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Chapter 1
 

“The threat is growing, Raidan. And I can barely make heads or tails of these new rumors. We need you here.
I
need you here. Renora can wait. The people there don’t need you as much as we do right now.”
“Mira, this isn’t about the people of Renora. This is much, much bigger than that. Can’t you see? They want King Akira to fail. They want the Akiran throne to fall. And out of the chaos, as our government re-shuffles itself, something new and terrible will emerge. The safety and security of the Empire will be no more. And humanity will once again be the weak, struggling, disunited colonies of yester century. I can’t just sit by idly, doing nothing, when I know what their target is. The next notes of this dark symphony will be played at Renora. Whatever their design is, whatever their next move is, it will happen there.
Today. My spy is certain of that. I only hope the Harbinger won’t arrive too late.”
“Even if you do get there in time, do you really think you can stop them?”
“I... don’t know. But I have to try.”
“And what of this young intelligence captain you’ve brought me? What am I to do with him?”
“Mister Cross is an asset of mine. Treat him as a friend. Give him all the materials I have listed and any other resources or personnel he may require. As soon as he’s able, we need him to hunt down the Arcane Storm.”
“The Arcane Storm? That means you believe the rumors, then?”
“I do not know. But if anyone can get to the bottom of the matter, and find out for sure what happened, it’s Mister Cross. I trust no one more to do the job.”
“Are you sure it’s wise to trust him so completely?”
“For now, yes. He’s put much on the line to uncover the truth, and he’s made many powerful enemies in the process—enemies we share. Besides, Tristan is going with him.”
“And is he to know about the—?”
“No. Not yet. That knowledge would do him, and our cause, more harm than good. If we’re lucky, we won’t have to resort to such extreme measures.”
“And if we’re unlucky?”
“Then may our children forgive us.”
 

***
 

Pieter sat in his office aboard Control One and stared out the window. He traced a lazy finger around the rim of his coffee mug and felt depressed. Something was missing.
When he’d first been stationed here, the view had seemed majestic. The blue and white magnificence of planet Renora just below was breathtaking. But now, after ten thousand orbits and five years of being stuck in one place, it was a tired novelty. Almost an eyesore. A reminder that he should be tasting fresh air and feeling grass between his toes, and he wasn’t.
“What’s the matter?” asked Adrienne. Slightly overweight with curly brown hair and wide blue eyes, she was one of the more pleasant controllers on the station. “You seem even more glum than usual today.”
He rolled his eyes, only a little annoyed at her slighting remark. She didn’t know better. She’d only been on the station a few months; he couldn’t expect her to understand the misery of five prison-like years.
“This is my last year,” he said. “I’m transferring. Retiring. Anything. I can’t take it anymore.”
“You say that
every
day. So why don’t you just, y’know, leave already?”
It was a fair question. The truth was, he didn’t have anywhere else to go. He had no stomach for alteredspace travel and the thought of living on Renora again—the birthplace of all his bad memories—wasn’t exactly appealing. Sure, it was a big place. An urban sprawl that boasted a population of over nine billion people, but still, despite all its continents and square miles, there wasn’t any place for him.
“Do you know why I came here in the first place?” he asked.
Adrienne didn’t reply. She simply took her seat and put on her headset. It only covered one ear so she could still hear him, even if she didn’t want to. “Because,” he continued, “this is the only place in the system that is peaceful. Here, in the heavens, above all the noise, and the corruption, and the confusion...” He gazed again out the window at the planet below. It glowed in the light of the local sun, almost seeming to sparkle. And yet, to him, it seemed empty. Even here, in this sanctuary in the sky, Renora had lost its majesty. It was…
His thoughts were interrupted by an indicator light on his panel. He flipped a switch and began tracking an alteredspace exit point that had just appeared in the system. Based on spatial displacement, a very large ship had arrived.
“Tracking an alpha-class ship that has just entered the system,” said Adrienne. “Looks like an unscheduled jump.”
“Alpha-class?” asked Pieter. “What would an alpha-class be doing way out here?” There were fewer than twenty alpha-class ships in all of the Empire.
“No idea, I can’t find anything here in the traffic schedule…”
“Can you I.D. that ship?”
“Not yet. The ship is coming closer and I’ll be able to get a scan of it in a few seconds.”
“Better call upstairs about this,” Pieter sent a message to the rest of the station and got his superior on the line. “Commander,” he said, “we have an alpha-class ship entering the system. Haven’t gotten an I.D. on it yet.”
“Is it one of ours?” The commander’s question didn’t surprise Pieter. The Polarians had a generally peaceful relationship with the Empire, but being this close to their border made one a little nervous.
“Unable to tell.”
“Scan complete,” said Adrienne. “It’s the ISS Black Swan. Princess Kalila Akira’s ship.”
Pieter relayed the information to his commander, who ordered him to handle the situation until he arrived.
“What’s the ship doing now?” asked Pieter.
“Fast approaching Renoran space. Direct heading with the planet. It’s starting to make a mess of intra-system traffic. A lot of the transports and freighters seem spooked by it and are altering course to stay out of its way. The Black Swan is now cutting through the shipping lanes—disrupting them.”
“Probably an innocent mistake, contact the ship and order them to divert course and await their turn to dock.”
Adrienne spoke into her headset. “ISS Black Swan, this is Control One, you are ordered to change heading and begin a long orbit until cleared for docking. I repeat, you are ordered to alter course and begin a long orbit around the planet. You have drifted into active shipping lanes. Please acknowledge.”
Pieter watched the Black Swan, now visible on his grid, as the 3d image of it continued to approach the planet unfazed.
“ISS Black Swan, this is Control One, please respond.”
No response came. The ship held its course.
“ISS Black Swan, this is Control One,
you are ordered to respond.”
Pieter started to get a very bad feeling. “Something is definitely wrong. Order the patrol ships to pick up the Black Swan.” Even if they launched every fighter and patrol ship they had, it wouldn’t be a sufficient force to disable or destroy an alpha-class ship. But the pretense of force, at least, might force the Black Swan to acknowledge them.
Adrienne complied and Pieter used his own headset to address the shipping traffic. The board was now lit up—two ships had collided. No casualties reported. “This is Control One to all shuttles, transports, and other traffic within the system, you are ordered to power down your engines and hold position until further instructions are given.”
“Control One to Black Swan,” Adrienne’s voice revealed a level of panic. “You are ordered to follow the flight-path given to you by sentry group Bravo. I repeat, you are required to accept escort away from the planet, over.”
No reaction.
She repeated the order. Still nothing. The Black Swan continued toward the planet, no change in speed or course.
“Black Swan, you are not cleared to approach. I repeat, power down your engines, you are not cleared to approach. If you do not comply, you will be fired upon.” Adrienne looked up at Pieter, obviously unsure what to do.
“Clear the sentry ships to intercept the Black Swan, something’s not right here.”
“Sentry group Bravo,” Adrienne spoke into her headset. “You are cleared to intercept the Black Swan. I repeat, you are cleared to intercept the Black Swan.”
Pieter watched on the display as the group of sentry ships tightened their formation around the Black Swan. One of the small sentry ships moved directly into the Black Swan’s path, trying to force it to alter course.
“The Black Swan is closing in on the sentry ship, bearing one zero one point two mark three. No change in course or speed,” said Adrienne.
“Sentry Three to Control One,” a voice crackled over the radio, “we intend to hold position. ISS Black Swan will
have
to alter course.”
“Roger that, Sentry Three, Control One is monitoring the situation,” said Pieter. “Be advised, holding position is not recommended should Black Swan maintain current heading.”
“Acknowledged, Control One. But we’re not going anywhere. The Black Swan
will
move.”
It was an unnecessary—and deadly—game of chicken as the sentry ship held position and the Black Swan continued toward it, unabated. It was like watching an unstoppable force meet an immovable object.
The Black Swan fast approached the sentry ship.
“Black Swan, this is Control One,
please respond,” Pieter spoke in vain. No reply came. “Is it possible the ship is unmanned or out of control?”
“All scans are normal,” said Adrienne. “The ship is fully powered, even the running lights are on. No outward damage to the hull or systems. Also I don’t think they could have executed an alteredspace jump without someone on—” Adrienne paused suddenly.
“What is it?”
“The Black Swan has powered its weapons and shields!”
Pieter felt a wave of panic rush through him.
“Sentry Three to Black Swan,” they heard over the comm, “divert course or—”
Pieter watched in horror as the mighty vessel plowed through the sentry ship, as if it wasn’t there. One moment a blinking light on the display and then…
nothing.
“Sentry Three has been destroyed,” said an alarmed Adrienne. “No survivors...”
The other sentry ships opened fire on the Black Swan. Releasing a barrage of missiles and an intense storm of fire from their mounted guns.
Pieter hit the switch bringing the entire station to condition one. A loud klaxon sounded. The elevator opened and the commander raced out onto the command deck. “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.
Pieter jumped up, happy to relinquish his position. “The Black Swan is not communicating with us. And it just destroyed Sentry Three!” He looked down at the projector to see the small sentry ships were fast disappearing as the Black Swan vanquished them one by one. The powerful warship was very near the planet now—and the station—so near, in fact, that the station’s defense batteries auto-engaged.
“Planetary forces have locked onto the Black Swan and are powering up to fire,” reported Adrienne. “Should I disable them?”
“Absolutely not,” said the commander. “If the Black Swan comes any closer we could lose the station. Begin—”
“The station’s shields have just gone offline. Defense batteries are no longer responding.
We’re unable to fire.”
“What?”
“I don’t understand it,” Adrienne fought her controls. “It’s like they were there one minute and now… they’re just gone.”
“Sabotage!”
A new alarm sounded. Pieter ran to an auxiliary station and got a report from it. “Hull breaches on decks three, six, and nine. We’re losing air.
Fast.”
“All sentry ships destroyed,” said Adrienne.
“Oh, God...” said the commander. “There were hundreds of people on those ships.”
“And now the Black Swan is firing on the planet!” said Adrienne.
Out the window they could see the death-black ship raining down missiles and rockets at the most urban hub of the planet’s surface.
“That’s the Government Center!”
Like an unyielding storm, countless heavy ordnance poured down toward the planet’s surface. Impacting with such severe destruction, the signs of it could even be seen from orbit.
“Do we have anything that can intercept those weapons?” asked the commander.
“No, sir,” said Pieter. “Not anymore.”
“Adrienne, send out a general distress call to Fleet Command. Tell them we’re under attack. Pieter, sound the evacuation. Then let’s get the hell out of here!”
“The Black Swan has targeted the station!” yelled Adrienne.
An instant later the station lost power. Everything went black. Pieter was thrown over his console as something collided with the station and gravity went offline. In the dim light shining through the window, he could make out the commander’s figure. He was floating motionless—passed out or dead. As for Adrienne, she managed to hold onto her desk, sort of half afloat, knuckles white.
Out the window the Black Swan had turned its attention to the station and faced it, like the harbinger of doom, blank and expressionless. It was like staring into the soulless eyes of the grim reaper. And, in that moment, as tiny missiles and rockets could be seen fast approaching the station, a calm came over him. “Goodbye, Adrienne,” he said.
He let out a deep breath and embraced the inevitable.



