saluted and backed out of the room. “Aye, sir!” The door slid closed in front of him.

With a relieved exhale, Ryan turned slowly around, taking in his temporary accommodations. He could finally relax now that he was far away from any potentially prying eyes of fellow Paragon crew.

Now that he only had to wait till dinner time, he picked up his duffel, dropped it on the floor next to the chair, and sat. The hard part was over. He’d successfully snuck off the Paragon and boarded the Quasar. All that remained was enjoying the ride to Galápagos before his confrontation with McNeil.

Suddenly regretting that he hadn’t brought his Fender, he checked in on the ship’s amenities. “Computer, what’s the ship have in terms of—?”

“Bridge to Monaghan,” a youthful male voice called over the comm.

“This is Monaghan.”

“I have Admiral Lisa Buzzetti, head of Fleet Intelligence for you, sir.”

Ryan rolled his eyes. Not one free moment. “Yeah, I know who she is. I’ll take it in here.”

“Aye, sir.”

Irritation twisted Ryan’s stomach into knots as he approached the commscreen. He stood there for several awkward seconds, waiting for the admiral to come on the line.

Finally, her deeply lined, scowling visage lit up the screen. “Captain.”

“Admiral.” He didn’t salute her. In fact, he didn’t remember the last time he had. It had been days, maybe even weeks. As far as he was concerned, she’d have to twist his arm herself to make him do it again.

“Imagine my complete and utter shock when I called the Paragon looking for her captain, only to learn that her captain was not present on his own ship.”

“I imagine that was quite a surprise, ma’am.”

She opened her mouth, probably about to rip into him with something about how he shouldn’t find this funny or how dare he or any number of other things, but then she closed it with a hard exhale. “So, where are you?”

“Don’t you already know? You called.”

“No, Young called. I wasn’t about to track down your sorry ass.”

“Well, if you don’t mind, Lisa, I’d actually rather not get into where I am.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t realize we were on a first-name basis, Captain.”

“Admiral, we can go back and forth about whose rank epaulet is bigger, but in the end, we’re just gonna come back to the fact that I’m on shore leave—leave which not only you, but President Whitcomb granted me—and frankly, ma’am, how I choose to spend my time is neither your nor the President’s business.” He actually had no expectation that the admiral would grant his reasoning any respect whatsoever, but having survived Shennong and the Hive and the attack on the Vercingetorix, he figured there wasn’t a lot else she could throw at him he wouldn’t be able to simply brush off.

The admiral’s lips twisted with her attempt to come up with a snappy response, but then she paused for a hard second. “You’ve certainly grown bold in your old age, haven’t you?”

“Was there anything else, Admiral, because I have the rest of my shore leave to get to.”

Buzzetti ended the call without further response.

He shook his head at the blank screen. “Yeah, screw you too, bitch.”


Chapter Six


The time flew by in Ryan’s tiny temporary quarters on board the Quasar as he waited to join Captain Sayyed for dinner. At first, he fumbled with the commscreen and his tablet, looking for meaningless activities to pass the time, but then it just seemed to go away.

Is this my condition? Since Liam had given him his diagnosis, Ryan wondered whether the Scourge’s scan had more seriously messed with his ability to create fresh memories than the doctor had previously suspected. “Or maybe they’re just sparing me the boring parts,” he said out loud.

He took a second to adjust his uniform in the mirror and then headed out. Checking his tablet, he found that Sayyed’s quarters were, in fact, only a few yards away. Approaching the door, he wasn’t sure how he should announce himself or whether he even should. He decided the direct approach was best and rang her door.

“Enter.” Her accent was sexier every time she spoke.

The door opened, and he stepped inside. The lights were as low as those of a romantic restaurant for evening service. A table with a white tablecloth and two formal place settings had been set in the middle of the room.

Seemingly out of nowhere, she popped into his field of vision. “Good evening, Captain.”

With her proximity, he instinctively stepped back. “’Evening.”

“Won’t you come in?” She gestured to the room.

He stepped up to the table. “Nice quarters.”

“Yes, I imagine a little bit nicer than what you’re used to.”

He wasn’t sure how to take that. “You could say that.”

She walked over and squeezed his shoulder. “Relax, Ryan. I’m only kidding.” She went over to her dispenser.

“Right. Kidding. Sorry.”

“You like Moroccan?”

“Love it.”

“Then it is your lucky day, because that’s what we’re having.”

“Yeah, great. Been a while, but yeah. Love it.”

She repeatedly gestured toward his chair. “Sit. Please. Sit. Sit.”

He did as he was told, hoping that he wouldn’t have to sit at the table by himself for too long.

“Tea?” she asked.

“Yes! Please.” She hadn’t flirted with him, other than that little shoulder squeeze, yet jitters fluttered in his stomach.

She arrived with a platter of a teakettle and cups, and set it down between their place settings. Gripping the kettle, she lifted it high and skillfully dribbled tea into his cup. The movement of her hand was so graceful, so sensual that it raised his heart rate a few beats and stole his attention for several seconds. Finally remembering his cup, he found that she’d nearly filled it.

“Thanks.” Intense embarrassment struck him as he heard his own heavy breathing. “That’s good.”

She set the kettle in the middle of the table. “Which meat would you prefer?”

“What are the choices?”

“Fish, chicken, beef, or lamb.”

He couldn’t decide. “I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

“Excellent choice, Ryan. Lamb it is, then.” She returned to the dispenser and fed it the instructions in Arabic.

Though he didn’t speak a lick of the language, he listened intently, savoring the sounds as they flowed from her lips.

She returned to the table and sat opposite him. “You speak Arabic?”

He chuckled. “No. Not at all.”

“Seems like you were paying close attention.”

“I liked how you sounded—how it sounded.” He hoped that she’d either missed his little slip, or would ignore it.

She gave him a knowing smile. “It can be such a harsh language out of the mouth of the wrong speaker.”

That uneasy quiet settled in again, so he scoured his brain for anything to chat about with this woman other than her jewel-like eyes, luscious lips, or incredible body, and all the enticing things he was desperate to do to her that he had to actively fight to keep out of his mind. “It’s taking the dispenser a while.”

She squinted with confusion. “No longer than usual. Tagine can be a pesky dish. And this is a special recipe.”

“Oh, not traditional?”

She cocked her head ever so slightly to the side, a sign of mild offense. “No, no very traditional. My great-uncle Abdel developed it. He was a gourmet chef. One of Morocco’s most highly praised.”

Wanna see how many more times you can shove your foot in your mouth there, Ry? Before this night is through? “Wow, that’s incredible. You must be very proud.”

“Of his legacy, yes. I never knew him. Died years before I was born.”

The hiss of her dispenser rose from the right. The sound immensely relieved Ryan, now that he seemed to take every opportunity to be a complete jackass. She rose and walked over, collecting their dinner.

She placed a conical clay tagine pot in the middle of the table and a basket of khobz bread next to the pot. She gestured to his plate. “Please. Help yourself.”

Now that he’d thoroughly embarrassed himself with only his mouth, he was positive he was going to do an even better job serving himself. “Great, yeah, thanks.”

The second he reached for the khobz, she lifted her hand to interrupt.

“Allow me?” She placed her hand over his and eased it away.

He set his dismissed hand next to his plate. “Of course. Please.”

She plucked a piece of khobz and gently dipped it in the tagine. She then opened her mouth wide and pointed at it. He opened his mouth too. She beckoned him to lean forward. He obeyed. She attempted to place the bread in his mouth, but either her aim was off or he missed the target, as the bread dropped straight back down into the tagine and broth dribbled down his chin.

She laughed out loud. “I’m so sorry!”

He laughed too. “No, it’s, uh …” He attempted to lick the dribbling broth from off his chin, but only made a bigger mess.

She kept laughing. “Hold on.” She got up and ran back to her dispenser. “Two sets of napkins.”

“You didn’t think to include those?”

“I didn’t think you’d be so messy.”

“Me messy?” he feigned offense. “You’re the one with the terrible aim.”

She collected the napkins and returned, placing a set at either side.

He swiped his and wiped off his mouth. “Maybe we should, uh …” He pointed at his chin.

She nodded and chuckled some more. “Yeah.”

“Feed ourselves?”

As they continued their dinner, the self-consciousness bore into him even more. She ate as if performing some elegant dance, whereas he kept dribbling down his chin.

Her eyes lit up with amusement. “Should I get a fouta dyal bébé?”

“Okay, maybe I don’t speak Arabic …”

Caught, she smiled wide and chuckled. “I’m sorry, Ryan.”

“But I have some idea what you’re insinuating.”

“It’s just so funny.”

“No.” He wiped his mouth again. “No need for the ‘foot-a.’”

“Fouta.”

“And thank you.”

They ate for a full minute, saying nothing else.

She then wiped her mouth and relaxed into her chair. “So tell me, Captain Ryan Monaghan …”

“Yes, Captain Amira Sayyed?”

“The weapon that you used against the Hive …”

So much for casual dinner conversation. “Yeah.”

“I have to say, it was rather genius. How did you go about developing it?”

“Well, to be fair, I didn’t personally develop it.”

“Yes, I read about your tactical genius, but not your exobiological.”

“Right.” Goddamnit, Buzzetti, why did you have to lie about my friggin’ tactical skills?

Sayyed waited patiently for him to tell the incredible tale.

“My engineer Lieutenant Commander Shivani Chakravorti actually did the bulk of the work.” As he said Shivani’s name, waves of shame and sadness shook him. “She is a genius.”

Sayyed nodded admiringly.

“The idea came when we encountered this Scourge probe and I went out to investigate it,” he said.

She lifted her eyebrows in great surprise. “You?”

He nodded.

She pointed at him. “As in you personally? Alone?”

“Well, I wasn’t completely alone. My Chief Medical Officer and a few others were standing by in our shuttle, just in case something went wrong.”

“Did it? Something go wrong?”

He so desperately wanted to tell her all about the sphere-probe having read his mind, all of his memories, all of his feelings, all of his thoughts, every last iota of information in his otherwise completely insignificant brain. But he couldn’t. Not only did he not know what she already knew about his experience, but he couldn’t risk revealing any details that she shouldn’t know.

“No,” he said. “No, I mean, I got some readings, touched it—”

“Touched it?”

“Yep.”

“The probe.”

“That’s right.”

“With your hands?”

“Well, I was wearing the space suit gloves.” He briefly held up his hands for emphasis.

She laughed out loud. “Well, of course, Ryan. I didn’t think you’d actually touched it with your bare hands out in the frozen vacuum of space.”

He laughed with relief. “Right. Of course. I didn’t do that. That would’ve been …”

“Probably fatal.”

“Right?”

She giggled while mimicking the actions. “You would’ve had to have undone your suit, taken off your gloves and all of that cold vacuum would’ve come rushing in.”

“Probably would’ve been dead before I even finished unzipping my first arm.”

“Right!”

“Yeah, so got readings, touched it, then I got a sample.”

Her eyes widened. “A sample?”

He nodded.

“Of the probe?”

“Yeah, I just took out my knife and cut out a piece.”

“Cut out? This is all so … Wait, so it wasn’t built from some kind of alloy?”

Guess she never saw my reports. “That’s a whole other story.”

“I’m listening.”

His eyes dropped to his current half-finished portion of tagine-sopped khobz. “Probably not the best dinner conversation.”

She nodded. “And this probe? It just let you carve a piece out of it?”

“I wouldn’t say ‘let.’”

She cocked her head to the side. “Did it attack you?”

He considered that word for a second. Attack. “No, not exactly. Like, it didn’t do anything to me directly, but soon after I got the sample, it kind of started to rotate and glow, and my Chief Tactical Officer suggested it might kind of blow up.”

She shook her head in amazement. “Fascinating. And it was from this sample that you developed your weapon?”

He nodded. “Like I say, that was mostly Shivani.”

Sayyed’s nose crinkled in mild disgust. “Of course. Your engineer.”

“Genius.”

“Yes, so you said.” She leaned forward in her chair, again picking at her dinner. She kept her focus on her food. “Speaking of all this genius, Ryan, shortly before we galloped off to the Hive, I took the liberty of looking up your profile.”

Great. This shit again. Never gonna escape the scrutiny. “Yeah, makes sense. I sort of led the strike and all.”

She nodded slowly, as if mulling over the entire concept of “lead.” “I was interested … I mean, you have such high tactical marks. Yet, before the attack on Shennong, you were still an ensign.”

“That’s right.”

“I guess what I don’t understand is, it would’ve made perfect sense to promote you to, say, lieutenant, even lieutenant commander, based on such sought-after skill, but all the way to captain?”

No shit, Amira. If we were sitting in opposite seats, I’d be asking the same damn thing. “Well, I don’t know if you’re aware, but there’s this obscure Fleet regulation. I don’t recall which one.”

“Regulation 13F-A, I believe. ‘In times of emergency, qualified personnel may be promoted to advanced ranks in order to facilitate United Earth Fleet war efforts.’”

“Chapter and verse.”

“The thing is, Ryan, could we really have called the incident at Shennong Station an emergency?”

Another great question. Perfect for top brass, like the Chief of Fleet Operations. But I’m guessing you’d never get an answer. “I’m sure you’d agree, Amira, the word ‘emergency’ is open to interpretation.”

She nodded, but her expression remained firm. “I suppose.”

Desperate for anything to end this portion of the conversation, he clumsily wolfed down some more food as he scanned her quarters for anything, any object, memento, or picture frame he could ask her about. Luckily, just behind her and to the right, he spotted a striking cobalt tile with angular, gold, Arabic calligraphy carved into it. He pointed at it. “What an amazing piece.”

She turned around to see what he was looking at. “Oh, yes. That’s my zellige. I don’t know how much you know about Muslim culture …”

He shook his head. “Not much, I’m afraid.”

“That’s fine. I’m a stone-cold atheist myself, but there is such beauty in my culture.”

“Well, if the food and company are any indication …” Oh my God, you dickhead. Did you honestly just say that out loud?

She smiled wide, reached over, and again touched his hand. “It’s very common, in Muslim households, to keep and display objects depicting selections from the Holy Koran.” She stroked his hand with her index finger. “Would you like to take a closer look?”

Before he could object, she was on her feet, standing by the tile.

He looked down at his meal. He hadn’t finished much more since the last time he checked his progress. But he didn’t want to leave her hanging, so joined her.

She picked up the deep-blue zellige and held it closer so he could see. Leaning into him, she described it with a reverential sensuality that sounded at once as if she were describing a holy object and her first crush. “So, this is what we call the Ayat al-Kursi, the Throne Verse. It’s a very famous text which speaks of Allah’s omniscience and dominion over the universe.”

Ryan watched mesmerized as she ran her finger along the lines and angles of the Kufic-style letters. “It’s so beautiful.” Despite his recent memory problems, the words he’d just spoken came roaring back into his mind. They were almost identical to the ones he’d said to Shivani when she and he had floated around in that special anti-gravity area in Engineering at the bow of the Paragon.

His stomach churned with dread, as if he knew he was about to cheat on Shivani, although he wasn’t even sure that doing so was technically possible at this point.

Sayyed looked up at him. Her face—her lips—were so much closer to his than he’d noticed. “Much more comfortable on the couch. Let me show you there.”

She practically sprinted there and sat, holding the tile in her lap. He eyed the piece of furniture. There was barely enough room for him to sit next to her comfortably.

Afraid of where this evening was barreling toward, he panicked. “I should go.”

She regarded him as if he’d just told her that his eyeballs were literally rubber balls. “Really? Already?”

He moved toward the door. “Yeah, I just … Thank you so much. Dinner was amazing. Evening was incredible.”

As he passed behind her, she reached up and grabbed his arm. “We still need to digest. And I was going to show you the zellige.”

“And all of that sounds great, but I … I …” don’t wanna cheat on Shivani. He leaned closer to her. “I am a pretty noisy digester.” For emphasis and levity, he pointed at his rear end.

Sayyed released his arm and turned around in her seat to look up at him. She gave him a sad, disappointed smile. “I understand. Then you go enjoy your loud digestion.” She pressed her lips together and blew a raspberry.

He laughed. She laughed even harder.

“Good night, Amira.”

“Good night, Ryan.”


Chapter Seven


Ryan stepped out of the Quasar’s spaceway onto the docking ring of Galápagos Station.

During the last few days of his trip to the station, he’d kept completely to himself. He’d neither attempted to socialize with Captain Sayyed nor her crew. In fact, he hadn’t sought her out to thank her or even say goodbye. He’d presumed things would simply be far too awkward between them. Instead, he’d left word with her helmswoman of his sincere thanks for the ride and for dinner.

Now, to locate the Byzantium. He took out his tablet and checked the map. Luckily, Galápagos, much like Fairfield, was a fraction of the size of Terra Prima, so there were only a few docking rings on which to look. Unfortunately, the Byzantium was only scheduled to stay docked until the evening, disembarking around 1800. So whatever dramatic confrontation he hoped to accomplish with his former captain, he’d have to locate the Byzantium, break in to his quarters, and face off against him, all before the ship fluttered away.

An icon for the Byzantium blinked on the map, only a few docking ports away from his current position. He set off, anticipatory adrenaline already boiling up in his blood.

He wasn’t even sure what he would say. To McNeil, to anyone else he bumped into, even to the elevator’s voice. The entire time he’d been on the Byzantium, he’d only been an ensign, so he’d gotten so used to dispensers, elevators, and the ship’s computer referring to him by that rank that he imagined hearing the word “captain” preceding his name would be quite jarring.

To distract himself, he conjured up what he might say to anyone he ran into. Hey, how’s it going? What’s it been like not seeing any combat? Done any good research lately? All of them were terrible choices, so he hoped he could think of something better.

Arriving at the Byzantium’s spaceway, the adrenaline pounded him even harder. It was as if he were arriving at a high school reunion about to encounter a faculty and student body who didn’t remember who he was. The fear crept up within him that either no one would recognize him or, worse, everyone would, and make disparaging comments.

Taking a quick breath and readjusting the strap of his duffel bag, he proceeded through the spaceway onto the Byzantium. Stepping on board, he faced no grand fanfare. In fact, he was relieved that, of the few people he already saw, he didn’t recognize anyone.

Focus, Ry, focus. Go to McNeil’s corners, break in, and wait for the old man. Even though he’d spent so many years on the Byzantium, he still checked the map to make sure he knew where the captain’s quarters were.

Heading to the nearest elevator, he heard a familiar male voice.

“Moyn? Is that you?” the man asked.

Ryan turned to find the lieutenant who had been his direct report during his last few months on the Byzantium. The last time they’d spoken, the lieutenant had gotten on Ryan’s case about a report he’d been writing on … something. He couldn’t remember the lieutenant’s name or the subject of the report. This more Scourge memory crap? He donned a polite smile. “Hey, man. How’s it going?”

The lieutenant approached him and shook his hand. “Feels like it’s been forever.” He nodded at Ryan’s rank epaulet. “Still can’t believe it. Captain.” He saluted.

“At ease.” Ryan chuckled uncomfortably.

“What are you doing back here?”

“Just dropping by.” Ryan sincerely hoped that was the end of that interrogation.

“Huh. I don’t remember seeing anything on the schedule.”

“Yeah, kind of an unscheduled stop.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, can’t, uh, talk about it.” Ryan hoped that his dependable standby would cut it this time as well.

“Oh, like hush-hush top-secret?”

“Something like that.”

The lieutenant lowered his voice. “You meeting with McNeil?”

Of course, it’s that obvious. Why else would one captain be showing up on another’s ship? “Yeah, can’t really talk about it. Sorry.”

“Hey, man, I get it. Well, I gotta go, Moyn. I mean, Captain. You take care, sir.” He slapped Ryan‘s back and went about his day.

Before anyone else could say hello, Ryan practically dove into the elevator. “Captain’s quarters.”

In seconds, he arrived.

Stepping out into this hallway gave him the jitters all over again. Was he really about to do what he was about to do? It was one thing to think about it. It was one thing to plan for it. But to actually break into a fellow captain’s quarters?

He tried to comfort himself with the reminder that he’d already committed for worse crimes, with having Shivani hack into the private files of Captains Naito and De Laurentiis, but at least that was completely impersonal, done over a tablet. This was face-to-face.

“Hero of Shennong! What the hell are you doing here?” A lieutenant whom Ryan didn’t recognize asked him.

“Just dropping by.” Ryan hoped he didn’t get into another long conversation.

After a few more yards down the hallway, it happened again.

“Destroyer of the Hive!” A commander, another guy Ryan didn’t recognize, lifted his hand for a high-five.

Ryan hesitated, having no desire to bring any further attention to his presence.

“Don’t leave me hanging!” the commander said.

Ryan reluctantly raised his hand. “That’s Captain Moyn.” He grinned.

“Oh, dude, sorry.” The commander saluted.

Ryan returned the salute. “We’ll forget about the court-martial today, Commander.” He winced as the awful words from that terrible joke he’d so often heard before fell out of his mouth.

“You got it, sir.” With that, the commander headed off.

Ryan turned into the hallway that he so desperately hoped would finally lead to McNeil’s quarters.

He smacked straight into someone he hadn’t thought about in a long time, after not having seen them for even longer.

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry, sir.” It was Melinda Larson, the tall Nordic beauty whom Ryan had failed to woo a few weeks ago.

“No problem, Mel.” He hoped his tone carried enough neutral calm that he’d given her the impression that he hadn’t thought about her at all.

Melinda’s eyes snapped open, and her jaw dropped to the floor. “Ryan!”

He attempted to make light of it. “Didn’t realize we were on a first-name basis, Lieutenant.”

“Right. Of course. Sorry, sir.” She clumsily saluted.

He didn’t salute back. “It’s okay, Mel. I’m just kidding.”

They stared at each other for an agonizing second.

She opened her mouth, but hesitated. “What are you doing back here?”

“Can’t really talk about it.”

“Of course.” Her eyes dipped. “I read about Shennong. I’m … so sorry.”

“Yeah, that was a tough one.”

“But, hey, you got the Hive. I mean, that’s amazing. One of their shipyards.”

“I’ve got a great crew.”

“What’s it like? Now that you’ve finally made it.”

“In some ways, exactly what I expected. In others …”

“I can imagine.”

Another uncomfortable second passed. With a nod, he moved past her. “Well, nice to see you, Mel.”

She stopped him with a firm hand on his shoulder. He recoiled at the gesture, but didn’t object.

“Listen, Ryan,” she said, “I’m really sorry about …”

He faced her, folding his arms. “About what?” Unlike everything else that he’d recently been forgetting, he remembered this. He remembered it as if it had happened only seconds ago.

She squirmed uncomfortably and avoided his gaze. “You know …”

“Memory’s just not what it used to be, Mel. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s having seen so many civilians die.”

“I’m sorry I stood you up for our date.”

He shook his head. “Our date. Is that what you’re sorry about?”

“Yeah. You were right. I should’ve just said no. Instead of …”

He raises his eyebrows. “Instead of …?”

“Thing is, Cooper and I, we didn’t even last that long. After that first night, he kinda blew me off.”

Thoroughly finished with this conversation, Ryan gave her a coy smile. “You’re not sorry.”

“No, I really—”

“You’re only saying this now because I’ve been through more hell than you could ever even conceive and you’re afraid that if you didn’t say something about our trite little date, you’d feel like an enormous prick.”

She opened and closed her mouth several times, but couldn’t muster up any response.

“Fact is,” he said flatly, “you thought I was an enormous loser.”

She shook her head emphatically. “No! I—”

“You intentionally led me on just so you could shoot me down in front of Coop and the rest of the mess. It was premeditated, calculating, and mean.”

Her jaw hung open. She was so stunned that he’d so perfectly nailed her intentions. “I …”

“But you know what, Mel?”

She lagged so far behind, her eyes struggled to focus on him. “Uh …”

“You were right. I was a loser. Because that’s what I believed I was. But now, whatever I am, at least it’s not pathetically desperate for your attention.” He stepped away, but paused. “Oh, and Melinda?”

She seemed to have finally caught up. “Yeah?”

“You and Cooper—and I mean this in all sincerity—I couldn’t possibly care less.” He marched off.


Chapter Eight


Ryan arrived at McNeil‘s door. He looked around to make sure not only that Melinda hadn’t followed him, but nobody else had.

The coast was clear.

He lifted his tablet from his belt. Tapping around, he found no obvious instructions. “Do I just …?” he asked himself.

Figuring he’d try it out, he lifted the tablet to the door’s control panel.

“Welcome, Captain,” the computer said.

The door opened.

He thought of asking the computer to which captain it was referring, but he didn’t want to jinx it. He stepped inside.

McNeil‘s quarters spread out before him. Though Ryan only remembered having visited once during his orientation week, they looked so small. He didn’t know whether it was because they actually were, or whether his on the Paragon were so much bigger.

He wandered in, letting his eyes bounce from picture to memento. McNeil had family photos, one from his Academy graduation, and one from the day he received his promotion to captain. The sight of him with brown hair as opposed to his current white was very jarring.

“Now that I’m here …” Ryan sat at the dining table. He thought of ordering something from the dispenser, but despite having just broken in, he feared that doing so would set off some alarm.

He scanned the room, now realizing that he longed for some level of theatricality. Should he stand right in front of the door, invading McNeil’s personal space the moment the older man arrived? Or should Ryan pop out from the bathroom and shout “Boo!”?

He stood and wandered around, trying to think of a decent way to do it. “Computer, lights to half.”

The lights dimmed so much that now he could barely see anything.

“Never mind. Lights back to full.”

Studying the chair by the dining table, he walked over to it, and gripped its back. He dragged it to the middle of the room, to near the door, then all the way back to the bathroom. No position satisfied him.

He stood up straight and stroked his chin, considering the chair. “Okay, he’s gonna come in and his eyes’ll fall on the bed, toward the bathroom, so maybe I should be”—he looked at the dispenser on the dining table—“back where I was?”

He dragged the chair back to the dining table and sat.

He watched the door as if McNeil were about to burst in this very moment. Ryan wondered what he should say. How he should open. Good evening, Gerald? Hello, Gerald? It all sounded so cheesy, even in his head. “Hello, Gerald,” he attempted in what he hoped was a menacing-sounding voice.

He stood and went to the center of the room. “No. Oh my God. This is ridiculous.”

His stomach rumbled. How long has it been? He faced the dispenser, longing for a good solid meal, but wary of setting off that hypothetical alarm. But that hunger gnawed at him.

Giving up, he sat at the dining table. “Greek omelet. With extra-sharp feta, cherry tomatoes, and lots of spinach.”

“Right away, Captain,” the machine said.

“And a tall glass of lemonade.” He hoped that would be a small enough meal that it wouldn’t alert anyone, but also satisfying him long enough to put on his little show for McNeil.

The dispenser hissed. He opened it to find the most gorgeous Greek omelet ever seen. Either that, or he was much hungrier than he thought.

He dug in, practically inhaling every bite. Before he knew it, the plate was clean of every crumb. He gulped down his lemonade.

Wiping his mouth, he sat back in the chair. “Okay, now what?”

He waited. And he waited. And waited some more.

He checked the time on his tablet.

1638


“Hurry up, Gerald. I gotta go,” Ryan told the tablet.

He waited another minute. Then another. He checked the time.

1700


“Does he ever stop by his quarters?” Ryan asked.

The door slid open.

In a panic, he whispered harshly at the computer. “Half lights.”

The room darkened, though didn’t give off the mysterious threatening ambiance he’d so hoped for.

McNeil stepped inside. He paused, squinting in the darkness. “Computer, why are the lights so low? Lights at full.”

The quarters went to full illumination.

The older captain didn’t react to Ryan’s presence at all. McNeil’s gaze instead fell directly onto his bed. “Man, I’m beat.”

Ryan didn’t know what to do. Should he jump up and yell “boo” like he thought before? Should he make his presence known in a threatening whisper? Finally, he decided to just get it over with. “Hey, Gerald.” He winced at his use of the word “hey,” as it was so informal. He so wished that he’d actually rehearsed this.

McNeil shouted and stumbled back. “Oh my God!” His eyes darted about the room, then landed on Ryan’s face. “Ryan? What are you … What are you doing here?” He threw a glance at the door. “How did you get in here?”

Now that Ryan had broken the ice, he could finally settle into the adrenaline-fueled soup of anger, frustration, and rage that had plagued him ever since the Scourge’s attack on Shennong. He channeled those emotions into cool confidence. “Have a seat, Gerald.” He pointed to the side of the bed.

Still overwhelmed by the shock of Ryan’s presence, McNeil obeyed with a nod and sat across from him. “How did you …?”

Ryan leaned forward, placed his hands together in a prayer gesture, and rested his chin on his fingertips. “We need to talk.”

McNeil nodded solemnly. “Yes, I suppose we do.”

“My promotion.”

McNeil looked to the side, sadness thickening his voice. “What do you want to know?”

“Why? Why me? Of all the people they could’ve picked, of anyone they could’ve picked, of anyone you could’ve picked, why did it have to be me?”

McNeil met Ryan’s gaze. “Admiral Buzzetti reached out to me earlier that day. I only had a few hours before her and President Whitcomb’s arrival.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with me.”

“I had no time for consideration, to properly vet, to truly consider the consequences.”

“What did they ask for, Buzzetti and Whitcomb?”

“Ryan, this really isn’t necessary. I’ll ignore your little break-in. I can even have the Byzantium take you back.”

While the offer of letting the break-in go was indeed tempting, Ryan wasn’t about to let it all go. Besides, he suspected that the older captain wouldn’t turn him in even if Ryan didn’t do what he asked. “The question, Gerald, was what were they looking for?”

McNeil sighed and shook his head, desperate not to reveal this piece of information. “Ryan, there is nothing to be gained—”

“What were they looking for?”

“Buzzetti specifically requested that I recommend a member of our crew who had consistently received the lowest evaluations.”

As much as Ryan had wanted the answers to his questions, he now saw that this would not be fun. “I see.”

“I’m serious. There’s no reason for us to continue this.”

“Keep going.”

McNeil took a deep breath and sighed heavily. “She specifically wanted someone who, on paper and in person, in all ways, no one would miss.”

That stung, and yet Ryan’s anger glazed over most of it. “Why? Why did they want someone specifically like that?”

“They didn’t say. They simply insisted.”

“Why did you suspect?”

“I couldn’t possibly—”

“Despite outward appearances, Gerald, I know you’re not a stupid man. Tell me.”

“I suspected they were looking for someone of your particular description so that they could send him off on a no-win mission where he’d be killed with minimal fuss.”

The rage simmered within Ryan, though it hadn’t yet boiled over. But that was only a matter of time. “After all the years that I faithfully served under you …”

“Ryan …”

“The whole time I looked up to you like a father figure, almost more than my own.”

“Ryan, please.”

Ryan rose to his feet and got in the older man’s face. “And after all that, all those years of service, my unquestioned loyalty to you, and you couldn’t be bothered to warn me that Fleet Command was dumping me into a situation which they knew would get me killed? Not to mention my crew? And those of the other two ships? Which is to say nothing of all the civilians!”

“I didn’t know.”

“You thought! You suspected! You believed! And all those people—thousands—are dead!” He pointed an accusatory finger off to his right, as if all the fallen waited there, a rapt audience.

McNeil spoke softly. “We’re at war, Ryan. Now you understand that more than most.”

Ryan fell back into the dining chair. “What about Naito and De Laurentiis?”

“Forgive me, I don’t know who …”

“The other two captains, Gerald! The ones who died at Shennong! The ones the Scourge blew away!”

The older captain shook his head, having no idea what Ryan was talking about. “I don’t …” McNeil said.

“You’re telling me you don’t know anything about who they were and why Fleet sent them to that godforsaken station?”

“I don’t. I swear.”

Ryan chuckled bitterly. “Sounds like you’re just as much of a pansy as I thought I was.”

McNeil nodded. “That’s fair.”

“All right, maybe you don’t know. Maybe you don’t know anything. But you’re gonna help me find out.” The second the demand left his mouth, Ryan felt so foolish. How was McNeil supposed to help him uncover what were likely the Fleet’s deepest, darkest secrets?

McNeil stared at him with utter bafflement. “I’d love to, Ryan, but how?”

Ryan stood and paced. “I don’t know.” He paused at the foot of the bed. “If you wanted to know about a captain’s background, their buried background, what would you do?”

“At the risk of disappointing you further, I really don’t know. I’d probably just start by asking around, friends, colleagues …”

Naito and De Laurentiis were dead. Most of the other captains who’d fought with Ryan at the Hive were dead. Sayyed might have been willing, had it not been for his rebuff of her advance. “Yeah, despite my reputation to the contrary, I’m a little short on friends these days.”

“I’d probably start an investigation.”

Ryan turned to him, rage flaring up all over again. “This is Intelligence we’re talking about, Gerald! Not like I can walk in and ask for Buzzetti‘s help investigating”—he shook his hands in frustration—“her!”

“No. I suppose not.”

Ryan walked back to the chair and sat. He studied the older man’s face as if it contained the answers to all of his questions. “Maybe you can help me.”

“Of course, Ryan. Anything.”

“The Byzantium is a research ship,” Ryan said, as if it were news to both of them. “It’s time to set aside some resources to do some new research.” He stood and headed toward the door. “I’ll send you the names.”

A moment of icy silence hung between the two men.

“I’m sorry, Ryan,” McNeil said. “I truly am. You must believe that.”

Ryan could no longer bear to look at the older captain. “Goodbye, Gerald.”


Chapter Nine


Ryan stumbled out of the Byzantium’s spaceway onto Galápagos’s docking ring. While he was glad that he’d gotten McNeil to admit to everything he’d feared regarding his promotion and transfer, he’d left with even greater frustration, knowing nothing more about Fleet Intelligence or its plans behind De Laurentiis’s sidelining and eventual death. Unfortunately, while Ryan appreciated that McNeil was now on the case, he didn’t want to rely on the older man to get him any more answers. And Ryan’s primary consideration was how he was going to get back to the Paragon.

He lifted his tablet and tapped into the station’s schedule, expecting little more than a rowboat with one oar. While he found few, there was one ship, the Columbiad, that was heading for Fairfield, leaving in fewer than two hours.

A lot of time to kill. He exited the docking ring into the station’s central cylinder. There he again spied a kiosk, with its memorial to the Fleet’s fallen.

Stepping up to it, he tapped “In Memoriam” and gazed at the myriad randomly swirling Fleet profile pictures along with their corresponding names and birth and death dates. While he’d suspected that doing so would only make all those painful memories flood back into his mind, he started typing.

L A V A N


The display highlighted Evan’s name and blew up his profile to the size of Ryan’s whole side of the kiosk. Evan’s smile, as infectious as ever, made the picture glow. The Fleet had likely taken it on his Academy graduation day, probably only within a few hours before he took his post as helmsman aboard the Paragon.

Ryan swished the profile away with a quick gesture. His finger hovered over the keyboard input. He couldn’t do it. Not yet. “Maybe they haven’t put her in yet.”

Whether the Fleet had added Trina’s name or not, Ryan couldn’t help himself, as he typed in her last name.

K A G A Y A M A


As the display shifted through the profiles, locating Trina’s, Ryan thought back to the time, only days ago, at the Stargazer bar on Terra Prima, when she’d so proudly declared …

“Captain’s got fundō!”

Trina’s beautiful face took over the display.

The corners of Ryan’s eyes misted, but he didn’t cry. He informed the picture, “I think I know what I need to do.”

He soon hurried along the main corridor of the station’s leisure deck. He checked his tablet again.

Rodrigo’s, Inc.


The tattoo parlor lay supposedly only a few yards away, yet Ryan hadn’t seen it. He looked and looked, but the establishment refused to present itself.

He triple checked the address, then counted the storefronts along both sides of the corridor. The number skipped. He glared down at his tablet, at the address. He looked up at a nook between two storefronts. Deciding that this was the only possibility, he headed in.

To his relieved amazement, he located Rodrigo’s, nestled between too much bigger, much more prominent entryways, both restaurants. “Oh, thank God.”

Stepping into the microscopic space, he found a cramped, cluttered shop with all kinds of designs canvassing the walls. Everything from cartoon characters to flowers. “Anybody here?”

A burly man with dark-brown skin, wearing a goatee and a black T-shirt with a skull on it, emerged from a back room. “I am.”

“Rodrigo?”

“That’s what the sign says, my man.”

“I need a tattoo.”

Rodrigo smiled. “Then you come to the right place.” He pointed into the back room. “After you.”

Entering, Ryan found little more than an uncomfortable-looking chair, needles, other tools of the trade, and various sketchpads.

“Have a seat, my man,” Rodrigo said.

Ryan pointed at the only chair in the room and leered at the tattooist suspiciously. “You don’t mean that one?”

“Only one here.”

Ryan sat in the chair, hoping that it wasn’t half as dirty as it looked. Then again, he had to admit that he didn’t really care that much.

Rodrigo sat on a stool at the side. “So what’s your pleasure?”

“You know Japanese?”

Rodrigo shrugged. “I seen my share of anime.”

“There’s a phrase. Su no hakaisha. I want you to write it out in Japanese. Can you do that?”

“I can look it up. Which writing system you want me to use?”

Ryan peered off into space. “Does it matter?”

“I can look that up too. Where you want it?”

Ryan hadn’t thought of that. “What do you suggest?”

Rodrigo shrugged again. “It’s your tat, my man.”

Ryan thought out loud. “Not on the face. Not on the neck.”

“Might I suggest …?”

“Please.”

“With such an intricate phrase, you gonna need some real estate.” He pointed to Ryan’s arms. “Or across your back. Or your chest.”

Ryan’s face lit up with excitement. “Yes! My chest!” He considered that image a bit more. “Above the nipples.”

Rodrigo grinned. “This gonna look badass, my man.”

He picked up a tablet and tapped around, grumbling to himself. “‘Destroyer of the Hive.’ Nice.” He lifted his eyes from the tablet. “Saw that on UENN. That you?”

Ryan shifted uncomfortably. “Not the only one.”

Rodrigo tapped his tablet. “You look an awful lot like him.”

“Who?”

Rodrigo held up his tablet, showing Ryan his own Fleet ID picture.

Ryan nodded reluctantly. “Yeah.”

Rodrigo returned his attention to the tablet. “Badass.”

Ryan wanted to correct him, to tell him he wasn’t a destroyer, wasn’t a hero, but since the man was about to stick him with a needle, he decided against it. “Yeah.”

“Where’d you get the phrase?”

“A friend … called me it right after the battle.”

Rodrigo cocked an eyebrow. “A ‘friend’?”

Ryan locked eyes with him. “Not like that.”

Rodrigo grinned. “’Course not.”

Ryan gazed at the ceiling. “A good friend. Name was Trina.”

“Was,” Rodrigo said flatly.

“Isn’t much, but something to remember her by.”

“I got you, my man.” Rodrigo set his tablet aside. “So, you got your choice of kanji or hiragana.”

“What’s the difference?”

“I’m no expert, but from my deep dive, looks like hiragana’s more for vague, softer language, for kids.”

Ryan nodded for more.

“The kanji’d be more precise, formal,” Rodrigo said.

Ryan’s eyes snapped open, and he pointed both index fingers at him. “The kanji.”

“Excellent choice.” Rodrigo then put together a needle and inks. “You got any color preference?”

“Chef’s choice.” Ryan grinned mischievously. “As long as you make it look … badass.”

Rodrigo finished up preparing his needle and turned on its motor. The grind of the metal made Ryan jump.

“Gonna have to take off that getup.” Rodrigo pointed at Ryan’s uniform top.

His veins already pumping with anticipation, Ryan tore it off and his undershirt and dropped them on the floor next to the chair.

“This your first ink?” Rodrigo asked.

Ryan nodded.

“Then I suggest you take a deep breath, my man,” Rodrigo advised, “because this is gonna hurt.”

Ryan nodded again and bit his lip, expecting the worst.

He had no idea.

Minutes later, Ryan stumbled out of Rodrigo’s, his chest throbbing. The worst part was that he knew the pain currently boiling up in his chest was nothing compared to what it would be like once the tattoo had started healing and peeling. Even with that knowledge, he had to concentrate not to constantly rub it.

With the tattoo’s sting distracting him, he had to check his tablet to make sure he was heading in the right direction to catch the Columbiad. Even lifting the device to stare at its screen, that minimal arm movement agitated his new tattoo.

He spoke as he followed the route with his eyes. “It’s not that far. Only …” The glowing line on the map seemed to go on forever. “Oh, man.” He checked the time. Fewer than ten minutes to departure.

He had to run.

He sprinted into a heavy jog. At first, his chest only stung a little, then it burned, then it felt like the entire area between his neck and nipples was on fire.

He turned one corner, then another, then another. Somehow, he’d already lost half of those ten minutes. So relieved at the sight of the docking ring, he momentarily forgot about the pain. He slowed to an easy jog.

As he ran past the bow of each ship that he didn’t want to board, the distance to his destination seemed to grow as the time that it took to get there shrank.

With fewer than two minutes to go, he finally arrived at the Columbiad’s spaceway. He saluted the attending lieutenant, a young woman with a pleasant smile, as he ran in.

“Welcome aboard, sir.” She held up her tablet.

Intense relief overtook the pain in his chest, since she didn’t seem to recognize him. “Thanks, Lieutenant.” He lifted his tablet to hers. A pleasant beep sounded as the two devices communicated.

Entering the spaceway, all he could think about was locating his accommodations and ordering some painkillers from the dispenser.

Finally on board, he lowered his head as he read his tablet, also hoping to hide in his pain. If there were two things he did not need, one was for someone to recognize him, and the other was for him to lash out impatiently at them.

He reached an elevator, and as he entered, double checked his tablet. “Deck thirty.”

“At once, Captain,” the elevator said.

Less than a minute later, Ryan stood before the door of his quarters for the next few days. He lifted his tablet to the control panel. Another pleasant beep sounded.

“Welcome aboard, Captain Monaghan, C37.”

The door slid open and Ryan practically dove inside. He wasn’t even disappointed to see how small the room was. He was so relieved to finally be alone on this transport headed back to the Paragon.

Tearing off his uniform top and undershirt, he approached the dispenser. “Painkillers. The strongest you got.”

“I have anti-migraine medication, Captain,” the machine replied.

“Perfect. Don’t care. Give ’em to me.”

An excruciatingly long second later, the dispenser’s lid lifted, revealing a tiny packet of four measly pills.

He swiped them. “Gonna have to order a bunch more of these.” Tearing open the little packet, he tossed the pills into the back of his throat and swallowed hard.

Wanting nothing more than to numb the pain, but in no mood for movies, TV, or music, he dragged the chair by the dining table to the wall’s porthole. Sitting, he stared out the little window at the stars and struggled to keep his mind off the tattoo as he waited for the ship to detach from the docking ring and launch into FTL.

The burning on his chest finally calmed as the painkillers took effect. A contented grin curled his lips as the stars shifted outside, the Columbiad moving toward its launch coordinates.

He sighed out loud as the bow of the ship shifted into the shimmering cerulean of FTL. “Not long now.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Immense relief and anxiety overwhelmed Ryan as Fairfield came into view through the tiny porthole in his quarters. He absentmindedly scratched the very edge of the top of his tattoo. Both the painful burning and intense itching had calmed over the trip, but the habit he developed in combating the sensations hadn’t.

He cast his eyes down on his undershirt and uniform top lying on the bed. While he knew that wearing them wouldn’t be nearly as uncomfortable as it had been leaving Rodrigo’s, Inc., he still feared lingering discomfort.

Throwing on his undershirt and uniform top, he heaved a relieved sigh.

“We have arrived at Fairfield Station, Captain,” the computer announced.

“Thanks.” He collected his duffel bag and headed out.

Exiting the Columbiad’s spaceway, he casually wandered along the docking ring toward the Paragon. For the first time in many days, he was no longer in a hurry to board a ship about to leave him.

Nearing the Paragon’s spaceway, his anxiety rose at the thought of any number of his crew pelting him with questions over where he’d been the last few days and why.

Luckily, the only thing he encountered as he set foot on his ship were greetings from his crew.

“Good morning, Captain.”

“How’s it going, Captain?”

Shivani. Gonna have to talk to her sometime. He spoke to himself as he entered an elevator. “Yeah, but I don’t even know where to begin. My quarters.”

“Right away, Captain,” the elevator said. “And welcome back.”

“Mendez to Captain Monaghan,” Ashley called over the comm.

“Here. What’s up, Ashley?”

“Could you meet me in your stateroom? I’d like to introduce you to someone.”

Guess Buzzetti and Shivani’ll have to wait. “Yeah, be there in a sec. Monaghan out.”

Arriving at his deck, he hurried to the stateroom. The door slid open, revealing Ashley and a lieutenant commander he didn’t recognize. She was a petite blonde with a round olive face and her hair tied back in a ponytail.

“Captain,” Ashley began, “please allow me to introduce you to Lieutenant Commander Candace Yilmaz, the Paragon’s new STA.”

Ryan had completely forgotten that since his arrest and transfer of Lieutenant Conover, the ship’s previous Scourge Tactical Adviser, that despite the near-universal opinion that such officers were completely useless, especially given all the recent discoveries the Paragon had made of the Scourge without their help, Fleet Command might assign a new one. Hopefully, she’s a bit more useful than he was. Ryan saluted and offered his hand. “Lieutenant Commander.”

Yilmaz saluted in return and shook his hand. She spoke with a slight Turkish accent. “It’s an honor, sir.” She shook her head in amazement. “The destroyer of the Hive.”

Ryan smiled bashfully and nodded at Ashley. “With a little help.”

“I read all your reports,” Yilmaz continued. “Absolutely incredible. You encountered not one, but two entirely different Scourge species!”

“I wouldn’t exactly call our engagement with the sentinels an ‘encounter.’”

Yilmaz frowned. “Of course, sir. My apologies. I know you lost some good people on the Vercingetorix. I meant no disrespect.”

Ryan waved it off. “You’re fine, Yilmaz.”

“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant Commander,” Ashley said. “We hope your tenure is a longer and more fruitful one than your predecessor.”

“Begging your pardon, ma’am,” Yilmaz said, “what exactly happened with Lieutenant Conover?”

“A story for another time,” Ryan said.

“Of course, sir.”

“You’ll be pleased to know, Captain,” Ashley said, “that Candace has a master’s in anthropology. So, unlike her predecessor …”

“You know a thing or two?” Ryan asked.

“Only one or two, sir,” Yilmaz said.

“Great, well, the commander can get you all set up. I, unfortunately, owe Admiral Buzzetti a call.”

“New mission, sir?” Ashley asked.

“We’ll see. Welcome aboard, Yilmaz.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Ryan exited as quickly as he could without seeming too impolite and went straight to his quarters. His door couldn’t slide open fast enough, and the instant it granted him barely enough room to pass through, he shoved himself inside.

His eyes landed on a blank space that had overtaken the place where Shivani’s thali had once hung. Panic shot through Ryan as he threw his glance over at her family portrait.

Gone.

A final brief survey of the rest of the quarters revealed what he’d feared. She’d removed all her things and moved out. The only remaining memento of their time together was the selfie of their hugging in front of Amélie’s Bayou.

Dumping his duffel bag on the floor at the foot of his bed, he approached the commscreen. “Call Admiral Lisa Buzzetti, Fleet Command, Terra Prima Station.”

For the first time, Ryan didn’t dread speaking to the admiral. He eagerly awaited her face brightening up his screen. He didn’t even mind the likelihood of her usual greeting, that of her scowling frown.

A second later, Buzzetti’s face appeared, but to Ryan’s of amazement, this time she wasn’t scowling at all. In fact, she looked downright pleased to see him.

“Good morning, Captain. I thought you didn’t want to waste any of your precious shore leave.”

“Good morning to you too, Admiral. I’ve spent my shore leave.”

Her eyes darted over to her computer screen. “I have a few more hours left on my calendar.”

He wasn’t sure why, but it really annoyed him that she was niggling over such a trivial thing. “Call it me being eager to get going.”

She returned her full attention to him. “I am glad to hear it. So, we were thinking …”

“If I may, Admiral …”

Buzzetti’s expression relaxed. She didn’t even seem to mind that he’d interrupted. “Yes, Captain?”

“I wanna get ’em, ma’am.”

Buzzetti squinted with confusion. “Pardon me. ‘Get ’em’?”

“I wanna hit ’em where it really hurts.”

She chuckled, sounding genuinely impressed. “I assure you, Captain, you did.”

He shook his head. “I wanna hit ’em so hard, they’ll tremble at the sound of my name.”

She sat back in her chair, basking in his confidence. “Very well, Captain. What did you have in mind?”

“What’s the farthest any recon ship has ever gone into their territory?”

“As I recall, Captain, you once complained that the Paragon is only a support ship.”

“With respect, ma’am, she’s fully prepared, seen three separate battles, she’s ready to go.”

“She’s also still only a support vessel. She wasn’t designed for reconnaissance missions. If you wanted me to assign you a handful of ships to accompany you …”

“No, Admiral. Only us. I’m the only one in the entire Fleet who’s had as much contact with the Scourge. I’ve seen them up close, I’ve touched them, I’ve felt them. I know their tactics. I know what they’re made of. Now, how far have we ever gone into their territory?”

“In fact, your little meet-up with the Hive …”

It severely irritated him how dismissive she was about that mission, but he chose not to say anything.

“Took you very deep into their space.” She studied her screen again and typed on her keyboard. “Looks like you were about a week out.”

“I’m not asking how far we went in, ma’am. I’m asking how far anyone has gone.”

“Well, it looks like just a little over that. A week and a half.”

“Double that for us. A completely unexplored region.”

“You know, Captain, for someone who threw such a fit over being sent off on an alleged suicide mission, you bear an awfully striking resemblance to a man with a death wish.”

“Assign the mission.”

“As you wish, Captain. I’ll find suitable coordinates that meet your criteria and get back to you in a day or so. You go find that target and report back.” She glared at him dead on. “Then we’ll see what’s what.”

“Thank you, ma’am. Monaghan out.” He ended the call.


Chapter Ten


Ryan stood before Shivani’s door, fidgeting nervously as he waited for either her or her roommate to answer. Listening intently, he heard footsteps approach. Considering that he might be standing too close, he took a step back, then another.

The door slid open, and Shivani’s roommate stepped out, blocking Ryan’s way in. She saluted, but it looked much closer to a different gesture.

“Hello, Captain,” she said.

“Is she …?”

“She’s … I don’t know if it’s a good idea …”

Shivani’s weary voice eked out of the doorway. “It’s all right. I’ll handle it.”

The roommate dutifully stepped out of the way as Shivani emerged. She nodded to the other woman, who reluctantly disappeared back inside.

Shivani pointed down the hallway. She and Ryan strolled along. The instinct struck him to reach for her hand or elbow, but he resisted it.

“How are you doing?” he asked. “I mean, all things considered?”

“All things considered?”

He nodded.

“I’ll be all right,” she said. “Where have you been the last …” She considered the entire time that had lapsed. “Near two weeks?”

“Had something to take care of.”

“Something?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re not gonna tell me what?”

He shook his head. “Didn’t wanna bother you with it.”

She nodded and looked as though she would ask more about what he wasn’t sharing, but kept walking.

“Listen, Shivani,” he began.

“No, Ryan, I owe you—”

“It’s okay. I’m—”

They both laughed awkwardly.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Go ahead.”

He stopped and faced her. “I’m sorry about your friend. About being so aggressive asking about him. You asked for space. I should’ve given it to you.”

She cast embarrassed eyes off to the side. “No, it’s me who should be apologizing. I was awful to you. In front of everybody.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not. Had you spoken to me that way, in public, I would’ve knocked you upside the head, and never spoken to you again.”

He smiled. “Yeah, I guess it was pretty bad. But seriously, Shivani, I haven’t thought about it since.”

She lifted puppy dog eyes to him. “Not once?”

“I thought about you, but not about that.”

“I see.”

“And you were right. I wasn’t able to handle it.”

“Well, not the way I presented it.”

He placed his hands on her shoulders, but did not squeeze them. “Seriously, I know he was a good friend, and I know how much it hurts to lose so many you care about. If you ever wanted to sit down and remember him with me, I’d be up for that.”

Her eyes glistened. “Really?”

“Sure. Absolutely.”

“It won’t be too uncomfortable for you? You won’t get jealous?”

He shook his head. “Whatever you want. I’ll just listen.”

She gave him a tight squeeze. “Oh, Ryan. Thank you.”

He rested his arms around her. “This mean we’re not fighting anymore?”

She stopped away and wiped her nose on her sleeve. She wouldn’t look at him. “I don’t know. I mean, yes, I don’t want to be fighting with you, but I think you may have been right.”

“No, I wasn’t. I was wrong. I was angry. You were upset.”

She still wouldn’t look at him. “It’s just, we were at each other’s throats in two seconds flat. I mean, how is this ever going to work?”

“The same way all relationships work. We laugh, we cry, we get upset, we forgive.”

She finally looked up at him. “I’m sorry, Ryan. I just … I need time.”

“Time to forgive? Time to forget? Time for …?”

She gave him a meek smile and placed a hand on his chest. “Time.” With that, she headed back to her quarters.

He sighed with frustration, but didn’t run after her.

Not having eaten since his arrival and with a precious few hours before shore leave officially ended, he dragged his sorry ass back to the elevator. “Who needs a drink?” he asked himself.

In the mess, he wearily leaned over a dispenser. The machine had already twice asked him what he’d like to order and twice he’d replied for it to give him a second.

“Captain?” The machine asked again.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

He thought out loud. “Need something strong, but I don’t really feel like Islay. It’s our drink. Or her drink.” He sighed.

“Would you like me to make a suggestion?”

“No. Just give me another second.”

“Of course.”

“Gimme … I don’t know. Gimme a tequila sunrise.”

“Right away, sir. Anything else?”

As hungry as he thought he was, now that he was here, standing in front of a dispenser waiting for his order, his appetite had largely abated. “Tuna sandwich.”

“Any particular style?”

“I don’t care. Nothing too sloppy.” He stood up straight from the machine and casually scanned the mess, curious who was here, though not interested in company.

Hiss. The dispenser opened, revealing his drink and sandwich. He collected them and headed to an empty table in the middle. Sitting, he sipped his cocktail, wincing at the sweetness, such a stark difference from what he usually drank. He set it down and took a bite of sandwich.

“Lady problems?” Grant asked.

Ryan looked up to find the Chief Engineer standing across the table from him. He gestured for the older man to sit.

“Don’t mind if I do, Captain.” Grant pulled the chair out and plopped down.

“How did you know? Lady problems?”

Grant pointed at Ryan’s drink. “Well, you usually don’t drink during the day, and if you do, some serious shit usually went down. And when you do drink, it’s never anything fruity, and it’s usually with Von.”

Ryan nodded, impressed. “Wow, you read me.” Like the Scourge.

“Don’t let me stop you, sir.”

Ryan accepted his invitation and took another healthy gulp of his tequila sunrise. “You married, Grant?”

The Chief Engineer shook his head. “Oh, no, no, no. Not for a long time.”

“What happened? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Little of this, little of that. We had different ambitions, wanted different things. None of the above. All the above. Pick whatever you want.”

“Was it the Fleet? Career over marriage?”

Grant laughed heartily. “Oh no. Nothing like that. In fact, she’s a captain. Helms the Copernicus. A research vessel.” He pointed at Ryan. “Kinda like the Byzantium.”

Ryan gulped some more of his drink. It disappointed him to see that there wasn’t that much left. “So any advice?”

“You’re asking me? A divorcé?”

Ryan shrugged. “Maybe you know the warning signs.”

“I mean, I’d normally call your guys’s little display the other week a warning sign.”

“But?”

“There’s something about you two. I don’t know. Definitely something there.”

“Wait, you mean …”

Grant held his hands up defensively. “Hey, I didn’t say nothing. All I’m saying is—”

“Bridge to Captain Monaghan,” Buck called over the comm.

Ryan asked himself, “That guy ever take a break?” He spoke up. “Yeah, Buck. Monaghan here. What’s up?”

“I have Admiral Buzzetti for you, sir.”

Ryan told Grant, but he was really telling himself, “That was quick.”

Grant cocked his head to the side, not understanding what Ryan was talking about.

“Pardon me. Duty calls.” Ryan stood. “Thanks for the chat.”

Grant saluted. “Anytime, Captain.”

Ryan arrived at the stateroom in a panting huff.

“The admiral is on for you,” the computer said.

“Yeah. Got it. On the comm.” He parked in front of the commscreen and straightened his uniform.

The screen lit up with Buzzetti’s calm-looking face. “Captain.”

“Admiral. Wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon—”

“Let’s cut right to it, shall we? You wanted a recon mission deep into Scourge territory. Well, now you’ve got it. Transferring coordinates now. As requested, this will take you in farther than any Fleet vessel has ever gone, completely uncharted, so whether you find a decent target or just empty space, we don’t know. I urge you to be ready for anything.”

“Understood, ma’am.”

“In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if the Scourge weren’t too keen on making it easy on you. If I were you, I’d at least expect them to attempt to knock you out of FTL with their annoying little technology. But they’re probably going to try to take you out at the first sign of your big toe in their doorway.”

He nodded, now wondering if this whole thing was a good idea, especially given the Paragon’s strength and defenses, not to mention the fact that he had yet to mention any of this to his crew.

“Is that acceptable?” she asked.

“Exactly what I was looking for, ma’am.”

“I expect you to go out there, find a target, turn right around, and report back. No hero theatrics. If I don’t hear from you in approximately seven weeks, I might just break a sweat.”

“Understood, ma’am. Report forthcoming.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Buzzetti out.”


Chapter Eleven


A bright white light burned into Ryan‘s retinas. He attempted to blink away the glare, but each time he did, the harsh glow kept boring into his head.

More disturbing than the physical discomfort, though, was that he recognized it. The bulb hidden behind a frosted pane in the ceiling. So familiar. So grating.

A quiet whine rose behind him. As the sound crawled into his ears, it too became more familiar.

The recognition of both the sight and the sound suddenly smashed together. He was in sick today. Lying down. Inside Trina’s medi-pod.

He either turned around or some force turned him. He couldn’t tell which. Before him, Trina’s eyes were clamped shut, and her mouth stretched wide open. The whine erupted into her scream.

The claustrophobic urge to escape overwhelmed Ryan. He punched and kicked the pod’s sides, and the surface behind him, but it was no use.

He was trapped.

Echoes arose behind him. He twisted his body around, only to find that the view of the ceiling had changed. He was now looking at that of the shuttle Bay. With a jolt, the pod launched into the FTL tunnel of interstellar space.

For a moment, he saw nothing but solid black, with only the hints of blue and red at the edges of his view. Then, the laws of physics dropped the pod out of the tunnel into normal space, with nothing but a scant few millimeters separating his body from the frozen vacuum.

Trina’s scream rose until the vibrations shook Ryan’s skull. He was desperate to beg her to stop, but when he opened his mouth, no words came out. Dread overwhelmed him as he realized he was trapped in here with her.

Forever.

His eyes snapped open. He heard hard breath entering and escaping his lungs, but he didn’t even remember opening his mouth.

The sensation of loss or lack or something missing crawled all over his skin. He realized that, though it had been several weeks already, he’d gotten so used to the warmth and softness of Shivani’s skin next to his, each time he woke up without it, he felt incomplete.

“Time?” he asked.

“The time is currently 0736 hours,” the computer replied.

He sat up. The nakedness of his quarters without the decoration of Shivani’s things clawed at his eyes even more than the dreaded sick bay light from his nightmare. He glared at the spot where her family portrait had hung, squinting his eyes as if his intense gaze alone could force it to reappear.

He slid to the edge of his bed and collected his thoughts. “Alert the senior staff. My stateroom in half an hour. No. Make that ten minutes.”

“Affirmative.”

He casually got dressed. He knew it was unfair to give his senior officers so little time to throw on their uniforms and join him, but at the moment, he wasn’t concerned with their comfort. Far greater anxiety weighed him down. Namely, that he hadn’t yet told them the nature of their mission.

“Computer, make a note …” He was going to tell it to keep him up-to-date on the Byzantium’s current position and mission so that he didn’t forget about it, but then he realized all he was doing was prolonging the staff meeting.

“What note would you like me to make?”

“Nothing. Never mind.” He marched out of the room.

A minute later, he stood in front of his stateroom’s commscreen before his assembled senior staff. “I’m sure you guys’ve been wondering what we’re getting up to next.”

They all nodded.

“Here are the coordinates.” He tapped his tablet and a map lit up the screen. Except while it was technically a map, in that it displayed the coordinates Buzzetti had sent him and the surrounding region of space, because it was famously unexplored, the screen was blank.

“Is this some kind of joke?” Ashley asked.

Who needs coffee when you have a pissed-off Ashley? “No. No joke.”

Chief Tactical Officer Lieutenant Commander Daniel Varga, a lanky blond, raised his hand. “You’ll pardon us, sir, but looks like there’s nothing there.”

“There may not be,” Ryan said. “We don’t know. It’s uncharted.”

“I’m no tactical genius,” Grant said, “but that looks an awful lot like it’s deep in Scourge territory.”

“That’s right.”

“What in the hell are we supposed to do there?” Liam asked.

“Find a target,” Matthew said.

Ryan pointed an affirmative index finger at him. “The lieutenant commander is right. We’re on the prowl for a target that’ll uppercut the Scourge.”

“Isn’t that what we just did at the Hive?” Ashley asked.

“If we’re successful, this mission’ll make the Hive look like a springtime picnic.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but maybe I’ve missed something.”

“Commander?”

“Are you saying we’re just going to blindly stab into the deepest swath of Scourge territory any Fleet vessel has ever ventured into, hoping we’ll maybe find a target that’ll beat them bloody?”

“That’s the idea.”

“But how are we supposed to find anything?”

“We’ll look.”

“Isn’t this kind of mission better suited to a recon vessel … or a bunch of them?”

“Are you saying the Paragon isn’t up to the task, Commander?”

“It’s not a question of ‘up to the task,’ sir. The Paragon was designed to be a support vessel. You knew that when you took command. And as I recall, you had more than one argument with Admiral Buzzetti over the fact that she sent us into combat missions. Now she’s sending us on a recon mission?”

“Technically, she’s not sending us.”

A confused murmur arose.

Daniel raised his hand. “What do you mean, sir?”

“Well, technically, I volunteered,” Ryan confessed.

Ashley shot to her feet. “Volunteered?”

“That’s right.”

“Are you flipping insane?”

“Doctor?”

Liam’s eyes darted between him and Ashley. “Wait. Are you ‘asking me’ asking me or is this rhetorical?”

“Why?” Ashley demanded.

Even though she was asking perfectly rational questions, Ryan was growing seriously weary of her constant insubordination. He slowly circled the table toward her. “Because, Ashley, I am sick to death of us, of the Fleet, fighting a defensive war. They attack, we fall back. They send a probe and nearly blow us up. They destroy a scientific station, we barely escape with our pants on. They raze our colony to the ground, the best we can do is save a few civilian transports. I’m done. We’re going in, we’re gonna find where they hide the family jewels, then we’re gonna come back and crush them.”

Ashley remained standing. “But, Ryan, we’re not a goddamn CRV—”

“Mr. Varga,” Ryan interrupted her.

“Sir?”

“Considering how quickly the Scourge reverse engineered our virus, can we still use it? The concept? The technology?”

Daniel stared forward, considering that. “In theory, if we modified it in some way that they couldn’t adapt to, or we redesigned it so it could adapt to them …”

“What would that take?”

Daniel shook his head, then looked up at him. “We’ll probably have to rebuild it from the ground up. Test it. Retest it. A few days at least.”

“Let’s get on that.”

Daniel nodded.

Ryan informed the rest of them, “We have our coordinates. You have your mission. Dismissed.”

Everyone but Ashley glanced at each other, unsure if it really was time to leave. Then Liam stood and shuffled out. The others followed.

Now it was Ryan versus Ashley.

She shook her head in disgust. “What is wrong with you?”

He stopped in front of her. “I beg your pardon, Commander?”

“You heard me. Ever since we lost Trina …”

“Did I miss something or were you actually enjoying getting our asses beat?”

“But invading their territory with one ship? It’s beyond suicide.”

“I would’ve thought by now you’d be used to that.”

“Doesn’t mean I like it!”

“We’re finding a target, Ashley. That’s it. The attack comes later.”

“Only assuming we’ll survive the trip.”

“I’ve heard your opinion, Commander. Now go to the bridge and prepare for FTL.” He turned away from her and headed toward the door.

She remained where she stood. Her tone calmed, but grew chill. “There was something else.”

He halted just as the door slid open, then turned around and faced her. “What is it?”

She beckoned him back inside, so that the door would close completely. With a nod, he complied and walked to the screen.

She placed her hands behind her back and slowly approached him. “Ever since the Scourge sphere-probe. Ever since then, it’s bothered me.”

He folded his arms. “What’s that?”

She stopped a few feet away from him. “Then Shennong. Then the Hive.”

“What are you getting at, Ashley?”

She studied the screen, still bright with the coordinates to uncharted Scourge space. “I had no idea what to think until you captured one of their fighters in the shuttle bay.”

Catching a whiff of where she was heading, he could feel the sweat collect along his hairline. “What are you talking about?”

“You recognized it. Not the ship. We all recognize their fighters. No, it was something else.” She tapped on the screen. The map of Scourge space disappeared, leaving their faces reflected in the black glass. “It was something about that fighter. On it.”

The instinct sparked within him to jump in front of her and stop her from accessing whatever it was she was about to access. Stop her from knowing, or at the very least, confirming. But he knew he couldn’t. She was already so many steps ahead of him. “I don’t—”

“First, I thought I was crazy. Like, no way. But then, I figured what was the harm? Take a peek. So I did. I sifted through all the footage the ship had recorded during the battle with the Hive. Frame by frame by frame. Took a while, but what the hell? Shore leave, right?”

You could’ve relaxed, gotten laid for once, but yeah, shore leave.

“Computer, display file Mendez-RAF-01,” she requested.

He desperately wished that he could shove his arms into the screen and tear out whatever file she’d commanded it to load. But even as he thought that, the pixels brightened with the still image of the underside of the renegade Scourge fighter they had captured weeks ago.

Across the gold-tinged bronze surface, inscribed in burnt black as if by a red-hot fire brand, there it glared at him, the unmistakable markings of the starburst design from the resonator of his cherished Fender.

As intensely desperate as he was to obliterate the image from his sight, he couldn’t deny the brutal truth that glared at him.

She knew.

“I didn’t recognize it. Not at first.” She pointed at the starburst. “Took me an embarrassing amount of time to figure out.” She turned to him, the tiniest hint of a smirk lifting the corners of her lips. “Then I remembered. Trina had suckered you into performing at her talent show. Performing guitar. At first, I thought I was crazy all over again. Then I asked around. ‘Captain’s guitar, what’s it look like?’ Your adoring audience was only too willing to let me know.”

Ashley faced the screen again. “Computer, display file Mendez-RAF-02.” The image of the starburst on the Scourge fighter’s underside wiped away. A new one replaced it, that of the one from the Fender. Her face brightened with a huge smile. “Ta-da!” She folded her arms and faced him.

He didn’t know what to say. It was stupid to deny it, but then he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of readily admitting to it either. “Okay …”

“That took you a sec. Struggling to come up with a sharp comeback?”

“Whatever you wanna hear, Ashley.”

“Obviously, without access to your medical records, I can’t really confirm any of this. If I thought Liam would do it, I’d march right over to sick bay right now, pull rank, pull Security protocol, shit, pull a shotgun, and demand that he show me whatever he needed to show me that confirms that sphere–probe stuck a straw in your head and sucked out the juice. As little of it as there was. Then I thought of just reporting it directly to Fleet Intelligence or Fleet Command. But then it crossed my mind. No one will believe this. No one will believe that the hero of Shennong, destroyer of the Hive, has not only been compromised, but likely betrayed us all to the Scourge.”

“I never betrayed anyone.”

“Calm down, Captain. I wasn’t finished. See, I did a little more digging. I went through every last Fleet record I could get access to for the past several weeks, ever since we encountered that sphere-probe. And what did I find?”

“I have no idea.”

“Oh, but I think you do. I think you know exactly what I found.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. Zilch. Nada. Not a goddamn thing. Despite the fact that the Scourge devoured you like a freaking breakfast burrito, I found not one scintilla of evidence that they’ve done anything differently in this war, taken any advantage of you whatsoever.”

“You’re right. That’s also what I found.”

“I wondered why. Since we encountered their probe before we arrived at Shennong, why didn’t they just destroy the station ahead of time? Why waste their time with theatrics? Why sacrifice their ships?”

“I don’t know either.”

“I thought about how lucky we’ve gotten lately. Two major engagements and despite being vastly outnumbered and overpowered, not only have we survived, but we destroyed their probe, multiple battle cruisers, and most importantly …”

“The Hive.”

“Exactly. For some reason, ever since they cracked open your head, you’ve been their golden boy. I don’t know whether they like your boring taste in music or what. I said weeks ago they’re treating you with kid gloves. And you’ve been betting on that, haven’t you?”

“I wouldn’t call it betting.”

“But you have. That’s why you pointed us in a head-on collision with the Hive. Why you volunteered us for this recon mission. You think they’re gonna give you a pass. Do you think they’re gonna let us waltz right into their territory? Find some other massive target, bring it back to Fleet Command, come back guns blazing, and they’ll let you win again?”

“I mean, from what we’ve seen so far …”

“I have to say, Ryan, when I first started down this rabbit hole, I honestly thought I’d at least put in for that transfer, or maybe try to get you court-martialed for treason. But then I changed my mind.”

“Thanks for that. I guess.”

“I wondered, how far can this go? How far can you go? How long can you be their golden boy?”

“No idea, but I say we take advantage of it as long as we can. Rip them a new one. Or two.”

“As much as I absolutely hate to admit it, I agree.” She tapped the files closed on the screen.

“So that’s it? You threaten me with court-martial, now you’re just gonna let it go? See what the Scourge do?”

She grinned with the utmost satisfaction. “Oh, no. No, no, no, no. No, Ryan. From this point on, you owe me. Big time.”

He folded his arms. “What do you want?”

She leaned her head to the side. “Ya know, I’ve thought a lot about that too. I don’t know yet. But I’ll think of something. And when I do, it’ll be time to pay up.”

“Okay.”

“No questions asked.”

“Guess I don’t have a choice.”

She patted him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit.” She headed out. “See you on the bridge.”


Chapter Twelve


“Captain on the bridge!” Buck announced as Ryan took his seat.

“At ease,” Ryan said.

The bridge crew took their seats.

Ryan threw Ashley a knowing glance. It was strange, now that he knew that she knew his deepest secret, and yet hadn’t chosen to exploit it. At least not yet. He wondered how they would now conduct themselves. Would she still constantly question him in front of the crew? Would she finally show him a hint of respect, respect that he felt he’d finally earned after Shennong and the Hive?

Doubt it. She’ll probably be an even bigger pain in my ass.

Ashley nodded in return, but her expression was completely neutral, giving off no sign of any knowledge of any dark secrets. As far as any of the bridge crew were concerned, her relationship with the captain had not changed.

“Helm,” Ryan said, “take us out, then F-6 to the following coordinates.” He tapped the data into the little panel in his chair’s right arm.

With a quiet beep, the coordinates transferred.

Buck swung around in his chair, facing Ryan with a terrified expression. “Sir, that’s in the heart of Scourge territory!”

“I know where it is, Lieutenant. Computer, ship-wide.”

“Affirmative.”

“To all Paragon personnel, this is the captain. We’re about to embark on the most dangerous mission we’ve ever faced. Unlike with Shennong, or even the Hive, we have no idea what we’re up against. We might find nothing but empty space or an entire Scourge armada waiting for us. Honestly, I don’t know which one is more likely. But I do know that even without the ship’s recent repairs and upgrades, you’d be up to it. I know that all of you can face anything. Now, let’s find a target whose destruction will end this war. Monaghan out. Helm, proceed with course and speed. Hit it.”

Buck resumed his position at his console and lay in the new course.

The Paragon retreated from Fairfield and rotated nearly forty-five degrees away.

While everyone knew that in space, there was no up, down, left, or right, with Fairfield’s orientation on the viewscreen, the Paragon’s bow pointing toward the station’s nadir side, it looked like the ship pointed straight to hell.

She cruised a few kilometers away from the station so that her FTL wake wouldn’t knock it off its axis. Her engines charged with a low rumble. As Grant had promised, the time was much faster than it had ever been.

The Paragon shot to FTL.

With the ship on course and several days to go before she’d even enter Scourge territory, Ryan stood from his chair. “You have the bridge, Commander. Varga, you’re with me. Bridge to Lieutenant Commander Chakravorti.”

“Aye, Captain?”

“Meet us in sick bay.”

“See you there. Chakravorti out.”

Arriving with Daniel, Ryan greeted Liam and Shivani. “’Morning, Doctor, Lieutenant Commander.”

Liam nodded. “Captain.”

Shivani’s expression was completely neutral, as if she’d never met Ryan. “Captain.”

“Considering everything we’ve learned about the Scourge,” Ryan said, “and how quickly they adapted to the virus, what modifications can we make to it?”

Liam remained stone-faced, unwilling to lift a finger in any effort to help.

“Sir, what if we used that to our advantage?” Daniel asked.

“What’s that?” Ryan asked.

“Well, since we know that it only took them a few seconds to absorb, analyze, and reverse engineer the virus, what if we launched something that we intended for them to digest so quickly?”

“You mean like a heroin injection?” Shivani asked.

“Something like that. Doctor, in your research of the captured pilot and the sentinels, what did you learn about their anatomy? Their nervous systems?”

“Thought I was clear on this point, Danny,” Liam said. “I’m ethically forbidden to help you kids design a biological weapon intended to wipe out the Scourge.”

Daniel sighed impatiently. “Yes, Doctor, we understand. Hypothetically, let’s say, given what you’ve learned, what might you be able to tell us about an injection intended for … an apex predator about to pounce on us?”

“Well, since we’re speaking hypothetically, yes, you folks are right. In theory, a so-called injection could be developed that would be so enticing to the Scourge they couldn’t resist it, then, on intake or absorption or digestion or whatever, it could take advantage of their capabilities.”

“What kind of advantage?” Ryan asked.

“As we’ve seen,” Liam said, “anything mechanical we were to build, like the virus 1.0, would act too slowly. But if we treated a weapon more like a drug, and as Varga suggested, given what we’ve seen of the pilot’s neural anatomy, you could cook up something that they’d absorb instantly, and essentially overdose on.”

“Something fast-acting, potent, quickly spreading, even addictive.”

“That would be the general idea, yes.”

“But we’ve already revealed ourselves, if you will,” Daniel said. “We sent a torpedo, so if we sent another one, they’d be ready for it.”

“So we need something to lure them in, something that they want,” Ryan said.

“Something that they need.” Shivani’s gaze bore into Ryan.

“What on earth would they need? From us?” Liam asked. “And more importantly, how in the hell would we find out?”

Ryan met Shivani’s gaze. You mean me? I doubt they need me. “Let’s go with the overdose. Varga, Chakravorti, cook up a drug that would serve as our virus 2.0, our speedball. I’ll check in on your progress in a few days.”

“Pardon me, Captain, but I’m no chemist,” Shivani said.

“Neither am I,” Daniel said.

“The best I could do is design casing that the Scourge wouldn’t assume to be a torpedo.”

“And I could install a stealth module to maybe stop them from detecting it altogether.”

Neither of which is the actual payload. “Doctor, in theory, what drug would have the most potent—”

Liam held up his palms. “I don’t think so. You want the Scourge to OD? Then slink off into the back alley and buy the damn smack yourself.” With that, he retired to the other room.

Ryan glared at the space the doctor had occupied. He then faced the other two. “Dismissed. For now.”

Shivani and Daniel nodded, then left.

Outside, Ryan called after her. “Lieutenant Commander.”

She paused long enough for him to catch up. “Captain.”

“I know you said you needed time, and I have no intention of disrespecting that, but I was thinking, if you’re interested, we might have dinner tonight. In the mess. Nothing serious.”

She nodded as if she didn’t consider that such a terrible idea.

“I was thinking you could tell me about your friend,” he continued. “Lucas. Whatever you’d like to share.”

“I … I think I’d like that.”

“Say 1900?”

She smirked. “I’ll let you know.”

He nodded his acknowledgment, and she continued on to Engineering.

Back in his quarters, he sat before his commscreen with his tablet in his lap. “Well, computer, since we have a little time on our hands, let’s see what we can find out about a one Captain Bianca De Laurentiis.”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

“Before she was captain of the Chal, what was her previous assignment?”

“Captain De Laurentiis had previously helmed the Ebro.”

“How long had she been captain of that ship?”

“Three years.”

“Show me the specs.”

The top-down and inside-view images of a huge, sleek ship populated the screen. Compared to the Chalchiuhtlicue, the Ebro was a far superior vessel.

“Okay, De Laurentiis,” Ryan said out loud, “it may not be the Euphrates, but you’re helming a pretty nifty bird. Then they dump you onto the Chal. What happened?”

“I’m afraid I can’t answer that—”

“Hold on a sec, computer.”

“I apologize.”

“Computer, open De Laurentiis’s Fleet profile.”

Her ID picture overtook the images of her former ship. She was an attractive woman with long black hair, brown eyes, and a pleasant smile. Other than her picture and bio, there didn’t seem to be any out-of-place information.

“Where’s the classified bit?”

“There is no classified information in Captain De Laurentiis’s profile.”

That’s right. Shivani had to hack it to find that. He picked up his tablet. “Check here.” He tapped a transfer icon.

On the screen, a folder sprung out of De Laurentiis’s profile. In bold red letters, it read:

Top Secret


Ryan stared at the designation. “Would they really have been so obvious? Computer, let’s confirm. Date of her re-assignment to the Chal?”

A new rectangle with the date appeared over the other information.

“And now, the date of top-secret classification.”

A rectangle appeared to the right of the first. It showed the new date.

“Two days apart. I’m guessing just enough time to shuttle her from the one ship to the other. Just like me.” He took a step back from the screen and paced. “Who else could’ve known what happened?”

“I don’t know.”

“Hold on, computer. Can’t ask the Chal crew, obviously. Maybe her first officer. Immediate family. Computer, show me the first officer of the Chal.”

The profile of Commander Gibson appeared. Ryan stared at the man’s face, barely remembering having met him briefly on Shennong. “Does he have any immediate family in the Fleet?”

“Not immediate family, sir, no.”

“Any family?”

“Commander Gibson has one first cousin serving, Lieutenant Commander Nicholas Rayborn.”

“Where?”

“Aboard the Hammurabi.”

“Call ’im. On screen.”

The screen rang three times before picking up.

A disheveled man with his uniform half off quickly collected himself before his camera. “This is Nick. Who is this?”

“Lieutenant Commander, I’m captain of the Paragon.”

“Hey there …” Rayborn’s eyes darted about the room, searching for any memory of Ryan’s name. Then it seemed to hit him smack in the face. “Monaghan.” His expression wasn’t explicitly hostile as Ryan had seen from others, but his face tightened with intense anticipation. “Are you calling to offer condolences?”

“Not exactly.”

“Good, because I’m not interested. What can I do for you?”

“Your cousin, Commander Gibson.”

“I know what my cousin’s name was, sir. What about him?”

“How well did he know Captain De Laurentiis?”

Rayborn shrugged. “As well as any first officer knows their captain.”

“Do you know if he knew anything about what led up to her transfer from the Ebro to the Chal?”

“Not a damn thing.”

Great. First lead a dead end.

“Was that it, or did you want to waste more of my time?” Rayborn asked.

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant Commander, did I do something to offend you?”

“Offend? Who said anything about offend?”

“Well, your tone and remarks seem to suggest—”

“What my tone and remarks seem to suggest, sir, is that it’s tough to look into the face of the man who so famously escaped Shennong without a single scratch, when Roddy got blown to bits.”

“We lost a lotta good people that day.”

“You lose any family? Friends?”

“I …” But Ryan had to admit to himself that he hadn’t. Evan had been at most an acquaintance. The fact was, Ryan couldn’t fathom this man’s pain, at least not from Shennong.

The lieutenant commander ended the call before Ryan could finish his sentence.

“Dammit. Computer …” He had to think.

“Yes?”

“Who was De Laurentiis’s first officer on the Ebro?”

“De Laurentiis’s first officer and the current first officer of the Ebro is Commander Ursula Balderrama.”

“Get her, please.”

The screen rang five times, but did not pick up. Finally, an automated message responded.

“You’ve reached Commander Balderrama. I’m in a meeting or in a battle with the Scourge. Leave your message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Hang up.” Ryan didn’t know what he wanted to say yet. After his brief engagement with Rayborn, he suspected he’d face further hostility. “Computer, compose a message.”

“Ready.”

“Hi, Commander Balderrama, you don’t know me. My name’s Ryan and I’m the captain of the Paragon. I apologize if this sounds strange or comes off as insensitive, but I’m looking for some information regarding your former CO, Captain De Laurentiis. I know that’s vague, but I think it’ll be better for us to discuss in person. At least over the comm. Thanks for your time. Computer, read that back.”

He listened as the computer recited his clunky words. “Clean that up, get rid of the hesitations, make it grammatically correct, and send it off.”

“Affirmative.”

“Alert me when she responds.”

“Of course.”

He wondered if he’d have any more luck with Balderrama than with Rayborn, but he wasn’t confident that he’d get much further. And without better Security clearance, there wasn’t more much more that he could do.

He stepped away from the screen. “No one’s gonna just tell me. But maybe, if I can collect enough seemingly disparate clues …”

He eyed his guitar case sitting peacefully in the closet. He stood, took it out, and lay it on his lap. Strumming a few chords with no particular song in mind, he hummed along. The worst parts of Fleet life used to be the transition between sub-light and FTL or space suit work outside the ship, but really it was the endless hours of nothing to do but wait.

“Chakravorti to Monaghan,” Shivani called over the comm. “Were you joining me or what?”

He stood. His guitar dropped to the floor with a bam. He’d completely forgotten it had been sitting on his lap. “Dammit!”

“I beg your pardon.”

“No, no. Not you, Shivani. Dropped my Fender.”

“Ah, well, stop ‘fingering your neck,’ and come down.”

He clumsily picked up the instrument. “I thought you were gonna let me know.”

“Well, of course I was going to have dinner with you, you daft wanker.”

He smiled as he hastily dropped the guitar back in its case. It suddenly occurred to him that since she was calling, that meant it was already about 1900 hours. Where’d the time go? This what Liam meant? I’m not making new memories? “I’ll be down in a minute.”

“You’d bloody well better. Chakravorti out.”

He got down to the mess as quickly as he could, practically slamming into everyone on his way. There, he found her seated at a table next to the walkway. He waved. She waved back. Though she hadn’t shown it with a smile or any other positive gesture, she seemed like she was in a much better mood.

He wasted no time passing by other crew to sit next to her. “Hey, how’s it going?”

“Aren’t you getting any dinner?”

“Right. Dinner. Good idea.” He stood and went back to the dispensers. “Three chicken tacos and some lemonade.”

Collecting his meal, he rejoined her.

“That all you’re having?” she asked.

“Not that hungry.”

“Come on, Ry. You gotta eat.”

“I can get more later. So …” He bit into his first taco.

“So, you invited me to dinner.”

You’re not exactly making this easy, Shivani. He covered his mouth. “Yeah. Dinner. So we can talk about your friend.”

“Lucas.”

“I remember.”

She grinned. “My ex-lover.”

He smiled, but rolled his eyes at the reminder. “Yeah, I didn’t forget that part.”

“Had to be sure.”

“Very considerate of you.”

She smiled wide. “Of course it is.”

“So …” He chowed down.

“Where would you like me to start?”

I don’t know, Shivani. We’re doing this for you. “Beginning’s always a good place.”

She relaxed into her chair and took a small bite of her food. “So the Paragon was getting an upgrade or a fix or I don’t even remember what. Lucas was an engineer at Poseidon Station at the time. They were assigned to assess and fix us.” She looked up, thinking for a second. “You know, I actually don’t remember meeting him.”

Ryan grinned. “Guess it wasn’t that memorable.”

She frowned. “What did I say about jealous?”

He held up his hands defensively. “Sorry, sorry. Just kidding. Keep going.”

“What I do remember is we were working on some task or other and we got to talking, you know, hitting it off, and he happened to mention horror films.”

“Horror? Really?”

“You know, ghosts and zombies and what not?”

“I know what they are, Shivani, just kind of surprises me.”

“What’s that?”

“You don’t seem like a horror type of gal.”

“I’m not. I don’t think.”

“So …?”

“Well, so he’s telling me about them, how great they are, how much fun it is to be scared, but know that you’re safe. And the whole time I’m like, ‘Yeah, so what?’ But he somehow convinces me to come to his quarters and watch some.”

“Some?”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t get me started.”

Again. “Thought that was the idea.”

She pointed an index finger at him. “Indeed. So he tells me that his absolute favorite sub-genre is vintage found-footage horror films.”

“And you watch some.”

“Oh my God, Ry, that boy strapped me in for not one, not two, but three bloody full-length feature films.”

“Three?”

She held up three fingers and shook them emphatically. “Three of these suckers, back to back.”

“What were they?”

She looked up, trying to remember. “Let me see. There was one called Strange Activity—No, Supernatural—No. Paranormal Activity! The second one I don’t remember. Oh, but the third was The Blair Witch Project.”

Ryan shook his head, beyond befuddled. “I know those words, but …”

“I know! That one was about a witch.”

“Hence the title.”

She giggled. “No, the worst part was that, I swear, half the time the kids looking for the witch had their camera pointed at the ground, so all you could see was them running.”

“Half the time?”

“Oh, I’m being generous. More like three-quarters.”

“Maybe they should’ve called it Running After the Blair Witch Project.”

She laughed out loud. “Right? I got so dizzy, I actually started to feel ill.”

“Maybe that was the idea. Make you feel that way, so he then has to take care of you.”

“Oh, Lucas wasn’t that slick.”

A wave of immense relief washed over Ryan. “So, you stopped watching?”

“That’s the bloody thing! He made me sit through the whole damn film.”

“Watching people run.”

“At some point, maybe just to distract myself from the nauseating camera moves, I asked him, ‘I don’t get it. If they’re so scared and they’re in such danger, why do they keep filming?’ He’s like, ‘It’s not called put-down-the-camera horror, Von. It’s called found-footage.’ So I strapped in and choked the rest down.”

“So what was she like?”

“Who?”

“The witch!”

“Oh my God! That was the worst part! After all this being stuck in the woods and wading through streams and shooting themselves running and losing the bloody map and fighting about losing the bloody map—”

“Wait, wait, wait. They lost the map?”

“Actually, as I recall, one of them tosses it.”

“You just said these kids were stuck in the woods.”

“That’s right.”

“Then why would one of them toss the map?”

“I don’t know, Ryan! I didn’t write the bloody thing!”

“Sorry. Just trying to keep track.”

“Anyway, after all that rubbish, it ends with this bloke in some gunky abandoned cabin standing in a corner staring at it.”

“Spoiler alert.”

“Oh please. It’s been out for, like, a zillion years.”

“So, was he the witch?”

“Lucas?”

“The bloke staring in the corner.”

“No, that’s the thing! There was no bloody witch!”

“Lemme see if I have this right.”

“Yes, yes.”

“This film—this horror film—is called The Blair Witch Project …”

“Yes, Ryan, very funny.”

“And there was no witch.”

She shook her head.

“Not even one of those black cone hats? Like, hung on a coat rack?” He briefly held his hand over his head and patted the tip of a hypothetical witch’s hat.

“Nope.”

“What about a broom?”

She rolled her eyes. “No, Ryan.”

He grinned, thoroughly amused with himself. “Tell me there was at least a black cat.”

Her eyebrows lifted in annoyance. “Are you quite finished?”

He chuckled a little. “So, did Lucas convert you? You love vintage horror films now?”

She shook her head even more emphatically. “No.” She stirred her dinner around on her plate. “He was such a sweet, gentle man.”

The urge to place his hand on hers tempted Ryan, but he resisted.

She didn’t lift her eyes from her plate. “Why didn’t I comm him? I was going to. I meant to.” Tears welled up in her eyes. One dripped down her cheek. “Why didn’t I bloody comm him?”

Ryan handed her his napkin. She wiped her eyes.

“Blame that one on me,” he said. “I had you working pretty hard.”

She smiled as she dabbed her eyes some more. “Yes, I suppose I can.”

“Engineering to Chakravorti,” Grant called over the comm.

She composed herself. “Here, Commander.”

“Sorry to interrupt your date, Von, but I need you back on SP1.”

She attempted to convince herself. “Not a date.” She spoke up so Grant could hear her. “Be right there, sir.” She stood and collected her dishes. “Sorry, Ryan.”

“Hey, duty calls.”

She turned toward the receptacles.

“Shivani,” Ryan said.

She turned around.

“If you ever wanted to share again. About Lucas.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Ry. Good night.” She headed out.

“Good night,” he said to himself.


Chapter Thirteen


Ryan stared into a black, starless void. He waved his arms and kicked his feet, but felt nothing. No swishing, modern space suit liner. He didn’t know how he’d gotten here or how long he’d been here. At first, he had no emotional reaction to the situation, but then an unavoidable sense of impending danger surged within him.

The urge to scream boiled up, but just as his lips parted to let it out it …

He set up in bed. Gasping, he looked around the room. No one else was there. It had now been so long since the last time Shivani had spent the night, he no longer remembered what it was like.

“At least it wasn’t Evan or Trina again,” he said aloud. “Computer, time?”

“The time is currently 0536.”

He nodded as if that somehow meant something, then jumped out of bed and threw on his uniform. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt the need to be on the bridge. “What’s going on, Ry? We’re not even out of UE space yet.”

Entering the bridge, he wiped the sweat from his forehead, having run the entire way.

It was quiet. The night crew kept their eyes on their consoles, but otherwise nothing else was happening.

Ryan quietly took a seat, trying not to distract them.

“Good morning, sir,” the ensign seated at the helm greeted him.

“’Morning …”

“Boyd, sir.”

“How far away?”

“We’ve still got …” Boyd checked his readings. “Oh, look at that.” He spun around in his chair. “Less than a minute, sir.”

“Give me a countdown at, say, ten seconds.” Ryan didn’t know why he wanted to know such a specific detail, but he was desperate for the ensign to count it off.