Chapter 2
 

Gemini was an interesting place. As a member of Intel Wing, Calvin had travelled all over the empire and done missions in both Polarian and Rotham space—usually without the knowledge of the other sovereign states. But he’d never been to Gemini, despite its proximity to the Imperial border, nor had he seen any place quite like it.
It was a red star system with only five planets, most of which were gas giants. The only planet that had been able to support life, Gemini Two, no longer could. Its once precious resources had been so severely mined that the planet had been rendered uninhabitable during the extraction process. Its atmosphere was almost totally gone now and, with the exception of microbial life, everything biological had died off, leaving behind a barren husk of what had once been a spectacular world.
It hadn’t been lost in vain, though. The resources taken from the depths of Gemini Two had helped enrich an otherwise poor Polarian nation. Now, in a display that seemed to Calvin as clever as it had been unnecessary, the inhabitants of Gemini Two had built huge, interconnecting space platforms, forming thousands of cities in close orbit. The web of structures, which could be detached individually and moved around via propulsion systems, couldn’t support the same population the planet once had, in the billions, but it nevertheless was home to some three million people. Making it the most sophisticated array of orbiting structures in the galaxy. Not even the empire, with its superior wealth and technological prowess, had ever assembled something even remotely similar to the Gemini conglomerate. Reminding Calvin that even though the Polarians were often dismissed as a superstitious, quarrelsome, backwards people, they were still the architects behind some of the galaxy’s most impressive innovations. And should not be dismissed lightly. Their war fleets were some of the fiercest and, even though they mostly kept to their own kind, when they chose to enter a conflict they did so with passion and commitment that neither humans nor Rotham seemed to understand.
To whatever extent the Polarians had become involved in the Phoenix Ring, or Raidan’s mysterious Organization, was a cause for concern. And certainly something Calvin owed to himself, and the empire, to investigate thoroughly. But, since he was a guest at Gemini, and Polarian resources were being spent for his benefit—on the tab of The Organization—Calvin had no choice but to place a cautious trust in the Polarians of Gemini. And hope that such trust, which was ultimately in Raidan, had not been misplaced. Calvin wasn’t sure how far he could trust Raidan, but one thing was abundantly clear—there was something foul and corrupt that had taken hold in the empire, and Raidan, at least, seemed to be on the side fighting it. With few other allies to turn to, Calvin had little choice but to throw in his lot with Raidan and his organization. At least for now.
“Repairs are continuing without a hitch,” said Sarah from behind him. Calvin turned away from the window overlooking the red star to face her. The young woman, who was both Calvin’s friend and the senior pilot of the Nighthawk, seemed out of place delivering him this news. Normally such a report would have come from Shen, Calvin’s chief of operations, but Shen was still undergoing treatment for burn injuries and hadn’t returned to active duty. Since Calvin had procrastinated selecting a replacement for Shen at ops, the duty of overseeing repairs had fallen to Sarah. One of a handful of people Calvin trusted with his life.
“Thank you, Sarah. Is there an estimate on when they’ll be finished?”
“Another day should be enough.”
“That’s good.” Upon arrival, Calvin had dismissed his crew and allowed them to disburse onto Gemini Station. He’d left a rotating skeleton crew of people he trusted to keep an eye on the repairs, but the rest were free to enjoy the services of the station and let their hair down. After the terrors they’d experienced in Abia, this short respite was the least he could do for them.
Like most of the crew, Calvin had boarded the station and taken up temporary quarters. He’d barely left them during the past few days and had spent most of his time in contemplation. Trying to make sense of the situation he was in. And struggling to decide, among a list of applicants recommended by Raidan, which officers and civilians he would bring aboard the Nighthawk to replace the staff he’d lost in the battle of Abia. In addition to those who’d chosen to leave him and return to the empire. Washing their hands of his sins.
“I still don’t like the idea of these aliens having their way with the Nighthawk,” said Sarah. “I don’t trust them.”
“I understand,” he said. Even though her comment sounded racist, Calvin knew better. Sarah didn’t mistrust the Polarians because they were aliens—though the Polarians’ withdrawn nature and spiritualism did give them an air of mystery. Rather it was more an issue of trust in general. Their own leaders had been willing to sacrifice them. And they’d all watched the Imperial Fifth Fleet fire on its own ships, killing thousands of innocents. And strangest of all they’d experienced rescue by the very person they’d been tasked with hunting down and eliminating. So now everything was a disorienting jumble of upside-down and inside-out, and Calvin didn’t blame Sarah for having reservations. He had several himself.
After rescuing them, Raidan had divulged much to Calvin, when pressed, but still withheld secrets—Calvin could tell—and now the mysterious renegade had disappeared once again. The moment their convoy had arrived at Gemini, Raidan had deposited Calvin’s wounded onto the station, sent along a message—including a strongly worded request for Calvin to hunt after some lost ship known as the Arcane Storm, and then Raidan and his stolen vessel, the mighty Harbinger, jumped away. Never communicating where he was going or why it was so urgent. Just that he regretted having to leave Calvin so soon but assured him he was “in good hands.” Leaving Calvin at the mercy of the supposedly trustworthy Gemini personnel, and of course the equally secretive Tristan. The lycanthropic Remorii who allegedly was there to help Calvin. The only person Calvin knew—if one could accurately call him a person—who could contact Raidan. So Calvin couldn’t dispense with him. Even though he hated Remorii. And would never forgive them for what had happened to Christine.
“They might not have earned your trust yet,” said Calvin, “so it’s okay not to trust them completely. You don’t have to trust anyone who hasn’t earned it.” He knew she’d take his comment to mean the Polarians, but it was Tristan he thought of.
“I’m sorry, Cal. I didn’t mean to sound so pessimistic. I just…” Sarah fumbled for words.
“It’s alright. No one is that comfortable with the hand we’ve been dealt. But we have to make the best of it and let the chips fall where they may.” He glanced at the clock and let out a nervous sigh. “Go on, it’s almost time.”
“Aren’t you coming?”
“Yes,” he said. “But I have something to take care of first. I’ll meet you at the terminals with the others.”
“Alright, Calvin. See you there.” She gave him an earnest look, trying to appear supportive and hopeful, but he could see through it. She was tired and confused. To her credit though, despite the exhaustion deep in her eyes, she was sticking by him. And for that he was grateful.
Once she left, he went to the communication terminal and made an important call—one that had been on his mind all day. Because he was aboard the Gemini Station he couldn’t encrypt the message, so he was careful not to divulge too much.
“I need to see you,” said Calvin. “Immediately.”
“Yes, sir,” replied Rafael Te Santos, one of Calvin’s junior officers. He clearly had no idea what this was about.
“Go to the Nighthawk, I’ll meet you there.” It was the only place Calvin could be sure wasn’t bugged by the Organization. Supposedly they didn’t run Gemini; it was an independent system belonging to the Polarian Confederacy. But the fact that Raidan had brought them here, and seemed to have tremendous clout and resources in this place—enough to order the secret repair of the Nighthawk—was evidence that the mysterious Organization had plenty of eyes and ears here. And the conversation he intended to have with Rafael was one he didn’t want them to overhear—for Rafael’s own safety. For that matter, no one else could be allowed to hear what he had to say.
“I can be there in five minutes,” said Rafael.
“Good. I’ll see you soon.”



Chapter 3
 

Calvin arrived to find the drydock emptier than he’d expected. The massive doors on the ceiling, which opened into space, were sealed tight and several dozen crews of Polarian engineers were tirelessly at work on the two ships and several shuttles parked on the gargantuan deck. Some of the other craft had been carved open, exposing their dark recesses and naked wiring structures, but Calvin had eyes for only one ship.
The IWS Nighthawk sat very still, like a sleeping black falcon. Its contours—which had been burned and beaten during the fight in Abia—had been almost completely mended. Some of the patchwork on the outer hull was obvious, in places the sleek black metal had been replaced by grey or silver, but most of the scars were gone. And the ship looked about how Calvin felt. Reinvigorated and ready to charge back into the melee. Being cooped up here, on this alien station, was uncomfortable and unsettling. The ship and Calvin both belonged out in the stars.
“Good to see you, sir,” said one of Calvin’s officers. He looked exhausted. Sweat drenched him and his skin was bright red, except for a streak of oil across his face. He was one of a handful of engineers from the Nighthawk that Calvin had left to oversee the repair operation.
“Likewise,” said Calvin. “I trust everything is going well?”
“Yes, sir. Repairs are going as scheduled.”
“And our...” Calvin lowered his voice. “Friends. Have they cooperated?” He check to make sure the nearest Polarian was outside earshot. The thickly muscled, tall, blue-skinned aliens looked out of place in maintenance uniforms. They just didn’t seem to fit the engineering stereotype.
“Yes, sir, they have cooperated to the letter.”
“And have they done anything suspicious?”
“Pardon my asking but, what do you mean, sir?” the officer looked curious.
“Have they moved onto restricted sections of the ship, or made a download of our computers, or taken an inventory of our resources? Things of that nature.”
“No, sir. We’ve kept an eye on them but, to their credit, they haven’t tried to do any such thing. They seem to be real decent folk.”
Just then Calvin spotted Rafael Te Santos enter the deck. He was tall and thin, almost wiry, with tidy almond hair that was kept exactly as long as regulations allowed, and not a centimeter longer.
“Thank you, that will be all,” Calvin dismissed the engineer.
“Yes, sir.”
Calvin met Rafael halfway. Once he was near enough to whisper he told him, “follow me, we’re going aboard the Nighthawk. I can’t say anything until then.”
“Understood.”
The two of them approached the ship, climbed one of the ladders mounted to the outside of the Nighthawk’s hull, and made their way through the hatch which was wide open. They passed a repair crew and followed the long corridor beyond the electric lanterns that had been set up to assist the work teams. Calvin withdrew the tiny flashlight he’d brought with him and used it to lead Rafael to the nearest room. It was a crewman’s quarters. Normally the door would only open for the official occupant, or a computer override, but since most of the systems were powered down, and the door had been left partially ajar, Calvin was able to slide it open manually. Rafael helped him close it once they were inside. Then they both searched the room thoroughly, making sure no one was around to listen.
“Satisfied?” asked Rafael. His tone was respectful but Calvin guessed the man thought Calvin was being overly paranoid. Perhaps so. But in this business that wasn’t usually a bad thing.
“Yes. I suppose I am,” said Calvin.
“So what is this about?”
“Rafael, did I ever thank you for what you did for me?”
“You mean hiding you from the soldiers during the mutiny?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know if you did, I don’t remember. But it doesn’t matter; I’d happily do it again.”
Calvin smiled. “I know I put you in an unfair position back there, but despite that you came through for me. Even risked your own neck. I want you to know you earned more than my gratitude back there. You earned my trust.”
Rafael nodded. “I won’t pretend that it was an easy decision. But I’m glad I made the right one.”
“Which brings me to the point of this meeting...”
Rafael raised a curious eyebrow.
“I need someone I can trust for an important assignment.” Calvin looked into his officer’s eyes, searching them. An abundance of sincerity reflected back in them.
“As always, I’m honored to serve.”
“Don’t volunteer too hastily,” said Calvin. “This is a dangerous mission.”
“I didn’t join the service to play it safe, sir.”
Calvin nodded. “I like that attitude. Now tell me, Rafael, do you intend to go with the others?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Are you returning to the empire with the others?” Calvin had chosen to allow anyone on the Nighthawk the chance to leave and return to the empire in its good graces. There was no point in forcing others to support his illegal actions, even if he did believe he was doing the right thing.
Rafael seemed affronted by the question. “Of course not. I am no coward. I will do my sworn duty and defend the empire. Even if it takes from me my life. I will most certainly remain with you on the Nighthawk, sir.”
“Are you sure I can’t change your mind?”
“Excuse me?”
“I need someone to go with the others, pretend to disown me, and then use Intel Wing resources to feed me information. It’s extremely dangerous and there’s a high chance that anyone who takes the assignment will be discovered and executed.”
“But,” said Rafael, “the intelligence that could be recovered would be invaluable.”
“That’s right,” said Calvin. “Because of the risks involved, I am not ordering you to go. But I am asking you to consider volunteering. There is no one I trust more for this assignment than you.”
“I’ll do it,” said Rafael with barely a thought.
“Before you commit to this, make sure you understand one thing. If you run into trouble out there, and get found out, there is no help coming for you. You’re on your own.”
“I understand,” said Rafael. “It carries risk. But that comes with the job. Staying with you on the Nighthawk has its share of risk too. I know this needs to be done and I’m honored that I’m the one you trust enough to do it.”
Calvin gave Rafael a firm handshake and looked him in the eyes. “Thank you, Rafael. You are a good friend.”
“It’s more out of duty to the empire than friendship, but I’ll accept the compliment anyway.”
“I will give you a dossier of information I want you to begin investigating—if possible commit it to memory and destroy it. If you can’t do that then keep it closely guarded. I’ll also provide you with coded, restricted channels you can use to contact me. It would be less safe for me to contact you, so you will have to contact me.”
“Otherwise you’d give me away.”
“Exactly. I can prevent the comms array from identifying the Nighthawk as the source of the message, however, it would still be suspicious and someone would probably put it together.”
“What is the subject of the dossier?”
“I want you to begin an internal investigation of Intel Wing. I want to know who can’t be trusted and when they became unreliable. We need to dig into the corruption and root it out. The first step is to identify the compromised agents.”
“Understood, though such an investigation will take an enormous amount of time. And might not be possible.”
“Do what you can. You also need to investigate any information that exists inside Intel Wing archives regarding a group known as ‘The Phoenix Ring.”
“Who are they?”
“The notes I have on them, which aren’t many, will be in the dossier. I’d also like you to find out anything you can about Raidan’s organization.”
“I’ll do all I can.”
“Thank you, Rafael. Now we’d better hurry. The others have started gathering at the terminals and you have a shuttle to catch.”
 