“And we are entering in ten, nine, eight, seven …”

Ryan leaned forward, his heart pounding with excitement.

“And three, two, one.” Boyd looked up at the viewscreen as if the FTL tunnel displayed on it would somehow change. “We’re now in Scourge territory, sir.”

“Great,” Ryan said, as if about to kick the winning goal in the World Cup. “Steady as she goes, Ensign.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan‘s heart rate calmed. This is so confusing. This was now the third time he’d been in Scourge territory, so he didn’t know why this time should be so special.

He relaxed into his chair, then immediately realized that there was really nothing left for him to do until they reached their coordinates in another three weeks.

He stood. “As you were.” He headed out, thinking as long as he was already awake, he might as well get some breakfast.

“Sir?” Boyd asked.

Ryan faced him.

“How did you know?” the ensign asked.

“What’s that?”

“Well, you came in at almost exactly the time that we entered enemy territory. Just wondering how you knew, sir.”

How did I know? Given Liam’s diagnosis of his mental condition, he would have assumed that he’d forgotten that today was the day they were entering Scourge territory, let alone knowing almost the exact time. He shrugged. “Hunch.”

“Aye, sir.” Boyd returned his attention to his console.

Ryan soon arrived at the mess, but he wasn’t that hungry, so when the dispenser prompted him, he ordered a mango-orange smoothie.

For the first time in a long time, he was present when nobody else was. Reminded of his last dinner with Shivani, he took that same table by the walkway. Sipping his smoothie, he pondered their entering Scourge space and what they might find once they’d reached their destination. Then he thought about that dinner with Shivani and hoped that they’d have another one soon.

“Update for Captain Monaghan,” the computer announced over the comm.

Update? On what? “What is it?”

“Requested notification of a response from Commander Balderrama.”

He had no memory of having made such a request. My condition or simple distracted absentmindedness? The lapse in memory concerned him, but at the moment what concerned him even more was, though he knew he was alone, that anyone had heard. He whipped his eyes across the mess to make sure that no one was around. While his investigation into De Laurentiis was no state secret, it wasn’t exactly anything that he wanted to broadcast. “I’ll take it in my quarters.” He gulped down the rest of his smoothie and headed back.

The computer addressed him as he entered his quarters. “Commander Balderrama is on the line for you.”

“On screen.”

The commscreen brightened with the attractive, but harried face of Commander Balderrama. She regarded him curiously as he stepped in front of the screen. Her expression drifted between pleased recognition and suspicion.

“Well, Captain Monaghan,” she said. “Nice to finally put more of a face to the name.”

“More?”

“The UENN has sort of blasted your Fleet picture the last several weeks.”

While it was hardly surprising that the Fleet was making hay of his recent victories, it made his stomach churn to ponder exactly how many people now recognized him. Even having been recognized in person in several places, this was the first time that anyone had confirmed the wide range of his newfound fame. “Nice to see you, Commander.”

“I have to admit, Captain, your message kind of weirded me out.”

“Well, I do apologize for that. Certainly not my intent.”

“So, this is regarding Bianca?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, I hate to disappoint you, but she and I actually spoke very little after her transfer.”

“Actually, I’m interested in her time aboard the Ebro.”

“I don’t know that there’s anything to report. She was an exemplary captain by any measure.” Her voice broke as she finished her sentence, but she immediately recovered.

“Yeah, that’s what I saw. Looks like had she …” He didn’t want to explicitly reference De Laurentiis’s death, so hedged. “It looks like she was set to continue her career.”

“Then you’ll forgive me …”

“Please. Ryan.”

“You’ll forgive me, Ryan, my confusion as to what this is all about.”

“Can I be completely honest with you, Commander?”

“Of course. And please, Sula.”

“When I met De Laurentiis at Shennong, it struck me as very odd why Fleet Command had sent us all there, but most specifically her. Since I didn’t know her, I looked up her profile. As you said, an exemplary captain right up until her transfer.”

“So …?”

“Given the contrast between her pre-transfer record and her assignment to Shennong, I wanted to know what had happened.”

“We all do.”

“Were you aware of the top-secret item in her record?”

Balderrama froze, then looked around her room as if someone were listening or about to barge in. “Ryan, are you on a secure line?”

I never thought of that. “No, not as far as I know.”

She lowered her voice, as if that would keep away the prying eyes. “I apologize, Ryan, but I think maybe this conversation would be something better handled in person.”

“Wait, Sula. Why would you even say that?”

Her gaze dropped to the floor as she considered what to say next. “All I can say …” She lifted her eyes to meet his. “Everything was great for Bianca. A star captain. We all loved her. We all would’ve died for her. One day …” She got so close to the screen that her eyes took up the entire frame. “I think she found something.”

“What? What are you talking about? Found?”

“I’m sorry. I have to go.” She ended the call.

He stared at his reflection. Found something? Secure line? What is going on?

His mind raced at the questions of what she was referring to and how he could find out more. While he might convince her to meet him in person, he couldn’t rely on that.

He thought about McNeil. Could I ask him to look into Fleet communication? If it’s too shady, he won’t wanna risk it, even if he does feel guilty over his role in sending me to die at Shennong. Maybe I can ask him to go about it in a roundabout way. But what would that look like?

He sat at his dining table. “Bianca found something. It could’ve been on a mission, and if so, there’d be some record of it. Or she could’ve just been doing research through the computer like anyone else. Maybe I can ask Gerald to cross reference mission logs from the Ebro against official Fleet communication.”

He stood and paced. “No, that wouldn’t work. If De Laurentiis found something she wasn’t supposed to see, why would there be any Fleet record of it?”

He stopped. “Think I’m gonna have to convince Sula to meet in person. No idea how the hell I’m gonna do that. Probably gonna have to track her down, like with McNeil.” But he clearly couldn’t do that anytime soon, what with the Paragon’s imminent approach to the mission coordinates.

Sick of obsessing over things he couldn’t possibly control, he revisited the potential weapon. At least with that, they could make a plan. “Monaghan to Varga. Meet me in my stateroom?”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan hurried over.

Daniel entered at attention. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“At ease, Lieutenant Commander. So this cocktail …”

“Where’s Von?”

It was a perfectly reasonable question, but given the shaky place Ryan’s relationship with Shivani was, he wanted to minimize their interaction, at least for now. He tossed out a plausible lie. “Overwhelmed in Engineering. We can progress without her for the time being. So, the weapon. I have an idea.”

“Sir?”

“You may not like it.”

“I’m listening.”

“Once we decide on the actual contents of the payload, we’ll need to design and build it.”

Daniel nodded. “Sir.”

“Since Liam won’t help us with any of that directly, we may need to take a more … indirect approach.”

“Agreed.”

“If we were to, say, consult with the doctor individually with symptoms or questions about symptoms related to the payload’s ingredients, ones which on their own didn’t violate his ethical stance, then put all that information together …”

“Then not only would he not be contributing directly to the weapon, but he wouldn’t even be aware that he was helping.”

“Except if it’s us three, you, me, and Shivani who make the appointments, he’s gonna catch on.”

“What if you assigned a random-looking set of crew to meet with him separately over a scattered number of days?”

“Jenna, a couple of engineers, handful of Security.”

“Exactly.”

Ryan smiled. “Gotta admit I do like the idea of getting one over on the good doctor.”

“It is kinda fun.”

“Now, this payload.”

“I have a suggestion.”

“Go ahead.”

Daniel approached the commscreen. “Computer, draw up a chart of narcotic substances against their lethal effects on neural tissue.”

A simple cross-reference chart appeared. It featured items such as fentanyl, heroin, and cocaine. The list of ill effects included respiratory depression and heart attack.

“Even if the Scourge aren’t organic the way we think of it,” Daniel began, “we already know some of them have basic analogous anatomy, such as their nervous systems and musculature. I suggest an opioid-coca-LSD hybrid cocktail. Fast-acting, hits the pleasure center—or the Scourge equivalent—and it’ll completely disorient them, rendering them useless in combat.”

Ryan nodded at the chart. “What are this cocktail’s ingredients?”

“So, the fentanyl, some hydro”—Daniel checked the information—“hydrochloride, and a shitload of lysergic acid diethylamide. The LSD itself.”

“Assign our random ‘patients,’ give them their symptoms, and have them report back to me directly.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Oh, and, uh, I’m not confident that Shivani would exactly approve of our little scheme, so for the time being, let’s keep this between us.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Thanks, Danny. Dismissed.”


Chapter Fourteen


“Bridge to Monaghan,” Buck called over the comm.

Ryan paused eating his breakfast mid-chew. “Go head, Buck.”

“We’re nearly there, sir.”

“On my way.” Ryan stood from the table across which sat Matthew and Grant. “Gentlemen.”

Matthew offered a casual salute. “Sir.”

Grant nodded. “Captain.”

Entering the bridge, Ryan strode over to Buck. “Time, Lieutenant?”

“In just under a minute, sir.”

Ryan took his seat and greeted Ashley. “Commander.”

“Captain.”

Ryan thought about how strange it was that since entering Scourge territory, they’d detected absolutely nothing, no enemy vessels, no probes. It had been so eerily silent that he’d often wondered whether they were even going in the right direction.

“Three, two …” Buck said.

On the viewscreen, the flashing blue and its surrounding black melted away as the ship shifted to sub-light. Disappointingly, the sight that replaced the tunnel was nothing more than the open space of the Milky Way. There was no sign of any Scourge ships or other marks of their civilization. Truly, had Ryan not known that they were in enemy territory, he never would have guessed.

“Verify coordinates?” he asked.

“We’re in the right place, sir,” Jenna confirmed.

Ashley turned to Ryan with an exasperated expression. “Okay, Captain, we’re here. So now what?”

“Detecting something, sir,” Daniel announced.

“Varga?”

“Looks like a five-planet system just beyond visual range, sir.”

“That’s what, Commander. Helm, take us in. Slowly.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Anything strategically interesting, Varga?”

“Actually, sir, the second planet from the star seems to have signs of life.”

Ryan looked up at him. “Seems? Thought they’d upgraded our sensor array.”

“Yes, sir. They did. Regardless, readings aren’t clear other than the planet seems to be teaming with life. All kinds of flora and fauna.”

“Anything like the pilot or sentinels?”

“No, sir. Doesn’t look like it.”

“New kinds of Scourge.” Ryan gave Ashley a satisfied grin. “Well, Commander, seems maybe we’ve found a target after all.”

As the ship drew closer to the system, he wondered what they might find there. The Scourge home world? One of their colonies that the Fleet could take out just as the Scourge had destroyed the UE’s Theta-19? He didn’t think they’d be that lucky, but hoped that the planet would be worthy of reporting back to Buzzetti.

The system came into view. As Daniel had reported, it comprised five planets orbiting a star. Two were gas giants, like the Sol system’s Jupiter and Uranus, the one farthest from the star reminded Ryan of Pluto, and the last two, the closest to the star, looked like Mars and Earth.

At their current speed, they’d reach the outermost planet in only a few seconds.

“Varga, more details on the life signs?” Ryan asked.

“None of the signs themselves, but it seems the planet is almost identical to Earth.”

That news really intrigued Ryan. “How so?”

“Looks like its surfaced is mostly covered in water, though not quite to the amount as Earth’s, mountains, valleys, lakes, and streams, and the atmosphere is almost exactly like ours.”

“Did you say water?” Ashley asked.

“Yes, ma’am. H double O.”

Ashley asked Ryan, “What’s the likelihood of that?”

“Not a biologist, Commander,” Ryan said. “Varga, you said the atmosphere is almost identical to ours?”

“That’s right, sir.” Daniel double checked his console readout. “In fact, it’s much better.”

“How so?” Ashley asked.

“Well, Earth’s atmosphere is only twenty-one percent oxygen, but this planet’s? A full fifty.”

“Like it was made just for us,” Ashley told Ryan.

“Anything else we should know about it?” Ryan asked Daniel.

“Looks like … Looks like plenty of vegetation, animal life. Even a number of plants which would probably be edible to us.”

“Edible? Really?” Ryan asked.

“Seems so, sir.”

Ashley squinted with skepticism. “This feels weird. Why would a Scourge planet, any Scourge planet, with their biology and anatomy so completely different from ours, have a planet so close to Earth?”

“I dunno, Commander,” Ryan said, “but I’m gonna find out. Helm, take us in to a low orbit.”

“Aye, sir.”

In another few minutes, the blue planet with patches of brown streaked with white took up the whole viewscreen. It was uncanny how much it resembled Earth. In fact, the only visible difference was the arrangement of its continents.

“Some new data coming in, sir,” Daniel reported.

Ryan’s excitement grew. “What is it?”

Daniel read from his console. “Looks like there are signs of civilization in the southern hemisphere.”

“What kind of signs?” Ashley asked.

“Definitely seeing patterns. Uh, looks like basic urban layouts, lines, maybe roads, rectangles, possibly housing blocks. Hard to tell.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Scourge at all,” Ryan told Ashley. “At least not from what we’ve seen.”

“Well, sir,” Daniel continued, “unless there’s a glitch in the array that I’m not aware of, then that’s what’s there.”

Ryan stood. “Helm, take us within Naxos range, then you, Mr. Varga, the doctor, and …” He couldn’t remember the name of their new STA.

Ashley shot to her feet. “You’re going down there?”

“And, uh …” Yuman? Tuna? Topaz? “Uh, who’s our new STA?”

Ashley stood in his personal space. “Lieutenant Commander Candace Yilmaz. But you didn’t answer my question, sir.”

“Yes, Commander, we’re going down there. To that city—or whatever—Varga found.”

“Why?”

“Our mission is to find a target. Even if this isn’t one, it could lead to one.”

“But we don’t know what’s down there.”

“Varga just told us.”

“Danny just told us some of what’s there, not a catalog of every last plant and animal.”

“That would take some time,” Daniel admitted.

“He said there’s water, edible plants, and signs of civilization,” Ryan said. “And a more oxygen-rich atmosphere than our own. Isn’t that right?” he asked Daniel.

“True, sir, but the Commander’s right to be cautious.”

“Why thank you, Daniel,” Ashley snarked.

“There could be poisonous plants, apex-predator animals, infectious microbes. From these preliminary readings, we simply don’t know.”

“We’ll be suited up,” Ryan told Ashley.

“You were suited up on the Vercingetorix too.”

“I’ll bring Matt and a Security contingent.”

“And what if the Scourge decide to surprise us with a fleet of thirty ships like they did at Shennong?”

Ryan paused. She had a point. “Keep comms open. Detect anything, alert us, we’ll fly back. Defend ourselves till the FTL’s charged and then retreat.”

“Brilliant plan!”

This time, it was Ryan’s turn to stand in her personal space. “Commander Mendez, we have a mission! I intend to carry it out! You got a problem with that, take it up with Buzzetti or whichever admiral happens to strike your fancy! Do we understand each other?”

Ashley’s jaw clenched, but she said nothing.

“I asked you a question, Commander,” Ryan insisted.

Ashley hesitated a hard second. “I can see I’m not going to talk you out of this.”

Ryan pointed at the screen. “Potential target. And if not—”

“Could lead us to one. I heard you the first time.” Ashley marched over to the helm. “Buck, bring us in close enough that if you guys need to, the flight back won’t be ten thousand years.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Once you’re done with that, meet us in the shuttle bay,” Ryan said.

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan headed out with Daniel.

“Bridge to Stephens, Yilmaz, and Driver,” Ryan said.

They acknowledged.

“Meet us in the shuttle bay. And, Matt, bring a team.”

Matthew acknowledged. They all signed off.

Ryan and Daniel marched into the elevator.

“Shuttle bay,” Ryan said.

“With respect, sir,” Daniel said, “Commander Mendez does have a point. Just because we can breathe the air doesn’t mean we’ll be safe.”

“I understand that …” but I won’t allow Trina’s death to have been in vain. His eyes briefly dipped to the floor. “I understand.”

He and Daniel met Liam, Yilmaz, Matthew, and his team of three Security personnel at the shuttle bay door.

“Expecting another firefight like on the Vercingetorix, Captain?” Matthew asked.

“Not necessarily,” Ryan said. “Just being cautious.”

“Like The Scouts say.” Matthew was referring to the time not so long ago when Ryan had asked him why the Paragon—a support vessel—had an armory when, until then, the Fleet had never encountered any Scourge in person.

Ryan opened the door and led the others to the Naxos. Opening it, he stood by the doorway as they filed in.

Buck came running. “Sorry, sir. The commander was a little precise.”

Ryan nodded. “I’d rather she be than not.”

Once Buck got on board, Ryan followed and closed the door behind him.

Buck took his seat at the helm. “Naxos to bridge. We clear?”

Ryan sat next to him.

“You are clear, Naxos,” Ashley replied over the comm.

“Thanks, Commander,” Ryan said. “Naxos out.”

The shuttle bay door ascended and Buck launched the Naxos.

Ryan could not get over how similarly this planet looked to Earth. While its continents’ different shapes stood out, that wasn’t enough for him to shake the feeling.

As they flew closer, his pulse rose. In all the years the Fleet had been at war with the Scourge, as far as he knew, they’d never, not once, seen a world inhabited by them. Of course, he didn’t know that this one was or ever had been, but with Daniel’s report of signs of civilization in the middle of their territory, it was hard to imagine that they hadn’t.

He realized in all his years in the Fleet, and specifically on a research vessel like the Byzantium, he’d never even wondered why that was. Why they’d never encountered a Scourge planet. Their ships, fighters, and shipyards like the Hive had to have come from somewhere. And yet in all that time, no Fleet vessel had ever come close to discovering where.

They passed through the planet’s troposphere. For several seconds, they saw nothing but misty clouds brushing past the Naxos’s windshield. Then a massive forest appeared before them, taking up the entirety of their view.

Looks exactly like Earth. Is it possible? With so many light-years between this planet and ours, did evolution take exactly the same course?

“There’s a decent place to land about three kilometers away, sir,” Buck said.

“Sounds good, Lieutenant,” Ryan said. “Steady as she goes.”

The Naxos had now descended so close to the surface that the tallest treetops brushed her underside.

Buck pointed to the right. “There it is.”

Ryan checked. A small meadow fast approached.

The Naxos hovered directly over it as Buck began their final descent. “Landing in five, four, three …”

Even though Ryan assumed that the surface was solid, he braced for the impact.

Thud. The shuttle landed.

Ryan shot to his feet. “Suit up!” He went to the lockers containing their space suits, took one out, and started putting it on.

Several minutes passed before the entire team was ready, but finally, they all assembled before the airlock.

Ryan opened it and walked to the exterior door, where he waited for the rest. Once Buck stepped inside, he closed the door behind him, and they all waited for the decompression process to take place.

A hiss notified them that they were ready to go.

The exterior door slid open. The second it provided a few inches’ view of the outside, Ryan peered into the landscape beyond.

Much to his continued shock, this planet kept looking exactly like Earth, with its snow-dusted mountains, dense forests, raging rivers, and verdant valleys. The scene was that of a postcard whose picture someone could have taken from anywhere across rural North America or Europe.

One mountain seized his attention. While at first glance, it boasted no distinct feature that stuck out to him, its rigid summit stirred within him excitement and nostalgia.

But I saw them. Two kinds of them. One was a freaking snail slash slug slash whatever and the other was a plate-mail-clad black velociraptor. Neither of those could’ve evolved here, could they? While it seemed unlikely, he had to admit that he was no evolutionary biologist, that he simply couldn’t rule out the possibility that a creature like the pilot or the sentinels could have developed here.

He must have been standing there for a few too many seconds because Matthew stepped up behind him.

“We ready, sir?” Matthew asked.

Ryan hesitated, still trying to make complete sense out of the view before them. “Yeah. Everybody ready?” He turned around to visually assess the others.

The rest of the team waited patiently in their suits, helmets, and the Security team with its rifles. A few of them nodded their acknowledgment.

Then why am I waiting? He wanted to lift his right hand and give the gesture for them to move out, but hesitated. No tingle tickled his spine at the possibility of impending danger, but just as with his sense of dread previous to the strike on the Hive, he had the terrible feeling that something awful was waiting for them. Even despite the beauty among the mountains and rivers of this sweeping, rugged land.

He finally lifted his right hand and flicked his fingers forward. “Let’s move.”

He stepped outside with anxious anticipation, as if he were about to exit a plane to sky dive.

His boot sank into the ground with a familiar crunch, the sound he’d heard a million times during camping trips in rural Montana when he was growing up. It was so familiar and brought up such sense memories that his previous anxiety practically melted away in an instant.

Feels like home. But it wasn’t. He knew that. Of course it wasn’t. Montana was he didn’t even know how many millions and millions of light-years away. It was a simple coincidence that this planet, this region of this planet, looked like his home state. He moved forward a few feet, half expecting, as with the Vercingetorix, some sentinel to come charging forth from any spot in the surrounding forest, smash him to the ground, and tear his flesh clean off his bones.

That didn’t happen.

No monsters came bounding, no slugs came crawling. Yet Ryan didn’t trust the still quiet. He kept moving forward cautiously, swinging his scanner this way and that as if always at the point of catching some Scourge off guard.

But his scanner revealed nothing in the way of any kind of animal or other creature like what they’d so far seen in the pilot or the sentinels. As with what Daniel had reported, Ryan was only picking up signs of plant life and what seemed like small animals, such as rodents or birds.

He finally decided that it was safe to proceed, at least for a few yards. He motioned for the rest of the team to follow. After a few feet, he realized that he actually didn’t know where he was going.

He stopped and faced Daniel. “Where were those lines and rectangles? Signs of urban whatever?”

Daniel checked his own scanner. “Looks like …” He pointed forty-five degrees to Ryan’s right. “Looks like over there, sir.”

With an acknowledging nod, Ryan continued. After several more feet, the meadow ran up against a thick canopy of trees. As he approached them, he scanned them as well. He didn’t know whether it was having read a bunch of horror comics when he was a kid, but he half expected the roots to spring up, wrap around the necks of him and his teammates, then drag them down into the earth, into the maw of some tree-monster that, had they not scanned, they wouldn’t have noticed until it was too late.

His scanner showed him nothing of the kind. In fact, these looked exactly like the pine trees he would have found just outside of his parents’ remote log cabin.

He gestured for Matthew to join him. The Chief Security Officer stood next to him and peered down at his scanner readings.

“Sir?” Matthew asked.

“Am I right?” Ryan asked. “Are these just regular old pines?”

“They do seem to be that, sir.”

“Anything about that seem strange to you?”

“Off the top of my head?”

Ryan nodded emphatically.

“No, sir,” Matthew said.

“So you agree these are pines?”

“That’s what my readings say, sir.”

“And that doesn’t seem strange? That a plant, a pine no less, would flourish on a planet so many light-years from Earth?”

“Given everything we’ve seen since you took command, sir, very little would surprise me at this point.”

Ryan lifted his eyes from the scanner. “Doctor, what do you think? Plants native to Earth appearing this far away?”

Liam shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. Almost feels like the Scourge are trying to pull one over on us.”

Ryan pointed at the trees. “You mean this is some kind of ruse or deception? Projection maybe? Like the bronze surface of their ships that we saw were actually that weird gray scabby shit?”

“From what we’ve seen of Scourge technology, sir, I wouldn’t be surprised if we found out tomorrow that our entire reality was our brains in vats experiencing some VR projection.”

That sent a chill down Ryan’s spine. While he wasn’t a conspiracy theorist, given what they’d so far learned about the Scourge, he wouldn’t find such a thing terribly surprising either.

Partly to make sure he wasn’t a brain in a vat, but also to refocus, he tapped the toe of his boot in the dirt. Solid. No sign of a veil giving way to a surface of flaky gray tissue.

Convinced for the moment at least that the trees wouldn’t uproot and eat them all, he proceeded along the shade-dappled path between their branches. Walking through these woods evoked even stronger sense memories. Spring hikes with his parents when he was a boy. Week-long camp outs with The Scouts when he was a teenager. Even hand-in-hand strolls with a girl or two.

The light grew brighter ahead as the trees gave way to another meadow or field. Soon reaching the edge of these woods, Ryan gasped at the sight before him.

“Oh my God!”


Chapter Fifteen


A cluster of crumbling buildings, the remnants of a once-thriving city, sprawled across an overgrown meadow. Millennia of abandonment had reduced many of the structures to little more than scattered stones peeking through tangled grass, while others stood as weathered monuments to a long-forgotten Scourge civilization.

Cubic dwellings dotted the settlement, their walls—once pristine white—now mottled with the earthy patina of countless seasons. Time having pitted and scarred those walls, the shells of once warm and welcoming homes wore cloaks of ivy, nature slowly reclaiming what the Scourge had built. Windows, once square-cut portals to bustling interiors, gaped empty like long-decayed eye sockets, now framing only the wild growth within.

Scattered among the low-lying ruins, a few defiant towers reached skyward, though even these proud structures bore the weight of ages with their erosion-softened edges. Atop each, the remains of hemispherical domes clung precariously, their once-perfect curves now cracked and caved in.

The ancient Scourge’s ingenuity lingered in the faint traces of gutters etched into the edges of the roofs, now serving as channels for persistent roots rather than rainwater.

This tableau of decay painted a poignant portrait of the otherwise so advanced and powerful Scourge, their long-dead ancestors clearly as vulnerable to the inexorable passage of time as any other beings.

Ryan stood still, rapt with reverential admiration of the ruins. For the first time since the Academy, he regretted not having taken more than the required Anthropology and Paleontology classes. He had a basic understanding of what he was looking at, but was glad he’d brought Yilmaz to hopefully help interpret the site.

A note of vague familiarity rang in the back of Ryan’s mind, but as much as he concentrated, he simply couldn’t place it.

“Interesting.” Liam stood next to him, casually checking the readings on his scanner. “Looks like Greece. Cycladic, unless I’m talkin’ completely outta my ass.”

That’s it! These look like the settlements featured in literally every postcard! He gawked at the doctor, not because of what the older man had said, but that his observation had rung so true.

Liam grimaced, mildly offended. “Yes, Captain, even I’ve enjoyed the occasional Greek holiday.”

“No, not that. Just that, uh …” Ryan trailed off. “Think this is where it all began?”

“I don’t even know how we’d go about finding that out.”

“How old do you think? Thousands of years? Tens of thousands?”

Liam regarded the ruins with a skeptical squint. “I’m not sure about that, Captain. Assuming their rate of technological advancement was anything even close to ours, ruins like this? I mean, we were barely crawling out of the muck only a few millennia ago. They’ve done things that far surpass our greatest achievements, and if this truly is them, that means their rate of technological acceleration wasn’t exponential like ours, but tetrational.”

“If this isn’t them, then who do you think it is?”

Daniel joined them. “Could be some less advanced civilization they conquered.”

“And if they did conquer them, then looks like they just wiped them out,” Ryan said.

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Liam asked.

Matthew joined them. “Not necessarily, Doctor. The Persian and Ottoman empires were well known for integrating substrate cultures into their societies, respecting their religions, languages, and customs. As long as they paid their taxes …”

Yilmaz arrived, her eyes wide with astonishment. “Incredible! These are Scourge ruins?”

Liam grunted. “That’s what we were hoping you could tell us.”

“Only one way to find out.” Yilmaz passed out large bags. “Here you go.” She hiked toward the ruins. “Come on, boys! Let’s dig in.”

“Careful, Lieutenant Commander,” Ryan said. “This is still Scourge territory. No telling what might be waiting for us.”

Yilmaz turned around and saluted. “Understood, sir.” She addressed the group. “Let’s gather a few samples we can bring back to the ship so I can run some tests.”

“Anything in particular?” Matthew asked.

Yilmaz looked over the ruins. “Can’t dislodge and lug any of those stones. Might be able to scrape away some of that mortar.” She nodded at the Chief Security Officer. “Whatever you can carry.”

Matthew saluted. “Yes, ma’am.” He grasped his Ka-Bar knife.

“Let’s fan out. One or two people per area.” Yilmaz pointed out four general, evenly spaced places along the length of the ruins.

The rest of the group set forth. Ryan and Liam headed for the middle-right area. Daniel and Buck went to the middle-left. Yilmaz hiked all the way to the far left. Matthew signaled his Security team. They raised their weapons, ready for anything. He then went to the ruins’ far-right area while his subordinates hovered behind, monitoring the rest of the group and the buildings.

With only a few feet to go before the nearest wall, Ryan noticed the terrain had become much harder to traverse. Looking down, he found rough clusters of stones and bricks surrounding the ruins’ perimeter. He wondered at their function, and considered that maybe these were the foundations of onetime defensive structures, like sets of abatis.

Finally, stumbling to the wall, Ryan tripped a little and instinctively grasped a pile of exposed masonry. Peering down at the interior, he could visually confirm what his scanner had shown him.

The work was very impressive. These walls were several feet thick, most likely built for defense, having been constructed from stacks of carved stones fused together with what his scanner now told him was a lime-based mortar. The surfaces and edges of the stones had been finely fashioned, the result of hours of labor and years of training. The wall was thick enough that he imagined it too either took years to build, or resulted from months of intense work at the hands—or appendages—of thousands of workers.

“Look at this,” he told Liam, who stood nearby, scraping at some mortar.

The doctor nodded. “Yes, Captain. Very old.”

Ryan threw him a glance, irritated at his dismissal. “No, not the age. The craftsmanship.”

Liam nodded again. “Definitely not for the meek.”

“What did you find?” Yilmaz approached them, her eyes locking onto a window overlooking Ryan’s shoulder.

“Not a specific sample,” Ryan said. “Just that this—all of this—would’ve taken work, but doesn’t it seem a little too good? Like the hands that laid the stones—”

“Assuming they even had hands,” Liam said.

“Like the purpose of the structure, which looks defensive, maybe residential, like it was beneath those who built it?”

“As if the pharaohs themselves had built the pyramids?” Yilmaz asked. “By hand?”

“Exactly,” Ryan said.

Liam shrugged. “Maybe the ancient Scourge really dug bricklaying.”

Yilmaz frowned. “Maybe.” She stood next to Ryan, more closely inspecting the wall. “The dimensions and position of the window suggest that these were designed and used by bipedal anthropoids, not giant mollusks with antennae and cartilage-based limbs.”

“Why is that?” Ryan asked.

“First, consider the intensity of the labor involved in building something like this.” Yilmaz ran a finger along the edges of one stone in the wall. “This craftsmanship suggests not only a high level of skill, but of upper-body strength. From your reports, the creature that flew that fighter would’ve been completely incapable of both planning and execution of such construction.”

“What if the pilots and even the sentinels were only, say, foot soldiers? What if an entirely different class of being built this civilization?”

“A stratum of society we haven’t seen?”

“Isn’t it possible?”

Yilmaz stepped away from the wall, pondering his question. “I suppose. Maybe not unlike many civilizations on Earth, the Scourge could’ve developed a very strictly stratified society in which different classes took on specific roles. The finely carved stones means they had a mining facility from which to dig out the raw material, the tools to do the digging—which they’d developed over at least a few centuries—the infrastructure to organize the endeavor, and labor class to carry it out, not unlike the Spartans’ underclass of Helots who were stuck with the work nobody else wanted.”

She ran her hand along the edge of a stone. “They had a craftsman class to develop the carving and building techniques, maybe oversee the labor.”

She looked up at the side of the building. “The scale and quality of construction means they had architects, probably part of the craftsman class, back to the laborers to do the actual grunt work.”

“So what’s that all mean?” Liam asked.

“Not sure, Doctor.” Yilmaz addressed Ryan. “Captain? A word?”

“Of course.” Ryan stepped away from the wall and gestured for her to follow.

She joined him and looked back to make sure no one was listening in. “Captain, everything about this, the planet, the plant life, the atmosphere, and now these ruins, it all seems very suspect.”

“How so?”

“From what we’ve seen of the Scourge, that pilot you captured, these ruins, and the civilization they point to …”

Ryan nodded for more. “Yeah?”

Yilmaz stopped and faced him. “None of it seems alien.”

“But we’re in the middle of Scourge territory. It is, by definition, alien.”

“I understand that. I’m only telling you what I’m seeing. This civilization”—she pointed back at the ruins—“plus the Scourge? It doesn’t add up.”

He nodded. “I see.” He looked back at the ruins, at the group. “Give them another minute, then let’s head back.”

“Aye, sir.” She returned to the others.

He wandered even farther from the group, heading toward the ruins’ right end. While he didn’t regret collecting samples, he didn’t honestly think they’d gather any information that would lead them to a potential target.

He halted at the very edge of the ruins and gazed into the surrounding woods, up at the nearby mountain range, then listened to the distant sound of flowing water. If it weren’t for the fact that they were so deep into enemy territory, he’d consider scoping a spot to build a cabin for his and Shivani’s retirement.

Stumbling through an uneven doorway, he reached an open courtyard in the middle of several buildings. At its center lay a depression, which he guessed had at one time been used as an impluvium to collect rainwater. He squatted next to it, hoping to find some evidence of activity, that of ancient Scourge having gathered to draw the water or simply to hang out and gossip.

There was none. No footprints, hand or tentacle prints, no impressions of seated rumps. As far as he could tell, no one had ever been here.

That’s impossible. Look how old it is. Someone must’ve lived here at some point. Must’ve gotten a drink.

He stood and walked to a nearby gutter. Gazing up at its height, he found no water mark, no sign at all that a single drop of rain had ever fallen from the sky and trickled its way down. He lifted his tablet and scanned. There were no readings of any foreign mineral deposits.

With a slow, suspicious nod, he retreated outside and hiked back to the others, now gathered around Yilmaz.

She inspected each of the samples they’d collected. “Great work, you guys.”

“As fascinating as all this is, how does it help us find a target?” Daniel asked.

“No kidding,” Liam snorted.

Yilmaz’s face fell. “Unfortunately, I can’t say that it does.”

“That’s fine.” Ryan gestured for them to follow him back to the Naxos. “Let’s get back. Yilmaz, run your tests and see if you find anything that’ll help us.”

“Aye, sir.”

The group returned to the shuttle and shuffled into the airlock.

While they waited through the decontamination process, Ryan couldn’t shake the feeling that this had so far been a giant waste of time. While he appreciated what they’d found, that Yilmaz had made some fascinating discoveries, the fact was they were no closer to fulfilling their mission than they had been when they’d first arrived.

He had to get more aggressive.


Chapter Sixteen


With the Naxos’s arrival in the Paragon’s shuttle bay, the members of the away team headed off to resume their daily duties.

Ryan approached Yilmaz. “Lieutenant Commander. What do you need to test those?” He pointed at the sample bags she carried. They contained bits of stone, mortar, roots, and dirt.

“Sterile lab space, standard scanners, that sort of thing.”

Ryan called to Liam. “Doctor, can you set her up?”

Liam paused and nodded. “I’m sure we can arrange something. Probably have to be in the morgue.”

“I know that’s far from ideal,” Ryan told Yilmaz, “but I suspect that sick bay’s the closest to a lab you’ll find on the ship.”

“No, that sounds great, sir.” She nodded at Liam. “I’d appreciate it.”

“No problem, Lieutenant Commander.”

“I’ll let you know if I find anything interesting,” she told Ryan, then joined Liam.

Returning to the bridge, Ryan parked himself before the viewscreen. “Mr. Varga, do a quick scan beyond the current system. See if there’s anything else out there, even if a ways away.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan exited and marched straight for the stateroom. “Monaghan to Chakravorti.”

“Here, sir.”

“How busy are you, Lieutenant Commander?” He knew that his tone was formal to the point of gruff, but he figured as long as she wanted a break from their more intimate relationship, then she’d already excused herself from any gentle treatment.

“I mean …”

“Let me rephrase. Please meet me in my stateroom.”

“Right away.” She sounded as if she knew he was about to scold her.

Arriving in the stateroom, he went to the commscreen. “Computer, display images taken of the planet’s landscape. Specifically mountains, trees, other natural features.”

A gallery of pictures from the away team’s helmet cameras and scanner readings popped up. They were of the majestic snow-peaked mountains, thick lush forests, and verdant meadow where the Naxos had landed.

“Hutton to Monaghan,” Jenna whispered over the comm.

“Here, Jenna, what’s up?”

She paused for a freakishly long moment. “I, uh …”

“Yes, Lieutenant?”

She spoke even more quietly. “I have my—your—‘migraine’ medication, sir.”

“Migraine medication? Why are you whispering?”

She paused again and kept up the whisper. “I don’t know.”

The door slid open and Shivani entered, her hands behind her back at attention. “Sir?”

Ryan nodded his acknowledgment to Shivani and held up an index finger for her to hold on a second.

Jenna continued a little louder, “Medication for the, uh, ‘party’ with Varga and Chakravorti.”

Shivani gawked at Ryan.

He kept his finger up as he considered Jenna’s insinuation. Must be one of the ingredients for the cocktail. He couldn’t remember whether she was the first or the latest to report back. “Oh! Yes! Right! That migraine medication. Excellent, Jenna. Just, uh, make sure Mr. Varga gets it.”

Jenna spoke at a normal volume. “Yes, sir! Good luck with it!”

“Thanks for checking in.”

“Aye, sir. Hutton out.”

Ryan nodded at Shivani. “At ease.”

She moved forward a few steps and relaxed her hands to her sides. The door slid closed behind her. “What was that all about?”

“Nothing.”

“Didn’t sound like nothing. Why did she mention me?”

“It’s really nothing, Shivani. I wanna maintain your plausible deniability.”

She squinted with intense confusion. “Very well.”

“Shall we?” He pointed at the screen.

She nodded and joined him.

He gestured at the images. “A while back, you told me about Chinese puzzle boxes.”

“I remember. M“ hé. I’d suggested that the Scourge fighter and its pilot were that for you. Their means of communicating with you.”

A light of familiarity sparked in his mind. “That’s right. Well, it looks like we might have another one.”

“Oh?”

“Take a look at these.”

Her eyes searched the pictures of the planet’s natural beauty. “I don’t see how this is all a m“ hé.”

He stood between her and the screen, peering down into her eyes. “It’s Montana.”

She pointed at the pictures. “You recognized it?”

He hedged. “Not exactly. Not entirely.”

“Then what do you mean?”

“Computer, display official images from the state of Montana next to this gallery.”

The current set slid to the left side of the screen with a new one from official Montana state materials and tourist sites taking up the right.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Yes, mountains and trees, but they’re hardly identical.”

“No, not identical. But they give the same feeling.” He pointed among several shots showing mountain peaks. Given the images, he wondered if it hadn’t been solely his literal memories which the Scourge had read, but the emotions, impressions, idealized forms of what lay in his subconscious as well.

“These here”—he pointed at the pictures on the left—“gave me the same visual sense memory as these.” He pointed at the official photos. “And this?” He pointed at one particular shot of the mountain he’d spotted on exiting the Naxos.

“Yeah?”

“This is identical. To Granite Peak, just north of my parents’ cabin.”

“Whose camera is that from?”

“Mine.”

“I see.”

“So, what do you think? Another m“ hé? And if so, what does it mean?”

She eased him aside and stepped closer to the screen, examining the various pictures. “I’m not sure. With the pilot, it made sense that they were testing how you’d treat a prisoner. Or how you’d go about learning more about them. I suppose the same could be true here.” She faced him. “So it’s not a complete replica of your childhood home?”

“No, just sort of the flavor of it. Except for Granite Peak.”

“Could it be the Scourge version of a welcome mat?”

“How so?”

“Well, they’re showing you such an intimately familiar thing, your peak. Seems rather welcoming.”

“Yeah, but doesn’t it seem strange that a planet that we happen to find in a region of their territory that Buzzetti happened to pick just so happens to contain a mountain that happens to look exactly like one I’d recognize from my childhood?”

“It is extremely coincidental.”

“Putting it mildly.”

Reexamining the pictures, she folded her arms and tapped her chin. “Ludicrously so. I mean, how is it even possible? This planet must have been here for, what, a few billion years?”

“Yilmaz is checking on that now.”

“Well, depending on what she finds, however the Scourge did pull this off, doesn’t it seem interesting to you that this is now the third time they’ve attempted some form of communication?”

He stood right next to her. “Third?”

She faced him. “This planet, that pilot you captured, and that piece of Euphrates hull buried in that first sphere-probe?”

The probe he’d interacted with had incorporated into its surface a single hull plate with just enough of the name Euphrates that Ashley had identified it as belonging to the Fleet’s flagship, destroyed at the battle of Theta-19.

Ryan regarded Shivani quizzically. “That was just the Scourge showing off.”

“But Captain Blake Akana helmed the Euphrates.”

“So?”

“Wasn’t he a mate of yours? Back at the Academy?”

He was. While Ryan had long since lost touch with him, they’d been tight during Akana’s first weeks. “But … but that was before the Scourge read me. There’s no way they could’ve known that I knew Blake.” He paused, stepping back from the screen. “Unless …”

“Unless there’s been a leak.”

A chill ran down Ryan’s back. “Or they’ve somehow been monitoring Fleet communication this entire time.”

“Do you think? Is it possible?”

He ignored her question. To distract himself from that disturbing thought, he ordered the screen, “Computer, show us the images from the ruins.”

Pictures of the ancient Scourge settlement took up a third of the screen’s space.

“What do you think of these?” he asked her.

She gasped. “Oh my God, Ry!” She pointed at a picture of the entire city. “That’s Fira!”

He scrutinized it. “I’m not …”

A memory stabbed his mind. One that had somehow completely slipped away. Their flying high above the Greek island of Santorini, over its main settlement of Fira. They’d enjoyed the experience during a visit to Illusion, a VR company on Terra Prima.

“See? Isn’t this amazing?” she’d asked him.

“Pretty great!” he’d admitted.

“You never did this?” She’d referred to the fact that before that adventure, he’d never gone to an Illusion.

“My childhood was normal!” he’d insisted.

“So very, very sad!”

He blinked back to the present, not at all comfortable with how that memory had overtaken his attention.

“Ry?” Terror choked her voice.

He threw her a brief, timid glance.

Her eyes shone with fright. “How in the hell did the Scourge build a … a settlement clearly meant to look like Fira on a planet that you just happened to discover?”

“I … I don’t know.”

“Ryan”—she gripped his shoulder, turning him to face her—“that was our shore-leave trip.”

His guts twisted with dread. “After they’d already read me.” He faced the myriad images of the ruins—of Fira. His eyes bounced from building to building, from walls to domes. The vision overwhelmed him. “Which means …”

She withdrew from him. “They’re still reading you.” She shook her head and cast her gaze to the side. “They never stopped.”

“No, Shivani …” But as desperate as he was to deny it, it seemed like the only reasonable explanation. “I’m sure they’re not still—”

She pointed a shaky finger at the images. “Then how do you explain the fact that they could show you such a vivid reminder of such a … such an intimate memory? One that you hadn’t yet experienced when they read you?”

“I …” He retreated from the screen as if the Scourge could reach through it and cut him down in one blow. “I don’t know.” But how they’d done so wasn’t even what made his blood run cold. They hadn’t only read his memories—the raw data in his head—but his emotions, dreams, hopes, and deepest desires. They knew he loved her, even though he’d only recently admitted that to himself. She was his greatest vulnerability. And they knew that too.

She was right to be terrified.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“Nothing. I—They haven’t done anything different, haven’t attacked us more, haven’t taken advantage of me.”

“That’s not it. That’s not what turned you ghost-white just now.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Ryan, talk to me.”

He frantically waved at the ruins pictures. “They’re trying to get into my head. Again.”

“Remember what I told you?”

That if this—us—is gonna work, I have to be open with you, but then I technically ended it and you drove in the nail, so doesn’t really count anymore, does it? “I need to think.” He gestured for her to go. “Dismissed, Lieutenant Commander.”

“Are you bloody kidding me?”

He stared at her.

“Dismissed and that’s it?” she asked.

“I need to …” keep you safe! “I need to …”

“‘Think.’ Right. I heard you the first bloody—”

“Bridge to Monaghan,” Daniel called over the comm.

Ryan kept his eyes locked on Shivani as he responded to his Chief Tactical Officer. “Monaghan here. What is it?”

“You may want to check this out, sir. Looks like we found something interesting.”

Ryan nodded. “On my way.” He headed out. As he reached the door, Shivani’s voice halted him.

“Captain?”

He neither turned around nor responded. The door slid open in front of him.

Waiting outside, Ashley raised a condescending eyebrow. “Am I interrupting something?”

Shivani sprinted out without another word to either of them.

Ashley regarded her with mild offense. “Lieutenant Commander.”

But Shivani had already disappeared down the corridor.

“How long’ve you been standing there?” Ryan asked Ashley.

“Don’t worry, Captain. I wasn’t eavesdropping.” She waltzed in, cracking a grin. The door slid closed behind her. “Much.”

He stayed by the door. “There something I can do for you?” The revelation of the Scourge having so severely violated his memory still deeply distracted him.

She stopped a few feet away from the screen and studied it. “Funny. Looks an awful lot like Montana.”

“Yeah.”

She regarded him. “An awful lot like not too far from where you grew up.”

“I suppose.”

“What do you think that means?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

She looked over at the images of the ruins. “And unless I’m very much mistaken, that looks an awful lot like Greece. Somewhere in the Cyclades, right?”

He didn’t answer her.

“I wonder why the Scourge would build a Greek-looking town in the middle of a Montana-looking valley,” she said.

“Yilmaz to Monaghan,” the STA called over the comm.

“Yes, Lieutenant Commander?” he asked with overwhelming relief.

“I think I just might have something for you, sir.”

“On my way.” He turned back toward the door, desperately eager to get away from Ashley.

“Actually, sir,” Yilmaz said, “I think it’d be better if we met in your stateroom.”

“I’ll wait for you here.”

“Yilmaz out.”

“Monaghan to Varga.”

“Here, sir.”

“Just another minute.”

“Which is another minute for the Scourge to come squash us,” Ashley chimed in.

Ryan glared at her. “I’m aware of our current position, Commander. I’ll head over in a sec.”

She offered a terse nod and left.

With the room finally empty, he returned his full attention to the planet’s images. “How am I gonna keep her safe?”

The door slid open and Yilmaz stepped inside. “Some truly fascinating finds, sir.”

He turned around and beckoned her to come in. “Anything that’d lead us to a potential target?”

“Not in that way.”

She walked over to the screen and brought up numerous data readouts and tables.

“What do we got?” he asked.

“Did you ever play with Legos or Lincoln logs?”

“Sure, like every other kid.”

“At first glance, and with initial readings, the ruins looked like some ancient civilization had built them up over millennia. On closer inspection, everything, from the stones they worked with to the measurements they used, was a little too precise. As if someone had bought the pieces at a toy store and assembled them in a way in which they thought an ancient civilization would have. An ancient human civilization.”

“You’re saying the ruins are … fake?”

“Not fake, exactly. Look at this.” She pointed to the data for a soil sample. “What’s missing?”

“I have no idea.”

“In any ruins back on Earth, even the most basic, ancient human settlements in caves, there was always some evidence of occupation. Pieces of animal bones, fossilized excrement. Something that proved that someone at sometime had lived there.”

He nodded.

“According to this sample,” she continued, “this soil is completely clean. No foreign agents of any kind. As if someone had bought it at a gardening store and dumped it fresh all around the ruins. No traces of food, defecation, even pieces of char from leftover fires.”

Explains the lack of collected rainwater. “So no one ever lived there?”

“It gets better, sir. Here, check the dating.” She pointed to another set of data.

He tried to read it, but it made no sense. “Okay …”

“If this were real, or rather, if these ruins were as old as they appear to be, this number would be much, much smaller.”

“How big is it?”

She pointed at the data. “Assuming this is accurate, and with the ship’s recent upgrades, I have no reason to believe it’s not, these ruins have only existed”—she gazed up at him—“for a day.”

He stepped away from the screen, dumbfounded. “One day?”

She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“How is that …? How is that even possible?”

“Not only that, but I hypothesize that were we to mount a full geological study, we’d find that the entire planet, and likely the entire system, was only placed there days ago. To answer your question, sir?” She shook her head. “I really have no idea.”

“We knew the Scourge were powerful …”

She nodded. “With this kind of effortless, whimsical terraforming, sir, we’re witnessing”—she shook her head reverentially—“god-like power.”

And they read my mind? Maybe still reading it? Know everything I know? Know about everyone I’ve ever loved?

“Sir, permission to speak freely?”

“Of course.”

“I know this sounds crazy, but …” She considered her words. “I don’t think the Scourge are at war with us.”

He scoffed. “Tell that to all the fallen, Yilmaz.”

“Pardon me, sir. I’m not saying that we’re not at war with them.”

“That makes no sense.”

She pointed at the various data sets. “With this kind of technology, this kind of power, to the Scourge, we are less than ants, less than bacteria. Extrapolating from what we’ve seen, if they wanted to, they could annihilate our entire civilization in a snap.” She snapped her fingers for emphasis. “The question is …”

“Why don’t they?”

She nodded.

“I asked the computer the same thing after Shennong,” he said.

“What did it say?”

“The enemy doesn’t always reveal their tactics or technology. More effective in war.”

She shook her head.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“Captain, I think we’re the Scourge’s playthings. I think they’re messing with us. I think maybe they’ve been messing with us this entire war.”

“So all of this, all the death and destruction, it’s just been a friggin’ game to them?”

“At any point, they could’ve simply …” She snapped her fingers again.

He turned away. “Which makes me wonder why they don’t, never have, even how in the hell this whole thing got started.”

“I think those are very interesting questions, sir.”

He didn’t face her. “Continue with your tests, Lieutenant Commander, as much as you’d like. Let me know if you discover anything else.”

“I will, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

They parted ways. He went to the bridge.

“You have to see this, sir,” Ashley exclaimed almost cheerfully the second he set foot inside.

“What is it?”

“Computer, put my console readout on screen,” Daniel said.

The current view of the ruins planet faded to black. A map of a star system with only one star and one blue planet replaced it.

“What am I looking at?” Ryan asked.

“Less than a light-year away, and the readings we’re already getting? Truly remarkable.” Daniel approached the screen and pointed at the planet. “Unlike the ruins planet, this one’s very un-Earth-like. Its atmosphere appears to be almost entirely composed of carbon dioxide. And its surface temperature, over the entire globe, regardless of proximity to the star, is a constant seventy degrees Fahrenheit.”

“Hardly seems friendly to the Scourge we’ve met, for as little as we learned about them.”

“That’s not all, sir,” Ashley said. “That surface is almost entirely covered in water and, while Danny’s readings are inconclusive, there are signs of only one life form.”

“So much for that sensor upgrade.”

“Apologies, sir,” Daniel said. “Only telling what I’m seeing.”

“One life form,” Ryan repeated. “Scourge?”

“Actually, sir, I don’t think so. This one’s far, far simpler than the pilot or sentinels.”

“How far away again?”

“Less than a light-year. Only a few hours.”

“Transfer coordinates to the helm.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan sat in his chair. “Buck?”

“Course laid in, sir.”

“Hit it.”


Chapter Seventeen


The Paragon reached the system of a single star and planet. Even without the benefit of looking at sensor readings, Ryan suspected that, just like the last one, this system was a fake. Some kind of massive-scale model.

As the planet came into full view, its astounding beauty stole the collective breath of the bridge crew. From this distance, under the shining light of its star, its entire surface was a sparkling turquoise.

“Incredible.” Since Yilmaz’s contributions toward the investigation of the ruins planet, Ryan had invited her to the bridge in case they had further need of her skills.

He spoke cautiously. “Bring us in, helm. Varga, any more details?”

“Unfortunately not, sir. Only that it’s a very simple life form.”

“It really is just one? No bacteria?”

Daniel shrugged. “As far as I’m reading, sir, only the one.”

“With that much water, where we gonna land?” Ryan asked.

“An excellent question, sir,” Daniel said. “Checking now.”

“You’re just gonna go down again?” Ashley asked Ryan.

“I don’t see why not.”

Ashley pointed at the screen. “Does this look like a target? There’s no sign of any kind of civilization, let alone an extinct one.”

Ryan studied the planet’s mesmerizing azure. “Definitely not like the last planet. And yet”—he faced her—“a hunch.”

“Yeah, ’cause those have never gotten us in trouble before.”

Ryan ignored her. “What have you got, Varga?”

Daniel read from his console. “Looks like there’s a possibility only a few thousand kilometers away. Not a lot of room, but barely enough for the Naxos to fit.” He looked up at Ryan. “Warning, though, sir, I’m not seeing any clear sign of edible vegetation, areas for shelter, or any other useful resources.”

“So we shouldn’t build a summer house. Noted. Bridge to Stephens and Driver. Let’s suit up and head down. Matt, bring anyone you think’ll be necessary.”

They acknowledged.

“Buck, take us in, then join us in the shuttle bay,” Ryan said.

“Aye, sir.”

“Varga, you’re with me. You too, Yilmaz. Mendez, you have the bridge.”

“Aye, sir,” Ashley acknowledged with more than a hint of irritation.

Minutes later, the Naxos rocketed toward the glorious blue planet below.

“Wow. Just amazing,” Buck observed.

“Hopefully, it’ll give us a target or in the least point to one,” Ryan said.

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” Deep disappointment clouded Buck’s voice, as if the very notion of this planet leading to a target was in itself a great crime.

With each thousand kilometers the Naxos descended, the hue of the planet’s surface deepened.

Anxiety surged within Ryan, as, though he trusted his Chief Tactical Officer, he wasn’t yet seeing anything that resembled the place for the shuttle to land. He sincerely hoped that they wouldn’t have to crash into this world’s endless ocean.

Then he spotted it.

Sandy-brown strips wove a golden web among countless seas, lakes, and pools. The entire planet resembled a gigantic Zen water garden.

As the Naxos drew closer to her coordinates, Ryan finally noticed that an oncoming strip seemed to be large enough to accommodate the shuttle.

Crunch. The Naxos landed.

Ryan stood. “All right, it looks like some kind of garden paradise, but keep your eyes open.”

He led the team into the airlock. They waited through the decompression procedure.

Yilmaz intently studied her scanner. “Captain, I’m already seeing a few interesting things.”

“Go ahead.”

“I think I’ve located the source of the life sign that Lieutenant Commander Varga had identified. At least a source. Somewhere over there.” She pointed.

“An entire planet for one little point on the map?” Liam asked.

“I’m only reporting what I’m seeing, Doctor.”

Hiss. The airlock opened. The team stepped outside.

As incredible as the view of the planet was from space, its surface was even more breathtaking. Ryan caught himself gasping at the sight.

He then remembered that Yilmaz was in the middle of her description. “Keep going,” he told her.

“Looks like the doctor might be correct.”

“Even a stopped clock …” Liam snorted.

Yilmaz pointed again. “Somewhere over there. And, if I’m right, it looks like the temperature and gas levels in the atmosphere are one hundred percent consistent across the entire planet.”

“Interesting.” Ryan pointed ahead. “Let’s keep going.”

“What exactly were you expecting to find, Captain?” Liam asked.

“No idea, Doctor. I’ll recognize it when I see it.”

“Well, certainly a good thing we’re not out here trying to locate a potential Scourge target,” Liam snarked. “Oh, wait.”

Ryan ignored him as he forged ahead. Reaching a small pool, he knelt next to it and took out his scanner. The pool was about five feet deep, with clearer water than any he’d ever seen. As Daniel had said, there were no readings of any bacterial or microbial life forms. In fact, with all the nutrients and minerals in the water, it not only looked potable, but likely the healthiest water Ryan had ever encountered. The urge even sparked within him to remove his helmet and take several gulps. But then he reminded himself that the atmosphere would likely kill him in only a few quick breaths.

“How’s it looking?” Matthew asked.

“If it weren’t for the atmosphere, I’d wanna take a dip,” Ryan said.

“You found whatever it is you’re looking for yet?” Liam asked.

If only we didn’t need you here. “Not quite, Doctor, but please keep asking. Never gets old.” He stood and faced Liam.

“Just doing my part, sir.”

Funny, Conover said something similar not long before I had to arrest his ass. He rejoined the group. “Let’s fan out. Yilmaz, you find your source. The rest of us aren’t likely to find anything different, but keep your eyes peeled and report back. Driver, you’re with Yilmaz and Buck. Liam, you’re with …” He couldn’t remember the names of the Security lieutenants or even if Matthew had introduced them.

“Lieutenants Kotick, Spencer, and Hulst,” Matthew informed him.

“Thanks, Matt. Kotick, you’re with the doctor. Spencer, you’re with Varga. And Hulst, that leaves you and me.”

The three lieutenants saluted.

“Aye, sir,” Hulst said.

The rest of the group acknowledged and spread out.

As Ryan continued on his way along the edge of the pool, he glanced back toward the Naxos. He noticed that the sky was so clear, he could easily see the Paragon floating directly overhead as if suspended by fishing wire from the firmament. Returning his attention to the path before him, he periodically peeked down into the water, wondering why it was so mineral-rich.

He kept going along the increasingly narrow spit of land that stretched between the infinite web of pools that spread out before him.

“Careful, sir,” Hulst warned.

Ryan looked down to see that his right boot was only about half an inch away from dropping into the pool. While he hadn’t yet discerned a reason for the tiny bodies of water given their lack of life signs, he had no intention of purposefully disrupting the ecosystem.

Taking more caution with each step, he inched along.

Reaching a larger pool, he peered in to see if there was anything of interest.

Nothing.

“I wouldn’t get too close, sir,” Hulst said.

Ryan ignored him as he crouched next to the pool. The depth revealed no secrets. “Is it possible? The entire planet in service of Yilmaz’s life form?”

“I wouldn’t know, sir. I suggest maybe we head back and join the others.”

Ryan didn’t know whether it was simple curiosity, or something that had gotten into his brain since the Scourge had read him, but the intense desire to tumble into the pool overwhelmed him. He actually had to concentrate not to fulfill the urge. “It’s pretty remarkable, isn’t it?”

“What’s that, sir?”

Hulst’s voice was enough of a distraction for Ryan to pull himself away from the fantasy of tumbling in. He stood up straight and stepped back. “Such care. Such intense, loving care. An entire planet.”

“I don’t know much about love, sir, but I doubt that the Scourge feel it.”

Hulst’s sentiment flashed Ryan back to the meeting he’d had with Captain McNeil, Admiral Buzzetti, and President Whitcomb, right before they’d promoted him to captain and transferred him to the Paragon. During that meeting, Ryan had questioned the Scourge’s motive behind the attack on the Theta-19 colony, the first time they’d ever done so to a civilian establishment. Whitcomb had blurted his passionate assertion that the Scourge were simply evil. As if such were sufficient reason for them to have spent so many resources and wasted so many lives on what ultimately seemed a wasted effort.

But hearing Hulst’s words, his doubt that the Scourge could feel love, made Ryan wonder how deep such feelings ran, including within him. Did the Scourge feel no love? Were they simply and solely evil? The questions caused a defensive adrenaline surge to rush through his body. Whoa, Ry, what’s that about? The Scourge aren’t your friends. They’re the enemy. The enemy who murdered Evan and Trina. Who now threaten Shivani. Remember?

“You okay, sir?” Hulst asked.

Ryan realized he’d been standing there, staring into the pool, for probably an entire minute, if not two or more. “Yeah, I’m …”

“Captain?” Yilmaz called over the comm.

“Monaghan here. Go ahead, Yilmaz.”

“Sir, you should get over here. I think we found something. Something very interesting.”

“On my way.”

He, Hulst, and the others who hadn’t joined Yilmaz backtracked toward the Naxos, then proceeded to the spot where she, Buck, and Matthew were waiting.

As Ryan neared the STA, his mouth dropped at the sight of even greater beauty than what he’d seen when the Naxos’s door had opened to reveal the planet’s surface.

A colossal cascade of liquid starlight towered above the away team, its central column a pillar of luminescent sapphire plummeting from dizzying heights. The roar of its descent resonated like a cosmic symphony. Flanking this celestial torrent, countless argent rivulets danced and wove, each stream a thread in an intricate tapestry of fluid light.

Jagged spires of age-polished stone erupted from the watery veil, their surfaces adorned with patches of a shimmering, ethereal moss-like plant whose brilliant hues no human had ever beheld. This mesmerizing growth thrived on the misty essence, from the phosphorescent summit to the vast, tranquil basin below—a pool expansive enough to mirror entire constellations, its surface a perfect reflection of the star-studded cosmos above.

The cascade and its moss appeared to be the work of a meticulous celestial gardener who’d spent the past centuries, if not millennia, lovingly sculpting the most serene haven in which the plant could leisurely flourish.

Ryan stood next to Yilmaz. “Amazing. What do you make of it?”

“It’s breathtaking,” she said. “It’s like this bonsai tree I took care of as a girl. For months, I watered it and trimmed it and positioned it just right in my window so it could get enough sunlight. I loved it more intensely than anything.”

“It must’ve thrived.”

She shook her head. “After six months, I went away to camp—only a week—but when I came back …” She sighed. “But as intensely as I loved that little tree, this?” She pointed at the cascade, then nodded at Ryan.

“All those dark green patches, are they …?”

“Aye, sir, our life form. Looks like the entire planet exists solely for the growth and care of this one plant. But the more interesting thing is how that’s even possible. Since such organisms on Earth require a more complete ecosystem, more shade, that sort of thing. I doubt that our life form is native to this planet, perhaps even to this region of space.”

“So the Scourge put it here?”

“And maintain a perfect habitat for it. With no mountains or deserts, there is no environment hostile to it. And with no other life forms, no fish, no apex predators, it’s free to thrive unencumbered. But the most interesting thing is that in order for it to do so, the planet’s conditions have to remain perfect. No natural disasters, no land-mass alterations. The temperature, nutrient, and carbon-dioxide levels in the atmosphere have to be maintained. Which suggests that the Scourge maintain it.”

He was ashamed to admit to himself that this visit may also have been a waste of time. As beautiful as this cascade was, and as fascinating as this sanctuary planet was, they’d found no target. “Unfortunately, this gets us no closer to completing our mission.”

“Understood, sir. I suppose we should keep looking.” Doubt and sympathy hung in her voice.

He wondered if she’d started to feel what he had. If the Scourge were evil, incapable of love, how could they explain the obvious care that they’d taken in building and maintaining this haven?

Kotick climbed an outcropping along the right side.

A chill stabbed down Ryan’s spine. He didn’t know how, but he knew that the lieutenant’s action was a terrible idea. “Kotick? What are you doing?”

Already over twenty feet above, Kotick looked down. “Gathering a sample, sir. I scanned a really high concentration right over here.”

The instinct inside Ryan only grew stronger. “Don’t worry about that right now. We should get back to the Naxos.”

Kotick stood up straight, teetering on the edge. “But don’t we need samples? For further research?”

“Forget that.”

Matthew joined Ryan, his eyes boring into his subordinate.

“I don’t understand,” Kotick said. “We filled our coffers on the ruins planet.”

Matthew addressed him. “The captain gave you an order, Lieutenant. Come on down.”

“Aye, sir.” Kotick snapped a salute.

He fell.

And tumbled down every inch of the cascade’s rocky outcroppings. Finally, he splashed headfirst into the pool at the base.

“Lieutenant!” Ryan ran for him. He wasn’t the least bit concerned about whether Kotick had injured himself. He was terrified at the consequences of the lieutenant having messed around, of what was about to happen.

Kotick lifted his head out of the water. “It’s okay, sir. I’m fine.” Easing himself out of the pool, he instinctively gripped the edge with one hand while slamming his boot to the bottom.

Time slowed for Ryan as Kotick stepped onto the ground, steadying himself as he stood up straight. Stretching his arms, he discovered strings of moss dangling from his glove. But worse than that, clumps clung to his boot that he’d so carelessly stabbed into the pool.

Oh no.

Ff-thit! A fist-sized hole burned straight through the center of Kotick’s chest.


Chapter Eighteen


“Take cover!” Matthew hollered.

But Ryan couldn’t possibly register the Chief Security Officer’s voice. His eyes were glued to the singed edge of the giant hole in Lieutenant Kotick’s chest.

The lieutenant’s eyes snapped open and his jaw dropped, but the only sound that escaped his lips was a wheezing gasp. His eyes rolled into the back of his head and he collapsed into the pool at the base of the cascade. Char-brown bubbles rose through the entry wound in his back, bursting splashes of soot on the surface of the water.

“Sir!” Matthew demanded.

As Ryan searched the area around where Kotick had fallen, and the skies beyond, he felt the lieutenant commander’s powerful arm wrap around his neck, yanking him to the ground.

“There it is.” Matthew aimed his rifle at a distant object.

Ryan didn’t yet see it. He scanned the horizon. Finally, he thought he caught some motion, a shimmering reflection of the planet’s watery surface.

There it was. A hovering, spherical, highly reflective device practically invisible against its surroundings.

Looks just like the sphere-probe. Only much smaller. Some kinda drone weapon. And just like with the sphere-probe, he saw no sign of any gunport or other aperture. The only time the probe had shown any sign of a threat was when it had spontaneously begun to spin and brighten, leading Daniel to believe that it would imminently explode.

But this drone was doing nothing of the kind. It remained in place.

Blam! A single gunshot rang out from Matthew’s rifle.

He missed his target, or the hovering machine had sufficient armor that it didn’t even notice the attack. It floated in place for a few more seconds.

“We gotta get outta here,” he ordered.

“Couldn’t agree more,” Ryan said. “We all accounted for?” He scanned their surroundings, hoping to find the rest of the away team alive and taking cover.

Yilmaz, Liam, Buck, Daniel, Hulst, and Spencer had loosely grouped nearby, their bodies pressed firmly on the ground.

“We gotta get to the Naxos,” Ryan said.

“Agreed, sir,” Matthew said, “but not sure how we’re gonna do that. Enemy’s got us pinned point-blank, and the shuttle’s far enough away that it’ll easily be able to take more shots.”

This was a moment in which Ryan truly wished he were the tactical genius the Fleet had made him out to be. He glanced over at the drone, then back at the Naxos. He saw what Matthew was talking about. There was no way for the team to make it back to the shuttle without the enemy firing on them. And Ryan wasn’t willing to risk all their lives in some mad dash. But they couldn’t stay here.

“Options?” he asked over the comm.

“We can run scattershot for the shuttle,” Daniel suggested. “It can’t get all of us at once.”

“We can take at least partial cover.” Matthew pointed to the opposite side of the cascade from where the drone hovered.

Ryan‘s mind again flashed back to that fateful meeting with McNeil, Whitcomb, and Buzzetti. Whitcomb had asked him if he was up for the tough calls. The real gut-wrenchers. Ryan had answered so quickly, so earnestly. He’d waited so long for his chance at the chair that he truly believed he was ready.

How little he’d known.

I gotta get them to the shuttle. But I gotta keep ’em alive. If I’m right … He scrambled to his feet and waved his arms in the air. “Here! Over here!”

At first, Matthew gawked at him, no idea what he was trying to do. But then he, too, got on his feet and waved for the others to follow him.

The group ran for cover.

The drone drifted toward Ryan as if it were savoring a satisfying kill. Despite its growing proximity, he still saw no weapon or gunport extend from its spherical body.

“That’s it. That’s it.” Ryan threw a glance at the others. He was relieved to see that they’d all nearly reached the relative safety of the cascade’s outcroppings.

Returning his attention to the drone, it shocked him to discover that the machine now hovered only a few feet away from him. Time slowed again as he wondered whether, in this instant, the Scourge would continue to treat him as their precious little guinea pig or if they’d grown bored with him and would execute him just as they had Kotick.

“Run, sir!” Matthew shouted over the comm.

Ryan didn’t spend another second contemplating the Scourge’s level of curiosity toward him.

He booked.

Doubts of his immunity from Scourge attack already echoed in his mind as he heard the blast and felt the heat of dozens of the drone’s shots hot on his heels as it chased after him.

Reaching the cascade’s outcropping, he dove to the ground.

Blam! A rifle fired a single shot.

Ryan looked up to see Matthew aiming at the space, only feet away, where the drone had been. Ryan looked behind. There lay the reflective sphere on the ground, a clean wound running straight through it. A faint swirl of smoke wafted out. Heat waves shimmered around the weapon. In seconds, just as with every other Scourge vessel, piece of technology, and even their fighter pilot, the sphere burned away to nothing.

“Thank God that’s over,” Yilmaz said.

“It isn’t.” Matthew stood up straight and peered into the sky.

Yilmaz stood next to him. “You just took it out. What makes you think it’s not over?”

Matthew kept his eyes on the sky. “Because it never is.”

Intrigued with whatever Matthew was suspecting, Ryan joined him. “What is it, Matt?”

“That drone didn’t come alone.”

As if in answer to his observation, claps erupted from above as ten Scourge battle cruisers dropped out of FTL, surrounding the Paragon. They opened fire with torpedoes and cannons.

“Paragon!” Ryan shouted into his comm. “Ashley, do you read?”

“A little busy, Captain! Gonna have to figure out how to get you back before these bastards blow us outta the sky!”

“Forget that! Get outta here! Highest FTL you can manage! Find yourself a moon to hide behind or a gas giant to hide in, but get the hell outta here now!”

“But, sir, you’ll be stranded!”

“You have your orders, Commander!”

“Yes, sir! Paragon out!”

The Paragon leapt to FTL.

“What did you do?” Yilmaz ran up to Ryan. “What the hell did you just do?”

Ryan looked down at her, but didn’t answer.

“I asked you a question!” Yilmaz demanded.

“Stand down, Lieutenant Commander,” Matthew ordered.

“Blow it out your ass, Driver! We’re the same friggin’ rank!”

Matthew walked right up to her. “And as head of Security, I’m telling you to stand down.”

“The captain just sentenced us to death and I wanna know why!”

Daniel approached her. “It’s his duty, or do you not remember your away-mission protocols?”

Yilmaz pressed her lips together, knowing Daniel was right. She stormed off. “Un–freaking–believable. Gonna die on a giant freaking greenhouse.”

Ryan watched her wander off, then addressed the rest of the team. “We better get to the Naxos. It’s gonna be dark and we need to figure out oxygen and rations.”

The others acknowledged, and together they started the hike back to the shuttle.

“Yilmaz!” Liam called after her. “Come on back. Plenty of time for hissy fits later.” He waved for her to rejoin them.

With her first step toward the rest of the group, as if on cue, there arose a dozen buzzes.

Ryan looked back to find a flock of drones whipping straight for them. “Run!”

Everyone but Matthew, Spencer, and Hulst hurried to the Naxos. The three Security opened fire.

Ff-thit! A blast nailed Hulst right in the face. He smacked the ground.

“Fall back!” Matthew ordered.

He and Spencer slowly retreated while maintaining fire on the oncoming drones. Not a single shot hit its target.

Reaching the Naxos, Ryan stood by the airlock door as the others filed in. He had to wait a full ten seconds before Yilmaz caught up. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”

She glared up at him, but said nothing as she entered the shuttle.

Ryan stepped inside and waited as the door slid closed. He kept his eyes locked on Matthew and Spencer as they ran for it. It struck Ryan as more than a little ironic that during the retreat to the Naxos from the sentinels’ attack in the Vercingetorix’s shuttle bay, his and Matthew’s positions had been reversed. Ryan knew then that had it been necessary, Matthew would have left him. Now, if the Chief Security Officer and his subordinate didn’t reach the shuttle in about two seconds, Ryan would face the same obligation.

The Naxos’s door had nearly closed, with only a foot of open space left.

Spencer dove in. Matthew followed, the shuttle’s door nearly snapping off his thruster pack.

Smack! The door closed.

Ff-thit! A final drone blast shot the door’s exterior.

Ryan was grateful that the beam hadn’t penetrated the Naxos’s meager armor, but he was even more relieved at that familiar hiss as the decontamination process began.

Facing the others, creeping dread crawled up his spine with the sudden, intense realization that he had no clue how they’d survive.


Chapter Nineteen


“Here, Captain.” Buck held out an unopened ration bar.

The away team sat huddled in a circle in the center of the Naxos’s floor, having narrowly escaped the attack of the Scourge’s little army of flying drones. For the past hour, Ryan had delegated the distribution of rations and blankets, while trying to figure out how they’d escape this planet and get back to the Paragon.

“Thanks, Lieutenant,” he said. “I’m fine.”

“That’s a giant steaming pile of bull and shit,” Liam snapped. “You’re just as hungry as the rest of us, but, according to naval tradition and Fleet protocol, the word is we actually need you.”

Ryan had it up to here with what Liam would probably call biting wit, but he somehow maintained calm. “I’m not concerned with naval tradition or Fleet protocol, Doctor. I’m not hungry and would rather hold off.”

“You trying to be some kinda hero, sir? Or you really that stupid?”

Ryan didn’t feel like reminding the good doctor that he had, in fact, saved the older man’s ass at least once, so while he didn’t consider himself a hero exactly, he figured for the sake of argument, that would probably count. But he didn’t want to have an argument. He didn’t want to talk to Liam at all. He didn’t want to talk to any of them. He wanted to get off this planet, get back to the Paragon, find a suitable target for the Fleet, take it out, win this damn war, and celebrate with Shivani in a return to Illusion. “Think what you like, Liam. I really don’t give a damn. Buck, drone status?”

“Unchanged, sir. Same formation.”

The dozen drones that had chased them all the way till the closing of the Naxos’s airlock door had since surrounded the shuttle in a ring formation. The angle was a perfect point-blank shot that would enable the drones to ice anyone who dared stick their head out. They’d maintained their position this whole time.

“Status of the Paragon?” Ryan asked.

“Still no sign of her, sir,” Buck said. “If she’s out there, she’s beyond sensor range.”

That meant that the Naxos could neither hear nor speak with the Paragon, so wouldn’t know when she’d return, and even when she did, coordinating the away team’s rescue would be its own headache.

“Status of the Scourge cruisers?” Ryan asked.

“The same as the last time you asked!” Yilmaz said. “Is that your grand plan? Status updates every ten minutes? Thought you were some kind of unrivaled tactical genius!”

Ryan sighed. He wasn’t exasperated with her, not really. He was sick to death of Fleet Intelligence’s lie about his tactical qualifications. He hoped that one day either he could soar to those lofty heights or live long enough till the rumors died out completely. But he doubted either would ever happen.

The fact was, Yilmaz was right. He didn’t have a plan and asking for constant updates wouldn’t make one magically materialize.

He stood, shuffled past the others, and sat next to Buck at the shuttle’s flight controls.

Ryan rubbed his temples to rid his skull of the growing headache that crept up behind his eye sockets. Maybe Liam was right. Maybe he should eat something soon. “Show me … show me again, Buck.”

“Aye, sir.” The lieutenant tapped at his console.

Two top-down maps appeared. The left one was a diagram of the drones in their circle surrounding the Naxos. The right one showed a dot on the planet’s surface, the away team’s location, and ten dots several thousand kilometers away, the Scourge battle cruisers.

“Computer, detail on the enemy cruisers,” Ryan said.

The map zoomed in and shifted to a long-distance photographic shot of them pointed directly at the Naxos, ready to fire on it if it so much as lifted one inch off the ground.

Ryan stared at those cruisers, imagining their crews, just aching to blow the Naxos to flaming chunks. “Maybe if we …” His instinct was to take their chances, attempting to lift off and have Buck do his best job of dodging the incoming fire. But he knew that would never work. Even though the Scourge had so far singled him out and kept him alive, he couldn’t rely on that in a ship with such low speed and armor capacity. “Try the Paragon again.”

Buck nodded. “Naxos to Paragon. Do you read? Commander Mendez? Are you hearing us?”

The comm was silent.

“They’re probably several light-years away by now, sir,” Daniel said. “If not, they’re probably hiding in a nebula or asteroid belt, like you suggested.”

“You’re right,” Ryan said. “How are the energy reserves, Buck?”

Anticipating the order, Buck shut off the displays of the drones and cruisers, as well as the rest of the nonessential navigational ones. “Sitting here on our own, I’d guess a week, maybe a little less.”

“We’ll finish the rations long before then,” Liam said.

“About the same time the oxygen runs out,” Daniel said.

“Maybe we should conserve as much as possible.” Yilmaz slid a finger across her lips, suggesting that they all be quiet. She then curled up tighter in her blanket.

Ryan glanced at Buck’s console, even though the maps were no longer there. We could try reaching the Paragon again. No, they’re long gone. I could have Matt and Spencer go try to take out those drones. No, they’d get fried in one second flat. Then the Scourge’d probably just send more.

He leaned back in the chair. We don’t have a choice. Can’t stay here. “Buck, power her up.”

The helmsman stared at him. Ryan nodded.

“Wait.” Yilmaz awkwardly threw off her blanket and scrambled to her feet. “Captain, you just said we should power down, conserve energy, rations, and all that.”

Ryan turned around to face her. “We can’t stay here.”

Daniel rose to his feet and pointed up. “We’re gonna launch?”

Ryan stood. “At least out there, we’ll have a chance to meet up with the Paragon. If they try to rescue us here—”

“Which you explicitly instructed them not to do,” Liam interrupted.

Ryan continued, ignoring him. “The Scourge will definitely shoot them down before they even get close to us.”

“They’ll shoot us down if we try to leave,” Daniel said.

“Not necessarily.” Ryan looked down at Buck.

The helmsman glanced between him and the rest of the team, not sure where this was going, but not liking it.

“What, he gonna dodge all incoming fire as we squeak out of the stratosphere?” Liam asked.

Ryan gazed at him as if that were the plan exactly.

“No, Doctor, obviously not,” Daniel said. “The captain’s got a better plan than that.” He nodded at Ryan. “Right?”

“Everybody strap in.” Ryan again took his seat.

Yilmaz ran to his side. “Are you insane?” She pointed out the windshield. “Those drones are gonna fire on us the second the shuttle leaves the ground. If they don’t rip us to pieces, those cruisers definitely will.”

Ryan looked up at her. “We can’t stay here, the Paragon’s out there, and ultimately we’re gonna have to rendezvous with her. You got a better idea, Lieutenant Commander?”

Yilmaz’s jaw hung open, but she offered nothing.

“Then I suggest you take your seat”—Ryan pointed at one of the unoccupied ones behind him—“and hold on tight.”

Yilmaz found her seat.

Ryan addressed the others. “Same goes for the rest of you.” He briefly glanced at Buck. “Gonna be a bumpy ride.” He waited till the others secured themselves, then gave Buck the order. “Hit it.”

The lieutenant powered up the Naxos and went through the pre-launch sequence. “Everybody ready?”

“No,” Liam snorted.

Buck ignored him. “Here we go.”

Ryan didn’t dare mention it, but he sincerely hoped that his bet that the Scourge wouldn’t shoot down the Naxos with him on board would prove to be a fruitful one. But even had he not had his suspicion about them since they’d read him, he knew the team really couldn’t stay here. Even had they successfully scrounged for any food, they still would have been stuck with the shuttle’s dwindling power and oxygen. And then there were those drones.

As terrible of an idea as this was, it was their only choice.

“And we are a go,” Buck said.

With a low rumble, the Naxos’s engines purred to life, and lifted her off the planet’s surface.

As Ryan had feared, the second the shuttle moved, the bam-bam of the drones’ fire erupted all around. Just one of their shots had burned clean through Kotick and Hulst, but Ryan hoped that the Naxos’s armor would provide sufficient protection.

Alarms blasted as the shuttle continued her ascent and the drones buffeted her about. Ryan glanced at the armor status. They’d so far taken negligible damage.

Soon, the shuttle had escaped the planet. Buck hunched over his console in anticipation of the need for some fancy footwork.

And not a moment too soon as all the cruisers launched full spreads of torpedoes straight at the Naxos.

“Incoming!” Buck shouted.

Everyone braced for impact.

Ryan closed his eyes, not at all confident that the bet he’d just placed on all their lives would pay off.

He opened his eyes as the Naxos swerved, banked, and rolled. It was easily the roughest thrill ride he’d ever ridden. Yet Buck was handling it. Even as the Naxos jostled her crew about, no one sustained any injuries.

The Naxos shook as one of the torpedoes detonated nearby. Another one went off. Then a few more in quick succession.

The Naxos hadn’t exploded. She hadn’t even sustained any actual damage.

Did they miss us intentionally or are we just lucky? As the latest of the torpedoes detonated, he returned his focus to the windshield.

The cruisers loomed only a few thousand kilometers ahead. While the Naxos had survived their initial attack, she had no weapons of her own and barely any armor, so wouldn’t survive another.

“Lay in a course for the Paragon, from where they took off,” Ryan said.

“Aye, sir.” Buck entered the coordinates.

“Captain!” Daniel exclaimed.

Ryan looked up just in time to see the cruisers maneuvering into a ring surrounding the Naxos, ready to blow her away.

“Hit it!” Ryan ordered.

“I can’t!” Buck exclaimed.

“Why not?”

“We’re not at the coordinates yet!”

“So fudge ’em!”

“All right, I can …”

“Now, Buck!”

As the helmsman maneuvered the Naxos, and the Scourge ships closed in around them …

The Paragon dropped out of FTL directly in front of the shuttle.

“Paragon to Naxos, need a hand?” Ashley asked over the comm.

“Open that damn shuttle bay!” Ryan ordered.

“Already done, sir.”

The Paragon rotated, revealing the bay door already opened.

“Buck!” Ryan said.

“On it, sir!”

As a new volley of torpedoes and cannon fire lit up all around them, the Naxos shot into the shuttle bay.


Chapter Twenty


The Naxos flew straight into the Paragon’s shuttle bay amid a barrage of torpedo explosions and cannon beams.

Buck hardly had time to turn the shuttle enough to avoid a head-on collision, only managing a few degrees’ rotation when it was clear they were going to crash. “Brace!” he yelled.

But it was too late. The Naxos came in so hard that its front-left corner collided straight into the wall. The windshield exploded. A torrent of safety glass shards showered him and Ryan. They had hardly enough time to cover their faces.

A hundred cold cuts lanced Ryan’s head. From Buck’s shout, he knew the same thing had happened to him.

“Captain!” Liam’s voice rose as he came to their aid.

Expecting the worst, Ryan instinctively dabbed his eyelids with his fingertips.

“No, don’t touch it!” Liam ordered.

The next thing Ryan knew, two pairs of arms lifted him from his seat and carried him toward the shuttle’s door.

“How bad is it?” Ryan kept his eyes squeezed shut.

“Hold on!” Liam said. “Don’t touch it!”

The pairs of arms dragged Ryan out of the shuttle and from that point, he couldn’t tell where they were taking him.

“Gotta get to the bridge!” he insisted.

“No, you gotta get to sick bay,” Liam said. “Let me take a look.”

“Doctor, we’re surrounded!”

“Mendez can handle it. She got us outta Theta.”

“How’s Buck? Where is he?”

“Don’t worry about him.”

“Here, sir,” Buck replied.

“The rest of the team?” Ryan asked.

“Sick bay!” Liam ordered.

Ryan felt the floor descend under his feet. In seconds, the pairs of arms resumed his escort into sick bay. They then set him down on what felt like the medi-bed.

“Over here.” Liam gripped Ryan’s head and turned it toward him.

From behind his eyelids, Ryan saw the warm glow of a penlight.

“You must think I’m the biggest boob this side of the Mississippi,” Liam said.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Ryan asked.

“Jenna? The others? Migraines? Insomnia? Frickin’ renal failure? All the other bullshit excuses your little minions used to come and collect drugs from me?”

Ryan exhaled with irritation.

“What, you thought I wouldn’t put two and two together?” Liam asked.

“This weapon could win us the war, Liam,” Ryan said.

“That’s what you said about the last one.”

“That was before we learned about the Scourge’s ability to reverse engineer. Now we can take advantage of it—”

“I heard all this bullcrap the first time you spewed it. I will not take part in the development—”

Completely forgetting his eyes, Ryan snapped them open and smacked Liam’s penlight away. “Are you done?” The sting immediately stabbed him. “Dammit!”

“Did I say you could open your stupid eyes?” Liam shook his head. “You’ll live. Only a few scratches. Stay right there.”

“I need to get to the bridge.”

The doctor ignored him as he examined Buck. “Okay, not bad. Still gonna flush you two out.”

Ryan shut his eyes again. A second later, Liam’s fingertips pressed against his temples.

“Hold still,” the doctor said. “And don’t even think about comin’ to me to cook up your crack.”

Cool water trickled over Ryan’s eyelids. “We can’t just mix it in a bathtub.”

“You’ll figure something out. You’re not a complete dolt.” Liam stood back. “All right, you’re good to go. Back to your quarters. With those lacerations, don’t open your eyes for a while.”

“How am I supposed to captain the ship?”

“Very carefully.”

“What about me?” Buck asked.

“Looks like Jenna is taking over for now. Hope she knows how to steer this bucket.”

“I gotta get to the bridge.” Ryan jumped off the bed and ran out.

“Do not make me pull medical priority, Captain.”

Ryan briefly faced him. “File a complaint with Fleet Command. Buck, you stay here till the doctor clears you.”

“I can fly her, sir,” Buck protested.

Ryan let him be without another word and took off for the bridge.

Stumbling in, he barely made it to his chair.

“Captain!” Ashley exclaimed as she stood up from it.

Leaning against his seat, Ryan kept attempting to rub away the pain from his eyes. A quick glance at the viewscreen revealed that the ship was safely at FTL. “I gave you an order, Commander.”

“And I followed it. Until a certain engineer countermanded you.”

Shivani must’ve put up quite a fight. “Jenna, you got the helm?”

“Here, sir.”

“Check the point of origin of those cruisers and lay in a course at F-5.”

Jenna turned around and stared at Ashley.

“Last I checked, Lieutenant, I was still the captain,” Ryan said. “Lay in the course.”

Jenna turned back to her console. “Yes, sir.”

Ryan took his seat and continued rubbing his eyes.

“What are you doing?” Ashley asked him.

“Finding our target. Completing our mission.”

“Liam cleared you?”

“Of course he did.”

“Then why are you rubbing your eyes?”

“Allergies.”

The Paragon briefly dropped to sub-light. She then rotated to her new course. A desperately long minute passed before the engines recharged. Finally, she launched back into FTL.

Ryan still had to blink a lot in order to see anything clearly. “Varga?”

“Here, sir.”

“What do we got at the point of origin?”

“Nothing on scanners yet, sir.”

“How far are you looking?”

“Two days at current speed.”

“Helm, jack it up it to F-8.”

“What if there’s nothing there?” Ashley asked.

“Then we keep going.”

Ashley leaned into him. “How far? We’re already weeks into Scourge territory. It’s just gonna be that much harder to escape.”

“Unless Scourge ships have infinite fuel, they had to have come from somewhere. We’re gonna find out where.”

“Or they could just send more cruisers and destroy us before we get there.”

“I don’t think so, Commander.”

“And what exactly gives you that brilliant insight?”

Ryan glared at her, trying to keep his eyes open without blinking too much. “That first planet was some kind of test.”

Ashley’s eyebrows lifted with incredulity. “What?”

“The second one, that was something else.”

“What makes you say that?”

“They didn’t attack us until Lieutenant Kotick messed around with their little waterfall garden. That tells me that the moss crawling all over it is important to them. And since those drones and cruisers arrived so quickly, that tells me that wherever they came from can’t be that far away.”

“At least two days.”

“Maybe not to them. Varga?”

“Actually, sir, picking up something.”

“Another planet?”

“Only clear readings are that it’s big.” Daniel lifted his eyes from his console and gazed at Ryan. “Very big.”

“Looks like we’re on the right path,” Ryan told Ashley.

The commander nodded, but said nothing.

The bridge door slid open. Ryan didn’t bother to see who’d shown up, though he had a pretty good inkling.

“And there I thought you’d actually grown some sense and dragged your sorry ass to your quarters.” Liam parked next to Ryan and folded his arms.

Ashley looked up at the doctor. “So you didn’t clear him?”

“Of course not. Captain?”

“You’re not seriously …”

“I can order Matt to escort you.”

Ryan stood and rubbed his eyes. “You have the bridge, Commander. If anything happens …”

“Yeah, yeah.” Liam placed a firm hand on Ryan’s shoulder and turned him toward the door.

“I’m going.” Ryan exited into the hallway, hoping that Liam wouldn’t follow, but the doctor was right behind him. “I think I can find it, Doctor.”

Liam kept his hand on Ryan’s shoulder. “Let’s call it medical assurance.”

Ryan sighed and marched to his quarters. Stepping inside, he faced the doctor. “I’ve got it from here.”

“You’re not gonna just turn around and go back to the bridge?”

“Pinky swear.”

“Lucky for you, I got an insurance policy. Stevens to Lieutenant Commander Chakravorti.”

“Yes, Doctor?” Shivani replied over the comm.

“Got a patient here in desperate need of your … medical supervision.”

“Be right there.”

Ryan sat at the foot of his bed. “How long I gotta quarantine in here?”

Liam folded his arms again. “I wouldn’t have guessed such resistance to Ms. Chakravorti’s ‘treatment.’”

Ryan looked away. “Things haven’t exactly been easy between us.”

“Fortunately for me, that’s none of my damn business. I just need to keep you here while I go check on Buck.”

Ryan sighed. “For how long?”

“You in some kinda hurry?”

“Yeah, Liam, looks like we might’ve actually found our target.”

“Well, ain’t that just dandy? At least an hour.”

Ryan stood and got in his face. “An hour?”

“You’re lucky I don’t lock you in here the rest of the night.”

The door slid open and Shivani stepped in. She cleared her throat. “Am I interrupting something?”

Liam stepped backward into the doorway. “Not at all.” He pointed at Ryan. “He doesn’t leave. For at least an hour.”

Shivani nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Liam gave Ryan a final scowl and left.

Shivani backed Ryan to the bed and eased his shoulders down till he sat.

“You told Ashley to come back for us, huh?” he asked.

She glanced to the side before looking him dead in the eyes. “I might’ve suggested.”

“She said countermanded.”

“Strongly suggested.”

“She might’ve tossed you in the brig for insubordination.”

Shivani scoffed. “Oh, please.”

“I would have.”

“Keep on telling yourself that, Ry.” She went to his bathroom, where she grabbed a washcloth and wet it under the faucet.

He lay down. “So it’s ‘Ry’ again, is it?”

She returned with the damp washcloth. “Close your eyes.”

He obeyed and relaxed under her gentle touch as she dabbed his eyelids. “You know,” he said, “it’s okay to admit you were worried about me. That you’re not terrified of me.”

“Of course I was worried. And it’s not you I’m terrified of.”

“I don’t think they’re still reading me, Shivani.” As much as he wanted her to believe him, he wasn’t even sure he did.

“Even if they are, I think you were right. Hasn’t made a difference. You’re still the same daft, bloody wanker.”