***
 

He knew their names, all of them. Knew their faces too, and their stories. Some of them he’d handpicked to be part of his elite crew. He wasn’t as close to some as he would’ve liked, but all of them he’d enjoyed serving with. Which made it hurt all the more to see them go.
“You okay, Cal?” asked Sarah. She stood next to him as he leaned against the wall of the main terminal. Together they watched the embarking figures of former crewmembers. Fellow brothers and sisters of the IWS Nighthawk. Now leaving. Unwilling to take part in Calvin’s fugitive actions. He understood why. They had families to worry about, careers they couldn’t risk flushing away, and they didn’t know what was right anymore. But it still hurt to see them go.
“Cal?”
Only then did he realize Sarah was talking to him. “I’m sorry, what?”
“Are you okay?”
“Oh yeah, I’m fine,” he said automatically, not even pausing to think about it. He shot Sarah a fake smile and looked back at the departing figures. The line of them had split into groups of four, each destined for a different shuttle and different destination. Sixteen of them in total. So many. They’d heard his pleas, including his most recent plea today to stay and join in the fight against the corrosive influence that had seated itself so deeply inside the empire. They’d also seen the betrayal at Abia, when human ships fired on other human ships, and had caught a glimpse of an alien battlesquadron illegally positioned inside Human space. Yet they would not be convinced. They’d made up their minds to wash their hands of Calvin Cross and Raidan and everything else. And nothing he could say to them now would convince them otherwise, so his last words had been reflective rather than persuasive. He’d thanked them for their service and wished them a safe journey. All of them. And hoped secretly that they’d never forget what they’d seen in Abia.
“I can’t believe so many are leaving,” said Sarah. “But that’s okay, right? We’re getting reinforcements here aren’t we?”
“Yes, we are,” said Calvin, thinking at least now he had an exact number to ask for. Between their losses at Abia and the surprisingly large number of defectors, the new crew would outnumber the original crew. A fact that was on everybody’s mind but no one seemed to want to talk about.
“Can we trust them?”
Sarah kept her voice tender, conscious of Calvin’s feelings. But her compassion was unnecessary, Calvin found himself asking her very same question in his head, over and over. Ultimately realizing that, trustworthy or not, he had no choice. Not enough of the Nighthawk’s original crew remained to fly the ship. Not if they ever intended to get any sleep.
“If we are careful about who we bring aboard then yes, we can trust them.” Calvin tried to sound reassuring but doubted he’d convinced her. Sarah nodded and didn’t press the issue further. But Calvin guessed he could expect less grace from Miles who was bound to press him harder on this issue. Calvin had personally asked Miles not to attend the sendoff, for fear that he’d start a fight with some of the defectors.
The last to disappear up the ramp and onto his shuttle was Rafael. He looked back once, very briefly, and then ascended the ramp like the others. Calvin was glad to know that at least one of the sixteen would’ve preferred to stay.
“I know you’re depressed that so many are leaving,” said Sarah. “But I think most of them wanted to stay. They’re just afraid. If they really didn’t believe in you, they would have tried to bring the Nighthawk back to Intel Wing by force.”
“Good point.” Although he suspected that decision had more to do with the fact that Captain Pellew had somehow convinced a majority of his special forces unit to stay. Still, Calvin was grateful not to be fighting his own shipmates again. One mutiny had been more than enough, and had nearly been the end of him.
The horn sounded, alerting everyone to clear the deck so it could be depressurized for shuttle launch. Calvin looked over the four grey birds one final time, letting out a sigh. Then he followed Sarah to the gate. Expecting to never see most of those officers again.
“Oh well,” he said, more to himself than to Sarah. “I suppose all good things end eventually. We were a good family.”
“We still are.”
 

***
 

Back in his quarters, Calvin finished typing a dispatch and sent it to Tristan. Now that Raidan was gone, the Remorii was Calvin’s only contact with the Organization. He’d made repeated requests to meet with the senior member on Gemini, but either Tristan refused to forward those requests or else he was being ignored.
Along with the itemized list of all the specific supplies and personnel he hoped to requisition, he sent another request to meet with the head of the Organization on Gemini—this time more strongly worded. If the Org wanted him to hunt after the Arcane Storm—like Raidan had asked—they’d better be willing to play ball. If they ignored him, he threatened to take the Nighthawk elsewhere and not cooperate further. Truthfully, there was nowhere else for him to go, but it was important they not take him for granted.
When it came to selecting replacement crew for the Nighthawk, Raidan had already done the heavy lifting. He’d forwarded a list of recommended people to Calvin, many of whom fit the bill nicely. At least on paper. And, although Calvin couldn’t trust them until he got to know them, he was eager to work with many of them. They were experts in their fields, and by all appearances people of integrity and professionalism—even though some had no military experience at all. Not many of the civilian candidates piqued his interest, most of the solid applicants were former navy officers, but those who did were outstanding.
What unnerved him most was the need for replacement soldiers. Raidan hadn’t forwarded any suggestions and Calvin had mixed feelings about inviting armed strangers onto his ship. Strangers whose loyalty was still in question. But without taking the chance and bringing aboard more forces, he would be severely limited in his ability to assign field deployments. Past experience had taught him that most missions required some kind of soldier-driven shore party. Not to mention the benefit of having more soldiers in the event their ship was boarded. He made a note in his request form that he needed some disciplined soldiers to augment his short-staffed Special Forces division, but he doubted Gemini had anyone qualified to fill the gap.
Less than five minutes after sending the request, the panel beeped. He hoped it was Tristan agreeing to set up the meeting between him and the Organization but no such luck.
“Hey, Calvin... got a minute?” The voice that filtered over the speakers belonged to Miles. He seemed less jovial than usual and his tone creaked with anxiety.
“This had better not be about gambling,” replied Calvin. Even before they’d arrived in Gemini System, Calvin had forbidden Miles to participate in any gambling of any kind. He’d bailed out his dear friend once, at great expense, when the less wise man bet his way into a debtors’ detention cell on Praxis One. As far as Calvin was concerned, rescuing Miles financially was only worth doing once. His bank accounts certainly agreed.
“Gambling? No. I’ve been good,
honest.”
“Alright then, what?” asked Calvin. If he hadn’t been gambling, then Miles had probably spent most of the time aboard the station plastered out of his mind. The local liquor selection was wider and more potent here in Polarian space.
“Just want your take on the Renora situation. Any chance it’s linked to what happened in Abia?”
The mere mention of Abia made Calvin’s heart start pounding and gave him a nauseous feeling. “What
situation?”
“Haven’t you been watching the news?” asked Miles.
“No. I haven’t paid any attention to current events since we arrived.” He’d recently been cut off from the Intel Wing databases and wasn’t yet in the habit of scouring the civilian news services for their limited offerings.
“I think you’d better.” There was a dark ominousness to Miles’ words.
“Okay...” said Calvin, feeling a spike of anxiety. “What news service should I tune into?”
“It won’t matter,” said Miles. “Let me know your thoughts once you get caught up on the details.” Miles disconnected.
Calvin used the panel to connect to navigate the information nets he could and, after tuning into the primary news service of Capital World, sent the results to his display and cranked the volume.
“—no word yet on when that will happen,” a reporter was saying. The screen was split in half with a reporter on the right and footage of violence on the left. A mob of people ran like hell every which way, fleeing heavy ordnance as it rained down and—in seconds—disintegrated the urban landscape into fire and debris. Calvin grimaced watching it. Apparently the graphic images had been captured by a witness on the ground with a somewhat low quality recorder.
“What’s the feeling like there, Ray?” asked an off-screen voice.
After a second or two delay, the reporter replied. “The feeling is one of intense panic and anger. Many of the people gathered here have expressed to me that they have friends and relatives on Renora. No one who spoke to me has gotten any word yet on whether or not their loved ones are safe.”
“It’s a tragic situation indeed.” The display changed to show a man seated at a desk on a newsroom floor. He had immaculately parted hair with greying temples and stunning blue eyes. “For those just tuning in, tragedy has struck the empire. We have confirmed reports that planet Renora has been attacked and severely ravaged by an interstellar force. It is not yet known who was behind the attack, or what motivated it. The Assembly is in emergency session. No statement yet from—” he paused, listening to something being spoken over his earpiece. “We now go live to the floor of the Imperial Palace where King Akira is about to address the empire.”
The camera jump-cut to an elegant hall where a press corps had gathered around a small podium. The image changed to a close-up of the very familiar, distinguished face of the king. His hair was thin and grey, and his red eyes and tired skin showed the fatigue and stress that taxed him. But as he spoke, his voice was firm and resolute, and revealed no weakness and asked for no sympathy.
“Citizens and subjects of the empire, wherever you may be, I implore you to remain calm. I can confirm that there has indeed been an attack on Renora. We cannot estimate the casualties yet but, so far, early reports indicate that the attack was limited to the government center and the orbital structures. It is a shocking and terrible injustice that occurred today, an attack on freedom itself. A great and terrible evil has shown its head. But fear not! As shepherd and guardian of this great nation, I swear to you, this attack will not go unanswered. Justice will be done. Our military in every system has been put on high alert status; the safety and security of this empire will be protected! The wheels are in motion and the peace and prosperity of this great nation will continue to prevail.”
After these few words, the king walked away from the podium, unwilling to take any questions, and the camera jump-cut back to the studio. Calvin switched the broadcast off and began searching the public network for any information he could dig up on Renora and the attack. There wasn’t much at this point—mostly speculation—but what little there was made no kind of sense.
Renora was a system on the edge of the empire, near Polarian space. Its only inhabited planet was also named Renora and boasted a population of about eight billion. Like most Imperial worlds, its government was centered into an urban district and from there the logistics of the planet were run. Apparently that part of the planet had been the exclusive target and had been savagely bombed from orbit. Who the attacking ship—or fleet—was remained a closely guarded secret, and how the attacking force had bypassed the planet’s defenses was another mystery.
Five minutes after the attack commenced, the planet sent its final message. Then it had gone dark and stopped sending broadcasts of any kind. It was largely believed that the attacking force had wiped out the communication infrastructure that connected the planet to the rest of the empire via kataspace. Since then all traffic to Renora had been diverted and military and intelligence ships had undoubtedly raced to the scene. The Intel Wing archives probably had a great deal more information, but unfortunately Calvin could no longer access them.
“Who could have done this?” he asked himself aloud as he scanned over an extensive list of planetary defenses that had apparently been inadequate to repel the attack. He ran through his list of possible suspects in his head—anyone with enough power to execute such a deadly strike. No motive for any of the groups stood out to him.
The Polarians were near Renora, but they were generally uninvolved in Imperial politics. Being far more interested in their own affairs and spiritualism. The Rotham government had the means, but only risked war by such an action—and had selected a strategically useless target. As for the empire itself, Calvin was afraid to think it had the motivation, and the ruthlessness, to bomb its own people. Smaller cells and terrorist groups probably didn’t have the means to perform such a high profile attack, for instance he couldn’t imagine CERKO—which had failed to even assassinate him—to be able to calculate and execute something like this. And lastly he considered Raidan’s Organization but doubted it had an interest in harming the very people it claimed to be defending. So he was left unable to form a hypothesis. And his insides ate at him, filling him with a rush of anxiety. A compelling need to comprehend an increasingly confusing picture. He guessed that Miles was right, that this attack, and what they’d seen at Abia, and the changes in the government... was all connected. It had to be.
He did not believe Renora was an arbitrary target, but wasn’t quite sure why it had been selected for such abuse. Strategically, its positioning was worthless. It didn’t keep a very large military presence and was not a good striking position into, or out of, the empire. As for its local resources, Renora was no better endowed than the average Imperial system, and didn’t offer anything unique. The only novelty of the planet seemed to be its culture. The mostly unpopular, but growing, pro-democracy social movement had its origins there. And Renora was home to several of the most liberal universities staffed with the professors who published the most controversial papers.
The empire had elements of representative government, but the largest consolidation of power rested in the hands of the monarch. And that had never satisfied the revolutionary culture of Renora. Media there had on more than one occasion criticized the king harshly, and there was more sympathy there towards historic enemies of the empire than existed anywhere else—particularly aimed at the Rotham Republic. Many of the elites of Renora admired the republican government of the Rotham, and had pushed for social reforms to mirror their “progress.”
Such reforms had almost universally failed to take root. But, in this corner pocket of the empire, these ideas were trendy and popular. Though they had never risen to such prominence as to enter the dialog anywhere else. Imperial forces maintained order from the government center and the local leadership, combined with Imperial administration, had kept the system in line. Now that the pro-Empire faction had been mostly wiped out... Calvin guessed that the planet would see a great deal of unrest.
The panel beeped again. This time with the reply to his requisition forms. It was from Tristan.
“The additional resources you requested are being organized and will be made available for transfer as soon as possible. Additionally, the Gemini Director has agreed to meet with you. Tomorrow. 0930 L.T. Come alone to deck one-hundred and fifteen. Room C-3. Don’t be late.”
It’s about time...