They were both quiet as she continued dabbing his eyes.

“You didn’t have to move out so quickly,” he said.

“And you didn’t have to take off on your wild goose chase across the UE.”

“Figured you needed space.”

“I suppose I did.”

“So, when are you moving back in?”

She sighed, still softly pressing the cloth to his eyes. “Ryan …”

“What?”

“Let’s not do this now, shall we?”

“When should we do it?”

“When I’m not providing medical care.”

“How about tomorrow night? Dinner? Assuming we survive the recon.”

“We’ll see.”

“Is that a yes?”

She lifted the cloth from his face. “It’s a ‘we’ll see.’”

He opened his eyes and blinked through the pain. “You know, you could just stay.”

“I’m afraid I can’t.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“I’m still very much on duty.”

“Never stopped you before.”

“Yes, well, as you so astutely pointed out, we’re about to embark on that little recon mission. We’ll need the engines ready in case we need to take off at a moment’s notice.”

He laughed. “Wow, is that a shit excuse.”

“Call it what you like, Captain.”

“Ah, so we’re back to ‘captain,’ then?”

“Don’t sour that ‘we’ll see’ into a no.”

He sat up. They were close enough that if either of them so desired, they could dive into the other’s throat. “Seriously, Shivani. Think about it.”

She gazed into his eyes long enough that, for a second, he thought she might actually throw him back down for a serious round of shag therapy.

She stepped away and dropped the washcloth on the edge of the sink. “I’d say that was about an hour.”

He stood up and chuckled. “Not even close.”

She returned to the side of the bed. “Well, that’s what I’m telling the doctor. And if you try to tell him otherwise, I’ll just tell him you’re a bold–faced liar.”

“Your word against mine.”

She cackled. “Oh please. Unlike you, Liam actually likes me.”

Ryan nodded, conceding the point.

She walked to the door, then faced him. “Have a good night, Ry.” She turned back to the door.

“Shivani.”

She turned around and sighed with exasperation. “Yes?”

“I’m dying,” he said plainly.

She scoffed. “What? What are you talking about?”

“When the Scourge read me? All my memory lapses? They did something to my brain.”

She stepped slowly toward him. “No, that … that can’t be.”

He nodded solemnly.

“But …” She tried to wrap her arms around him. “Oh, Ryan.”

He held up his hands to block her embrace. “It’s okay. Not gonna happen for a while. At least that’s what Liam said.”

“What else did he tell you?”

Ryan told her everything, every detail.

“Oh my God,” she said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything. I just wanted you to know in case … The Naxos almost getting stranded, the upcoming recon … In case something else happens, I wanted you to know.”

Her eyes glistened. “Is there anything I can do?”

He flashed a naughty grin. “You could stay.”

She playfully socked his shoulder. “Arsehole. Making all this up so I’ll sleep with you?”

He shook his head. “Wish I were.”

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to …”

“You’re on duty.”

“How am I supposed to work now?”

“The same way you did at Theta, at Shennong, at the Hive.”

She nodded. “I suppose.”

“Get going, Lieutenant Commander. Engineering needs you.”

She stepped away. “All right. Rest well, Ry.”

“I will. And, Shivani, thanks for checking on me. I know you didn’t have to.”

“Of course I did, bloody daft wanker.” She gave him a sad little smile and left.


Chapter Twenty-One


Ryan found himself in a dark corridor. Even though he saw no sign of such, he knew he was on board the Vercingetorix during the Scourge attack, yet unlike the actual event, he was unarmed and had no flashlight.

In the distance, he heard the simultaneous groans and shrieks of the sentinels.

As he stumbled his way along, padding the walls to make sure he was even heading straight, he wondered where he should go or, without a weapon, how he’d survive.

The sentinels’ calls morphed into a much higher, more intense scream.

A familiar scream.

Trina! If I could just get to her …

Her scream and the Scourges’ cries faded back and forth from one into the other. It soon became difficult to tell which one was which. But Ryan soldiered on, determined to find his fallen friend and maybe this time save her.

As he continued down the corridor, hope sparked with him as the sounds grew louder. Soon, he turned the corner to find the shining speculative highlights of a sentinel’s black skin-armor.

As if expecting him, the monster turned around. The vision of it was far more horrible than he could have imagined. It wasn’t just a sentinel. It was some kind of grotesque blend of one of them and Trina. Terrible, chunky, bulging eyes pulsed out of a skull with her skin tone and cheekbones.

The freakish hybrid recognized him. Its jaw opened wide, and it belted out a shriek so piercing that it made his bones vibrate.

“Bridge to captain,” Jenna called over the comm.

Ryan’s eyes fluttered open. He was in his bed in his quarters in the dark. His eyes stung slightly, so he rubbed them a little, then remembered Liam’s instructions not to do so.

Ryan sat up. While he recognized the waking world, his thoughts still lingered on that terrible sentinel-Trina hybrid.

“Captain Monaghan?” Jenna repeated.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m here.”

“Sorry to bother you, sir. I know you’re recovering from the shuttle.”

“No, it’s fine. What do you got?”

“The coordinates, sir. We’ve arrived.”

“On my way.” He jumped out of bed, threw on his uniform, and booked to the bridge.

On entering, he saw on the viewscreen that the Paragon hadn’t yet dropped out of FTL. He then noticed that Jenna remained in Buck’s place and an ensign he didn’t recognize held down her navigation console. “What do we got?”

“Unfortunately, we’re not getting much on sensors,” Daniel replied.

Ryan took his seat. “You said it was big.”

“That’s right. From what I’m seeing, whatever it is, looks like it takes up more than the volume of our entire sun.”

“No other details, Danny?” Ashley asked. “Life signs?”

“Unclear, ma’am. Definitely reading something, but it’s inconclusive. Erratic.”

“What do you mean, erratic?” Ryan asked.

“Readings, even number estimates, keep fluctuating.” Daniel looked up from his console. “It’s almost as if they’re intentionally sending mixed signals to throw us off.”

“Have they spotted us yet?” Ryan asked.

“I don’t detect any approaching vessels.”

“All right. Helm, drop to sub-light.”

“Aye, sir,” Jenna said.

The floor jolted as the Paragon shifted out of FTL. On screen, the black tunnel melted away to a view of normal space.

A colossal, pockmarked orb hung in the distance, its surface a writhing tapestry of shining scar-gray. As the Paragon drew near, the mass of squirming, scab-like tissue swelled into view. Its surface undulated with unsettling vitality, each movement sending ripples across its vast expanse.

Bloated bulges erupted across its surface, throbbing with sickening rhythm. The tumorous growths pulsated with a nauseating bioluminescence. Beneath each one’s taut, translucent membrane teemed a hellish ecosystem of countless life forms.

Not a planet. Way too big for that. “Varga, dimensions?”

“According to sensors, each one of those throbbing bumpy things is several hundred times the size of the Earth.”

“A friggin’ … mega-sphere,” Ashley said.

“Are there any stars?” Ryan asked.

“Yes,” Daniel said. “Looks like there’s one in the center. Assuming these readings are accurate.”

“A Dyson sphere?” Ryan asked Ashley.

“If so, that’s practically unlimited energy. And assuming this thing is only one of many …”

Yeah, no kidding. “Varga, any ships?”

“Not yet, sir.”

“Strange,” Ashley said. “They must’ve seen us by now.”

“Thought you weren’t looking for a fight, Commander,” Ryan said.

“A fight? Absolutely. Just us? Of course not. It’s just weird that they haven’t taken any interest yet.”

“Maybe they don’t see us as a threat.”

“Never stopped ’em before.”

Ryan wasn’t sure of the best approach to take. The closer they got, the more likely it would be that the Scourge would spot them. But he needed to get as much data as possible, and at this range, the sensors wouldn’t do much good. “Varga, keep your eyes peeled for any activity. Helm, take us in high sub-light, just under F-1.”

Daniel and Jenna acknowledged.

“How close?” Ashley asked.

“Close enough for a good look,” Ryan replied. “Helm, slow down at a hundred thousand kilometers.”

The Paragon cruised along. The mega-sphere steadily grew until it took up their entire view. And then it just kept going. And going.

“New data coming in, sir,” Daniel said.

“Let’s have it,” Ryan said.

“Looks like the entire surface is composed of the same material as what you took from the sphere–probe, and what we saw with the fighter you captured.”

“Maybe Liam was right,” Ryan told Ashley. “That’s their basic building material.”

“I wonder why they don’t make it look like the regular ships, that bronze color?”

“I guess this far into their territory, they’ve got nothing to hide.”

The surface of the mega-sphere came into a much clearer view. As Daniel’s readings had suggested, it looked exactly like the same material Ryan had extracted. The individual pulsing bulges, however, had the quality of frosted windows. Beneath them flashed millions of sinewy appendages—possibly limbs or wings.

“Is that them?” Ashley asked.

“I wonder,” Ryan said. “Varga?”

“Definitely detecting a lot of life signs, sir, but these are looking a lot different from that pilot.”

“How so?”

“More varied. If I were a biologist, I might suggest that there are hundreds, if not thousands or millions of different species of Scourge.”

“I’ll have Liam check those readings,” Ryan told Ashley.

“Given his reservations about the virus, I doubt he’ll give you anything useful.”

Should we target the attack on one of those swarms? Maybe try to take out as many as possible?

Right. The thought bubbled up from somewhere deep in Ryan’s mind, as if someone had injected it while he was asleep, and it was only now surfacing. The right? “Helm, veer to the right. High sub-light.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Another hunch?” Ashley asked.

“Something like that.” Ryan had no desire to tell her that the thought had just popped into his head, apropos of nothing else. While he’d had instincts about other things regarding the Scourge, like that the Hive wouldn’t attack the Paragon were she to plow into it in a head-on collision, this was different.

Why’d I think that? An icy shiver stabbed down his spine. He’d grown used to the fact that the Scourge had read his mind during his encounter with their sphere-probe. He knew perhaps they were still somehow monitoring him. It never dawned on him, however, that they’d ever implant literal thoughts. While he’d not yet displayed any behavioral differences that had led him or Liam to assume any manipulation, he had to admit that it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility, especially considering their far superior technology.

But if that were true, if the direction “right” was coming from them, it begged the question, why would they tell him that? He wondered if maybe it was a trap, an instruction leading the Paragon to some giant blunderbuss that would blow them away in one shot.

But he didn’t think so. As irrational as it was to consider, he actually suspected that the instruction was intended to help him. To help the Paragon.

That made even less sense. Why would the UE’s sworn enemy aid the captain of one of the Fleet’s unremarkable support ships?

“Steady as she goes, helm,” he reiterated.

“Aye, sir.”

Minutes passed.

Ashley’s eyes drifted between the screen and Ryan, though he couldn’t give her anything more since he was in the dark as well.

Stop. He froze. His eyes darted around the bridge as if he could spot the owner of the disembodied voice in his mind.

No one was there but his bridge crew.

Is that them?

Stop now. “All stop, helm. All engines.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan waited, expecting the voice in his head to continue.

It did not.

With the sudden feeling that something was crawling under his skin, all over his body, he stood and approached the screen. “Helm, orient toward the, uh, mega-sphere.”

The Paragon’s bow turned ninety degrees to port. There hung another translucent bulge identical to the others.

“What caught your attention?” Ashley asked Ryan.

“Not sure. Varga, you got anything?”

“Not yet, sir—Wait a minute. Sensors are picking up on something.”

“What is it, Danny?” Ashley asked.

“Hard to tell, ma’am, but it looks like some kind of nerve center just beyond the surface, branching off deeper into the rest of the mega-sphere.”

“A brain?” Ryan asked. “Is this some massively giant Scourge?”

“Looks like it, but I don’t know that it actually is.”

That’s it. The thought was Ryan’s, though he didn’t know why this instant was so powerful. That’s definitely it. “Log the coordinates.” He pointed at the center of the bulge. “That’s our target.”

“You’re sure?” Ashley asked.

Ryan returned to his seat and made himself comfortable. “Completely.”

“Sir, we have incoming,” Daniel said.

“How many?”

Daniel threw him a very concerned glance. “A lot.”

“Helm, get us outta here. F-10 back to Terra Prima.”

“Aye, sir.”

As the Paragon rotated toward her new course, an entire fleet of battle cruisers filled the screen. Luckily, with her updated recharge time, it only took seconds to be ready to make the jump. Otherwise, the oncoming ships would have destroyed her instantly.

The cruisers bore down, within firing range in one second.

“Hit it, Jenna! Hit it!” Ryan ordered.

Just as a thousand torpedoes rocketed toward the Paragon, she jumped to FTL.


Chapter Twenty-Two


An image of the mega-sphere took up the stateroom’s commscreen.

“We have a target. Now we need a plan.” Ryan stood before his senior staff at the screen.

Daniel shook his head. “I don’t even know where we’d begin. We’ve never encountered anything so large. Even their huge mothership at Theta was tiny compared to this.”

“A million of their cruisers would fit in that thing,” Liam said.

“Closer to ten billion,” Matthew said

“I was guesstimating, Lieutenant Commander.”

“Bigger than our sun,” Ashley added.

“Doctor, what did you make of the sensors’ readings of that nerve center?” Ryan asked.

“Well, first of all, don’t know that I’d call it a ‘nerve center.’ Beyond that, though, I’m really not sure, other than it does look like it connects to the rest of the mega-sphere, so in theory, we hit that point, the whole thing goes down.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.”

“And I hate to be the party pooper—again—but I’m afraid that’s all I can say about it.”

“Why is that?” Ashley asked.

“Because from all those readings we saw, looks like it is a population center,” Matthew said.

“We don’t know that,” Daniel said.

“Don’t we? Didn’t you say those were life signs?”

“Yeah, that’s what the sensors said, but we’ve been wrong about the Scourge before.”

“And for what we’ve seen, I can’t ethically—” Liam said.

“We get it, Liam,” Ashley interrupted.

“Setting aside all the ethical issues,” Ryan said, “we know where to hit it. Question is, how exactly do we go about doing that? The second we got close, they were ready.”

“We need firepower,” Daniel said. “Lots of it.”

“How’d he become Chief Tactical?” Liam snarked.

Daniel continued, ignoring the jab. “More than at Theta. More than we’ve ever sent. Maybe the whole Fleet.”

“How could that possibly work?” Ashley asked. “We need the Fleet to protect the rest of the UE. Especially if, on our way to attack this scabby beach ball, they launch other attacks.”

“Which they definitely will,” Ryan said.

“Isn’t the allocation of Fleet resources Fleet Command’s problem?” Liam asked.

“We can’t expect Fleet Command to sacrifice the entire Fleet to take this thing down,” Ryan said. “We could send a few wings. Two for the primary assault, two for support, two more to watch their backs. As many fighters as they can carry.”

“You pulled those numbers straight out of your ass,” Ashley said.

I did, but so? “Got a suggestion, Commander?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be the tactical genius?”

Ryan bristled at the insult, even though he knew full well that her reasoning was straight on. The fact was, he was just tossing ideas out there with no real notion as to what would work. He took a quick breath to calm himself. “We’re listening, Ashley.”

“Never said I was a genius.”

“If Fleet Command’s gonna be making the allocation decision, doesn’t it also fall to them to come up with a strategy?” Matthew asked.

“True, but I’d like to present them with options,” Ryan said.

“If we’re talking options, one is to assemble a smaller strike force like at the Hive, fast, maneuverable,” Daniel said. “Get in, hit ’em hard, get out.”

“What worked at the Hive was the virus. Now that we have our target, it’s high time to get back on the new weapon.”

“Yeah, maybe what would work best is a hybrid. A minimal strike force to deliver the weapon to the nerve center and a couple wings to protect, but not the whole Fleet.”

“Wouldn’t that be assigning the protecting wings to a suicide mission?” Ashley asked.

“Wouldn’t be the first time Fleet Command expected that of us.” Ryan faced the screen, studying the image of the mega-sphere. “Driver’s right. It’s ultimately Fleet Command’s call. I’ll send them the data and your opinions when I check in with Buzzetti.” He faced the group. “I guess that’s all for now. Dismissed. Except you, Varga. Stick around for a sec.”

“Aye, sir.”

The rest stood and filed out. As she exited, Ashley threw Ryan a nasty glance.

Yeah, screw you too, Commander. He waited while Daniel joined him at the screen. “If we’re right, and the target point is akin to a nerve center, then the weapon’s payload may be more effective than we’d originally hoped.”

“Just like with the virus, we are dealing with a pile of assumptions, but yeah, that’d be my educated guess.”

“We’ve got plenty of time before we arrive at Prima. What do you need?”

“I’d say it’s about time to cook up this bad boy.”

“Which means the good doctor and I need to have a little chat about space and facilities for you.”

“He’ll be delighted to hear that.”

“Which is why I’m so glad I don’t care what he thinks.”

“That’d take care of the chemical side, but I could still use Von’s input on the mechanical, modifying a probe for the most efficient delivery.”

“And I’m sure she’ll be just as delighted to hear that.”

“Uneasy lies the head.”

“Yeah.” Ryan sighed as he looked the mega-sphere’s image up and down. “Well, I guess there’s no time like the present. Let’s go chat with Liam.”

A minute later, he and Daniel arrived in sick bay, where they found Liam catching up on paperwork.

The doctor gazed at them suspiciously as they entered. “Gentlemen, to what do I owe this distinct pleasure?”

“I need you to give Daniel and Shivani lab space,” Ryan said.

“Am I correct in assuming that this isn’t for growing sugar crystals?”

“As usual, Liam, your astuteness is astounding.”

“No need to get nasty, Captain. I was just asking.”

“We’re all well aware of and completely respect your ethical obligations. That’s why I have no expectation of you helping. But we have a mission.”

“And where, specifically, in the parameters of that mission does it say it’s necessary to deploy a potentially genocidal bio-weapon?”

“You know what we’re up against, Doctor. Torpedoes and cannons alone won’t cut it.”

“They might if you fire enough of ’em.”

“You should know as well as anyone that’s not true.”

“Captain—Ryan—we can’t just—”

“Liam, you seem to be operating under the assumption that this is up for debate. Give Daniel his lab space and any equipment and assistance he might need with the basics. Beyond that, I understand you’re under no obligation.”

Liam’s jaw tightened, and he folded his arms. “So that’s how it is, is it?”

“It is.”

“You expect me to stand aside while you annihilate an entire life form.”

“Call it what you like, Doctor.”

“Maybe I’ll resign my commission before you get your chance.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re weeks out of UE space. What would you do the whole time?”

“Catch up on reading.”

“Do what you will. You have your orders. Beyond that, I don’t care.”

“Then I guess this discussion is over.” Without waiting for a response, Liam shuffled off into the next room.

Ryan and Daniel exited into the hallway.

“Well, that could’ve gone better,” Daniel said.

“You and Shivani can get started as soon as Grant can give her some time,” Ryan said. “If Liam gives you a hard time, let me know, and I’ll sic Matt on him.”

“You’re gonna throw your Chief Medical Officer in the brig?”

“If it comes to that. But it won’t.”

“How do you know?”

“As much as Liam likes to complain, he likes it even more doing so in front of an audience. Won’t get that in the brig.”

Daniel grinned. “Yeah, I guess not.”

“I’d better go update Buzzetti. Dismissed, Lieutenant Commander.”

“Aye, sir.”

They parted ways, with Daniel heading off to the bridge, and Ryan returning to the stateroom.

“Computer,” he began, “compose a message to Admiral Buzzetti.”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

“Admiral, I have good news. We have the target. En route to Terra Prima. Send.”

“Sent.”

“Monaghan to Chakravorti.”

“Here.”

“You up for dinner? Nineteen hundred?”

“I’ll see you then. Chakravorti out.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


Sitting in the mess next to the walkway, Ryan was more nervous now than the minute before the first time he’d asked Shivani out. All he’d gotten from the dispenser was a shot of Islay to calm his nerves. He’d already knocked it back, but it hadn’t helped, so now he wasted time fiddling with his silverware.

She’s not gonna show. “She’ll show.” She’s blowing you off. “Not after learning about my condition.” She’s avoiding you. “She’ll come.” Face it, Ry, it’s over between you two. You already said so. “Not yet.”

The next minute scraped by and he still saw no sign of her. He peered up and down the walkway. Each time he saw the elevators open, he was desperate for it to be her, but it was always others.

To distract himself, he scanned the mess. He neither hoped to see nor speak to any friendly faces, he just wanted something to do while he waited.

“Hello, Ryan,” Shivani said.

He twisted so quickly in his chair, a sharp pain stung his side. “Oof.”

“Are you all right?” she asked.

He struggled to stand, the pain in his side still throbbing. “Yeah. Fine. Thanks.” He reached over the wall to give her a friendly hug, but the barrier made the attempted embrace so awkward that they only patted each other’s arms. “Sorry, I guess I should …”

“That’s all right. Maybe I …?” She pointed to the entrance.

“Yeah, see you on this side.” He sat back down.

She paused by the dispensers, but then kept going and sat across from him.

“Thought you wouldn’t show,” he said.

“Why wouldn’t I? I said I would.” She cocked her head to the side. “Don’t you trust me?”

“Of course I do.” He nodded at her empty side of the table. “Not getting any dinner?”

“I don’t know that I’m staying. Have you already eaten?”

His gaze dropped shamefully to his empty glass. “Not yet. Waiting for you. Why aren’t you staying?”

“I’m honestly not that hungry, and I have a ton of work to do.”

“More than usual?”

She nodded. “Since we have to maintain such high velocity back to Prima, per your order, we have to be rather vigilant with the engines.”

“But aren’t they brand new? The upgrades?”

“That’s the funny thing about upgrades. They can be rather … squeamish.”

“Makes sense.”

“SP1 core is being particularly persnickety, requiring a bit of my TLC.”

He grinned. “Well, you are awfully good at C of the TL variety.”

She snorted. “Indeed.”

This is going so much worse than I feared. “So, how are you doing? With your friend Luke?”

She looked away, annoyed. “Lucas.”

“Right. Sorry. I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to … How are you feeling?”

She returned her gaze to him. “I mean, better, I guess. Getting used to it, I suppose. It’s the nature of things, isn’t it? You dare to get close to someone, and then they’re just gone.”

How close could you have possibly been? You hadn’t even spoken to him in two years. “Yeah. Of course.”

She took his fork and fiddled with it, keeping her focus on the utensil. “I don’t really wanna talk about Lucas, Ryan.”

That’s great! Neither do I! “I understand.”

“Do you know what I want to talk about?”

Us? How you’re desperate to get back together? “No, I don’t.”

She set down the fork, returned her focus to him, and clasped her hands, resting her chin on them. “I want to talk about this weapon of yours.”

“I was hoping you guys could get started on it soon, maybe tomorrow, but if you need some time for your engineering work or whatever …”

“You know, Liam had a point. It was one thing when we didn’t know. When we didn’t know their nature, their anatomy. When it was more about destroying their shipyard, rather than destroying them …”

Despite his desperation to get back into her good graces, Ryan’s stomach tightened with irritation. “Shivani, we’ve been over this. They’re the enemy. They’re vastly more powerful. If we don’t do something, maybe even something extreme, we won’t survive.”

She relaxed her arms on the table. “What even is the plan? You’re going to get them so high that they’ll proverbially overdose?”

“In a manner of speaking, yeah, that’s the idea.”

“It’s rather like going to a rehab center, and handing out every junkie’s favorite flavor, as much as they can inject, knowing full well that they won’t be able to stop until it kills them.”

Yeah, that’s pretty much the idea. “Better than napalm.” He was referring to their last conversation on the subject in which she’d compared the planned release of the virus-weapon on the Hive to the United States’ attack on Cambodia.

“Is it though? Is it really?”

“In theory, it won’t destroy them, it’ll just …”

“I know about your and Danny’s little plan. How you sought to trick Liam into giving you the medical knowledge to design the payload.”

“He wasn’t gonna help us.”

“And you still want me to design the modifications.”

He wanted to deny it. He wanted to order her to forget about it, to go back to Engineering and keep her eyes on the engines. He wanted to take her hand, escort her back to his quarters, and dive into bed with her. But he couldn’t do any of that. “Need you.”

“If you’re ordering me …”

“It’s a weapon, Shivani. Just like our torpedoes. Just like our cannons. And just like theirs.”

“This is all for them, isn’t it?”

“Who?”

“Evan and Trina. And the others too, I suppose. But definitely them.”

He squirmed in his chair. “No. It’s that we’re at war. And we wanna win, don’t we?”

“Are you so desperate for revenge that you’d stop at nothing?”

“No, I’m …”

“I saw the footage, Ryan. We all did. When you had their pilot in the shuttle bay, you wanted to study it, communicate with it, not destroy it. When Conover murdered it, you were furious. You wanted him court-martialed.”

“I still do!”

She shook her head. “Ever since you got back from the Vercingetorix, ever since Trina’s death … Something happened to you. Something broke deep inside you.”

As much as he disliked when Liam picked him apart, he loathed her doing it. “Or maybe something woke up.”

“It won’t bring her back.”

“I know that.”

“Do you? Do you understand that even if you had a massive pile of dead Scourge lying at your feet, every last one of them, Trina, Evan, all the others, none of them are coming back?”

“Neither is Lucas.” For the first time since he’d met her, he hoped his words had cut deep. As deeply as she’d just cut him. As desperate as he’d been for them to get back together, right until the point of their awkward embrace, now he just wanted her to go away.

She shook her head in disgust. “I know that, Ryan. I know Lucas is dead. Gone. Forever. And I’m dealing with it the best I can. But unlike you, I don’t want to destroy them all. I just want us to live in peace.”

You’re such a dick, Ry. “Shivani, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that about Lucas. I—”

She stood and kept her eyes on the table. “I have work.” She lifted her eyes to meet his. “Have a pleasant dinner, Ryan.”

He stood. “Shivani, wait. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have …”

But she’d already disappeared out of the mess.

He sank back into his chair. Such a dick.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Desolate black terrain spread out for thousands of miles until sharply ending at the bright white crescent of the planet’s horizon. Directly above shone an even brighter star. Its light was so intense that Ryan frequently had to lift his space-suit-clad arm to shield his eyes. Beyond the star, he could barely make out others twinkling in the tapestry of the infinite cosmos.

Lifting his hand to cover the star’s disk, he noticed that below the horizon, a field of shining dots trickled down to become larger rings of sparkling silver. They flowed all the way down across the planet’s surface, ending a few yards before him.

While he’d not yet confirmed where he was, with no memory of having checked his scanner or any word from the Paragon, he knew he stood on the face of the garden planet the away team had visited only days ago.

But something was off about it. Wrong. Disturbing. He didn’t know what yet.

He kept his arm raised over the star as he studied the colors of the pools that lay perhaps a mile off. His memory of visiting the planet was that of a turquoise surface and green-tinged pools surrounding the immense cascade in which grew the Scourge’s moss. But his current view showed him no green hue within any of the pools he could see. There was only black with speckles of brown.

All dead, he thought, though he didn’t know what had inspired the observation since he had no data from which to form the hypothesis.

Everything. All of them. As he contemplated that notion, he stepped forward slowly toward the star.

Crunch! He looked down, but nothing seized his attention. He stared at the spot for a few seconds, to allow his eyes to adjust to the darkness at his feet.

The sheen of a specular highlight. It reminded him of how the corner of Evan’s cenotaph torpedo case had appeared in the hallway’s light when he’d entered the shuttle bay in order to pay his respects. But this sight was more familiar even than that one. Beholding it conjured up feelings of dread and nausea.

He knelt to get a closer look at what he’d trodden upon, but even at the closer distance, he couldn’t make much out. There was the highlight, and a curved black surface from which it shone. He’d also caught a sense of thickness and durability, even though he hadn’t yet touched it.

“Computer, lights.”

His helmet’s lights switched on. Before him lay a section of sentinel skin–armor. It looked like some predator had peeled it off of one of their bodies. But that wasn’t all. His eyes wandered the immediate area in little circles. He discovered more torn sentinel skin, broken teeth and talons, severed limbs, and even a few of their heads.

Piles of dead sentinels surrounded him.

He quickened his pace, as if the corpses might rise and attack him. But that wasn’t even the most disturbing thought that invaded his mind. Only a few feet away from his initial discovery, he caught sight of what initially looked like a portion of thick green rope. He then realized it was the severed antenna of a Scourge fighter pilot.

But even that wasn’t the end. He lifted his gaze toward the horizon, and as he did so, the full gravity of where he stood became clear. Everywhere around him, every square inch of this planet as far as he could see, there lay piles and piles of brutally murdered Scourge corpses.

He stood upon the remains of the Fleet’s successful annihilation of their entire population.

The sight overwhelmed his mind.

He stumbled as he struggled to move forward, even though he didn’t know where he would go. Everywhere he looked, there lay more of them. He turned around and around, desperately trying to locate just one square centimeter where the blistering reminder of mass death wouldn’t burn his eyes.

But he couldn’t. The Scourge were all dead. Every one of them. And though he didn’t know how he knew, he knew it was all because of him.

He tripped, falling on his face. Lifting his head, his eyes landed on the most disturbing sight he could have imagined.

It was the intact skull of a pilot. Its shriveled antennae hung slack. Its circular jawbone contained only a few spike-teeth. Beyond that, though, there was something very odd about it, something that looked so different from the pilot he’d captured at the battle of the Hive. The proportions of its features were so much smaller, so much closer together.

He instinctively reached out to it, resting his gloved hand gently atop its antennae. The entire skull easily fit within his palm.

Oh my God. It’s a child.

He scrambled to his feet as if the gained distance from the young corpse would somehow erase the reality of it.

What have I done? What have I done?

Just as the weight of the realization that he was guilty of committing genocide against an entire alien species settled in …

“The time is 0600,” the computer said.

He sat up in bed in complete darkness. “Lights.” He was desperate for them to turn on so that they would wash away the nightmarish images that still rattled around in his brain.

The lights turned on and thankfully, he was back in the waking world of his boring, Shivani-free quarters.

With his left index finger, he stroked his right upper arm just as she had on so many post–nightmare mornings before she’d moved out.

It wasn’t the same. Not even a little.

He slid out of bed, but lingered at the edge, resting his forehead in his palms. As much as he was glad that the nightmare had ended, now he faced his duties for the day. A meeting with Daniel, Shivani, and if he’d be physically present, Liam, to discuss the narco-weapon’s progress. Given how his “dinner” with Shivani last night had concluded, he almost would have rather ordered the Paragon to retreat to the garden planet, where at least he could again behold its breathtaking turquoise.

No, you’ve got work to do, he attempted to bolster himself.

He reluctantly stood and got dressed. He couldn’t decide whether he wanted to have breakfast in the mess or just stay here. He decided on the mess. Even though he feared bumping into Shivani before their meeting, he figured since he was going to have to encounter her today anyway, he might as well get it over with.

A soft murmur filled the sparsely populated mess. Of the few officers here, they hardly socialized, most of them focused on their own breakfasts. Ryan wondered if this was because they actually didn’t know each other or whether there was some lingering psychological effect of the fact that they had located their Scourge target, but were ill-equipped to do anything about it.

He wolfed down his scrambled eggs in less than a minute, and with many more minutes left to go before the meeting, he decided to check in on the bridge.

The familiar sight of the FTL tunnel on the viewscreen immediately comforted him, with its central point of flashing blue surrounded by endless black. He again remarked to himself how funny it was that only a few weeks ago, he still couldn’t stand the sight of the phenomenon, but now he imagined he could spend all day staring at it.

“’Morning, sir.” Buck smiled with bright eyes that had fully recovered from the Naxos’s shattered windshield.

“Pleasant night?” Jenna asked.

“’Morning, Buck, Jenna.” Ryan took his seat. “Good to have you back, Buck.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m afraid there’s nothing to report. We’re just cruising along.”

“No Scourge activity?”

“None at all.” Buck turned around to face him. “Doesn’t that seem strange?”

“What’s that?”

“They came after us at that mega-sphere, so they know we’re in their territory. Why haven’t they sent anyone after us? No cruisers. No probes.”

“That’s a good question.” Actually, it wasn’t. Ryan was certain. He knew why the Scourge hadn’t pursued them. If his previous combat experience with them was any indicator, he guessed they were planning something terrible. “What do you think, Lieutenant?”

“I know it sounds crazy, sir, but I think they let us get away.”

Jenna scoffed at him. “Are you insane? They had us. Why would they let us go?”

“I don’t know. It’s just, so much of how they’ve interacted with us doesn’t make any sense.”

“Of course it doesn’t. They’re evil aliens. Why would anything they do make sense?”

“They may be evil aliens, but wouldn’t they also wanna follow some kind of strategy?”

“You know what the word ‘alien’ means, right?”

“You’re both right,” Ryan said. “Evil aliens, but they must be following some strategy.”

He checked the time on his arm rest’s clock app. Only a few minutes. Might as well get it over with. He stood. “Steady as she goes, helm.”

“Aye, sir.”

Ryan left. As he approached sick bay, he clearly heard Shivani and Daniel bickering, but not what they were saying.

Stepping inside, he found them in each other’s faces, with Liam nowhere to be seen, presumably hiding away in the next room.

“Well, Danny, what specific effect do you want it to have?” Shivani asked.

“As long as it sinks deep into their minds, I don’t care.”

“All right, all right! That’s enough!” Ryan inserted his arms between them, easing them away from each other.

Shivani and Daniel both took breaths to calm down.

“What the hell is going on?” Ryan demanded.

“Ask Von,” Daniel said. “The second I made the tiniest suggestion, she bit my friggin’ head off.”

“Shivani?”

“It was a stupid suggestion.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Daniel snarked. “I was under the impression that we wanted the weapon to actually arrive at its target!”

“All right!” Ryan said. “Whatever this is, I don’t care. Let’s get started.”

All three of them were quiet for a second.

“You’re late,” Daniel told Ryan.

“Actually, I’m right on time,” Ryan said.

“Actually, Captain,” Shivani said, “Danny’s right. For once.”

“Fine. Whatever. What do we got?” Ryan asked.

“I was right about the virus,” Daniel said.

“Except for the part where they reverse engineered it in two seconds flat, made a better one, and slaughtered the Vercingetorix,” Shivani said.

“How was I supposed to know they’d do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you’re supposed to be the flippin’ Chief Tactical Officer.”

“I said, what do we got?” Ryan asked.

“Ask Danny. Apparently, he has it all figured out.”

“More than you do,” Daniel snorted.

“You wanna go, Lieutenant Commander?”

“Name the time and place, Von.”

“Enough!” Ryan said. “Let’s all just calm down.”

“Do not tell me to calm down!” Shivani said.

Ryan took a breath. “How’s it looking?”

“We have a prototype,” Daniel said.

“Good.” Ryan waited for him to continue.

“Like I showed you before, an opioid–coca-LSD combo.”

“Right.”

“With the newly discovered mega-sphere nerve center, we deploy the cocktail at the target point, it’ll hit that center, infecting everything along the way.”

“Perfect.”

“In service of said deployment,” Shivani added, “I’ve designed these probe modifications.”

She went to a nearby display and brought up an image of a typical probe, but with a needle-like structure protruding from its front end.

“How long will that take to build?” Ryan asked.

Shivani faced him. “Only a few hours.”

“Then we load and launch like any other probe,” Daniel said. “The stimulating effect should create a feedback loop wherein once they get a taste, they won’t be able to get enough. They’ll search for more, so the disorienting effects will only compound.”

“The longer the Fleet can hang out,” Ryan said, “the more likely we’ll be able to neutralize them.”

Shivani winced at his use of “neutralize.” “Yes, we believe that will be the case.”

“There’s no danger of the payload being destroyed on impact?” Ryan asked

“There’s always a risk,” Daniel said, “but as long as the probe actually pierces the mega-sphere, it should be able to act on its own.”

“Has Liam provided ample lab space?”

“Yes …” Daniel said.

“But?”

Liam called from the next room. “But he can’t be bloody bothered to show them how to cook it up.”

Ryan joined him in the next room. Shivani and Daniel followed.

“I thought my orders were clear, Doctor,” Ryan said.

Liam looked up from his desk. “They were. ‘Basic assistance.’ I’ve provided that.”

“Bullshit!” Daniel said.

“Not my fault you don’t know your ass from a magnetic stirrer.”

“Liam, I’m getting real tired of this,” Ryan said.

Liam looked Ryan dead in the eyes. “And I’m getting mighty tired of having to explain the Hippocratic oath to you people.”

Ryan addressed Daniel. “Get the computer to help you out.” He addressed Shivani. “And you get your hands on a probe so you can implement your modifications.” He spoke to them both. “You two do what you gotta do and do what you gotta do to do it together. We arrive at Prima in only a few days. I want a fully functional prototype by the time we get there, so we can show it to the brass.”

Shivani saluted. “Aye, Captain,” she snarked.

Ryan ignored her gesture. “You got it?” he asked Daniel.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll leave you to it.”

Daniel and Shivani both nodded, then left. Liam made a big sarcastic show of slow clapping.

“Shut up, Liam!” Ryan retorted.

In the hallway, he caught up with Shivani. “Hey. What was all that?”

She slowed, but didn’t stop. “I’ll apologize to Danny later.”

“That’s fine. What’s going on?”

She walked a few more steps, then halted, burying her face in her hands. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

He gently placed his hands on her shoulders. “What?”

“Please.” She stepped back.

“Sorry.” He took a step back as well. “What is it?”

She dropped her hands to her sides, intense anxiety clouding her eyes. “Fira.”

He nodded.

“Ryan, they …” She looked up and down the hallway to make sure no one was listening, then leaned into him and whispered. “They knew about our trip to Illusion. Which means they probably knew we’d made love the previous night, likely in which bloody position! Which means they probably know everything!”

“I …” He fought to come up with any comforting words. “They probably—”

“I know. I know. They haven’t done anything differently, but it feels like …” She cast a forlorn glance down the hallway, then locked eyes with him. “I feel like someone’s stalking me and there’s nothing I can bloody do about it.”

“Shivani, it’s gonna be—”

She took a step toward Engineering. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“Shivani.”

But she kept on without looking back.

“Captain Monaghan,” the computer called over the comm, “I have Admiral Buzzetti for you.”

He sighed and grumbled to himself. “Great.” He replied out loud. “I’ll take it in my quarters.”

The second he arrived, the computer updated him again.

“Yeah. Got it. On screen.” He stomped over to the commscreen, not at all interested in Buzzetti’s guff.

Her face lit up on the screen. Thankfully, this time she wasn’t wearing her usual scowl, rather her mouth was stuck in a straight line. “Good morning, Captain.”

“Admiral.”

“Very interesting data you’ve sent me.”

“But for that mega-sphere, I doubt much of it will prove useful.”

Her eyes drifted to the right, likely checking on all the material. “I don’t know about that. I’m sure we can make something out of the muck you found on that ocean planet.”

“I can only hope, ma’am.”

She returned her focus to him. “How long till you’re back?”

“A few days.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Still deep in Scourge territory.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Very interesting. You survived an attack near their ocean planet, another at that sphere thing, and they didn’t chase you out?”

“It’d seem not.”

“Very interesting. I wonder if your luck with them is ever going to run out.”

“Here’s hoping not, ma’am.”

“Report mentions a new weapon?”

“That’s right. Developing as we speak.”

“Will it be more effective than your last one?”

“That’s what we’re hoping.”

“And what if they just turn around and reverse engineer this one, fire it back at you?”

“I don’t see how that’d be possible, ma’am.”

“How so?”

“Our ships and colonies aren’t built like theirs. We don’t have a nerve system running throughout.”

“No, we don’t.” She glanced at the material again. “Well, Captain, assuming you make it back here in one piece, we all very much look forward to the debrief and planning the strike.”

“You weren’t gonna have me lead it again, were you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We’re assigning a real captain.”

As much as he appreciated for handing the reins to someone else for such a giant operation, he was getting so sick of her belittling him. At least she’s not doing it in front of anyone else. “Who were you thinking, if I may ask?”

“You may. Captain Amira Sayyed.”

A rush of excitement raced through Ryan’s body at the idea of seeing her again. His face must have lit up at the mentioning of her name because Buzzetti noticed.

“I’m glad to see that you approve,” she said.

“Of course. She’s an excellent captain.”

“Relies on experience and skill, rather than dumb luck.”

Ryan had had enough. “I guess we’ll see you, her, and whoever else in a few days.”

“That you will, Captain.” She ended the call.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Ryan walked down the main walkway that led to the mess. He didn’t know why, but he wanted to go there. He wasn’t even hungry. Maybe he wanted to sit and think for a while. As he reached it, he heard a familiar voice behind him.

“Captain …” Evan’s tone was serene.

Ryan turned around. Evan’s stiff, frost-covered corpse stood before him.

“There was still time,” Evan said.

“No, Ensign. There wasn’t. if there were, Matt would’ve let me open the door.”

“Maybe not for him.” Trina’s voice came from behind.

Ryan turned around again. Her equally stiff corpse stood before him. Black tendrils pulsed and writhed beneath every inch of her skin.

“But you didn’t even have to send me,” she said.

“You would’ve volunteered,” Ryan said. “You told me.”

Trina cackled. “I just told you that to make you feel better, you pathetic coward.”

Evan walked around Ryan and stood next to her. She and Evan briefly eyed each other, then pressed their bodies together. The instant their skin touched, the flesh ate each into the other like acid through metal. Their faces, torsos, and limbs all annihilated and combined with each other. They both groaned and whined as if experiencing the deepest, most gut-wrenching pain, yet they also smiled and laughed as if caught in the most intense ecstasy.

In seconds, their bodies had completely merged into one ghastly disfigured corpse that bore only a slight resemblance to the former individuals.

The new body spoke with a distorted combination of both their voices. The words, too, blended together.

“There was … You sent me … Still time … To die.”

Ryan’s eyes blinked open. His shadowy ceiling glared down at him. He neither gasped nor sat up with a start. He only lay there.

He finally took a deep breath and asked the computer, “Time?”

“The time is 0800.”

“Thanks.” He sat up and slid off the bed. He sat there for only a second, though, as, unlike the day that the Paragon had reached the Scourge mega-sphere, he was relieved that, in only a short while, she’d reach Terra Prima.

Home.

He stood up and got dressed. Then he went straight to the mess, where he ordered a simple orange juice and yogurt. He didn’t even bother to find a seat, standing near the dispensers as he gulped it all down.

He was desperate to get more, as he wanted to delay his next appointment as long as possible, but he simply wasn’t that hungry.

Discarding the glass and cup in the receptacle, he went to the bridge.

On entering, the sight of the FTL tunnel still on the viewscreen deeply annoyed him. Even though he knew they still had some time left, he wished that maybe the Paragon had arrived early.

“’Morning, Captain,” Buck greeted.

Ryan didn’t respond, rather only nodded. Then he took his seat.

“You look like hell,” Ashley told him.

“You don’t look so bad yourself, Commander.”

“You not sleep?”

“Like a baby, in fact.” While he had endured another round of nightmares, he felt surprisingly rested.

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“Yeah, well, that’s not so hard to pull off.”

Ignoring him, Ashley asked Buck, “How long?”

The helmsman turned around in his chair. “Now about thirty, ma’am.”

“That’s right. I already asked, like, two minutes ago.”

“Easy to forget. We’ve been out here so long.”

“You can say that again,” Jenna said.

Ryan checked the time, then stood. Guess I’d better go. “Steady as she goes, helm.”

“Where are you off to?” Ashley asked.

Ryan didn’t look at her as he headed out. “Nowhere.”

But it wasn’t nowhere. It was straight to sick bay for another session with Liam. A session Ryan wasn’t looking forward to at all. Not only had new tension arisen between the two men because of the work on the narco-weapon, but Ryan hadn’t exactly enjoyed their last session. But his mind plagued him almost every night. If he were going to serve his ship effectively in the upcoming strike against the mega-sphere, he needed to be ready.

Entering sick bay, he knocked on the door. “Liam?”

“In here,” the doctor replied from the next room.

Ryan sat on the medi-bed and kicked his feet like an impatient toddler, waiting for the doctor to pay him some attention.

Liam emerged from the other room and took his seat in his uncomfortable–looking chair. “I was surprised to hear from you. Been a while.”

“Yeah, well …”

“So, Captain, where shall we begin?”

“Do you have to make it sound like this is the best part of your day?”

“Listening to my dear captain whinge about trauma for an hour? What could be better?”

“Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea.” Ryan moved to jump off the bed.

“Pipe down, you big baby. Let’s get into it.”

“They’re back.”

“What’s that?”

“They went away for a while, at least a little, but now they’re back. With a vengeance.”

“The nightmares?”

“No, Liam, the dreams where I’m drowning in a pile of supermodels.”

“Nice!”

“Of course, the nightmares. It’s Evan. It’s Trina. It’s Evan and Trina. it’s stranded on that garden planet, surrounded by millions of dead Scourge.”

“That one sounds like a wet dream.”

“You’d think so.”

“Well, at the risk of sounding like a broken record, what was it you wanted me to say?”

“I need them to stop.”

“Uh-huh.”

“To stop.”

“And as I told you before, your mind is its own. Not a lot I can do about that.”

“You can prescribe something.”

“I mean …”

“Anything.”

“What are you not getting, Ryan? Anything I prescribe you, a sedative, a laxative, nothing’s gonna stop your brain from processing your trauma. Except your brain. You’ve been doing that exercise I suggested?”

Ryan briefly looked away. He hadn’t. Not really. Maybe once or twice. He honestly couldn’t remember. “I keep forgetting. Other things on my mind. Other things to do.”

“Well, if you’re gonna just ignore my advice …”

“Where did you go to medical school, anyway? Some low-rent online diploma mill?”

“I’ve heard Harvard called a lot of things, but that’s a first.”

“What, that supposed to impress me?” Ryan snarked.

“Merely stating facts, Captain.”

“Seriously, anything.”

Liam let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Completely against my better judgment, I’ll give you an over-the-counter.” He stood, went to the next room, and grumbled while fishing something out of a drawer. Returning, he stepped up to Ryan and handed him a small pill bottle.

“Thank you,” Ryan spat without an ounce of gratitude as he accepted the medication.

“Take it easy on these. One a day. With food.”

“You just said it was over-the-counter.”

Liam waved away his concern. “Eh …”

“Well, what is it?”

“You wanted a sedative? This will knock you out. Just don’t sleep through your alarm and miss whatever attack Fleet Command sends us on.”

“Do my best.”

“Doubt that.”

“Appreciate the confidence, Doctor.”

“That’s what I’m here for.”

“Thought that was for the exemplary bedside manner.”

“Was that all, or did you wanna waste even more of my time?”

“Bridge to Monaghan,” Buck called over the comm.

“Monaghan here.”

“Arriving at Prima in five, sir.”

“Be there in a sec.” Ryan jumped off the bed and nodded at Liam. “Thanks for your precious time, Doctor.”

Ryan entered the bridge just as the Paragon dropped to sub-light. On the screen, the tunnel’s inky black melted away to reveal the glorious beacon of Terra Prima.

“There she is,” Jenna said.

“Welcome home, everyone,” Buck said.

Ryan took his seat, thinking that it would be better to formally present himself rather than anxiously wandering around the bridge.

“How’d it go with Liam?” Ashley asked him in a low tone.

Ryan gawked at her, surprised she even knew. “It went.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Suppose it could’ve been worse.”

“How so?”

Ryan shrugged. “He could’ve performed oral surgery.”

“Paragon to Terra Prima, requesting permission to dock,” Buck said.

“Terra Prima to Paragon,” the comm officer replied, “you’re clear to dock. And welcome home.”

“Thanks, Prima. We’re all glad to be back.”

Ryan relaxed into his chair as Buck steered the ship into a nearby docking port. Ryan again marveled at the fact that each time he returned to Terra Prima, he really felt like he was coming home. Even the irritation of soon having to meet with Buzzetti didn’t phase him. At least not now.

“Weird that we haven’t heard from Buzzetti yet,” Ashley told him.

“Or anyone else, for that matter.”

“Wonder why that is.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’s planning something sneaky.” What that was, though, Ryan didn’t want to know.

On the screen, the Paragon slid into the docking port, and the deck briefly shook as she locked into place.

“Docking procedure complete,” Buck said.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Ryan said. “Computer, ship-wide.”

“Whenever you’re ready.”

“All hands, this is the captain. Welcome home. Shore leave until further notice, but don’t get too cozy. We’ll likely set sail again in only a couple days. Until then, enjoy it. Monaghan out.” He stood and straightened his uniform.

The rest of the bridge crew took that as their signal, and they all filed out.

“Shore leave!” Buck exclaimed.

“Time to par-tay!” Jenna joined in.

“Jell-O shots at the Stargazer?”

“You know it!”

They scrambled away.

“Join me, Commander?” Ryan asked Ashley.

She looked utterly baffled, as if he’d just asked her out to dinner. “What did you have in mind?”

“I have a feeling someone’s waiting to greet us. Thought we should give them a show of force.”

“After you, Captain.”


Chapter Twenty-Six


As Ryan and Ashley approached the Paragon’s docking port door, he thought of Shivani. Wonder if I should invite her on another Illusion date, or dinner, or something. Nah, things are pretty awkward between us. I shouldn’t push.

Passing through the spaceway, he caught sight of several officers through the Terra Prima-side porthole. There’s the welcoming committee. Wonder if Buzzetti’s among them.

The docking port door slid open, revealing not only Buzzetti and her second, Commander Young, but also the Chief of Fleet Operations Andre Hendricks, his second, a pretty young commander whom Ryan didn’t recognize, and dozens of other officers, from ensigns to admirals, arranged in lines of tight formation along the docking port.

The instant Ryan set foot on the station’s deck, unseen speakers blared the UE’s anthem. Every officer saluted.

“Damn, Captain,” Ashley whispered to Ryan, “they really rolled it out for you.”

“For us, Commander. For us.”

He and Ashley saluted in return, then marched past the lines till they reached Hendricks and Buzzetti.

“Welcome home, Captain, Commander.” Hendricks offered his hand to Ryan.

Ryan shook the admiral’s hand. “Thank you, sir.”

“I trust you had a safe journey.”

“Surprisingly so, sir.”

“No kidding. I saw from the report that Admiral Buzzetti had sent you folks deeper into Scourge territory than any Fleet vessel.”

“In fact, sir,” Buzzetti said, “Captain Monaghan volunteered for the mission.”

Hendricks nodded, very impressed. “Excellent work, Captain.”

“Thank you, sir.” Ryan couldn’t tell if he’d genuinely impressed Hendricks, if the admiral didn’t remember his busting into a top-level Intelligence meeting only weeks ago, or whether the man didn’t remember him at all. Ryan hoped for the latter.

“Well, before we get down to the nitty-gritty,” Hendricks began, “I was thinking you and your second …”

“Mendez, sir,” Ashley said.

“We were all hoping you could join us for brunch at The Green Porch!”

Ryan eyed Ashley. “We’d like nothing better, sir.”

“That settles it, then! Our reservation is waiting.” Hendricks turned to the station and led the group to the restaurant.

As they headed off, Buzzetti threw Ryan a suspicious glance as if to say “I’ve got my eye on you, Monaghan.”

“So, Captain, as I mentioned, I read the reports, but tell me, what was it like?” Hendricks asked without looking at him.

Ryan took that as his cue to walk with the admiral, so caught up to him. “Surprisingly uneventful, sir. At least compared to previous engagements.”

“So, a planet completely covered in water.”

“That’s right, sir. Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

“Well, there was enough land to, well, land on and to explore.”

“Right! You actually walked along the surface, didn’t you?”

“I wanted to see what was there, sir.”

“All these years I’ve wondered what one of their settlements was like. Truly fascinating.”

“Well, it wasn’t a settlement, sir. More of a garden.”

“Fascinating. What sort of strategic value do you suspect it held?”

“I don’t think any, sir.”

“So it was just one giant wet garden planet?”

“From what we saw, sir. Ponds, waterfalls.”

“I never would’ve guessed. The Scourge have a green thumb. I suppose all species have an appreciation of beauty.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir. I only saw what I saw.”

The group arrived at the restaurant. Its façade was, indeed, a faux porch sporting an antique-looking rocking chair painted apple green. The interior was bright and airy, with large, open windows and pastel furniture adorned with string-bean stripes. Even the cream-colored dishes continued the theme with sage accents.

Hendricks played host, offering each of the others their seats. He then took his seat at the head of the table, gesturing for Ryan to sit next to him.

A server approached the table. He only addressed Hendricks. “Welcome back, Andre. We’re so happy to have you.”

The server’s salutation bowled Ryan over. He never would have imagined any Fleet officer addressing the admiral by his first name, let alone a civilian.

“How’s it going, Jimmy?” Hendricks then addressed the others. “I don’t know about you folks, but I could go for a mimosa.”

“Excellent, sir,” Buzzetti said.

Oh my God. Is she kissing his ass? Never thought I’d see that. Then again, I guess he is her boss. “I’d love one, sir.”

“Let’s start with a round of your delicious mimosas,” Hendricks told Jimmy, “then we’ll take a look at the specials.” He addressed the group. “This is on Fleet Command, so feel free to indulge, everybody.”

“Very good, Admiral,” Jimmy said. “I’ll get that started for you right away.” He headed off.

Hendricks leaned into Ryan. “Their mimosas really are the best.”

“I bet.”

“So, Captain, I hear you play a mean slide guitar.”

How the hell did you know that? “I’ve been known to dabble, sir.”

“Ah, don’t be modest. I heard all about the talent show that your former head of Security put on.”

You knew about my guitar, but not Trina’s name or position? While he didn’t want to disrespect Trina’s memory, he wasn’t sure how safe it would be to correct the admiral. “Trina, sir, yes. She put on a good show.”

“I heard you had ’em dancing in the mess.”

“It did get a bit energetic.”

“You know, sir, Commander Young has been known to bend a few bars,” Buzzetti said.

Hendricks nodded and smiled at her, but didn’t respond.

What is this, Buzzetti, a pissing contest? Before he could wonder more about the intra-office politics of Fleet Ops, Jimmy arrived with a platter full of mimosas.

“And here we are.” The server passed them around, beginning with Hendricks.

The Chief of Fleet Operations smiled at the flute placed before him, then picked it up and held it high. “Not a moment too soon.”

Is that a jab at Buzzetti? Maybe there’s more here than I realized.

“To the Fleet, to the UE, and to the success of Captain Monaghan’s upcoming mission,” Hendricks toasted.

The rest of the table repeated the toast, then took a sip.

Predicting that he might soon need a little liquid courage, Ryan instead took a healthy gulp.

“So, Captain,” Hendricks began, “you ready to dazzle us at the debriefing?”

“I certainly hope so, sir.”

Hendricks smiled and patted Ryan’s shoulder. “Love the confidence. I hear you’ve developed a new weapon. Even more powerful than that virus one.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll have my Chief Tactical Officer and the engineer who handled its design join us to show it off.”

“Excellent! Can’t wait.”

“Speaking of the debriefing, Admiral, I was thinking we could have it …” Buzzetti droned on.

Ryan didn’t listen to a word she said. Not only did he assume that he’d find out soon enough, but he also wasn’t interested in giving the woman more attention than he needed to.

He studied her and Hendricks. The Chief of Fleet Operations’ raw charisma and ability to hold court were truly remarkable. It was no surprise that the man had ascended so high in Fleet Command.

Then it suddenly dawned on Ryan. Even if this man hadn’t been the one who gave the order to send the Paragon off to Shennong to be destroyed, he almost certainly knew about the operation. Yet, despite that, Ryan realized that sitting in his presence, experiencing his charm and wit firsthand, he couldn’t think of him as the object of his rage and resentment over that tragedy. In fact, the longer Ryan sat there, the more he wanted the admiral to approve of him. Now he was getting excited about presenting the weapon to him at the debriefing, with the hope of even more praise.

The group soon ordered and enjoyed their meal. Ryan chatted with Hendricks, Buzzetti, Young, Ashley, and some others. The occasion was so convivial that several times, Ryan forgot how much shit he’d had to put up with from Buzzetti to get to this point.

Over an hour quickly passed by before it was time to go. Hendricks finally stood, signaling the end. He thanked everyone for coming and they thanked him. He gave Ryan a firm handshake. Ryan grinned like an overeager student kissing up to his teacher. Finally, they all filed out, heading off to their various offices before it was time to reconvene for the debriefing.

Ryan and Ashley headed toward the Paragon.

“Well, that was surprisingly pleasant,” she said.

“Yeah, much better than Atatahak’s dinner.”

“Yeah, you didn’t completely screw this one up.”

“Thanks, Ashley.”

“No, seriously, Ryan. I was impressed. You had Hendricks eating out of your hand.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

“Captain, a word?” Buzzetti waited several feet behind them, clearly with no intention of joining.

Ryan glanced at Ashley as if he needed her permission. “Don’t wait up.”

“See you on board. Admiral.”

“Commander.”

Ashley headed back.

Ryan stepped up to Buzzetti. “Can I help you with something, Admiral?”

“You did well. For once.”

“Thanks. I guess.”

“It seems Hendricks forgot all about your little interruption that one time.”

“Were you hoping he remembered?”

“Of course not. I just thought something similar would happen today.”

“Yeah, well, we didn’t just get back from a suicide mission, Admiral.”

“He seems to like you, Monaghan. That’s good. But don’t let it go to your head.”

“I’ll try not to.”

“I’m serious, kid. The admiral can be … fickle. Your best friend one day, your worst enemy the next.”

“Don’t you work with him, like, all the time?”

“He may have invited you to sit at the grown-up table this time, but don’t expect that to continue. You destroy that Scourge mega-sphere, you’ll be golden. For a while. If you don’t, though, you’ll be back to a worthless nobody.”

Ryan wasn’t sure what to make of this. Was she warning him? Advising him? Neither of those made any sense. Their entire relationship so far, she’d been at worst awful to him, at best barely tolerable. No, this wasn’t about advice. He expected she was staking her territory under a cloak of advice. She was still telling him to stay the hell out of her way without literally having to do so. He decided the best thing to do would be to treat both her and Hendricks the same way, with great caution and suspicion. Despite Hendricks’s warm welcome today, Ryan knew that was how both of them would continue to treat him. “Understood. Thank you, Admiral.”

“Don’t thank me. Just do a great job at the debriefing. See you then.” She headed off toward her office.

Setting foot on the Paragon, Ryan called Daniel and Shivani. “Monaghan to Varga and Chakravorti.”

They acknowledged.

“Daniel, where are you hiding the cocktail?” Ryan asked.

“In Telemetry, sir. With all the other probes.”

Of course. I know that. I was in Ops for years. “Let’s meet there in two minutes. Monaghan out.”

Never having been there himself, he had to check his tablet. It was only a few decks down, not far above Engineering.

After a brief elevator ride, he arrived. The entire Telemetry department took up only one deck, with its research lab, maintenance center, storage facility, and deployment tubes. He stood there a moment, taking in the space. It crossed his mind that before Daniel’s and Shivani’s current work on the weapon, he hadn’t ever thought about this department, and before he’d ordered the launch of a regular probe to investigate the Scourge’s, he hadn’t thought of the telemetry devices at all.

“Lonely area, isn’t it?” Daniel arrived and stood next to Ryan.

“Only when compared to some.” Shivani crossed her arms a few feet from them.

“Right this way.” Daniel led them to the maintenance center. There, he slid a shelf out from a rack. On it lay the narco-weapon, a bulky, five-foot-long screw-shaped device with a needle-like appendage extending from its front end.

To Ryan‘s eyes, it looked exactly like any other probe. Except for the needle part. Even though he knew its guts posed him no danger, he still maintained a safe distance of a few feet.

“Won’t do anything to us, sir,” Daniel said.

“I know, I just … I dunno.”

“No, I am with you, Ryan,” Shivani said. “I don’t want to be anywhere near that thing.”

Ryan regarded her curiously. This was the most pleasant she’d been toward him in quite a while. Did that mean he should take advantage of their shore leave and ask her out? He’d think about that later. Next up was the debriefing. “We gonna be able to get this over to Prima?”

“Shouldn’t be a problem, sir,” Daniel said. “I’ll assign a few to push it along in a cart or something.”

Ryan nodded at the device. “You two ready?”

“As long as they don’t expect us to dance a jig or juggle, should be fine,” Shivani said.

Ryan couldn’t help but laugh. Not just because he found her comment funny, but because it was so good to hear her be humorous again. “No jigs. Probably just some breakdancing.”

“I could do that,” Daniel said.

Shivani smiled wide. “You most certainly could not.”

“No, seriously. My parents were really into ancient Earth street art, among which was breakdancing.”

Shivani giggled. “Right. That’s it. I’m out. Are we dismissed, Captain?”

“Yeah, Lieutenant Commander. You’ll set up that transfer, Varga?”

“On it, sir.”

Ryan and Shivani headed out while Daniel stayed behind.

Every fiber of Ryan’s being demanded that he not forge ahead, but he did anyway. “So, Shivani, I was thinking. Shore leave.”

She cocked an eyebrow, looking at once skeptical and hopeful. “Yes?”

Now he wasn’t sure. Was she receptive or about to blow him off? He halted and faced her. “I was thinking …” He couldn’t get the words out. “I was thinking … maybe …” He went for broke. “Maybe a nice dinner. Nothing fancy. No expectations. Just … a bite to eat.”

“Uh, yeah, maybe.”

Holy shit! Is this actually happening? He was just as excited as the first time he’d asked her to breakfast. He dove in headfirst. “Maybe that Creole place. Or was it Cajun?”

“Creole. Amélie’s Bayou.”

“I was thinking maybe there and … maybe there.”

“Yeah, uh …”

Oh no. Here it comes. Shooting me down. Probably already found some other hot engineer to bunk up with. He retreated. “I mean, unless you’re busy, have other plans, seeing someone else.”

She squinted with utter bafflement. “No, no, nothing like that.”

“Great, then …?”

“No, all I was going to say is Grant might have me make up for some hours that I missed while working on this weapon, but besides that …”

“Yeah, that one’s my fault again. Sorry to overburden you.”

“No, it’s fine. Why don’t we say eight o’clock and if Grant pulls me in, I’ll let you know.”

“Great! Eight! See you then.”

She grinned bashfully. “See you then, Ryan.” She patted his shoulder and left.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


“Right there is fine, Ensign,” Hendricks said.

Ryan, Ashley, Shivani, Daniel, and five ensigns had parked the narco–weapon before the commscreen of the same conference room in which Ryan had confronted Buzzetti only weeks before. Ryan and his crew were here to debrief the assembled Hendricks, Buzzetti, Sayyed and her second, and twenty-eight other captains and their seconds on the weapon’s functionality, and the plan to deploy it during the upcoming strike against the Scourge mega-sphere.

“That’ll be all, Ensigns.” Hendricks waved them out. “Please wait outside.”

They saluted and proclaimed a simultaneous, “Yes, sir!” then left.

Ryan bristled at the number of other captains. Thirty? Total? How the hell are we supposed to take out the mega-sphere with only thirty?

The Chief of Fleet Operations gestured toward the other captains. “We won’t waste time on full introductions now, Monaghan, though I believe you already know Captain Sayyed.”

Ryan nodded at her. “Wonderful to see you again, Captain.”

She returned the gesture. “And you as well, Captain.” She smiled, but it was neither casual nor professional.

It was seductive.

Ryan was sure his cheeks were turning red. He instinctively threw Shivani a quick glance, and then immediately regretted it. She glared at him with a fury that he’d never seen.

“So, Captain Monaghan,” Hendricks said, “whenever you’re ready.”

“Right. Of course.” Ryan faced Daniel and Shivani, very distracted by her glare that still cut straight through him. “The, uh, lieutenant commanders designed it, so it would only be right to give the floor to them.”

Daniel moved to approach the screen, but Shivani got in his way. “Oh, no, Captain, the inspiration came from you. Maybe you should lead the debriefing.”

Embarrassed, Ryan scanned the room. All faces were waiting for them. Hendricks’s expression was calm and patient, but Buzzetti was only two seconds away from losing it.

Ryan looked at Shivani, wanting to say “Are we really doing this now?” But he instead stood before the screen. “The inspiration. Right. Well, Captains, Admirals, it went something like this.” He explained the weapon’s essentials and how they planned to jab it into the surface of the mega-sphere.

A few of the other captains nodded. Sayyed looked particularly impressed. Buzzetti didn’t seem to care. Hendricks seemed very intrigued.

“So,” Ryan concluded, “in theory, this weapon should work even faster than the virus we used on the Hive, and be that much more effective.”

The room was so silent for an agonizing handful of seconds that Ryan honestly didn’t know whether they all thought he and his team were crazy, stupid, or both.

“Good,” Hendricks said. “Very good. Excellent, Captain. Excellent work, everyone.” He clapped.

The rest of the captains and their seconds erupted in applause. Buzzetti only afforded Ryan a tepid clap.

Ryan was so used to her constant disapproval that it took him a second to realize what Hendricks was saying. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

“So, did you want the Paragon to deploy the weapon, or hand it over to one of the bigger, better-armored ships, say the Quasar?” Hendricks asked.

Ryan hesitated. He wanted the Paragon to deploy it, but not for any strictly tactical reason. He knew the Scourge wouldn’t destroy the Paragon, likely not even attack her, so he believed it would be best for her to handle the maneuver. But how to communicate that without cluing Hendricks into the fact that the Scourge were protecting him, that they’d read him? “Actually, Admiral, I do think the Paragon would be best suited for the task.” He hoped against hope that Hendricks would have no follow-up questions.

He was wrong.

“Wasn’t she only recently upgraded?” Hendricks asked.

“She was, sir, but …” Ryan couldn’t think of a single legitimate reason.

“With respect, Admiral,” Buzzetti said, “Monaghan told me himself that he felt that he and his crew were best suited to face the Scourge head on, given their up-close experience with the enemy’s technology and tactics.” She threw Ryan an approving nod. “And now they’ve seen actual Scourge settlements.”

What is she doing? Helping me? This some weird, hidden agenda? She dressed me down only a couple hours ago. “It’s true, Admiral. We have seen the Scourge up close and personal.”

“Then it’s settled,” Hendricks said. “The Paragon will deploy the weapon, with the Quasar in the lead, to protect her from the inevitable attack.”

“Any opportunity to take out some Scourge, sir,” Sayyed said.

“Well, people, if there was nothing else, we’ll see you at the strategy meeting tomorrow at 1300.”

“Actually, sir …” Ryan began.

Buzzetti threw him a nasty look and subtly shook her head.

“Yes, Monaghan?” Hendricks asked.

Ryan saw what Buzzetti had warned him about. While Hendricks had been so welcoming at brunch, he clearly did not care for any challenge or questions. “It’s just that, sir …” Ryan looked over at Shivani, though he didn’t know why. Maybe he was hoping for a little nonverbal encouragement.

As disapproving as Buzzetti had looked just now, Shivani looked even more baffled. She tensed up as if she wanted to leap in front of him and shout “no!” but she was so much better at these kinds of delicate, political situations than he was that she didn’t move a muscle.

“Go on,” Hendricks said.

Ryan took a step toward the admiral. “Well, sir, I have to admit, I don’t quite understand.”

Hendricks’s tone cooled a few degrees. “What’s that, Captain?”

“This Scourge system that we discovered, it’s bigger than anything we—the Fleet—have ever seen. Do you really think that thirty ships, including the Paragon, will be enough? You sent so many more to Theta.” He couldn’t believe that those actual words had just spilled out of his mouth. He essentially questioned Fleet Command’s strategy for the past few months.

In front of everyone.

Hendricks cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t approve.”

Ryan could imagine the shovelfuls of dirt fly up out of the grave that he was digging for himself. “No, sir, I didn’t say that.”

“Sounded to me like you did, Captain.”

“It’s just that, sir, with this target, we can inflict a potentially incapacitating blow against the Scourge.”

“And what, specifically, have I said so far that would lead you to believe that I didn’t agree with that?”

Ryan took another step toward him, so close now that he rested his palms on the table. “Only thirty ships.”

“Do you think we should send more?”

Buzzetti jumped in. “I think we’ve all heard quite enough of Captain Monaghan‘s opinion on the matter. If there was nothing else—”

“Now, now, Lisa,” Hendricks interrupted, “let’s hear the man out. He has concerns. I want to address them.”

“Less than half of the civilian transports got away from Theta,” Ryan continued.

“I’m sure everyone here is very well aware of that, Captain.”

“With a target this big, this important, shouldn’t we send, I don’t know, at least double what you sent to the colony?”

“I think you’ll find that sometimes tactics are far more effective than simple brute force.”

“Of course, sir, but …”

“And I have every confidence in Sayyed’s tactical capabilities.”

Ryan threw Sayyed a nervous glance. “Of course, sir, and I mean no disrespect to Captain Sayyed.”

“Well, that’s a relief, Ryan,” Sayyed laughed.

The entire room erupted in uproarious laughter, more at the release of tension than at the humor.

“I just don’t think we should underestimate—” Ryan said.

“Now you’re questioning Fleet Command’s judgment?” Hendricks asked.

“Of course not, sir.”

“Your weapon will be effective, won’t it?”

Ryan gave Shivani a pleading look. “In theory, sir, yes.”

Shivani finally threw him a lifeline. She stepped up next to him, briefly glaring daggers at Sayyed. “Admiral, if I may …”

Hendricks gestured toward Shivani’s end of the table. “Please, Lieutenant Commander. Go right ahead.”

“Given the data and simulations we’ve run, yes, we believe this weapon will be even more effective than the virus we launched.” She raised hopeful eyes to Ryan. “I have every confidence in our captain, sir.”

Ryan could have kissed her right then and there, but he restrained himself and addressed the room. “All I needed to hear, sir.”

Hendricks stood up and straightened his uniform. “Well, then, you folks can set sail in two days.”

Those sitting at the table also stood.

“I know it’s not a ton of time,” Hendricks continued, “but hot irons and all that. Thank you, everyone.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Buzzetti said. “Remember, everyone, that tomorrow’s meeting is classified.”

As everyone else filed out, and the ensigns returned and rolled out the weapon, Ryan hung back. He wasn’t even sure why. He didn’t want to face Buzzetti or Hendricks.

“Lovely to see you again, Captain.” Sayyed smiled wide as she left.

As Ryan turned to leave, he heard Hendricks’s cool voice behind him.

“Captain? A word?”

Ryan turned around to find the older, much more built man standing right in his personal space. “Yes, sir.”

The Chief of Fleet Operations grinned and held up an index finger. “You get one of those, kid.” He shook his finger for emphasis. “One.”

Ryan nodded sheepishly. “Aye, sir.”

“See you tomorrow, Captain.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hendricks left.

Ryan waited a whole minute before he did the same, so that he wouldn’t risk an awkward walk anywhere near the admiral.

Outside, Ryan found his crew had already walked far ahead. Except Shivani. He didn’t see her anywhere. Huh. Must’ve run away as fast as she could. He didn’t feel like sprinting to catch up like some runt junior high kid, so he walked alone.

“What the bloody hell was that?” Shivani suddenly appeared at his side, likely having been lurking behind the nearest corner.

Ryan shook his head. “I dunno. I guess I just wanted to try to protect us, or something.”

“Not the stupid battle plan, you daft wanker.”

“Then what the hell are—?”

She seized his shoulder and spun him to face her flaring eyes. “Bloody Sayyed making bloody eyes at you?”

“She’s a friend.”

“You don’t have any friends!”

“I have a couple—”

“Is she the one you hitched a ride with off to the bloody Byzantium?”

“Yeah, why?”

Shivani planted her hands on her sides. “You slept with her!”

“What?” I wanted to—desperately—but …

“You did, didn’t you?”

“Not that it’s any of your”—he mocked her accent—“bloody business.” He resumed his own accent. “But no, I didn’t.”

“Oh, please, Ryan. Look at her!” Shivani pointed off in Sayyed’s hypothetical direction. “She’s stupidly gorgeous!”

“So are you!”

His compliment gave her pause, but she was clearly far more interested in maintaining her outrage. “You’re telling me that in the ten thousand days that you were aboard the Quasar, you didn’t sleep with her once?”

“We had dinner!”

Shivani’s eyes lit up as if she’d just won a landmark Supreme Court case. “Oh, dinner, very nice!”

“I was a guest, Shivani. She would’ve offered that to anyone.”

“Yes, well, you’re the bloody hero of Shennong, the bloody destroyer of the bloody Hive.”

“As I recall, you wanted”—he held up quote fingers—“‘time.’”

“I do! I did! It’s just that—”

“And were still reeling over”—he looked around to make sure no one was listening—“Fira.”

“I was! I am!”

“And as I recall, we were split.”

“Only because you split us!” She emphatically sliced her hand through the air.

“What is it with you women?” He was intentionally calling back what she’d said to him over her late friend Lucas, hoping that it would seriously annoy her. “You can lose it over Lucas, and I can even do my best to be there for you, but then when you ask for time, and I give it to you, suddenly a dinner with the captain of the vessel I’m a guest on is somehow beyond the pale?”

“I’d deck you if I thought you’d remember it.”

Low blow, Shivani. Guess it’s true what they say about the ones we love. “You know, I wish I had slept with her. At least that would’ve made this worth it.”

Shivani’s fury erupted all over again. “You know what? I think you should! I think you should march over to her quarters right now and bust her bloody bed in half! Then you can take yourself to dinner!” She stomped off.

Nice going, Ry. Pissed off the Chief of Fleet Operations and your ex-whatever-girlfriend in less than twenty minutes. Wonder what else you can screw up before lunch.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


“What a lovely place!” Sayyed wore a long black dress with sheer sleeves and her hair up in a braided bun.

“Best Creole in town.” Ryan wore his midnight-blue button-down and black slacks.

They sat at Amélie’s Bayou, the restaurant that he and Shivani had dined at during their last stay at Terra Prima. It was a dimly lit establishment with dark wood furniture placed around intimately small circular tables.

Ryan and Sayyed were already halfway through their first course. He’d figured that just because Shivani had canceled on him, it didn’t mean that he couldn’t keep the reservation. Besides, he thought it would be an excellent opportunity to bond with the captain who would lead their mission. And he didn’t mind that said captain was Amira Sayyed.

“Isn’t it the only Creole establishment on the station?” she asked.

He grinned like a dope and shrugged. She laughed.

“I’m glad you rang,” she said.

“Yeah, me too.”

“Looking forward to the strategy meeting tomorrow?”

“Not really.”

Her eyebrows raised in surprise. “Oh? Why not?”

“You’re not tight with Buzzetti, are you?”

Sayyed scoffed. “Barely know the woman. Why?”

“The admiral and I don’t exactly see eye to eye.”

“I think her bark is worse than her bite.”

“Have you felt her bite?”

“No. Have you?”

“Once or twice.”

Sayyed smiled wide and leaned forward a bit. “Do tell.”

He opened his mouth to spill the tea, but then paused. Can I? Or is everything Buzzetti and I have said to each other considered classified? Shit. Probably is. “Let’s just say I’ve endured more than one … dressing down.”

Sayyed waved it off. “Oh, please. Do you have any idea how many dressings down I’ve endured from how many admirals?”

“Really?”

She nodded emphatically. “One even threatened to knock me back down to ensign.”

He laughed and slapped the table, making his plate bounce. “Oh my God, Buzzetti did that exact same thing to me.”

“You see?”

They both laughed some more.

“So tell me, Ryan,” Sayyed said, “what’s this between you and that delicious lieutenant commander?”

His eyes snapped open. How the hell did you …? Do all women have this sixth sense? He feigned ignorance. “Lieutenant Commander?”

Sayyed cocked her head to the side. “Oh, come now, Ryan. The one who looked at me as if she wanted to rip out my throat?”

He shook his head. Goddamn it, Shivani. “It’s … complicated.”

“Interesting.”

“Not really. We were on, then something happened and we were off. Now I don’t know what we are.”

“What happened?”

He sighed. While he knew she was only being polite, he didn’t feel comfortable divulging the emotional intimacies of his relationship with Shivani, even though she’d splayed them on the walkway outside the mess only weeks ago.

Sayyed must have read his mind. “We don’t have to …”

“No, it’s fine. She lost a good friend, and I wasn’t there for her, not the way I should’ve been.”

Sayyed nodded knowingly. “I’ve been there.”

“You have?”

She nodded. “Both as the mourner and the ‘mournee.’ Is that a word?”

He chuckled. “Now it is.”

She laughed. “Know what would get your mind off of all this before the big meeting?”

He shook his head. “What’s that?”

“A glass of a very fine Oloroso.”

He grinned and again shook his head, embarrassed that he didn’t know what she was referring to.

“A kind of Andalusian wine,” she said.

“Sounds perfect, but unfortunately, this is a Creole place, not southern Spanish.”

“Lucky for us, Abdel was a vintner.”

Lucky? Abdel?

Sayyed must have picked up on his confusion. “My great-uncle?”

“Right! But wait. I thought he was a …” carpenter. No, a mouse-catcher. No, no. A, uh …

“Gourmet chef?”

“Yes!”

“It is possible to be more than one thing.”

He chuckled at his own idiocy. “Of course. Yes, of course it is.”

“Let’s take you, for example.”

“We really don’t need to.”

“Both a Fleet captain and blues guitarist, so I hear.”

He playfully scoffed at the notion of his string picking being considered ‘guitarist.’ “I guess so. So in Uncle Abdel’s case, chef and vintner, both food-related.”

“Exactly. The family legend is that he was so cheap, he often gave bottles as gifts. One of which I happen to have been saving for a special occasion.” She slid her hand so close to his that their fingertips almost touched.

“What’s the occasion?”

She stared at him as if the answer were painfully obvious. “Pre-tactical–meeting preparation.” She grinned at the ridiculous name, then laughed.

“We should make that a new Fleet-wide tradition.”

“We should, shouldn’t we?” She slightly stroked his pinky finger with her index.

He fought the powerful instinct to look down at his hand and confirm her gesture. He instead gazed into her captivating emerald eyes.

“Chakravorti to Monaghan,” Shivani called over the comm. Her voice was shaky, as if she’d recently been crying.

Ryan blinked.

“Is that her?” Sayyed whispered.

He nodded emphatically. She retracted her hand.

“Excuse me,” he mumbled, then stood and turned away. “Shivani?”

“I’m so sorry, Ry. Grant’s had me stuck in bloody SP1. Lord knows why. Bloody child’s play. Guess he wants da Vinci minding the paint brushes so they don’t dry out and fall apart.”

“Shivani?”

“Da Vinci was a painter, right?”

“Among other things. So, uh …”

“Right! Architect, mathematician, weapon designer.” She cackled. “Guess we have that in common.”

“Shivani, I’m kinda—”

“Listen, you were absolutely right. I was being ridiculous. If you shagged that stupidly hot captain, that’s totally your business.”

He turned bright red as he threw Sayyed an apologetic glance, hoping desperately that she hadn’t caught every syllable of Shivani’s speech. Sayyed dipped her head knowingly.

He again turned away from her. “That’s, uh, great, Shivani. Listen, can we talk about this later? I’m kind of busy right now.”

She didn’t seem to have heard him as she continued. “Listen, let’s still do dinner at Amélie’s. You didn’t cancel, did you?”

“Uh, no, I didn’t. But, Shivani—”

“Great! I can be over there in ten minutes.”

“Uh, maybe you didn’t hear me, but I’m kinda busy.”

“Then stop slapping your meat and come have dinner with me.”

He threw Sayyed another apologetic glance. She nodded for him to continue.

“I’m already here,” he said.

“Wonderful!” Shivani said. “Then I’ll just meet you there.”

“Remember, I said I was busy?”

The line went dead quiet. “Wait a bloody—Do you mean …?”

“Shivani—”

“Are you there with her?”

He took a few steps away from Sayyed, but the damage had already been done. Having heard everything, she collected her things.

“Shivani, listen—” he said.

“You’re unbelievable! You couldn’t even wait till after dinner to shag her?”

“We haven’t—We didn’t—We’re not gonna—”

“At our restaurant?”

He glanced back at Sayyed. She was standing behind her chair, leaning on its back, waiting patiently.

Goddamn it.

“You know what?” Shivani asked. “I don’t care. I don’t even care. Shag her all you want. Shag her bloody brains out!”

The line went silent again.

“Shivani?” He waited. “Shivani?” Nope. She’s gone.

He faced Sayyed with the most apologetic expression he could muster, though his embarrassment was likely overshadowing it. “Amira …”

A slight grin crept onto her lips, and she raised her palms. “It’s okay, Ryan.” She beckoned him over.

He walked back and stood next to her chair. She put her arms around his neck and pecked his cheek. “When you’re ready for that glass of Oloroso, you know where to find me.”

“You don’t have to go.” He cast his eyes down at their half finished first courses.

“Yeah, I think I do.”

He nodded. “Have a good night, Amira.”

“You too, Ryan.” She left.

Back in his quarters, he stripped off his shirt and tossed it on the floor. He then shuffled out of his pants and kicked them aside. “Computer, play ‘The Thrill Is Gone’ by B.B. King.”

As the song began, he fetched his guitar case from the closet, took out the instrument, and sat at his dining table.

He strummed an accompaniment and hummed to the music. After not so much luck with women during his Academy days, and a few dry spells since, it was truly a disorienting experience to now have not one incredibly stunning woman after him, but two. Though he couldn’t truly claim that Shivani even was. Likely, she was still hurting over Lucas, and just acting out.

He thought about how maybe he should have taken Sayyed up on her offer. He definitely could have used a glass or two of wine, followed by some serious shag therapy. Then again, could it really be called that if it weren’t with Shivani?

He decided that after tomorrow’s meeting, or perhaps during the long trip back into Scourge territory, he’d seek out Shivani and make it up to her. Though he had no idea how he might go about doing that. The fact was, she’d practically caught him with his pants down. So stupid. Why had he invited Sayyed out to dinner? At stupid Amélie’s Bayou, no less? If you’d wanted to win back Shivani, you should’ve just stayed in here, moping, and waited for her call.

He stood up and dumped his guitar on the bed. “Goddamn it.” Now, any hope of getting back with her was probably gone. For good.

He sat back in his chair. “Well, nothing you can do about it right now. Bigger fish to fry.” He strove to force his focus on the meeting tomorrow. Hopefully, with Sayyed in the lead, he wouldn’t actually have to do anything. Just sit in that room and be quiet. Endure Buzzetti’s jabs.

“Computer, wake me up at seven tomorrow.”

“Affirmative.”

He stood up, went to his bed, picked up his guitar, and put it away. He then collapsed onto his bed without bothering to get under the covers and passed out.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Torpedo explosions echoed throughout the Paragon’s corridors. The deck shook with each detonation.

Ryan raced down the walkway past the mess. He knew he needed to get to the bridge, and he knew he needed to get there now, but something kept stopping him.

“Captain to the bridge!” Ashley called over the comm. She repeated it again and again.

With the slightest relief, he reached an elevator and waited impatiently as its door slid open excruciatingly slowly. He ran inside, slamming against the opposite wall. “Elevator! The bridge! Now!”

With a lurch, the elevator rocketed up. In two seconds, the door slid open.

He was on the same deck. The mess deck. “Bridge! Now!”

The door again slid closed painfully slowly. The elevator launched toward the bridge. But when the door opened, he hadn’t left the mess deck.

“Goddamn it!” He ran out onto the walkway, toward the next nearest elevator.

The door slid open even more slowly.

“Come on!”

With the door only a third of the way open, he squeezed inside. “Elevator! The bridge!”

The elevator got going, but this time, even its ascent went slower.

“Come on, come on, come on!”

He again noticed Ashley’s repeating demand.

“Monaghan to the bridge!” she said.

“Elevator, halt!” he commanded.

The elevator ground to a stop. The door slid open so slowly that he thought something had malfunctioned.

“Open it now!”

The elevator didn’t obey. He was forced to wait the painfully dripping seconds before there was enough room through which he could squeak by.

He was still on the walkway.

The deck shook with the force of ever-increasing Scourge bombardment.

He scanned up and down the corridor to find another way to the bridge. Several yards off, he spotted a companionway. He made a mad dash for it, and began his climb, but with each rung he gripped, another torpedo hit the ship, its force nearly knocking him off.

Finally reaching the next deck, he sprung off the companionway onto the floor.

He hadn’t left the walkway.

“No!” He booked down the corridor with no idea of where to go or what to do. As he passed by a window, he saw it.

A massive Scourge battle cruiser, many times larger than the Paragon, loomed only a few kilometers away.

He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew it was about to fire. And there was nothing he could do about it.

The cruiser launched a single torpedo.

Time slowed for him as the projectile raced directly for his deck.

For him.

In only seconds, it would collide and explode, taking out that entire section, and him with it.

It came closer, closer, and closer.

He couldn’t tear his eyes away from it, certain at the imminence of his death.

The torpedo was half a second away from smashing into the window’s glass.

He closed his eyes. I’m sorry, Shivani.

A cacophonous explosion blasted all around him.

His eyes snapped open. He was in bed. As his mind adjusted to waking reality, he reflected on the fact that his nightmares had grown so frequent, so violent, that he’d become numb to them. No, not completely numb. I still hate them. I just …

He sat up and slid his legs over the side of the bed. He didn’t even feel the need for the minimal comfort of planting his face in his palms and rubbing his forehead. He simply stood up.

“Computer, what time is the meeting today?” For the life of him, he couldn’t remember.

“The strategy meeting is set for 1300.”

“Great,” he told himself. That was hours from now and he had nothing he needed to do until then. He didn’t want to go to the mess. He didn’t want to go to the bridge. And as much as he thought he probably should, he didn’t want to track down Shivani to apologize for last night’s dinner with Sayyed.

He faced his bed. It was tempting, crawling back in and passing out again. “No. I might end up missing the meeting. And considering the shaky ground I’m on with both Buzzetti and Hendricks, better not risk it.”

With the decision that he would leave the Paragon and wander Terra Prima aimlessly till the time for the meeting, he got dressed and left.

Entering the station, he didn’t know where he wanted to go, so he just kept walking. Checking his tablet, none of the station’s amenities particularly interested him. For a second, he considered going up to the leisure deck, and at least getting a bite to eat, maybe at Monsieur Greneuille’s in memory of Captain Atatahak, but for now, he was content with meandering.

After having passed through several corridors and plazas, he entered an enormous central space with dizzyingly high vaulted ceilings. The station’s hub, the area was the heart of Terra Prima. Much like the rest of its architecture, it featured minimalist design, with bright colors and sharp curves. At its center stood a seven-foot-high kiosk.

He approached it and gazed at the various pieces of information floating by. Curiosity overtook him, and he tapped on the “in memoriam” icon.

He knew he shouldn’t. He knew a dump truck full of memories would flood his brain, but he did it anyway. He typed in Evan’s name. The ensign’s Fleet profile opened.

Ryan gazed at the younger man’s face, forever frozen in hopeful zeal. “There was still time,” he muttered to himself.

He slid Evan’s information to the left and opened Trina’s. He hadn’t ever noticed before, but even her Fleet profile picture revealed a naughty little smirk, one that he suspected she thought she’d successfully hidden from the camera.

As he gazed at her face, at her eyes, her scream echoed in the back of his mind. “That I swear, Treen.”

Minutes later, Ryan found himself in an unremarkable sandwich shop, munching on a mozzarella and pepperoni special. He neither quite recalled how he’d gotten there, how long it had taken, or how long he’d been there.

He honestly didn’t care. He was so dreading the upcoming meeting that any spare second he could savor, he would.

“Mendez to Monaghan,” Ashley called over the comm.

“Monaghan here.”

“Captain, were you going to join us?”

“What are you talking about?”

“The strategy meeting.”

“Yeah, Ashley, that’s in, like, three hours.”

“No, Ryan, it’s in, like, ten minutes.”

He checked the time on his tablet. Sure enough, it was 1250.

“Where are you?” she asked. “You never came to the bridge. I checked the mess. Even your quarters.”

Awfully thorough of you, Ashley. “I’m here. On the station.”

“What are you doing there? Lunch with Shivani?”

No, Ashley. I’m just here, all right? “Nothing special.”

“Well, I guess I’ll see you in the meeting.”

“That you will. Monaghan out.” He finished the last bites of his sandwich and headed out.

Even with the blazingly fast elevators of Terra Prima, it still took him the full ten minutes to reach the conference room.

Entering, he instantly realized that he was the last one to show up. Great, Ry. Piss off the two admirals and the leading captain, then show up late.

“Monaghan!” Hendricks greeted. “So nice of you to join us. Have a seat.” He pointed at the remaining open chair next to Ashley.

I’m not late, Admiral! I’m right on damn time. Sitting next to Ashley, he didn’t greet her or even look at her. He wasn’t angry at her. She was right to call him and remind him to get his butt moving. But he also didn’t want any follow-up questions as to why he was spending so much time alone on the station.

“A reminder, everyone, that this meeting is classified,” Buzzetti said.

“Captain Sayyed,” Hendricks said, “the floor is yours.”

Sayyed stood, and as she did so, she glared at Ryan for a split second.

I’m sorry my ex slash on–again–off–again girlfriend interrupted us, all right? He merely nodded in return.

Sayyed walked up to the commscreen. “Computer, show mission trajectory.”

A simple star map appeared, showing a circle labeled “Terra Prima” at the bottom, another labeled “target” at the top, and a white line connecting the two.

“We’ll head out tomorrow first thing,” Sayyed continued, “fly at max FTL, which should take us about three and a half weeks. On arrival at the target, we’ll divide into three strike teams—alpha, beta, and gamma—and attack these three points.” She tapped the target circle. It expanded into a screen–wide graphic showing a 3D model of the mega-sphere. Three regions lit up on the left side, the middle, and the top. “Readings from the Paragon”—she nodded at Ryan—“show that these are the weakest points structurally, that once we’re able to breach those, we’ll be able to infiltrate the target and take it out from the inside out with torpedoes and cannon fire.”

No. That won’t work. They’ll wipe us out in ten seconds flat. He raised his hand.

Sayyed paused, her mouth twitching with irritation. “Yes, Captain? Did you have something to add?”

Ryan hesitated, bearing no desire to piss her off or the admirals. But he didn’t want their thirty ships, including the Paragon, wasting their firepower and lives on a futile attack. “Not add, Captain. An alternate suggestion.”

Sayyed stepped away from the screen toward him. “Oh? And that is?”

“I don’t know if you saw all our readings, but we actually located a target point that would be much more effective.”

“Yes, I saw that. Structurally and tactically insignificant.”