Chapter 4
 

When the IWS Desert Eagle arrived at Capital World, it was rushed to the top of the docking queue and cleared almost immediately. Captain Nimoux went aboard the station alone where a party of government aids and marines was waiting for him.
“It is an honor to meet you, sir,” said the leader of the group. He was a middle-aged man in a suit-and-tie with dyed black hair and teeth that were just a little too white to be natural. He extended a hand and Nimoux shook it uncomfortably, he hated the celebrity treatment he received these days. And found it only hindered the effectiveness of his work as an intelligence operative.
“I was expecting to see Director Edwards,” said Nimoux.
“The Director apologizes that he couldn’t be here. An urgent matter detained him on the planet surface. But I will fill you in on the way.”
The aid briefed Nimoux as he and the others walked briskly through the crowded orbital station, which had a stronger-than usual military presence on every deck. Even though it had been almost a standard day since the attack on Renora, the high alert status remained in effect empire-wide.
Nimoux and his escort took a military gunship, which was waiting for them, and departed at once for the planet. The tiny craft plummeted toward the surface at a much steeper angle than Nimoux was used to, charging through pockets of air turbulence like they didn’t matter.
The aid finished his briefing—which didn’t tell Nimoux anything new. Just gave him a summary of what he could expect when he met with the Assembly, including a review of etiquette. No explanation for why he’d been summoned to the Assembly floor to weigh in as an expert witness during the ongoing emergency session. He hadn’t been at Renora during the attack, or anywhere near it, so he doubted he would be of much use. But orders were orders. And on the off-chance that he could contribute something useful, he was happy to.
The view out the window was marvelous and Nimoux took in the spectacular sight of the brightly-lit, urban supersprawl spread out before him. More people lived here than any other planet in the galaxy—nearly nineteen billion. The enormous population yielded awesome productivity but was hell to sustain. Capital World was the only planet in the empire that was resource upside-down. Energy, food, and even fresh water had to be imported. And every day thousands of freighters needed to dock with one of the planet’s dozens of orbital platforms to unload supplies which were then shipped below.
Most of the surface was covered in ocean, but where there was land, it was painted over by massive skyscrapers that reached up for kilometers. Nearly all the surface flora had been cleared away and the planet was only kept habitable by the tremendous amount of marine life—which the government avidly protected.
Seen from the heavens, the great, glittering anthill that was home to so many billions of humans seemed like madness. But there was an order to the madness. And Nimoux doubted anyone could gaze down upon it without feeling a sense of awe.
They landed and took a car to the Assembly Hall in the Capitol District. It was an enormous, immaculate white building with marvelously landscaped grounds. Security was heavy and it was a process gaining admittance, even though he was expected.
Eventually he was taken inside and brought to the antechamber of the Assembly Floor. There his escort left him and he pushed on through the main entrance alone.
The Assembly Floor was an enormous room, lusciously decorated with rich burgundy carpet, sweeping tapestries along the far wall, and more than a few tasteful—if not a bit ostentatious—statues. The most prominent feature was the stadium-like set of stacked balconies that surrounded the room, seating for all three-hundred and seventy-eight members of the Assembly. Nimoux guessed that many of these seats were often left vacant due to absent representatives, however today the chamber was packed full of bodies. Virtually every seat around and above him was filled by a diverse collection of people, representing every planet in the empire.
On the bottom level there was a table with three seats and a microphone. A few meters away, facing opposite, was a raised platform that seated three senior Assembly members. He walked along the aisle, ignorant of the heated debate currently raging, and took his seat at the table. There he collected his thoughts and waited. Mentally sorting through the most recent intelligence dispatches he’d been sent.
After a few minutes, an end was called to the debate and the pandemonium diminished. “The Assembly recognizes Captain Lafayette Nimoux of Intelligence Wing on the witness stand at this time,” said Representative Lekovic, the ranking Assembly member seated opposite him. He and the other two senior officials on his flanks, a man and a woman, stared down at Nimoux from their elevated platform. All looked tired. Nimoux doubted any had slept since news of the attack on Renora.
At the sound of his name, the Assembly broke out into applause. Nimoux felt his face redden with embarrassment and he waited uncomfortably for the praise to die down.
“Captain,” Lekovic spoke again, when he did all hints of clapping ceased. “I will begin by saying that, for all of us—regardless of our affiliated Houses—it is indeed an honor to have you with us today. The citizens of the Empire sleep easier at night knowing there are men and women like you out there. On behalf of everyone here, I thank you for your service.”
Nimoux leaned into his mic. “Thank you, sir.” He was the most decorated, most successful operative in Intel Wing history, but the distinction made him feel more guilty than proud. He’d just as soon not have it.
“Captain, the issue before us today is one of national security. You have been brought before us as an expert witness to testify regarding the state of the Empire in general and the Renora Crisis in particular. Do you understand?”
“I do.”
“Good. Now, before we proceed, I must ask you to rise and raise your right hand and take the oath.”
Nimoux stood up and raised his hand. A nearby marshal of security read him the oath.
“Do you swear and affirm that the testimony you are about to give before the Assembly, and the Committee on Internal Security, is the complete and unimpeachable truth?”
“I do.”
“Let the record show that the witness answered in the affirmative,” said Lekovic. “Captain, you are now under oath.”
“I understand.”
“You will have five minutes for an opening statement or you may submit a longer statement for inclusion in the session record. Captain Nimoux, do you have an opening statement?”
“No, sir,” said Nimoux. There had been no reason to prepare one and asking him for one was simply a formality.
“Then we’re going to go right into questions. I will begin,” said Lekovic. “Captain, please describe for us what happened at Renora. We have all been briefed but, for the sake of the record and any Assembly member still in the dark, tell us what happened exactly.”
“About twenty-eight hours ago, a ship entered the Renora system that had not been scheduled. That ship approached the main starport and interrupted traffic around the planet. The controller ordered the ship to alter course, but the ship refused to comply or communicate. Sentry ships attempted to contain the vessel but it refused to respond, and rammed one of the sentry ships—killing everyone on board. The intruding vessel then armed its weapons and fired on both the station and the planet. The starport and government center were both destroyed. Casualties are estimated in the hundreds of thousands, including nearly every government official. The ship then left the system.”
“Can you identify that ship for us, Captain?”
“Yes, sir. Before all communications with Renora broke down, a distress call was sent. In it, the station controller identified the ISS Black Swan as the perpetrating vessel.”
This was not new information for the Assembly members, they’d already been sent this intelligence, but there was still a measure of shock that spread throughout the room. Nimoux shared their surprise. It made no sense for Princess Kalila’s ship to have perpetrated this tragedy.
“The ISS Black Swan,” said Lekovic. “That’s the personal vessel of Princess Kalila Akira. Is that correct?”
“Yes, sir. The princess is not in command of the crew, that responsibility belongs to Captain Adiger since the princess has no military qualifications. However the captain is legally bound and sworn to obey her wishes so long as they don’t compromise the safety of the ship.”
“And would Captain Adiger be bound to follow her order to attack another ship?”
“Yes, sir.”
“And would he be bound to fire on an Imperial colony if given the order?”
Nimoux didn’t know the answer to that. “I suppose he would, though an officer put in that situation would still probably refuse and accept court martial.”
“Therefore do you believe it was Captain Adiger and not Princess Kalila who ordered this attack?”
“I can only speculate,” said Nimoux. “The truth is, because no communication was established with the ship, there is no way of knowing who was operating it. Because neither Captain Adiger nor Princess Kalila had any motive to order the attack, it is my belief that the ship was taken over by some as-of-yet unidentified third party.”
“Assuming the princess was behind the attack, is there not a political motive?”
“What do you mean?”
“Could the generation of a crisis on an Imperial world improve her father’s possession of the Imperial throne?”
“I am not comfortable speculating along these lines, but if I had to guess—I’d say it would have the reverse effect. It would make people question the king’s leadership.”
“And if the instability became serious enough to require a succession in executive leadership, is it possible that Kalila herself might take the throne?”
“I do not think so—not if Kalila were blamed for the crisis.”
“Is it possible that Kalila had such a motive when she ordered the attack, and did not anticipate being identified as the culprit? Perhaps expecting the captain of the ship to receive the blame?”
Nimoux looked at each of the committee members in turn once again, not really sure how this line of questioning was useful—or how he was qualified to weigh in on it. It was as if someone wanted to blame Kalila for the attack and use Nimoux’s reputation as a way of validating that claim. Perhaps she was behind the attack, but Nimoux considered the issue far from settled. “I have no comment on the political implications,” he said finally.
“Very well, Captain,” said Lekovic. If he was disappointed by Nimoux’s response he masked it well. “Tell us, did the Black Swan operate alone, or were other ships involved?”
“We believe it was the sole aggressor involved in the attack.”
“How was it, by itself, able to execute such destruction? Didn’t Renora have adequate defense systems to repel an attack from one ship?”
“Yes, it did. Its planetary defense matrix should have been able to repel a force several times the strength of the Black Swan.”
“Then why didn’t the planet’s defenses prevent the attack?”
Nimoux looked each of the three committee members in the eyes before replying. He wondered what they believed had happened. “I do not know,” he said at last. “We have yet to determine why the planet’s defense systems failed. Our current belief is that they were sabotaged in advance of the attack.”
“Has Intel Wing produced a list of suspects who may have performed such sabotage?”
“To my knowledge, our agency has not.”
“Is it not true that such an action would have had to have been an inside job?”
Nimoux raised an eyebrow. Again this line of questioning seemed purposeless except to implicate Princess Kalila. “I haven’t been sufficiently briefed on Renoran security protocols to answer that.”
“What can you tell us about the targets the Black Swan chose to fire upon, were they random?”
“No, sir. The Black Swan destroyed the orbital military infrastructure—most likely to protect itself—and fired on the planet. The damage to the surface was not widespread, however, and appears to have been a neatly contained, surgical strike targeting the Renoran seat of government.
“The result of which has been?”
“Since communication with the planet was restored, we’ve learned that there is a growing amount of chaos. Uprisings are popping up and both violence and looting are widespread. Local authorities are disbanding or being overthrown—and those still intact report that the situation is escalating.”
“It is likely, Captain Nimoux, that this body will soon vote on whether or not to recommend the deployment of troops to maintain order on Renora. As a matter of principle most people here are against it. In your professional opinion, would strong action along those lines restore order more quickly, or would that only fan the flames?”
This was probably the most serious question he had ever been asked, so he took a moment to consider it. He knew that he was held in high regard and so what he next said could conceivably sway some of the Assembly into recommending a course of action which, if heeded by the king, would greatly affect the violent situation on Renora.
“I do not know enough about the planet or situation to recommend either way,” he said. The stakes were too severe to simply hazard a guess, and neither solution seemed like a right answer.
“Very well, I have no other questions.”
Nimoux nodded, expecting to be done.
“There is another matter before us I’d like you to weigh in on, Captain,” said Representative O’Neil, the only female member of the committee. She was portly and big-faced with hair that she kept short and tidy. She was not a pretty woman, but her countenance was one of confidence and intelligence.
He looked at her expectantly and she cleared her throat before speaking.
“Captain, of growing concern in these intelligence reports is the rising number of ships that have gone missing. These are not random explorers on two-person skiffs skirting into unchartered deep space, these are military warships last seen inside Imperial space. One of them, the Andromeda, is a flagship carrying an admiral. Nothing has been heard from anyone on that ship for several days now. And yet no search and rescue operations have been launched. Please explain why not—and why these disappearances are happening.”
“I do not know the answer. The last known position of most of these ships has been searched, to my knowledge, but if any of these ships were destroyed during an alteredspace jump, or if they were captured, or if they defected... we would have no idea where to even begin looking. It’s a massive galaxy out there so our searches have been limited. We’ve also avoided conducting public searches because we don’t want to spread alarm. I didn’t make the call—I’m just following orders.” He agreed that the increasing number of missing high-profile ships was of great alarm—and probably constituted a nationwide emergency. But Intel Wing had decided to keep this intelligence under wraps and only recently sent a report to the Assembly about it.
“Tell us, Captain, is it true that your agency is conducting operations—that have been unsuccessful—to recapture a stolen dreadnought which has been implicated in several attacks on allied shipping vessels?”
“Intel Wing is cooperating with the Fleet in a joint operation to recapture the ISS Harbinger which is still at large, yes.” He had been briefed on the Harbinger situation but wasn’t aware of the exact details since that assignment, until recently, had belonged to Lt. Commander Cross. Now it was up in the air who was continuing that mission.
“And your reports indicate that the Harbinger was spotted at Renora not long after the attack?”
“Yes. Reports from the planet state that about fifteen minutes after the Black Swan left the system the Harbinger arrived. It kept its distance and did not approach the planet. After staying for about ten minutes, it jumped away.”
“Is it your opinion that the people on the Harbinger are cooperating with those on the Black Swan?”
“I believe the events are connected. But I doubt they are cooperating. The Harbinger arrived too late to contribute to the attack—and the ship didn’t do anything noteworthy. It stuck around long enough to complete a scan and then departed.” Nimoux believed that the Harbinger may have made its appearance for the sole purpose of being identified at the scene, but he couldn’t guess why yet and didn’t see a point in bringing it up here.
“One final question for you, Captain,” said O’Neil, her eyes locked with his. “Your reports indicate that one of your own—a Lt. Commander Cross, who had been assigned to track the Harbinger, has become unreliable and disappeared. What kind of a threat does this present to the Empire and what is being done about it?”
“Mister Cross’s possible defection to a foreign power, along with his ship and crew, does represent a serious danger to the empire. A great deal of information is archived on the Nighthawk that could be deadly in the wrong hands. Additionally, highly trained Intel Wing agents and an advanced stealth ship are assets of great potential strategic use for any other political power: the Rotham, the Polarians, the Alliance… honestly, it’s anyone’s guess who might be involved. However, I can assure this Committee that no expense will be spared to recapture the ship. Intel Wing understands that Mister Cross and the missing Nighthawk are an immediate threat and must be dealt with swiftly.”
“Thank you, Captain. No further questions.”
Nimoux left the Assembly Hall and a car took him to his hotel. He had to remain another day in case the Assembly wanted to bring him back to the floor for more questioning. He rested his mind as best he could in the idle quiet, and spent much of his time lifting weights in the rec room and swimming in the pool. The exercise was part of a structured regimen and helped clear his head. He needed to be refreshed and ready for his next assignment, which he suspected would involve one or more of the missing ships. The Andromeda, the Nighthawk, the Black Swan, the Harbinger... it didn’t really matter which. They were all threaded together somehow. And it was high time Intel Wing pulled him into the investigation.
He got his orders the next day.