A defensive jolt of adrenaline shot through Ryan’s body. “I think you’ll find that if we focus our entire force on that point, we’ll be able to breach the mega-sphere much easier. If we attack the three points that you’re suggesting, they’ll just wipe us out.”

“With all due respect, Captain, what are you basing this on? What evidence do you have?”

A damn good question, Ry. He finally threw Ashley a glance, hoping that in her much greater experience, she could come up with something that would sound at least plausible. “We, uh, found that the point I’m proposing leads to a kind of nerve center. If we hit there, the entire thing will fall.”

“In fact, we found with your readings that the skin thickness on that part of the mega-sphere’s surface is significantly higher than the points I’m recommending,” Sayyed said. “In effect, any attack we launch there will barely scratch them.”

Ryan didn’t know what to do. She was right. All logic and evidence pointed to her battle plan. But he knew—he knew—that if the Fleet attacked there, the Scourge would defeat them. “That’s the point where we planned to deploy the weapon.”

“And as you said yourself, you haven’t tested it, only simulations.”

Ryan stood up. “That’s not the point. Even without the weapon, that’s the best target. With it, we’ll absolutely obliterate them.”

“I’m sorry to repeat myself, Captain, but what evidence do you have for this strategy?”

Ryan dropped his gaze to Ashley. She shrugged and looked at him with an expression that said “It’s your grave, buddy.”

Ryan faced Sayyed. “I don’t have evidence, per se.”

“Well, then, with all due respect, why are you suggesting it?”

Another brilliant question, Amira. “I have a … Call it an instinct.”

The room erupted in laughter.

Yeah, I deserve that.

Sayyed leapt on the bandwagon with her own giggle. “Are you suggesting, Ryan, that we bet a thirty-ship force on your instinct?”

Ryan didn’t answer. Instead, he just sat down.

The laughter calmed.

“Your suggestion has been noted, Captain Monaghan,” Hendricks said. “Sayyed, please continue.”

Ryan dared a quick glance at the admiral. Luckily, the older man didn’t notice, but on his face, Ryan caught the remnants of a scowl.

Great, Ry. Pissed him off all over again. He sat back in his chair and kept quiet for the rest of Sayyed’s presentation. But he’d already formed a plan. Once we get there, Amira, what are you gonna do to stop me?


Chapter Thirty


Ryan’s eyes snapped open. He stared at the ceiling, with zero memory of either dreams or nightmares. That struck him as strange, given that over the past few weeks, they’d so plagued him.

He sat up, relishing in the relief of no lingering dark images of the last seconds in the lives of fallen friends.

Scooting off the bed, he stumbled over to his dispenser. Even though today was launch day, when all thirty Fleet vessels would set sail for the mega-sphere, he had no desire for the likely boisterous atmosphere of the mess right now.

“Pancakes, scrambled eggs, with a good dose of hot sauce, and orange juice,” he told the machine.

In seconds, it hissed to life with his breakfast. Collecting it, he sat and slowly ate, pondering the upcoming attack.

He noticed that unlike in the days previous to the strike against the Hive, he felt no overwhelming deep sense of dread, as if something horrible were going to go wrong. Now that he’d experienced that foreign internal voice which had told him the target point of the mega-sphere, he wondered if his previous feeling of dread had been because of that voice as well.

Are they just flat-out talking to me? Is it impressions? Is it a live signal? He didn’t fear the likely Scourge activity in his brain, even though he couldn’t imagine a more intimate way to communicate. He also didn’t know why he didn’t fear it, and wondered if his lack of fear was due to them as well. Was it they would keep him pacified while they dropped in disturbing information so that he would carry out their bidding without question? And if that was the case, why had they given him the target point? Was it real? Or in hitting it, would the Paragon somehow end up damaging herself? Maybe the Scourge had some kind of reflection technology, where when the Paragon deployed the narco-weapon, the force of its intended effects against the Scourge would somehow bounce back onto the Paragon?

He doubted that. Even though he knew he probably ultimately shouldn’t trust the voice that had inspired the target point he intended to pursue, he, for whatever reason, still did.

As deeply as he trusted his crew.

Setting all those other concerns aside, he was certain that Sayyed’s plan would lead to the team’s destruction, whereas even if the Scourge had some kind of reflection technology based in the target point, in the very least it would only affect the Paragon, not the rest of the squadron.

Finishing his breakfast, he got dressed and headed to the bridge.

“Morning, Captain,” Buck greeted.

“Buck. Commander.”

Ashley nodded at him.

Ryan took his seat and stared at the viewscreen at the side of Terra Prima. He regretted that with this being the last time he’d see the station for at least a few weeks, he hadn’t taken full advantage of the brief shore leave they’d all had. That he hadn’t done so with Shivani.

Before he could lament any of that too much, Sayyed’s face appeared in a rectangle on the screen.

“Good morning, Captains,” she said.

Ryan and twenty-eight others responded in kind. He was glad that the interaction was between her and the entire squadron. The more distance between her, him, and their failed dinner together, all the better.

“I trust you all have reviewed your team assignments?” Sayyed asked.

The captains again affirmed. Ryan took a second to check his tablet.

Paragon: alpha team


“By my calculation,” Sayyed continued, “it should be about three and a half weeks at F-10 till we reach the target.”

The chorus of other captains’ voices agreed. Ryan felt no need to do so. Their confirmation was enough.

“We should reach Scourge territory in about a week,” Sayyed said. “Be vigilant as we cross the border, ladies and gentlemen. I’m sure everyone’s read Captain Monaghan’s report on the Scourge’s anti-FTL technology.”

“What’s the best defense against that, Sayyed?” a captain asked.

“Unfortunately, Captain Leffler, it’s not clear that we can defend against their ability to knock us down to sub-light, however, as we saw from the Paragon’s experience, all it takes is a simple torpedo to do away with the impediment. Is that correct, Captain Monaghan?”

At the sound of her calling on him, a jolt of adrenaline shot through Ryan’s body. Especially given that her tone was cold and professional, not at all the friendly and even frequently flirtatious one that he’d become so used to. “That’s …” he said too quietly. He cleared his throat and spoke louder. “That’s correct, Captain Sayyed. A simple torpedo ought to do it.”

Feeling eyes on him, he instinctively looked at Ashley. She was staring at him, bewildered.

Probably wondering why I’m turning into a smitten twelve-year-old.

“Well, there you go, Captain Leffler,” Sayyed said. “A Scourge anti-FTL device hits you, blow it away.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Despite Captain Monaghan‘s reports on what we’re likely to see once we cross the border, we should assume that the Scourge are capable of anything. That includes more anti-FTL devices, a swarm of battle cruisers, some other Hive–like monstrosity, anything. Be ready for anything.”

The other captains all agreed.

“All right,” Ryan joined in.

“Well,” Sayyed said, “if there was nothing else …” She waited two seconds for any of the other captains to jump in. Satisfied no one was going to, she wrapped up. “Let’s go get them.”

Ryan joined in with the chorus, who all replied, “Let’s do it.”

Sayyed’s rectangle disappeared from the screen.

“You heard the captain, Buck,” Ryan said. “Let’s get outta here.”

“Aye, sir.” Buck’s fingertips danced across his console, and the Paragon began her undocking procedure.

The view on the screen rotated to the right, turning away from Terra Prima, toward the star-speckled background of space. With a few more taps on his console, Buck oriented them toward the target.

“Hit it,” Ryan ordered.

Buck made a final tap.

The Paragon shot to FTL.

Ryan gazed at the mesmerizing, flashing blue center of the tunnel. Again, he believed he was only doing so for a few seconds, but it crossed his mind that minutes or even hours might have passed by.

He looked up at Daniel. “Varga?” He stood and pointed at the exit.

With a nod, Daniel followed him.

In the hallway, Daniel caught up with him. “Something wrong, sir?”

“Not at all. Just wanna do a last-minute check before we … Just wanna be thorough.”

“I understand.”

They soon reached Telemetry’s maintenance area.

“Take it out, please?” Ryan asked.

Daniel slid out the probe.

Ryan studied the machine’s surface as if he’d never seen a probe’s casing before. He touched it gently, as if it were a child he was about to sacrifice to the gods. “It’s ready?”

“Yes, sir. At your order.”

“What happens if …? What happens if we launch it and they shoot it down somehow?” He knew it was far too late in the game to be asking such questions, that if this were truly a priority, he should have dealt with this weeks ago, but he couldn’t help it. While the familiar dread he experienced before the attack on the Hive wasn’t happening now, he felt an inkling.

“Honestly, sir, I don’t know that there’s much we could do. The hope is that it’s small enough, it could outmaneuver their torpedoes or cannons.”

Ryan circled around to the probe’s front end and studied its needle appendage even closer. “So it just goes in?” He mimicked injecting his arm.

Daniel gawked at him as if all of this had been settled. As if of anyone, Ryan should know. “That’s right. Like injecting a needle.”

“And just like that …” Ryan snapped his fingers.

“That’s the plan.”

It’s flawed. Ryan wasn’t sure what inspired that thought, and what scared him was he couldn’t tell whether it was truly his own or another one that the Scourge had somehow beamed into his brain. Either way, he knew. If they launched this probe on its own, the plan would fail. He’d have to think of something, but he didn’t know what, and worse, he didn’t know how to communicate any of this to Daniel. For now, he kept quiet about it, so as not to confuse the issue. If need be, he’d deal with it personally.

He stepped back from the narco-weapon and faced Daniel. “Guess we’re as ready as we’ll ever be.”

“Aye, sir.”

“All right, Lieutenant Commander, dismissed.”

Daniel saluted and left.

Ryan headed down to Engineering. Not to chase after Shivani, and in fact, he hoped he didn’t bump into her, rather the compulsion to check up on the engines nagged at him.

“How’s it goin’, Captain?” Grant asked.

“Just fine, Grant,” Ryan replied. “Since we have some time, I thought I’d check in. See how everything‘s looking.”

Grant beckoned him to join, and they strolled along the network of catwalks and stairways that crisscrossed the cavernous area.

“The nice thing is that since this is all upgraded”—Grant waved at the machinery all around them—“I don’t anticipate any actual problems, certainly nothing like what we’ve faced the last few weeks.”

“The not-so nice thing?”

Grant paused and faced him. “There’s an old Engineering tradition. Don’t know if you’ve heard of it.”

Ryan grinned at the certainty of his Engineering ignorance. “Probably not.”

Grant leaned on the railing. “When engines are upgraded, or if brand new on a recently commissioned vessel, we engineers like to take ’em for a ride, if you will.”

“Test drive? Maiden voyage?”

Grant frowned. “Not maiden, given that this isn’t exactly her first bike ride. Just sort of a refresher, a cannonball into the deep end to remind her what it’s like to spread her wings.”

“You’re just now telling me this? Now that we’re already on our way?”

Grant stood up straight. “Don’t get me wrong, Captain. A leg stretch isn’t necessary, just …”

“Tradition.”

“Just to, you know, work out any kinks.”

“Are there kinks?”

Grant resumed their stroll. “There are always kinks.”

They soon reached the door to SP1 core’s access area.

Ryan recognized its claustrophobic porthole. Keeping his eyes on the circular window, he asked Grant, “You don’t foresee any actual dangers, do you?”

“Oh no. No, no, no. Like I told you before, as long as you don’t get us into too much of a scrape, like, say, a jump to FTL without a full charge, or jam us between a bunch of Scourge cruisers who beat these beauties to a pulp.” He pointed at SP1, then waved at the rest of their surroundings. “Barring that, we’ll be just fine. I mean, we have our eyes locked”—he pointed two fingers at his own eyes, then at the access area’s porthole—“so we’ll be ready.”


Chapter Thirty-One


“Six, five …” Buck counted down.

Fewer than ten seconds remained before the Paragon crossed the border into Scourge territory.

The previous days’ traversal of UE space had breezed by. Ryan had gotten up, gotten breakfast, checked in on the bridge, then usually retired to his quarters, where he’d read up on the other vessels in this squadron before breaking for lunch or dinner.

Among those ships, the only one that truly stood out to him was that of Captain Leffler, the Glåma. She boasted no particularly strong armor or piercing weapons, but because Leffler had peppered Sayyed with questions during the strategy meeting, Ryan thought he’d take note.

Sayyed. Ryan hadn’t spoken with her since the day of the launch, and directly not at all. He hoped he hadn’t completely ruined any possibility of a friendship between them, but given how things had already gone, he wasn’t counting on it.

Shivani. He hadn’t seen her at all. Neither of them had reached out to the other. It was now as if they’d never met. She stuck to Engineering and probably her former quarters with her roommate, and he’d maintained his usual quarters–bridge routine.

“And three, two, one,” Buck finished. “Welcome to Scourge space, everyone.”

Nothing changed on the viewscreen as the Paragon was still at high FTL. The cerulean center of the tunnel continued to flash. The surrounding black remained impenetrable. And the crimson edges of the screen continued to blaze.

“Status?” Ryan asked.

“Unchanged, sir,” Buck said.

“There’s no sign of any approaching cruisers, fighters, or probes?” Ashley asked.

“Clear skies, so far, ma’am.”

“I’m not detecting anything either, Commander,” Jenna added.

Ashley nodded at her. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“No. They’re out there,” Ryan said.

“You heard them, sir,” Ashley remarked. “Scanners are clear.”

Ryan stood and approached Buck and Jenna, keeping his eyes focused on the FTL tunnel’s strobing blue. “They’re out there. And they’re coming for us. I don’t know how or when, but they are coming for us.”

“Feel it in your bones, sir?” Daniel asked.

Ryan threw him a quick glance, then returned his attention to the screen. “Something like that.” He looked down at Buck and Jenna. “I know what the scanners say, but keep your eyes open. Act as if something’s waiting right around the corner.”

Buck and Jenna acknowledged. Ryan returned to his seat where he kept staring at that blue.

What are you waiting for? You know we’re coming, don’t you? You probably even know about the cocktail. So why wait? Why all this bullshit hesitation?

“Leffler to squadron,” he called over the comm.

“What is it, Captain?” Sayyed replied over the comm.

“Detecting something approaching off the port bow.”

“What is it?”

“You got anything?” Ryan asked Buck quietly.

The helmsman shook his head.

“Looks like some kind of immense sphere, like the one the Paragon encountered,” Leffler said.

“We’re not seeing anything,” Sayyed said.

“It’s coming up fast.”

“Buck?” Ryan asked.

“Nothing, sir.”

How could the Glåma detect it and no one else can? “Keep scanning, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.”

“It’s right on top of us!” Leffler exclaimed.

Static erupted over the comm line, then it went dead.

“Leffler,” Sayyed said, “we’re still not reading—Leffler? Kyle?”

They got them. Or they’re about to.

“Sayyed to squadron, drop to sub-light and pursue the Glåma’s last-known coordinates.”

“Copy that,” Ryan said. “You heard the captain, Buck.”

“Aye, sir.”

The Paragon dropped out of FTL. As the black of the tunnel melted away on the screen, the other squadron ships appeared. Dozens of silver sphere-probes surrounded them all. The spheres were of varying sizes, but all at least double that of the Quasar, the largest of the Fleet ships.

The Paragon spun toward the Glåma, but even before the latter vessel came fully into view, Ryan saw the star–bright luminosity of the sphere—likely the one that had knocked the Glåma out of FTL—only a few hundred kilometers off her port side.

He leapt to his feet and held his arm across his eyes to shield them from the brightness. “Leffler! Evasive! Get away from it!”

The Glåma turned away from the sphere-probe, but it was already too late.

The sphere exploded.

Nothing scattered across the squadron. No burning chunks. No mess of debris. There were no remains at all. The only result of the sphere-probes’s self-destruction was a shimmering shock wave that ripped past the Glåma, then dissipated into nothing.

His eyes glued to the screen, Ryan watched Leffler’s ship, anxiously waiting for him or any other of her crew to respond to what had just happened. “Paragon to—”

A sound unlike any he’d ever heard erupted over the comm. Thousands of voices screamed in terrified agony.

At first, he couldn’t tell what could have been the source of their suffering. Then he saw it.

The edges of the Glåma burned away to nothing, neither smoke nor dust. It was the identical phenomenon as that which occurred to all Scourge vessels when they self-destructed.

As the brutal seconds dragged on, there was nothing Ryan and his crew—nor any other of the squadron—could do but watch as the Glåma slowly but inevitably self-immolated.

The voices of her crew grew so loud, the bridge’s bulkheads hummed.

“Computer”—Ryan said coolly as he turned away from the screen—“shut off the comm to the Glåma.”

The bridge fell bleakly silent.

Ryan had to focus to keep his eyes off the screen. “Paragon to Quasar.”

“Amira here, Ryan.”

“One torpedo each should do it.”

“That’s it?”

Ryan finally lifted his eyes to the screen, to the space the Glåma had occupied. “Let’s eliminate them and get outta here.”

Sayyed relayed the order to the squadron, and the Fleet ships opened fire on the sphere–probes.

Except one torpedo didn’t do it. Or two. Or three. The more the Fleet vessels fired on the spheres, the faster they engaged in their spinning, brightening, pre-explosion sequences.

“Everyone! Evasive!” Ryan shouted at the screen.

The Fleet ships scattered every which way to avoid what had befallen the Glåma. As if in direct response, the spheres, all now so bright no one could look at them, pursued the fleeing UE ships.

“Deploy fighters!” Sayyed shouted over the comm.

Dozens launched from the Quasar and the other fighter-carriers among the squadron. The tiny craft swarmed the sphere-probes, firing a continues stream of cannon beams, but the attack had no effect.

“They’re right on top of us!” another captain shouted.

“Evasive!” Sayyed commanded.

“We can’t shake ’em!”

Static again filled the comm line.

A sphere-probe headed straight for the Paragon.

“Varga! Fire everything!” Ryan yelled.

A dozen torpedoes smashed into the sphere. For a split second, nothing happened, so Ryan wasn’t sure whether they should fire again, or attempt a jump to FTL.

Then it exploded.

“How many was that?” Ryan asked Daniel.

“At least four full spreads.”

“Paragon to Quasar.”

“Yes, Captain?” Sayyed asked.

“Looks like it’s gonna take four spreads per sphere.”

“Good to know, Paragon. Come around, and let’s take ’em out. Squadron, recall fighters. They’re not doing anything out there.”

Several captains acknowledged.

“Helm, get us to the Quasar,” Ryan ordered.

The Paragon spun toward her sister ship. Three sphere-probes bore down on the Quasar. Another one intercepted the Paragon.

“Fire!” Ryan said.

Dozens of torpedoes raced to the fast-approaching sphere. Not a moment too soon, as given what they’d seen so far, it was about to explode, and take the Paragon with it.

The torpedoes hit their target, blowing it into chunks.

The Paragon reached the Quasar and launched torpedo after torpedo at the spheres on her. It didn’t take long before the Fleet ships had destroyed the Scourge threat.

“Computer, how many Scourge left?” Ryan asked.

“There are three remaining.”

The Paragon followed the Quasar as she joined the twenty-three surviving Fleet ships. The combined forces opened fire on the remaining spheres, making quick work of them.

“Was that the last of them?” Sayyed asked.

“We’re not seeing anymore,” another captain replied.

“That doesn’t mean there aren’t more left, or more on their way.”

“We should probably get going,” Ryan said. “While we still can.”

“Agreed, Captain. How’s everyone holding up?”

“We got sideswiped pretty badly,” a third captain replied. “Gonna be a while before we assess the damage and make repairs.”

“Hold back and catch up when you can, but keep a lookout. There are plenty more where those came from.”

“Understood. Saratoga out.”

“Captain Monaghan.”

“Right here, Captain Sayyed.”

“You didn’t mention anything about those things having armor.”

“The one we encountered didn’t. One torpedo took it out.”

“Were these upgrades?”

“I think it’s safe to assume, Captain, that everything of theirs is an upgrade.”

“I’m not sure how we can proceed to the target. We can’t even detect their approach.”

“Agreed. Maybe if we could analyze the data—”

“No time for that. We need to stay on course. Too much at stake.”

“Understood. On your order, Captain.”

“Everybody take five for damage reports, then, barring anything major, we’ll head out.”

“Understood. Paragon out. Mendez, you have the bridge.”

Ashley stood and hovered next to his chair. “Where you going?”

“To confer.” Ryan headed out.

Entering his stateroom, he ordered the computer, “Commscreen on. Call Captain Sayyed.”

In a second, the screen lit up with Sayyed’s face.

“Yes, Captain?” she asked impatiently.

“Yeah, sorry to bother.”

“I’m still receiving damage reports. Why aren’t you?”

“I’m not concerned with that.” Even though it had yet to be confirmed, he was sure that the sphere-probes hadn’t hit the Paragon hard enough to render her incapable of proceeding with the mission.

“Maybe you should be.”

“What concerns me is we have several more days, even at high FTL, before we reach the target. And given what we just saw, I don’t know that we’re gonna make it.”

“And I don’t know that we have a choice. We have a mission.”

“I agree, but if the Scourge keep knocking us out of FTL, we’ll never reach it.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Have our computers analyze the data for any identifiable patterns, and even if they don’t find them, we come up with some kind of procedure for the next time it happens.”

She nodded, considering. “Given what we saw, I don’t know that we’ll find any pattern, certainly not one that would prove useful, but I agree it’s worth a shot. As for that procedure …”

He wasn’t sure either. From what they’d seen, the sphere-probes appeared out of thin air. Even if there were patterns to find in the readings, he wasn’t the one to do it. “You said five minutes.”

“Three now.”

“Give me five with my Chief Engineer. We’ll see what we can come up with.”

“I can do that.”

“As far as procedure, maybe as long as every ship engages in evasive maneuvers, random ones, the second they drop out, that’ll give ’em enough time to recharge.”

She looked off to the side. “Not a terrible idea. If we come up with anything better, we’ll alert the team.”

“Sounds good. Oh, and Amira? Sorry for stealing the spotlight. Won’t happen again.”

“Not at all, Ryan. It all worked out. At least for us. Sayyed out.”

The screen went black.

Very aware of the ticking clock, Ryan hurried down to Engineering, calling Grant on the way. “Monaghan to Peters.”

“Not quite ready to jump yet, sir.”

“That’s fine. Be there in two seconds. Need your advice.”

“I’ll do what I can, sir.”

Ryan arrived and maneuvered his way through the catwalks to the central control console, where he found the Chief Engineer.

“What can we do for you, sir?” Grant fiddled with various inputs and readouts.

“Given what we just saw, the readings the Paragon took”—Ryan glimpsed Shivani a few yards away, racing for SP1 core, but she hadn’t noticed him—“can you think of any way that we could detect the sphere–probes, or better yet, counter their effects?”

Grant paused his work. “Off the top of my head?”

“And in the next two minutes, before Sayyed commands us to resume our course.”

Grant looked at him. “Nope.”

“Come on, Grant. Anything.”

The older man shook his head. “We could maybe recalibrate the sensors to scan for their specific dimensions, energy signatures, something like that, but even knowing what we’re looking for, even specifically, from what we’ve seen, if they wanna mask their approach, they will.”

“All right, get working on it. In the meantime, just have her ready for multiple jumps.”

“How many?”

“A lot.” Ryan started back toward the bridge, but paused, hoping just maybe he could have a few seconds to check in with Shivani. But this was not the time. Sayyed would be waiting, and she wouldn’t be in the mood for him to whine about wanting to chat with his girlfriend.

Entering the bridge, Ryan asked Ashley, “Any word from Sayyed?”

The commander stood from his seat and took her own. “Not yet. She give you more time?”

“A little. Helm, be ready to launch.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Quasar to squadron.” Sayyed’s face appeared on the screen. “Everyone good to go?”

“On your word, Captain,” Ryan replied.

“Paragon, what did your Chief Engineer say?”

“He’s working on it.”

“All right, let’s head out.” Her face disappeared from the screen.

The Quasar shot to FTL.

“You heard the captain, Buck,” Ryan said. “Hit it.”


Chapter Thirty-Two


“Fire!” Ryan hollered.

On the viewscreen, the latest spread of torpedoes launched from the Paragon and blew a nearby Scourge sphere-probe to bits.

It had been three days since the squadron’s first encounter with the exploding spheres, and things had only gotten worse.

Much worse.

Grant had devised a slapdash recalibration of the sensors which had better picked up on incoming ones, but the enemy had sent exponentially increasing waves. Each time the squadron had detected them, only a second or two had passed before the spheres had knocked the Fleet ships back to sub-light. As quickly as Sayyed had led them in their response, the spheres had just kept coming.

Luckily, the Fleet’s forces had improved their evasive strategies, so had only lost three more ships, but in that time, the crews had barely eaten or slept. Everyone was on a heavy diet of stims and brief catnaps taken in shifts.

Ryan was no exception, tossing back the latest dose of he didn’t even know how many stims in the last two hours. He was at his wit’s end, barely able to concentrate. It was all he could do to keep his eyes focused on the screen.

He ached for some shuteye, but he was the captain. How could he leave his bridge for even five minutes?

“How many torpedoes left?” he asked.

Daniel repeatedly slapped his own cheeks. “Looks like … Looks like about a quarter, sir.”

“Computer, how many … How many spheres?”

“Ten spheres remain.”

“We can’t keep this up,” Ashley said.

“I know that, Commander,” Ryan said.

“If we don’t all collapse, we’ll run outta stims. If we don’t run outta those, we’ll run outta torpedoes.”

“Paragon to Quasar.”

“What is it?” Sayyed demanded, also far beyond the edge.

“We’re almost outta … outta torpedoes.”

“We’re running low too.”

“Gonna have to switch to cannons. Maybe send out fighters again?”

“Will they, uh … Will cannons or … or fighters do anything?”

“I don’t … I don’t know.”

“Whatever we do …” Ashley said, “we need a change of plans.”

“Agreed, Commander,” Sayyed sniped. “We gotta get outta here.”

“They’ll just send more,” Ryan said.

“And most of us aren’t … at full FTL yet,” Ashley said.

“We gotta … We have to retreat,” Sayyed said.

Where, Amira? “We can’t … We can’t go back!”

“Why not?”

“We’re in the middle of their territory! It’ll still take days to get back to UE space!”

“We’re still days out from our target! And they’ll probably send a thousand more of those blasted spheres!”

“We have a mission!”

“I know that, Ryan! I would’ve assumed that you’d want to carry it out.”

Ryan stared hard at the screen, at the images of their fellow Fleet vessels and the remaining sphere-probes. “What if we …? How many ships … still need to charge … their FTL?”

“Quasar to squadron. Count off those who still need to recharge.”

Several captains chimed in.

Ryan lost count of how many after the second one. “What if we … let the ones that still need to … recharge with those of us who don’t, who have … stronger armor? They can’t get all of us. Not all at once.”

The comm line was quiet.

“It’ll be harder …” Sayyed began, “to coordinate evasion … but may be worth a shot.”

“You heard the captain, Buck,” Ashley said. “Fall in wherever she orders us.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

“Jenna, you …” Ryan said.

“Sir?”

“Keep an eye on … everything too.”

The Paragon flew to a set of three ships, where she slowed to a halt on the starboard side of the one closest to the seven remaining sphere–probes.

The spheres began their illumination.

Ryan considered that Sayyed had assigned the Paragon a defensive position, and hoped that the ship’s upgraded armor plating would serve her well.

“Fire on my mark,” Sayyed said.

The spheres’ explosions were imminent.

Given the Paragon’s proximity, it suddenly crossed Ryan’s mind that if the squadron didn’t eliminate the spheres soon enough, the ship could very well end up caught in the wake of the shock wave they released that had burned away the Glåma. But he couldn’t exactly request to be repositioned, especially not now, with everyone ready to fire. He simply hoped that Sayyed’s timing was better than that of the Scourge.

“Fire!” she ordered.

The ships with a clean shot launched torpedoes. The sphere-probes didn’t move and their illumination grew ever brighter, now so intense that no one could look at the screen.

“Computer, time to impact?” Ryan asked.

“Impact in three, two, one.”

The blinding light vanished.

That’s strange. Detonation should’ve flashed. “Computer, enemy status?”

“Unknown.”

Ryan looked up at the screen. All the sphere-probes had disappeared.

“What happened?” Sayyed asked.

The other captains chimed in with a flurry of voices. No one had any idea.

Just like the Hive. Is it because had they gone off, they would’ve hit us?

Safe. The voice sparked in Ryan’s mind. The instant it occurred, he knew it was true. Not only had these spheres disappeared, but no more were coming. “Captain Sayyed.”

“Yes?” Her tone was wary, waiting for the next Scourge surprise to rear its ugly head.

“If you check your scanners, I think you’ll find that they’re gone. Long gone. And they’re not coming back.”

“Even if that’s true, more will almost certainly—”

“No. We’re safe. For now, anyway.”

“How do you know that? Are you seeing something we’re not?”

Ryan considered lying, claiming that yes, Grant had somehow developed some scanner calibration that could successfully detect the spheres under all circumstances. But then she’d ask to see those settings. As much as Ryan was sick of constantly claiming he had a hunch, he was even more sure that his colleagues and superiors were sick of it as well. He decided on a different lie. “The last time we were in this region, they … did something similar. They like to beat down on us for a while, then they just take off.”

“To what end?” Sayyed asked. “Their own stupid amusement?”

“Aliens, Captain. Who knows why they do what they do?”

“Well, as you said, we have a mission. Squadron, when everyone’s ready, resume course.”

A few of the captains who’d previously chimed in again reported that they had to wait another few minutes.

“Captain Sayyed for you, sir,” Buck said.

“What’s she want?” And why doesn’t she just ask me over the comm?

“Doesn’t say, sir.”

“I’ll take it in the stateroom.” Ryan nodded at Ashley. “Commander, you have the, uh … the …”

She stood. “I’ve got it, Captain.”

He saluted and left.

The computer greeted him as he entered the stateroom. “Captain Sayyed is on the line for you.”

“On screen.”

Sayyed’s concerned face lit up the screen. “Ryan.”

“Amira.”

“It looks like we’re already, so I just issued the order to resume course.”

“I’m sure my helm officer can handle that.”

“That’s good to know.”

“Just as I’m sure that’s not why you’re calling.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“So to what, then, do I owe this particular pleasure?”

“I didn’t want to sew doubt among the squadron before, but what you said about the behavior of the sphere-probes.”

“Yeah?”

“It was a load of bunk, wasn’t it?”

He shifted uncomfortably under her gaze, then remembered that she could see him, so stood straight. “I … I don’t know what you mean.”

She gave him a coy grin. “Oh come now, Ryan. It’s just us. You and me. You declared we were safe to resume course as if Admiral Hendricks had issued the order himself.”

Sayyed had Ryan cornered. Since he’d already gone with a rewording of the hunch thing, he couldn’t very well repeat that. And since she’d already called him on the observing-Scourge–behavior thing, he couldn’t double down on that either. He thought of asking if this were a secure line, then confessing everything, but feared that even clarifying the line’s status would be enough to alarm her, let alone everything else. “I …”

She relaxed into her chair. “You knew, though, didn’t you? Don’t you? It’s not a hypothesis, a theory, or a hunch, as you keep insisting to all of us. You know.”

“I believe.”

“But it’s a firm belief, isn’t it?”

He didn’t answer her.

“The thing is”—she tapped at her tablet—“I took a look. The entire last three days, the Paragon was never in direct danger.” She looked him dead in the eyes. “Not once. Not really.”

“I think my crew would beg to differ.”

She ignored his observation. “But the second the Paragon was in direct line of fire, the second an explosion would’ve done to her what it did to the Glåma, that’s when the spheres retreated. Not one second before.”

“It’s classified,” he blurted without giving it a fraction of forethought.

Her eyebrows raised with intense skepticism. “Excuse me?”

Great, Ry. Now what? “The hunches, the guesses, whatever you wanna call ’em. It’s classified.”

“Are you seriously saying that your occasional ability—and I emphasize ‘occasional’—to interpret Scourge activity with no more information than the rest of us have, are you saying that’s classified?”

He didn’t know what else to do, so doubled down. “I really can’t go into it any further.”

She kicked back in her chair, folded her arms, and regarded him curiously. “I see.”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“Would this”—she held up quote fingers—“‘classified ability’ have anything to do with your little contribution during the strategy session?”

The target point I insisted on. Yeah, Amira, you could say that. “It, uh …”

She held up her palms in surrender. “No, no, don’t tell me. Classified.”

He didn’t want to confirm or even commit to a nod, so he just stared at her.

“I wonder, then, why did Hendricks shut you down so abruptly?” Sayyed asked. “Or does this classification go above his head?”

Ryan couldn’t believe his ears, but it was sounding like his ridiculous reason, which he’d yanked straight out of his ass, was convincing her. He still said nothing.

“Or is the Chief of Fleet Operations part of your little classified ruse?”

“This mean you’re gonna go with my strategy? Go after my target point?”

“I’m not sure, Captain.” She threw a glance to the side. “Listen, it seems everyone’s ready to go, so we should resume course.”

“Agreed.”

“Given that we have a few days, and that it seems the sphere attack is over, I suggest you get some sleep.”

“Good idea. You should too.”

“Oh, I will.”

“Right, well …”

“One more thing, Ryan?”

“What’s that, Amira?”

“We should chat sometime.” She paused, pondering that notion. “Yes, we should definitely chat. Sayyed out.”
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Ryan went to Engineering, hoping to find Shivani. He knew she probably didn’t want to see him, especially now with everyone so exhausted from the ordeal with the sphere-probes, but he didn’t care. He had to see her.

He didn’t know where she’d be, so he descended the steps and traversed the catwalks to the central control console, where he found Grant in the middle of whatever latest mess.

“She here?” Ryan asked.

The Chief Engineer didn’t look at him. “If she is, it’s because she’s on duty”—he threw Ryan a nasty glance—“Captain.”

“I just need a minute, Grant.”

“All due respect, sir, it’s never just a minute with you two.” Grant pointed in a random direction. “Probably somewhere near SP1’s access area.” He faced him. “Seriously, only a minute. I need all hands.”

Ryan nodded and headed toward the area where, as best he recalled, SP1 core was located. After two seconds, he wasn’t sure he’d gone in the right direction.

“Sir?” Grant’s eyebrows lifted impatiently, then he pointed in the right direction.

“Right,” Ryan said. “Thanks.” Rounding a corner, he smacked right into someone.

“Oh my God! I am so sorry.” When Shivani saw who it was, her face fell. “Ryan. What are you doing here?”

“I had to see you.”

She brushed past him. “Well, as you can see, I’m on duty.”

“Shivani, hey.” He touched her shoulder.

She stopped and faced him. “What is it?”

“Listen, I’m sorry about dinner.”

“What on earth are you …? That was days ago. You came all the way down here for that?”

Since she’d put it that way, he also wondered why he’d brought it up. “I just wanted to make sure you knew—”

“Honestly, Ry, you can have dinner with whoever you bloody well please. It’s none of my business.”

“I just wanted you to know that nothing happened.”

“Well, thank you, but as you’ve pointed out, we’re not exactly”—she held up quote fingers—“‘together,’ so like I said, you can have dinner with whomever you want.”

“‘Together.’ You say it as if it were some giant mistake we made.”

She laughed with frustrated sarcasm. “You’re bloody unbelievable. Are we seriously doing this right now?”

He sighed. She’s right. “No, we don’t need to do this now.”

She sighed as well. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m bloody exhausted and these stupid upgrades are being as fussy as a toddler throwing a temper tantrum.”

“I understand. Almost seems like they weren’t worth it.”

She smiled. “I mean, all the bells and whistles are nice, but …”

“Yeah, I get it.”

“By the way, how did you get us out of this latest scrape?”

“It’d take a while to explain.” He looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “And not here.”

She nodded. “I see.”

“Listen, if you’re not terribly busy before we reach the target …”

She shook her head. “I’m afraid I’ll be quite occupied.”

“Yeah. Of course.”

“All right, that’s enough.” Grant marched toward them. “I need Von’s full attention.”

“I’ll see you,” Ryan told Shivani.

She only offered him a sad little nod, then wandered away.


Chapter Thirty-Three


Ryan glared at the FTL tunnel’s flashing azure. Though at one time he’d taken comfort in the sight, these last days he’d seen it, it’d always presaged an awful experience, from which he and his crew had barely escaped. Now he yearned for the pleasant sight of the still, twinkling stars around Terra Prima.

Not yet. Not for a while. Last night had been another dreamless one, and he didn’t even remember what he had for breakfast. He also hadn’t seen or heard from Shivani since they’d last spoken in Engineering.

But these thoughts were only a distraction for what awaited the Paragon in only a few seconds. While there had been no further sphere-probe attacks, everyone had been on edge in anticipation. Now that they had nearly arrived at their destination, Ryan was more anxious than ever. He fully intended to attack the target point he’d located on the mega-sphere, in blatant defiance of Sayyed’s orders, and all he could hope was that such a maneuver wouldn’t end up getting the entire squadron killed.

“Arriving in ten, nine, eight …” Buck said.

Ryan squeezed his chair’s arms.

“You ready for this?” Ashley asked him.

“As much as I can be, Commander.”

“Well, assuming your luck holds out, I’m looking forward to champagne in the mess.”

Ryan glanced at her. “First bottle’s on me.”

The Paragon dropped to sub-light. And there it was. That Scourge mega-sphere the size of a star. As if on schedule, fifty battle cruisers headed straight for the squadron.

“This is it, people!” Sayyed called over the comm. “Look alive!”

“Launch fighters?” a captain asked.

“Negative! We need to get past these as quickly as possible and hit our targets.”

“Understood. Buenos Aires out.”

“Keep an eye on formation, helm,” Ryan said.

“Aye, sir.”

“In their weapons range in ten, nine, eight …” Daniel said.

“How’s our armor, Varga?” Ryan asked.

“Ninety-eight percent, sir.”

“Bridge to Engineering, how are my engines looking?”

“Humming along, sir,” Grant replied. “If need be, as long as our armor holds, I can get us outta here.”

“Since there are so many of them,” Sayyed said, “let’s focus on evasive, minor defensive, minimal torpedoes, maximum cannons. Repeat: no fighters. Anything we can do to get past and hit those targets.”

Ryan wondered when would be the best time to go after their own target. Not now, obviously. The Paragon would be too vulnerable to enemy fire, likely blown away before she got even halfway there. He’d have to wait till they got closer. Much closer.

The first round of torpedoes raced for the squadron. But the Fleet ships were ready. Each dodged with plenty of time to spare.

They’re not attacking. They’re just messing with us. Like Yilmaz said. And that told him that something much worse was coming.

Another spread came and again the squadron successfully evaded.

“What are they doing?” Sayyed asked. “Why are they pussyfooting around us?”

“That’s a good question,” Ashley said.

The squadron was only seconds away from colliding with the enemy cruisers.

“All right, listen up!” Sayyed said. “Our goal is not to take them out. Repeat, we’re not destroying these cruisers. Not only do they outnumber us, but they’re not our target. I want you to get past them as quickly as possible. Minimal torpedo fire.”

The battle cruisers engaged. One after the other careened straight for the squadron’s ships.

Four came for the Paragon, raining down torpedoes and cannon fire.

Buck was on it. He deftly swerved the ship in a zigzag.

The deck shook with what Ryan assumed were the torpedoes’ blast fronts, hopefully only grazing the ship’s surface. “Tell me those are just fireworks, Varga.”

“Affirmative. Minimal damage so far. Only down one percent.” As if to emphasize his point, he fired a half dozen cannon beams at the nearest cruiser, scraping into her sides.

But as precisely as he fired, and as fast as Buck evaded, there were still so many more cruisers coming at them.

“Yangtze to Quasar!” a captain shouted. “We’ve got ’em on all sides! Not gonna last much—”

The dead comm line’s static filled Ryan’s ears. Just gotta get there.

The Paragon sped past the last few cruisers. No others appeared on the viewscreen.

“No way they’re gonna make it that easy,” Ryan said.

“That first wave’s probably just gonna swing right around and sandwich us against a second one,” Ashley said.

It was as if the Scourge’s equivalent of Fleet Command had taken her suggestion. A second wave of another fifty battle cruisers launched from unseen points of the mega-sphere.

“Stay on target!” Sayyed said.

The second wave bore down on them, launching so many torpedoes they blanketed the screen.

“Helm!” Ryan said.

“On it, sir!”

The Paragon swerved and dodged, but there were simply too many. The bridge shook as, one after another, torpedoes exploded all around her.

“Varga?” Ryan asked.

“Armor still holding, sir. Not even another full percent lost.”

The second wave of cruisers engaged the squadron.

Chaos erupted.

Battle cruisers, torpedoes, and now cannon beams and Scourge fighters flooded the skies.

“Varga, do what you gotta do, but get us through!” Ryan said.

The Paragon launched three torpedoes. Two smashed into a cruiser dead ahead, and the third hit another. Explosions ripped across the surfaces of the enemy vessels, but it wasn’t enough to take them down.

“Stay on target, people!” Sayyed said.

A break in the enemy’s lines emerged on the screen.

Ryan pointed at it. “Helm!”

“I see it, sir!”

Ryan hung on the edge of his seat as Buck steered the ship toward the opening.

More torpedo explosions buffeted the Paragon as she rocketed out of the melee.

Ryan was so focused on their potential escape, he didn’t think to ask Daniel about their armor status.

The Paragon broke through into empty space. The mega-sphere lay dead ahead, ripe for the squadron’s strike.

“Keep on it, Paragon,” Sayyed said. “We’re right behind you.”

“Affirmative, Captain!” Ryan said. “Computer, remaining Fleet ships?”

“There are seventeen ships accounted for.”

Great. Down to almost half what we came with. No matter. Let’s get this done.

“Alpha, head for target one, beta two, gamma three,” Sayyed ordered.

The instant she finished giving the order, yet another wave of over one hundred battle cruisers poured out of the mega-sphere.

“How on earth did Fleet Command think this was gonna work?” Ashley asked Ryan.

“I don’t know.”

In a flash, the third wave surrounded the three teams.

Studying all those enemy ships on the screen, Ryan realized it was now or never. “Helm, new course. These coordinates.” He punched them into his chair’s arm panel.

“What the hell are you doing?” Ashley asked.

Ryan ignored her.

“But, sir, Captain Sayyed just said—” Buck warned.

“And I’m giving you a new course. Hit it, Lieutenant.”

Ashley got in Ryan’s face. “Maybe you didn’t hear me, but what the hell are you doing?”

“Hitting them where it’s gonna hurt.”

“Ryan, we have our orders!”

“And if we follow them, we’ll never destroy that thing!” Ryan pointed at the mega-sphere, then stood and stepped up behind Buck. “Enter the coordinates, Lieutenant.”

Buck hesitated, then punched in the new course. “Aye, sir.”

The Paragon rotated to the right, directly into a wall of cruisers.

The maneuver was not lost on Sayyed. “Paragon, your navigation systems had better be malfunctioning!”

“Standby, Captain,” Ryan said.

“You’re not seriously attempting … Are you insane?”

“It’ll work, Amira!”

“You don’t know that, Ryan!”

“Yes, I do! Now either back me up, or get off the comm!”

“If you want to condemn your crew to a one-way trip to hell, be my guest! Quasar out!”

Ashley joined Ryan behind Buck. “You better know what you’re doing.”

Ryan didn’t answer her. “Steady as she goes, helm.”

The Paragon shot toward the wall of cruisers. Ryan scanned the screen for a break, even a small one.

Nothing.

If he tried to go around, they’d catch him. The Hive, he reminded himself. “Steady, Buck. Steady.”

Only a few thousand kilometers separated the Paragon from the wall of cruisers. Still, Ryan saw no break.

With only seconds to go before impact, four ships broke off, heading toward the gamma team.

“Hit it, Buck! Hit it!” Ryan hollered.

The Paragon blasted through the opening. On the other side, it was open space between her and the target point.

“Keep going. Keep going,” Ryan said. “Full sub-light.”

“Reaching the target in one minute,” Daniel said.

Ryan soon spotted the target area, pulsing with life. There it is. The nerve center.

The surface of the mega-sphere, with all those millions of Scourge underneath its membrane, took up the entire screen. Within seconds, the Paragon would destroy the mega-sphere.

“Varga, prepare the weapon,” Ryan ordered.

“With pleasure, sir.”

“First bottle’s on me, Mendez.”

“I look forward to it, Captain.”

“Weapon’s ready, sir,” Daniel said.

“Fire on my mark,” Ryan said. “In three, two—”

A wall of massive motherships—the likes of which no Fleet vessel had seen since the battle at Theta-19—emerged from unseen apertures on the surface of the mega-sphere. Each one dwarfed the Paragon by several orders of magnitude.

The sight threw Ryan back to the moment he’d heard the news of the mothership that had overtaken the Euphrates.

That had killed his old friend Captain Blake Akana and Akana’s second and lover, Commander Katrina Volkov …

The day that President Merrick Whitcomb and Admiral Lisa Buzzetti had promoted him …

The day that had forever altered the course of his life.

He scanned the vista of these motherships, obsessively attempting to count them, but there were so many.

Too many.

“Oh my God,” Ashley said.

Ryan didn’t know whether the sight of such overwhelming force had instantly driven him mad or whether he truly held such trust that the Scourge would spare him, but he didn’t blink. “Steady, helm.”

“Captain?” Ashley seized his shoulder and swung him to face her. She pointed at the screen. “One shot from one of those, we are dust!”

Ryan smacked her arm away. “They won’t fire.”