Chapter 5
 

“You’re not an easy person to get a hold of,” said Calvin.
He stood in room C-3 of the Gemini conglomerate, on the hundred and fifteenth deck. It was simple, almost barren, with only a table, four chairs, and a small window. A woman was there, gazing out the window into the black abyss. He could see her profile, she looked about thirty years old but he wouldn’t bet heavily on it. He considered himself rather skilled at guessing people’s ages—but had learned through childhood experience not to vocalize his best guesses.
“If I were easy to ‘get a hold of,’ I wouldn’t be very good at my job.” She turned and faced him at last; instantly he saw the resemblance.
“So you are the mysterious Calvin Cross,” she said, looking him over with scrutiny. She folded her arms, displeased.
“And you’re Jason Pellew’s sister, aren’t you?” The likeness between her and the top special forces officer on the Nighthawk was uncanny. And Calvin remembered Raidan telling him that Pellew had been an easy asset to recruit into his Organization because his sister was already a member. Small galaxy...
“Very astute, Calvin Cross. Yes, I am Mira Pellew.”
It was the face mostly, he decided. She and her brother had the same chestnut hair and striking amber eyes. She was pretty, but not breathtaking like her brother, and shared many of his harsher features. She was broad-shouldered, tall—even a smidge taller than Calvin—and had a square jaw. These masculine attributes detracted somewhat from her sexual appeal but made her appear powerful and dangerous. From her body language alone, Calvin guessed that Mira had the overall command of the Organization’s resources on Gemini—and gripped them with an iron fist.
Fortunately Calvin was not easily intimidated. “I’ve been trying to arrange this meeting ever since I arrived. Why did it take this long?”
“Tell me, Mister Cross, how long have you known Asari Raidan?” she asked, deflecting his question.
He was annoyed but decided not to press the issue. “Not long.”
“And what is the extent of your relationship with him?”
Calvin had arranged this meeting so he could get answers, not give them. But he didn’t want to test her patience by noncompliance—in case she refused to resupply the Nighthawk—and he decided that the type of questions she asked him was still useful information to have; they revealed what she didn’t know and implied what she was most interested in. “I was the investigating officer when Raidan stole the Harbinger. I uncovered some things while chasing him that proved the Empire has been corrupted at its highest levels. I threw away my career by allowing him to go free, and he saved my ship and crew from certain death in Abia. So, I’d say our relationship has been...
symbiotic. At least so far.”
“I see.”
Calvin couldn’t get a good read on her. She masked her emotions well and didn’t give him any clues as to her thoughts. There wasn’t much to glean from those lucid amber eyes. He decided to change the subject. “As you know, I’m currently understaffed.”
“Yes I know. And it’s a problem that you yourself entirely manufactured,” she said.
“What?” The accusation took him by surprise and he was offended by its implications. “I know a CO is responsible for every life under his command, but I didn’t choose for those men and women to die.” The images of violence and death on the Rotham ship in Abia were still fresh in his memory.
“Of course you did. But I’m not talking about your dead. I’m talking about the ones you allowed to defect. Sixteen men and women, and you just... let them go?”
“Yes,” he said somewhat defensively. “It’s not like they were my prisoners.”
“The way I see it, you created two problems for yourself. You just released sixteen brains’ worth of information back into the jaws of the beast—people who can and
will
tell Intel Wing everything they know—including that you came here. And secondly, you let go of trained and expert crew when you were already understaffed from casualties sustained in your most recent action.”
“They’re useless as crew if they don’t want to be there. And as for letting them go, I don’t think most of them know anything that’s truly dangerous to me or my cause. And, even if they did, would it really be worth holding them captive, or worse—killing them, to protect myself?”
“You tell me. A lot rides on what we are doing. And any choice you make, such as that one, puts other people at risk, not just yourself. This whole station might be torn apart by Imperial operatives. Gemini citizens might be secretly abducted and interrogated in secret Intel Wing torture prisons. Even worse, you enabled the other side to potentially get that much more information about
us. About our efforts. That small difference might be all it takes to keep us from saving the Empire.”
“I doubt it,” said Calvin. He wasn’t about to be blamed for failing to save the Empire in the future because he didn’t detain or kill his defecting officers.
“I’m not going to debate the issue with you, Mister Cross. The fact is you made your choice, no matter how foolish it was. And, despite that, Raidan still trusts you for some reason. At least for now… Which is why I am allowing you and your people to leave Gemini alive. Just make sure you understand that your choices have deep consequences. Even to people not on your ship.”
“A fact I’ve never forgotten.”
“Good,” she said, not masking her overall disapproval of him. “See that you don’t.”
“I won’t.” Despite how much he disliked her tone, and hated having strangers question his command decisions, the whole exchange had been useful. At least now he could be sure that she worked for Raidan, and not the other way around. An arrangement he’d assumed to be true, but hadn’t confirmed until now.
“And what about my request for supplies and replacement staff?”
“The supplies have all been approved and will be moved onto your ship later today. As for the candidates you requested to join your crew, none have changed their minds and all are preparing to report to your XO at 0700 tomorrow.”
“Thank you.”
“After that, you are expected to depart immediately and hunt down the Arcane Storm. I’m sure that Raidan’s continued trust hinges on your success. Therefore I wouldn’t dawdle here any longer than necessary.”
“About that... why is that ship so important? And why has the Organization not gone after it until now?” He’d read some limited intelligence reports on it and found most of them to be useless. The only interesting detail: the Arcane Storm was suspected of transporting isotome, an unstable compound that Calvin had positively identified in the rubble of a Rotham ship—which potentially linked the Arcane Storm’s disappearance to the Rotham Republic.
“We have gone after it—don’t think we haven’t. But the ship vanished off our radar and the few leads we have—leads Tristan will fill you in on—are not the kind just anyone can follow. Your ship is designed for this kind of mission, your stealth and sensor technology far outstrips anything we possess—and you have Tristan on board. All of these will be necessary to find the Arcane Storm. Or so Raidan believes.”
“You didn’t tell me why the ship is so important to you. Why does it matter if I find the ship tomorrow or a year from now?”
“The ship belonged to us and has since disappeared—probably captured or it defected. Our guess is that it is now possessed by the Phoenix Ring. And... recently there have been certain rumors that it is carrying something extremely deadly. But those are unconfirmed speculation. Find the ship and put the matter to rest.”
“Deadly—like what?” Its only suspected cargo—at least that he’d been made aware of—was the isotome, which had no practical use.
Mira’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know. Hopefully nothing. But then again... perhaps it’s a weapon that could devastate a planet. The sooner the ship is found and recaptured, the better.”
“If I am going to even begin thinking about capturing a ship potentially occupied by a hostile force,” said Calvin, “I will need more soldiers.” He’d been debating whether or not he wanted to bring new soldiers onto the ship—the suspicious part of his mind thought that might be an invitation for the Organization to take physical control of the Nighthawk—but with only one detachment’s worth of troops remaining behind there were severe limits on the kind of missions he could carry out. “My handful of soldiers—while elite—are not enough to manage that kind of operation. Not unless the Arcane Storm is a tiny ship with a crew of only twenty people.”
“The Arcane Storm is normally staffed by a crew of thirty. We will augment your special forces garrison with enough new soldiers to make a capture operation possible. I have selected a detachment of highly trained, fiercely loyal troops to meet your needs.”
“And have they agreed to come along?”
“Rez’nac has, yes.”
Upon hearing the name, Calvin felt a wave of anxiety. That was not a human name. “And the others, have they agreed too...?”
“The consent of the others is not required. They are sworn to Rez’nac and will follow him anywhere, until they are released or killed.”
That confirmed his suspicion. “You want me to take
Polarian
soldiers aboard the Nighthawk?”
Her lips curled into the tiniest smile. “Why not? Do you have a problem with Polarians?”
“No,” he said immediately. He wasn’t racist. He didn’t think the Polarians were inferior, or superior, to humans. But... he still wasn’t comfortable with the suggestion. Aliens had less of a stake in rescuing the Empire.
“Then what’s the problem?”
“I just...”
“You just what?”
It was hard for him to frame his discomfort into words.
“Mister Cross, these men are loyal to the Organization. They are beyond competent in their skills. And they are healthy. I don’t see a problem.”
“But can we trust them?” he said at last. He remembered seeing a Polarian ship with the squadron of Rotham warships that had been illegally camped inside Imperial space. He also didn’t forget how surprised, and concerned, Raidan had been to learn about it. It meant that some Polarians, at least, were likely cooperating with the enemy.
“In my opinion, you can’t really trust anyone,” said Mira. “Not completely. But I’ll remind you that you’re on a Polarian station, in Polarian space, and you’ve trusted Polarians to repair your ship and resupply you. You’ve eaten Polarian food and drank Polarian water. And put your entire crew in the hands of the Polarians of Gemini. And from all of this, have you been given any reason to distrust them?”
“No,” he admitted. “It’s just... the fact that they aren’t Imperial citizens means... I don’t understand what their stake is in this. Why would they care about the Empire and what happens to it?”
He knew that, despite his other reasons, some of his discomfort was due to cultural differences—the Polarians were a spiritual, mysterious, and private people. He didn’t understand them. “The Polarians that are working alongside or for the Organization are completely trustworthy. They are afraid of a war with the Empire if certain factions have their way. If the Empire destabilizes that will change the balance of power, and certainly lead to another galactic conflict like the Great War which, as you recall, did not go well for the Polarians. For those reasons, there are many Polarians, particularly from systems close to the Empire, who are willing to put everything on the line to prevent such a bloodbath from occurring again. And make no mistake, this time it would be a thousand times worse.”
That was a plausible motive, Calvin supposed. But he doubted that was the only thing, perhaps not even the primary thing that bound these Polarians to do the bidding of the Organization. He didn’t press the issue though, since Mira was unlikely to reveal anything more.
“So you see, Mister Cross, you either take the Polarians with you on your mission—or you don’t, and you make things very hard for your limited personnel. I don’t have any qualified human soldiers to offer you. Not on Gemini.”
“I’ll give you my answer by the end of the day,” he said. Knowing that, most likely, he’d be forced to take the Polarians aboard. But he wanted to run this by Jason Pellew before making the final decision.
“You have two hours, Mister Cross. And not a minute more.”
“Fine.” He turned to leave.
“One more thing,” she said.
He spun back around, curious.
“The Rotham you have with you,” she said nonchalantly, as if this information was common knowledge. “Alex, I believe is the crude name you gave him. What do you intend to do with him?”
He was taken off guard by this. He’d kept Alex under tight confinement since they’d arrived—under constant watch, and hadn’t let him drift out into public where he could be seen.
“If I didn’t know any better,” said Mira. “I’d say you look surprised that I know about Alex.”
Then Calvin put it together. He’d left Alex with Captain Pellew. He must have told his sister. That raised questions about Pellew’s trustworthiness. The special forces leader had mutinied to help Calvin restore his command, but he was also a recruit of the Organization—and had made no efforts pretending otherwise.
“The Rotham is staying with us on the Nighthawk,” said Calvin. “I’m going to get some information from him.”
Mira nodded. “The Organization would consider it a personal favor if, when you do find anything out from him, you keep us informed.”
As if she didn’t already have plans for Captain Pellew to keep her apprised over kataspace. Calvin made a mental note to keep an eye on the ship’s communication logs. “I’ll consider it.”
“It’s not good for us to keep secrets from each other. Remember that.”
“You should too.” He looked at her again, sizing her up one last time, then left. It was time for a frank conversation with Mister Pellew.
 