“How on earth could you possibly know that?”

Ryan faced the screen again. “They won’t fire.”

Again, only a few thousand kilometers lay between the Paragon and all those motherships.

“What are you gonna do, ram them?” Ashley asked.

That’s the basic idea, Ashley. “Steady.”

The wall of motherships rushed toward the screen. With only seconds before impact, the one directly ahead moved toward the Paragon’s port side.

See, Ashley? But Ryan had no desire to rub it in. Not now. “Varga?”

“Armor holding.”

“Impact in three, two …” Buck said.

Time slowed for Ryan. At the Hive, that enormous shipyard–station had retreated to FTL the second before the Paragon had crashed into it. Only minutes ago, the battle cruisers that had blocked the Paragon’s way had moved.

Not this time.

Crash!


Chapter Thirty-Four


Alarms blasted through profound black. But for the sound, Ryan would have assumed that he was already dead. Then came the cold of the deck pressed against his face. He lifted his head and blinked. “What …?”

Dark, blurry shapes filled his vision. He guessed they were his bridge crew. For a moment, he couldn’t understand why it was so dark, then he glimpsed the glaring red of the emergency lights.

He pushed himself up till he was kneeling, then scrambled to his feet and stumbled until he smacked into a wall. Looking back, his clearing vision revealed Buck on the floor, blood pooling around his head, and Jenna slowly climbing back into her seat.

Buck! No! He stepped away from the wall to get a closer look at the helmsman. No!

“Lieutenant!” Ashley ran to Buck and crouched next to him.

He didn’t answer her.

She pressed two fingers to his neck. “Thank God. Bridge to sick bay!”

“Little busy here, Commander!” Liam growled over the comm.

“Well, get less busy! Buck’s down! Concussion or … That’s your damn department. Get a team up here now!”

“On our way.”

Ryan spotted Daniel at his console and the rest of the bridge crew at theirs. No one seemed to be horribly injured.

“Jenna!” Ashley barked.

“Ma’am!” Jenna shakily stood at attention.

“You’re up!” Ashley pointed at Buck’s seat.

“Yes, ma’am!” Jenna saluted and took the helm.

“Be ready on my order!”

Jenna saluted again. “Ma’am.”

“I don’t …” Ryan told himself. “I don’t understand.”

He staggered over to his chair, but didn’t sit, instead gripping the arm to steady himself. “I don’t understand. Should’ve … should’ve worked.”

He looked over at the screen. Hundreds of Scourge vessels still filled it, both the giant motherships and battle cruisers.

Boom! A torpedo smashed into the Paragon.

Ryan guessed it was only the latest of many. He swung around to face Daniel. “Varga? Damage?”

Daniel glared at him. “Armor thirty.”

Ryan couldn’t help but feel a little relief. He turned back to his chair.

Ashley belted him across the face. “You son of a bitch! You stupid, arrogant son of a bitch! You had your goddamn orders! Why? Why?!”

Ryan stumbled back and hit Daniel’s console. The Chief Tactical Officer glared down at him. She’s right, Ry. Did you honestly think the Scourge would let you win? But the voice. The one that gave me the target. But had it been the Scourge? Had it been them injecting vital tactical information into his brain? Or was it just him? His own delusion?

Ignoring Ashley and Daniel, he staggered toward the screen. “Varga, the weapon.”

“We can’t deploy.”

Ryan faced him. “Why not?”

“Look around, you moron!” Ashley demanded.

Ryan didn’t have time to further complicate what had happened. He knew what he had to do. “Varga, join me in Telemetry.”

“With whatever minimal respect may still be due you, sir, I’m gonna stay here and protect the ship.”

Yeah, Danny, if the tables were turned … “Mendez, the bridge is yours. Get them outta here.”

“Where the hell are you going?”

Ryan didn’t answer her as he exited the bridge.

“Monaghan to Peters,” he called over the comm as he marched toward the elevator. “Be ready to jump on Ashley’s order.”

“What the hell happened?”

“Be ready.” Ryan entered the elevator.

“Engines sustained critical damage. I don’t know that we can jump.”

“Do what you can. Monaghan out. Shuttle bay.”

“I apologize, Captain, but the system has been damaged,” the elevator said.

Ryan ran back into the hallway, to the nearest companionway. Barely gripping the ladder’s rails, he slid down to the shuttle bay’s deck.

Leaping off, he sprinted to the bay’s door. Practically tearing it off its hinges, he raced into the Naxos. Tearing open the nearest locker, he yanked out a space suit.

He’d never noticed how bulky they were when all he’d ever had to do before was simply put one on. But now that he had to carry it with him while the ship was under attack, he could only hope that he dropped neither the suit, its thruster pack, or the helmet.

Making it back to the companionway, he barely held onto the suit as he slid down to Telemetry.

Stumbling onto the deck, he ran to the deployment tubes. Dropping the suit on the floor, he wrenched the narco–weapon out of its tube and onto a cart. Then he picked up the suit and tossed it next to the weapon.

Remembering the nearby malfunctioning elevator, he pushed the cart as hard as he could to the next one.

As the door slid open, he asked the elevator, “Can you get me to the docking port deck?”

“Of course, Captain.”

He wheeled the probe and suit inside. “Docking port! Now!”

A few seconds passed, but they felt like an eternity, especially with the continuing crashing of torpedoes from outside, and the elevator shaking within its shaft.

The door slid open. He shoved the probe and suit toward the docking port door.

Snatching the suit, he threw it on as quickly as he could, barely fastening its connectors to protect himself from the frozen vacuum outside. Then he slapped the docking port’s access button.

“Warning!” the computer declared. “Opening the docking port when not connected to a corresponding one—”

“Security override, Monaghan!”

An alarm went off and the docking port door slid open. He shoved the probe inside and closed the door behind him. “External door!”

“Warning—!”

“Security override, Monaghan!”

Another alarm went off, but then the external door slid open. With the sudden shift in air pressure, he and the probe launched into the crack between the opening door and its doorway. The force’s pressure pressed his rib cage against the probe, but he gritted through it.

The instant the door had opened sufficiently for him and the probe to fit through, he, it, and its cart shot into space.

He gripped an edge of the probe bordering its propulsion system. With his gloves, it was hard to maintain his hold, and he desperately hoped that he didn’t lose it. “Computer, access the Paragon’s most recent target-point coordinates.”

“Coordinates accessed.”

“Fire thrusters at full velocity to coordinates.”

The thruster icon on his faceplate’s display showed that they were firing.

Relieved to finally complete this mission, he took in his surroundings. The battle raged all around him. Battle cruisers and their swarms of fighters came down on Fleet ships. Waves of torpedoes launched and exploded. A crisscross of cannon beams fired constantly. With the silence of space, the sight was a violent beautiful, as if the Scourge and UE had coordinated a stunning fireworks display specifically for him.

“Paragon to Monaghan!” Ashley hollered. “What are you doing?”

“Completing the mission, Commander.”

“You’re in the middle of a friggin’ battlefield! You’ll never make it!”

“If I’m not back in ten minutes, get the Paragon outta here!”

“We’re not abandoning you, sir.”

“You have your orders.” Tell Shivani …

“Fine, you goddamn … If you wanna die out there, go ahead. Paragon out!”

Now that she’d mentioned the fact that he was floating around in a battlefield, he suddenly considered that, darting his eyes every which way to make sure that a stray torpedo or cannon beam wasn’t about to blow him up or slice him in half. Not much you can do about that now, Ry.

He focused on the target point, dead ahead. From this vantage point, it looked no different from any other patch of Scourge material. Scab-gray with plenty of pulsing life underneath.

“Arriving at target in five, four …” the computer said.

“Cut and reverse thruster speed for target arrival.”

The thruster icon showed the slowing speed.

He knew he needed to be ready. While barely maintaining his grip on the probe with one hand, he reached down to his utility belt with the other and snapped off his Ka-Bar knife. This is gonna be awkward. He’d have to fumble the knife out of its sheath and cut an opening large enough to shove the probe into the mega-sphere. He both had to make sure the probe didn’t slip away, and he didn’t push himself off it. Guess I’ll have to use thrusters again. Keep it low so I don’t lose the probe. Or myself.

He arrived at the mega-sphere’s surface and awkwardly maneuvered around the probe to gain direct contact. Eyeballing the area in front of him, he guessed that he’d have to work at cutting open the hole while making sure not to knock himself away.

He stabbed the knife into the surface.

His wrist twisted at a harsh angle as the blade bounced right off.

“Ow! What the hell?”

He gripped the minuscule tear he’d cut and pulled at it, attempting to rip it away. The material peeled off like an overripe orange skin.

Bronze. Solid and gleaming under the light of the millions of stars around him. It was the same color as all the Scourge vessels the Fleet had seen prior to his encounter with the first sphere–probe.

Panicking, he tore at the tiny exposed patch, but the more slices of gray material he ripped away, the more solid bronze he revealed.

“No … No!”

He dropped the knife with no consideration of whether he needed it again. He snatched his scanner and read the area in front of him.

A thin layer of the usual gray material with a fifty-foot thick layer of solid bronze beneath.

“Monaghan to Varga!”

“A little busy here, sir!”

“Our readings of this thing’s surface. You said it was that same gray stuff that the first sphere-probe was made of.”

“Yeah. No. I mean, yeah, that’s what we read.”

They changed it. Or sent false readings. Or installed a gigantic bronze shell since we were last here. It didn’t matter what the Scourge had done. The fact was, there was no way his puny knife would cut through this.

He briefly eyed the narco-weapon itself. Maybe if I … But there was nothing he could do. The probe wasn’t a torpedo he could detonate. And even if he could, such an action would destroy the payload.

His eyes leaping between the probe, the glaring patch of bronze, and his useless, empty hand, he finally faced the brutal reality.

I failed.


Chapter Thirty-Five


Ryan shoved the probe aside as if his minuscule force could send it whirling off into space. “Computer, back to the Paragon. Full velocity. Monaghan to Paragon!”

“What happened?” Ashley demanded.

They knew. Somehow they knew, and they installed that massive bronze barrier. The probe was useless. “Mission failed.” No, Ry, you failed. “Heading back! Be ready to jump as soon as I’m on board!”

Ashley hesitated. “Captain, I don’t know that we can jump. The engines are at critical.”

Critical? The crash. Into one of the Scourge motherships. The crash I caused. “I’m on my way! Monaghan out.”

As hard as his thrusters were firing, every second felt like an eternity.

The engines. Critical. Shivani! No, she’s not in there. Grant got her out.

The Paragon still loomed in the distance. It seemed like with every second that passed, he wasn’t getting any closer.

Then he caught sight of it. Out of his periphery.

A lone torpedo. Heading straight for him.

The crash didn’t work, so now they’re trying to stab me with a toothpick? “Computer, evasive against approaching enemy projectile!”

“Compensating.”

His thrusters jolted with the sudden change in course. The Paragon was syncing with his field of vision.

He’d overshoot it.

Luckily, the computer’s redirection seemed to be enough, as he caught the torpedo zipping by below him.

Dammit! How much time did that cost me? “Computer, resume course to the Paragon!”

“Adjusting.”

Finally, the ship grew larger.

Not much time now. “Come on, come on!”

He could finally make out the exterior docking port door. “Computer, adjust thrust so I won’t bounce off the Paragon!”

But the ship was fast approaching. With every second, it raced toward him as if he’d jumped off a cliff and was falling down on it.

“Here goes …”

With the docking port door only a few kilometers away, he focused on its access panel. “Dammit, another stupid override.”

His thrusters lightly reversed, then cut. He drifted the rest of the way.

He held out his right hand, so when he smacked onto the door, he was ready.

Unfortunately, as with all suit work, his glove made articulation far more difficult. After a few attempts, he could finally tap the button.

“Warning—!” the computer announced.

“Override! Monaghan!”

An alarm blared out of his helmet speakers.

“Ow! Goddamn it!”

The door slid open. He struggled to clamor inside. “Computer! Shut the damn door!”

Despite his insistence, the door slid shut at its usual speed.

“Hold for pressurization,” the computer said.

A hiss told him that the sequence had ended. The internal door slid open.

“Warning! Engines critical. SP1 core ejection in five minutes,” the computer said.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Torpedoes bombarded the ship in continuous succession.

He tripped and staggered as he tore off his helmet and tossed it aside. He ran to the nearest companionway and slid so fast toward Engineering that when he reached its top deck, he had to snag a rung to stop his fall. The force nearly snapped his fingers off.

Ignoring the pain, he leapt off the ladder and ran across the main deck.

As he descended the first set of steps, a low hum filled the complete area. The sound was so familiar. Too familiar. It conjured within him dread, anxiety, and disorientation.

Practically falling down the last steps, he seized the first engineer he spotted. “Shivani!”

The engineer trembled under Ryan’s severe glare. “SP1! But, sir—!”

Ryan took off. But only a few yards later, he came face-to-face with the damage that his decision to play chicken with the Scourge had wrought.

The crash into the Scourge mothership had grotesquely mangled the entire port side of the Paragon, with girders, bulkheads, and live wires jutting out in every direction. Passage through was possible, but would be extremely awkward and more than a little dangerous.

Ryan didn’t care. Shivani was in there somewhere, and he was going to get her out.

He climbed over piles of twisted metal, a feat his clunky suit made no easier.

“Warning! Engines critical. SP1 core ejection in four minutes,” the computer said.

In the distance, Ryan spotted Grant and a handful of other engineers struggling in vain to pry open SP1 core’s access area door.

No! She can’t be in there. “Grant! Grant, what happened?”

The Chief Engineer swung around, clearly not expecting Ryan‘s presence. The older man’s tone was deadly serious. “Von’s inside.”

Ryan reached them, shoved the older man aside, and peered into the porthole.

Through the thick foggy glass, Shivani frantically worked various controls.

“Shivani!” Ryan shouted.

“She can’t hear you.” Grant spoke in a resigned tone. “Not without this.” He pointed at an intercom button to the right of the door.

Ryan seized him by the collar. “Get her outta there!”

Grant shoved him off. “You don’t think I want to? That I’m desperate to?”

“Open it!”

“I tried!”

“Now!”

“I can’t!”

“Why not?”

“It’s locked!”

“So unlock it!”

“Emergency safety protocol! Nothing can unlock it! Only reason I even tried—!”

Ryan’s mind raced frantically. “We’ll get Matt down here!” If anyone could override Security protocols, it was him.

Grant shook his head. “He’ll never get here in time.”

“Warning! Engines critical. SP1 core ejection in two minutes,” the computer said.

Ryan faced the porthole. Shivani was still hard at work. He pressed the intercom button. “Shivani,” he breathed.

She stood up straight at the sound of his voice and spun around. Her face brightened with the most incredible, relieved smile he’d ever seen. “Ryan! I was so worried!” She ran over to the porthole.

He pressed his other hand firmly against the door, as if he could bust through and save her. “Shivani, I’m so sorry! It’s all my fault! I—”

She pressed an index finger firmly to her lips and shook her head. “It’s all right. Everything’s all right.”

His eyes misted. “We can’t—We can’t get you—” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

“Warning! Engines critical. SP1 core ejection in one minute,” the computer said.

Ryan choked down the sobs. “Shivani, I …” He opened and closed his mouth several times. “I …”

She nodded knowingly.

“I love you so much,” he finally confessed. “So much!”

Her eyes glistened and tears trickled down her cheeks. She leaned forward and kissed the porthole.

“Warning! Engines critical. SP1 core ejection in ten, nine …” the computer said.

Shivani stepped back from the porthole. A wry smile lifted the corners of her mouth. She, too, struggled through her breaking voice. “Oh, my sweet darling. Of course you do.”

Ryan heard the countdown conclude in the distance.

“Four, three …”

Shivani shook her head with profound conviction. “And I so desperately love y—”

“One,” the computer announced with awful, unfeeling finality.

Time slowed for Ryan as Shivani’s face, her warm smile, drifted away from him.

The entirety of SP1 core’s bulk, including its access area, launched into the heated battle outside, leaving behind it a massive cavity, a near fatal wound in the Paragon.

“No!” Ryan screamed at the cold, star-sprinkled black vacuum only inches from his face.

He watched in desperate, heartbroken silence as the core flew off several hundred kilometers.

It silently exploded.


Chapter Thirty-Six


Ryan saw nothing but blurred images in the darkness. You killed her! Ashley was right! You stupid son of a bitch! Sour acid boiled up in his guts. Before he was even aware, vomit spewed forth.

“Captain!” voices hollered.

Ryan honestly couldn’t tell how many. He stumbled forward, collapsed, and vomited again.

The voices repeated his rank over and over, demanding his attention, but he could do nothing.

Completely paralyzed.

Strong arms seized his own, lifting him to his feet. The blurry images clarified. He thought he saw both Grant and Liam standing in front of him, but he still couldn’t be sure.

“They need you on the bridge!” a voice shouted at him.

Ryan tried to wriggle out of the firm grip the arms had on him. He didn’t even know why such a desire overwhelmed him. He wanted to escape. Them. Engineering. The whole damn ship.

But he couldn’t.

“The battle,” he muttered.

Fingers snapped in front of his face, and a tiny, blinding light shone in his eyes.

“Captain, you with us?” Liam asked.

Ryan was silent. His mind struggled to return to the present, his duty, but all he could see was Shivani‘s last smile.

“He’s not responding,” Grant said.

“Captain?” Liam sighed. “I hate to do this to you, kid, but we need someone in that chair.”

Only half understanding what the doctor was implying, Ryan muttered, “Ashley.”

“Under my authority as Chief Medical Officer, I am officially relieving you of duty, until further notice.”

Ryan said nothing.

“You understand?” Liam asked.

Ryan didn’t answer.

“I’m afraid I need your acknowledgment, kid,” Liam insisted.

“I … I understand,” Ryan replied.

“Get ’im outta here,” Liam ordered someone Ryan didn’t see.

The next thing he knew, the same arms as before—or perhaps entirely new ones—seized his own, and dragged him away.

Alarms blared. Torpedoes exploded. The deck shook. Those sounds and sensations were the only things he was aware of as his escorts dragged him along, up steps, and into an enclosed space, most likely an elevator.

Finally, he was aware of a small, bright room. It was too small to be his quarters, so he guessed it was sick bay.

The arms lay him down on the medi-bed. He heard fabric zip and felt straps press his body against the bed’s surface.

Suddenly, the fact of the Paragon’s still being stuck in the heat of battle rushed into his mind. “The ship!”

“Don’t worry about that now,” Liam said. “Ashley‘s got the chair. She’ll get us outta this. Just like at Theta.”

The room jolted.

Ryan assumed that meant the ship had jumped to FTL. He tried to sit up, then looked down to find the straps restraining him. Right. “Doctor …” He didn’t know why he asked for Liam. He had no particular question or request.

The older man approached him, bending over the right side of his head. “Rest easy now, Captain,” Liam said.

A cold point pressed against the right side of Ryan’s neck.

His world dissolved to black.
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Ryan blinked awake. “Shivani!” He sat up, then was surprised that he could do so. Looking around, he found he was back in his quarters, in his bed, no longer restrained. And by the looks of it, someone or several someones had carefully placed him there and even tucked his covers up to his chin. “Liam?”

He got out of bed and paced frantically. “Computer, current status of the Paragon?”

“The Paragon has sustained extreme damage, and is currently on route to Terra Prima Station.”

“We still in Scourge territory?”

“Affirmative. At current velocity, we won’t arrive in UE territory for another six weeks.”

“That long?”

“Affirmative. The engines are only functioning at—”

“I know. I know. Monaghan to the bridge.”

“I apologize, Captain,” the computer said, “but your communications have been restricted.”

“Right. Relieved of duty.” At first, a hot flash of anger washed over him, but it faded quickly. He couldn’t blame Liam or Ashley or anyone else. The fact was, had he been in their place, he would have done the exact same thing. “Lucky we got away in one piece. Has there been any further Scourge activity? Since the battle?”

“Negative.”

The intense desire to go to the bridge, to see it for himself, to speak to someone, anyone, overwhelmed him. Though still in his underwear, he ran to the door.

It slid open, but before he took a single step outside, two Security lieutenants, armed with rifles, faced him.

“I’m sorry, sir,” the Right Security Lieutenant said. “You’ve been confined to quarters until further notice.”

Ryan glanced at the Left Security Lieutenant as if he would give him a different answer. “I understand. Can I …? Am I allowed to speak with Matt?”

“I’ll comm him, sir,“ the Right Security Lieutenant said.

“Until then, sir,” the Left Security Lieutenant said, “you should return to your quarters.”

Ryan peered down at his feet, barely past his door’s threshold, and retreated far enough for the door to slide closed.

He retreated to his dining table and looked over at the dispenser. He didn’t know how long he’d been out. A day? A week? However long it had been, his stomach was surprisingly still. No hunger pangs at all.

He thought back to the time only weeks ago when Shivani had taken care of him after the fight with the sentinels on the Vercingetorix, where the one had fatally wounded Trina.

“I’m not hungry,” Ryan had told Shivani. “Or tired.”

“Not even for a little Mexican?” she’d asked.

“Surprised you knew that was my favorite food.”

“You’re not the only one who obsesses over Fleet profiles. Why don’t I whip you up some Mexi, put you to bed, and if you like, stay the night?”

“I’d love that, but what about your duties? What’ll Grant say?”

“Oh, I think I can work out some sort of special dispensation with the Chief Engineer. And if not, I’ll just go over his head and tell Ashley to approve it.”

“Tell her?”

“You think she’d refuse me taking care of my captain?”

“Not even a little.”

His door rang, an occurrence so rare, he barely recognized the sound. “Come in.”

The door slid open and Matthew marched in. Given the status of the lieutenants on Ryan’s door, he’d fully expected Matthew to be wearing riot gear and some giant submachine gun. Instead, he was dressed in his standard duty uniform.

“You called, sir,” Matthew said.

“That’s right.” Ryan briefly pointed at his unmade bed. “Have a seat.”

Matthew sat on the edge and faced him, his eyes expectant.

“How long am I …?” Ryan nodded at the door.

“Until the doctor clears you.”

“When’s that gonna happen?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“I see. So I’m just stuck here until …?”

“Further notice. That’s right.”

Anger again surged within Ryan, but then he shook his head, reminding himself that were he in their place … “Computer says we’re still in Scourge territory.”

“That’s right.”

“And they haven’t come after us? None of those giant ships? No sphere-probes?”

Matthew shook his head. “It’s been silent.”

Mortally wounded us, then watched us limp away? Expecting us to slink off and die in the woods? Technically, Ry, you’re the one who mortally wounded us. “Has Ashley spoken with Buzzetti?”

“I believe the commander has updated the admiral as to our status, yes, but I’m not sure if they’ve spoken.”

“And the Quasar? The rest of the squadron? Did any of them survive?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if Mendez has been in communication with Captain Sayyed.”

This was so frustrating. If Ryan was still in command, he’d have some idea. Yeah, well, you’re not. “Buck? Did he …?”

“The lieutenant is just fine, sir. He only suffered a minor concussion.”

Ryan nodded and smiled at such comparatively wonderful news. “Good. Good. That’s great to hear.” Tears of joy rolled down his cheeks.

“I know I’m not especially good at this, Ryan, but I’d like to offer my condolences on Shivani.”

Sounded pretty good to me, Matt. “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander. I appreciate that.”

“She was a brilliant engineer and will be deeply missed.”

Maybe you should conduct her memorial. “Tell me, Matt, I know you’re different, and I can appreciate that, but how’d you do it? How do you do it?”

“Trina?”

“You said you’d mourn her in your own way.”

“That’s right.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, if it’s not too private, what is that?”

“I don’t mind.” Matthew looked off to his right. “I talk to her, as if she’s there with me. Even though I know she’s not.”

“Talk to her.”

Matthew nodded.

“But how do you …?” Ryan asked. “How do you deal with it? The pain? Emptiness? Guilt?”

“Well, sir, as you pointed out, I’m different. I feel no pain or emptiness. As for guilt, there’s no reason for that. I did my duty. She did hers.”

The reason you feel guilty is that you are. Tears again welled up in his eyes. He didn’t want Matthew to see that. “Thanks, Matt. You can go.”

Matthew stood.

“Oh, how do I know when I’m allowed to leave?” Ryan asked.

“My understanding is that Dr. Stephens will drop by at some point to give you a checkup. If he approves, you’ll be allowed the run of the ship.”

Ryan looked over at his dispenser. “And if he doesn’t, I’ll be stuck in here for who knows how long?”

“That would be my guess, yes.”

“And I’m guessing Ashley won’t restore my command until …”

“At least until we leave Scourge territory, if not all the way to Prima.”

“Yeah, that makes sense.” Ryan looked up at him. “Dismissed—” He remembered he was no longer in charge. “Sorry. I mean, you can go.”

Matthew left.

Ryan turned to his dispenser. “Tall glass of Islay whiskey.”

After two seconds, the machine hissed and opened, revealing a pint of the gloriously delicious amber liquid.

He picked it up and studied it. “Drink that whole thing, it’ll probably kill you.” Not a terrible idea. He took a sip. The taste took him back …

“Ooh, know what?” Shivani had asked him. “Never mind. You shouldn’t call me Von.”

“Why not?” he’d asked.

“You sound like my uncle.”

“I definitely don’t wanna do that.”

“Yeah … Keep it to the full-on Shivani.”

“Will do. So that suggestion?”

“The only drink there is for having faced down an alien death probe and lived to tell the tale. Islay Scotch whiskey. Straight up.”

“That what you’re getting?”

“Oh, God no. You kidding me?” She’d placed her hands near her sides to frame her slender body. “Pour whiskey into this? That’ll knock me out flat. Nah, I’m getting something girlie, like a tequila sunrise.”

“Or a mango margarita?” He’d offered her his drink.

She’d accepted. “Thank you, Ryan.”

“No problem, Shiv—”

To stop the haunting memory, he set down the glass and gazed up at the ceiling. “Computer …”

“Yes?”

He intended to call Sayyed, to apologize for his disastrous strategy, for disobeying her orders, for likely getting the rest of the squadron killed. No, Ry. Not that. Not now. “Never mind.”

“Understood.”

He took another sip of the whiskey, then stood, went to his sink, and dumped the rest.

He gazed into the mirror. At his exhausted face, his grim expression reflecting his deep sorrow and regret. He wanted to say something to himself, berate himself, scream at himself, but all of those would be useless gestures.

He placed the empty glass back in the dispenser and went to bed.
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“Hold still, Captain,” Liam ordered.

Ryan was sitting up in his bed, enduring the doctor’s various tests. A light in the eye, a tap on the knee.

Days had passed since Ryan had first woken up after the battle, though he hadn’t kept track of how many. As far as he knew, the Paragon was still in Scourge territory, though hopefully near the UE border.

In that time, he’d not only gotten used to his confinement, but he’d actually grown to relish it. He almost didn’t want to ask when he’d be free to exit his quarters.

“Well, everything checks out.” Liam stood up straight and gazed down at him.

Ryan didn’t look up at him. “So I’m no longer confined?”

“Provided you don’t do anything stupid. Though I don’t know if you can beat crashing us into the Scourge.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” The temptation struck Ryan to ask when Liam and Ashley would restore his command, but then decided that he’d let them simply tell him. And what if they didn’t restore it till Terra Prima? What if no one ever restored it? Was that really so bad?

“All in a day’s work.” Liam nodded at the bathroom. “You taking what I gave you for sleep?”

Ryan shook his head. “Not since you gave it to me.”

Liam grunted. “Well, you should get up and stretch your legs. Or whatever. Lemme know if you need anything.” He went to the door.

It slid open. The two Security lieutenants remained outside.

Ryan turned around. “Thanks, Liam.”

“Uh-uh.” The older man nodded at the Right Security Lieutenant.

Both lieutenants vacated.

Ryan threw on his uniform, though didn’t bother straightening it. He headed to the bridge, taking his time as, though he wanted to know the Paragon’s status, he didn’t want to face his bridge crew whom he’d so utterly failed.

As the seconds passed, dread crept up in his stomach. You don’t have to go, you know. Ashley‘s got everything under control. Better than you would. He ignored his nagging inner voice.

He reached the bridge’s door, but paused and heaved a heavy sigh. “Better take what’s coming to me.”

He entered the bridge, but hung by the door. He did not announce himself. Hearing his steps, heads slowly turned. No one said anything.

Wearing a bandage on his head, Buck stood and saluted. “Captain on the bridge,” he said solemnly.

Everyone else followed suit, even Daniel and Ashley.

“Status?” Ryan asked Ashley.

“As well as she can be, sir.”

Ryan gazed at the viewscreen, at the FTL tunnel’s shimmering blue. “Good.” He scanned his crew’s faces. “Carry on.” He knew such a suggestion was completely unnecessary, given that he was no longer in command, but he didn’t know what else to say.

He turned around and left, though didn’t know where he’d go. He only made it a few feet down the hallway when he heard Ashley‘s voice behind him.

“Ryan?”

He turned around.

“We’re all so deeply sorry about Shivani. She was … amazing,” Ashley said.

He cleared his throat to fight back the tears. “Thanks. She was.”

Ashley took a step toward him. “If you need, if it’s too difficult, I can reach out to her family.”

“No. I may have been relieved, but I’m still the captain. Still my duty. It should be me.”

She nodded. “I ordered her cenotaph preparations. It should be ready and waiting in the shuttle bay by this evening.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“I’m sure it’ll be overflowing.”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve scheduled her memorial for the first morning we’re back in UE territory.”

“Good idea.”

Ashley shifted her weight, as if she were searching for things to say. “I took the liberty and wrote to Admiral Buzzetti.”

He cracked a grin. “You tell her about my little strategic blunder?”

Ashley averted her eyes. “I had to be honest.”

“No, of course. I was … trying to be humorous.”

She chuckled awkwardly. “Right.”

“Hopefully, the cranky bitch won’t drag out my court-martial too much. I hate long waits.”

“I’m sure it won’t come to that.”

“Guess we’ll see.”

“So, where are you off to now?”

What possible goddamn difference does it make to you? “I dunno. Thanks for holding down the fort.”

“You’re welcome.”

“See you at the memorial.” He headed for his stateroom.

On entering, he walked right up to the commscreen and straightened his uniform and hair. “Computer, do you have contact information for the family of Lieutenant Commander Shivani Chakravorti?”

“Yes, Captain. Would you like me to call them?”

Normally, he would have barked at the computer, saying something like “Yes, of course I would! Why else would I be asking?” But he didn’t have it in him. He was already so far beyond exhausted, and what he had to do next would drain him completely. “Yes, please.”

As the line rang, he asked himself whether he should have had something prepared. He decided that his biggest priority right now was to not completely collapse before Shivani‘s parents.

Their faces appeared on the screen.

“Hello?” Mr. Chakravorti asked. “Ryan?”

They know my name? Before he had the chance to say anything, Mrs. Chakravorti gasped.

“Oh, no!” she said.

She sees it on my face.

A teenage female voice asked from outside the room, “What is it? Maa? Who’s calling?”

Mr. Chakravorti turned around and called to his daughter. “It’s Captain Monaghan, Vonnie‘s boyfriend.”

She told them? “Mr. and Mrs. Chakravorti.” He stopped. He did not want to say the next words. Doing so made it real. But he had to. They had the right to know. And they had the right to hear it from him. “It is my solemn duty to …”

Shivani’s sister’s face joined the call. Dread filled her eyes.

Mrs. Chakravorti buried her head in her husband’s shoulder. “No! Not my sweet, little Vonnie!”

“What happened?” Shivani’s sister demanded.

Witnessing Mrs. Chakravorti breakdown was all it took for Ryan. The tears flowed. “You’ll be … You’ll be…” He had to take a moment to swallow the sob. “You should be proud to know that she … She gave her life to save us all.”

The Chakravorti family held each other. Ryan gave them a few seconds to let it all sink in.

“I have to call Diya,” Mr. Chakravorti said. He then looked up at Ryan. “Thank you, Ryan. We know this must have been so difficult for you.”

“The honor is all mine, sir.” Then Ryan said something that he wasn’t expecting and he had no earthly idea where it came from. “I was gonna … I was gonna ask your daughter …” to marry me. “I was gonna ask … for her hand.” The instant he finished his sentence, he knew the words were more true than any he’d ever spoken. He knew how he would have done it too. He would have waited till they’d returned to Terra Prima, then located a jewelry store and blown as many credits as it would have taken to get her something absolutely exquisite.

Mrs. Chakravorti lifted her head and grinned at Ryan. “Yes, Vonnie told us she was expecting something like that.”

When did this happen? She certainly wasn’t acting like that around me.

“We’ll wait on the memorial”—Mr. Chakravorti wept a little—“until you return to Earth.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Even though we never had a chance to make it official,” Mrs. Chakravorti said, “we’ll always consider you part of the family.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I feel the same way.”

They were all quiet for a grueling few seconds.

“I, uh …” Ryan started. “I won’t trouble you any further. Thank you for your time.”

They all said their goodbyes.

Shivani‘s sister waved at Ryan and sniffled. “Later, big bro.”

Her sentiment sent a fresh stream of tears down Ryan’s cheeks. He waved back and ended the call.

He then retreated to the only place he wanted to go. The compartment hidden away in Engineering, the one without gravity, where he and Shivani had first made out.

He floated there, feet above the floor, his gaze fixed on the flashing cerulean of the FTL tunnel directly ahead of him.

He wept until his eyes ran dry.


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Now that evening had fallen, and Ryan had eaten a little dinner, he ventured forth from his quarters to the shuttle bay, with Shivani’s thali tucked under his arm. He hoped her cenotaph was indeed waiting for him, but he hoped even more that he’d be alone.

Entering the bay, the sight of the open torpedo case struck him deeper than he would have expected. Its presence, fastened to the floor until its release, made everything so permanent. Shivani was truly gone.

Forever.

Much to his annoyance, he heard someone sobbing from the other side. Approaching cautiously, he found Grant sitting alone. “I can …” Ryan pointed to the door.

Grant stood and wiped his nose. “No, no, sir. Please …” He gestured for Ryan to sit next to him.

Ryan paused at the foot of the case, daring the tiniest peek. Piles of mementos, from picture printouts to letters to signed wrenches lay strewn all around. He gently placed the thali on top of someone’s selfie with Shivani.

The image of her smiling face stabbed him straight through the chest. He turned away before the tears could fall.

Sitting next to Grant, Ryan said nothing, preferring for the older man to take the lead.

“I can’t believe she’s really gone,” Grant said. “She’s really gone.”

“Yeah.”

“She was the most incredible engineer I’ve ever seen. So far beyond all the others. Anything I threw at her, she handled it with a snap.” He snapped his fingers. “Even when you assigned her to that virus weapon, she suited up, showed up, and went to work.”

“Sorry I took her from you for so long.”

Grant chuckled. “We destroyed the Hive, didn’t we?”

“We did.”

“Took her from me.” Grant chuckled some more. “No, Ryan, she was never mine. Never would’ve been.”

Ryan gawked at him. Are you saying what I think you’re saying?

Grant must have understood Ryan’s expression as he gave him a naughty smile. “I never meant it to happen. She was beautiful, of course. Absolutely breathtaking. And it started so innocently. I’d smile at her, she’d smile back. But within weeks, what I assumed was a dirty old man’s silly crush … I don’t remember exactly when it occurred to me that I’d fallen in love with her.” He threw Ryan a guilty glance. “I didn’t mean to. And she certainly didn’t return my affections.”

Ryan regarded him quizzically.

“Oh, she never knew,” Grant continued. “At least, I don’t think she did. I worked very hard to keep it hidden. Never sought her company outside of work. Never showed her favor. I simply delighted in my feelings for her.”

“But if you and Shivani never …”

“Sheila was the only one who could tell.” Grant shook his head. “Yeah, she saw right through me. At first, I tried to make our marriage work. Tried to shove Shivani out of my mind. But it was useless. Sheila and I soon stopped sleeping together, then the marriage was all downhill from there. She asked for a divorce. I granted it, let her have everything. The funny thing is, when she first accused me of having an affair, I laughed. Shivani and me? No. I’m a useless old man. But I might as well have.”

“Did you and Sheila ever … reconcile?”

“No, no. Once she knew, once she really knew that my heart was with someone else … ‘We’re getting older, Grant. I don’t wanna waste my golden years on you.’”

“Must’ve been hard for you to watch Shivani be with others, with me.”

“No. She was a young woman, was gonna play the field. And with the captain of the Paragon? The destroyer of the Hive? Not a terrible choice.”

While Grant’s words were complimentary, Ryan heard a distinct edge.

“I was gonna give her the ship, Ryan. A year from now, once we got back to Prima. Soon. I’d already submitted my recommendation for her promotion. I was gonna retire! Slink off to some anonymous paradise colony.”

Grant faced him, desperation in his eyes. “Why didn’t I just do it? Why didn’t I retire and give her the damn ship? She could’ve run it with her hands tied behind her back! Why did I assign her to SP1? It was so beneath her! If I’d just retired and given her the damn ship, she wouldn’t have been in there!”

He seized Ryan’s shoulders. “Why did I let her go in there?”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

“You’re right. How was I supposed to know that the Scourge were gonna rip off half the ship? How was I supposed to know if she’d be in there? I couldn’t! I couldn’t possibly have known! But I did! I assigned her to monitor the stupid friggin’ upgrades! A complete waste of her goddamn talent! And now she’s gone!” He buried his head in Ryan’s shoulder.

Ryan patted his back. “It wasn’t your fault,” he repeated.

Grant lifted his head, suddenly remembering something. His eyes blazed. “Why’d you do it? Why’d you throw us at one of those massive friggin’ …?”

“I …”

Grant dug his fingers into Ryan’s shoulders, but Ryan didn’t stop him.

“Please, Captain, you gotta tell me! I gotta understand! Why’d you crash us into the goddamn Scourge?”

Ryan didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t very well explain the entire situation to the Chief Engineer, that the Scourge had read him, that they’d likely implanted something in his brain that was already destroying his memory, and probably transmitting information to him. He couldn’t say any of that, so he tried something else. “I thought—”

Grant shook him. “Make me understand!”

Ryan gently eased his hands off. “The Hive. I thought they’d retreat like at the Hive.”

Grant squinted with the utmost incredulity. “What? You … You bet all our lives, Shivani’s life, on a … a friggin’ guess?”

“I thought—”

Grant backhanded him. Ryan hit the floor with a hard crunch. He lay there for a second. Yeah, I deserve that. He rolled over onto his back, but didn’t bother to get back up.

Grant shook a finger at him. “A stupid goddamn guess, and now she’s dead!” He pointed at the cenotaph. “Dead!”

Stepping away from the torpedo case, he gulped several breaths in the futile attempt to calm himself. The sobs began all over again. “She was the best. And I loved her. And now she’s gone.”

Ryan slowly climbed to his feet. “Grant …”

The Chief Engineer didn’t look at him. “You’d better go. Before … Before I …”

Ryan dusted himself off and left without another word.


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Ryan straightened his dress uniform in the mirror. He’d already done it so many times he’d lost count, but he wanted it to look good.

Especially today.

Only minutes ago, the bridge had announced that the Paragon had finally reached UE territory. In the time since his last encounter with Grant, he’d kept completely to himself. He hadn’t dined in the mess. He hadn’t checked in with the bridge. When he wasn’t in his quarters, he’d simply strolled the hallways, ducking behind corners whenever anyone was in danger of crossing his path.

He adjusted his uniform one final time. It reminded him so clearly of …

“I hope you’re at least this fussy at my memorial.” Shivani had sat behind him, looking on.

“That’s never gonna happen.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause I’m gonna die before you.”

“What makes you think that?”

“I’m older.”

She’d laughed and stood behind him, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Hate to break it to you, darling, but time is not the only murderer of men.”

“Guess not.”

“Here.” She’d turned him around and adjusted his collar for the last time. “Perfect.”

“Perfect,” he repeated to himself.

He exited his quarters and went straight to the shuttle bay. Entering, he found the full crew assembled, even the entire bridge crew, all standing at attention.

“Captain on deck!” Buck stood among the bridge crew directly opposite of Shivani‘s cenotaph. His head was bandage-free.

Everyone saluted, even Grant.

“At ease.” Ryan walked over to the closed torpedo case and did an about-face to look upon his crew.

Everyone’s faces. Staring ahead. At the shuttle bay door.

Ryan cleared his throat. He’d chosen not to prepare a speech. As with Trina‘s memorial, he felt that the best thing to do was speak from the heart. “We’re assembled here today … to remember our dearest fallen … Lieutenant Commander Shivani … Shivani … Chakravorti.” He paused, barely keeping it all in. “About Shivani … About Shivani, I …” He couldn’t stop it. The tears free flowed.

Ashley stepped forward, stood right next to him, and addressed the crowd. “Lieutenant Commander Shivani Chakravorti was not only an incredible engineer, but an amazing woman.”

As Ashley continued, Ryan focused on all those faces before him. For the rest of the memorial, he neither spoke nor moved.

He looked on as every crewmember came up to the case and offered their last goodbyes.

Ryan was hardly aware, even as the final five exited the shuttle bay.

Ashley approached him. “Ryan?”

He didn’t look at her, casting his eyes down on the case. “Thanks for taking over.”

“No problem.”

“If you don’t mind, it would be better if you gave the order. I can’t stand to see her—see it go.” He looked up at her.

She nodded. “I understand.”

He dragged himself out of the bay back to his quarters. Entering, he didn’t know what he wanted to do. He wasn’t hungry. He wasn’t tired.

Finally, he went to his closet and took out his guitar. He figured if anything, his precious chocolate-brown Fender resonator might give him some comfort.

He sat at his dining table and strummed. He spoke the opening line to “One Bourbon, One Scotch, and One Beer,” the same song that he’d sung to himself to calm his nerves during the Scourge attack on the Vercingetorix. “Gonna tell you a story about the house-man blues.”

Before he was even aware of what he was doing, he launched to his feet, gripped the guitar by its neck, and with a primal scream, swung around and beat it so hard against the wall that his arms hurt.

Crack! The neck snapped. But that wasn’t close to satisfying enough. He threw the instrument on the ground and repeatedly stomped on it as hard as he could.

In seconds, he’d reduced his beloved instrument to a twisted pile of splinters.

He breathed heavily, then saw what he’d done. Yet he had no tears left. Though his Fender had been his only proper companion all these years, beyond friends, beyond lovers, beyond even family, he was glad that he’d destroyed it.

Destroyed.

He stumbled over to his dispenser. He gave it precise instructions with a brutally cold tone. “Straight razor. As sharp as you can make it.”

“Warning, Captain. Dispensing such an implement—”

“Just do it!”

In seconds, the machine hissed, its lid opened, and there lay the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. A shining, silver straight razor as sharp as the pain in his heart.

He tore off his uniform and undershirt, revealing the tattoo across his chest. The striking design blended classic Japanese shodō calligraphy with modern graffiti. A thin line of crimson singed the edges of the bold, black kanji characters. The curves were so round they could bounce off. The angles were so sharp they could slice clean through.

Badass.

He picked up the razor and calmly walked to his sink. Glaring at his reflection, he lifted the razor, positioning it over his throat. Over his Adam’s apple. So easy. So very easy.

He pressed the knife to his skin. The implement was so sharp, he didn’t have to press too hard before he could feel it cut into his flesh.

A single drop of blood trickled down. One stroke, Ry. One stroke and it’s all over. Your failure. Her death. All gone.

No. He couldn’t tell whether the thought was a continuation of his own or the Scourge returning to torture him further. Yet whoever’s voice it actually was, he found he had no choice but to listen.

Half against his will, he moved the blade safely away from his neck.

His eyes lifted to the top of his head. To his wavy chestnut hair. He thought of Shivani. Her fingers gently stroking it.

“You know, if you ever go bald or shave these delightful locks”—she’d lifted her fingers off his head for emphasis—“this”—she’d pointed at herself, then tapped the tip of his nose—“is over.”

“This?”

“What? Would you prefer I’d called it ‘going steady’?”

“No, just didn’t know that this”—he’d pointed between them as she had—“was, uh, real.”

“Well, of course it is, you daft wanker! You think I’m giving this up?” She’d reached under the covers between his legs and gently squeezed.

“Ah! Careful!”

“Or that you’d ever beat this?” She’d run her hand up and down the side of her incredible body.

“Never.”

He slowly, meticulously lifted the razor to the exact edge of his hairline. His jaw clenched with determination.

With a quick stroke, he slashed off a chunk of hair. He smirked at both how ridiculous he now looked and with satisfaction at the results. A clean-shaven patch at the center of his forehead.

His eyes dropped to the clump of hair in his sink. A good start.

He went to work. With cut after cut came clump after clump. In seconds, he’d cleared off the top. After a minute, he’d shaved the sides. Within two, his head was as bare as the day he was born. And all without a single nick.

He dropped the razor. It clanked around in the sink before finally resting in the pile of sheared hair. He looked down and smiled with dark amusement.

Lifting his eyes back to the mirror, he did not recognize himself. This man was older, scarred, and maybe even a little wiser than the one who had pined over Melinda Larson like a useless fool those few months ago.

He informed his reflection, “You’re no longer Ryan Monaghan. He died with Shivani.”

He ran his hand over his smooth, shaved head, taking in the fire of his blazing blue eyes. “You are now Su no Hakaisha.”

Destroyer of the Hive.
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