***
 

Calvin barged into Pellew’s quarters unannounced; the door was unlocked.
Pellew jumped up from the edge of his bed—where he’d been sitting and watching a news program on the large screen. He switched it off and looked at Calvin. “Hey. Have you heard about Renora?”
“Yes,” said Calvin quickly. He hadn’t come here to discuss current events.
“Hard to believe she was behind it, huh? No one saw
that
coming.”
Calvin had come to ask a serious question but this new information caught him off-guard.
She?
“They identified the attacker?” he asked, deciding his other question could wait.
“Not officially,” said Pellew. “But one of the Assembly members, on condition of anonymity—of course, pointed the finger at Princess Kalila Akira. And then an Intel Wing insider—also anonymous—confirmed it. So speculation has gone wild. And it’s looking more and more like Kalila had something to do with it. Who’d have thought, right?”
Calvin hadn’t told Pellew, or anyone, about his clandestine meeting with Princess Kalila on Tau outpost. And he still hadn’t made sense of the encounter. She’d asked him to investigate Raidan for her, and avoid interfering with him. She would eventually contact Calvin again at an unspecified time. So far he hadn’t heard anything more from her.
Could she possibly be involved in the bloodbath at Renora?
He felt sick even considering it. There must be some other explanation. Perhaps she was a scapegoat? Or maybe her ship had been seized by some other power.
Of course, he knew he was biased. He didn’t want to believe her capable of such an atrocious act. Something about her had completely captivated him when they’d met. And, from time to time, he caught himself fantasizing about the next time he’d see her. Usually he could keep such thoughts in check. But not always.
“So what brings you here?” asked Pellew.
Calvin set aside his confusion towards Kalila and focused on the issue at hand. “I know you work for the Organization,” he said. “The question I have is, where do your deepest loyalties lie? And, if you had to decide between them and the Nighthawk,
between them and me, which would you choose?”
Pellew shrugged. “That’s a fair question. I guess it depends on what the choice is. But I don’t think it matters because our interests are aligned.”
“For now, sure. But suppose in the future they aren’t.” Calvin doubted Pellew’s words would give him an honest answer, but he thought his eyes and body language might.
“I’d choose the Nighthawk,” said Pellew. Calvin didn’t detect any of the telltale signs of insincerity. But then again, Pellew might be a practiced liar.
“Why?”
“Because I don’t really owe the Organization anything. They struck a deal with me and I delivered. You got to keep your ship and go to Abia, just like Raidan wanted. I enabled Tristan, helped him escape confinement so he could catch your scent and fulfill his mission on Aleator. That’s pretty much the extent of it. I do what’s best for me.”
“I see,” Calvin thought about what Raidan had said. They’d recruited Pellew by means of blood and money. “And how was this deal struck exactly?”
“My sister Mira contacted me and convinced me. She works for the Organization.”
“I know she does. In fact, I know she’s here on Gemini.”
Pellew looked surprised, but unthreatened. “You know quite a lot. Anyway she appealed to my more…
benevolent side
at first, but I held out for money, which she eventually offered. 160,000q was my price. Mitchell, Adams, and the others I convinced were bought for much less.”
“So it was about money, then?”
“It was, yes.”
“Then why would you choose the Nighthawk? I can’t offer you money.”
“I don’t care about the money anymore. My debts are paid. I have a fat savings account. At this point, it’s about revenge. I lost friends in Abia.” There was a sudden fire in his eyes, yet his voice remained calm. “You and me, we’re going to avenge them. And those responsible, those bastards who started all of this.
They’ll pay.
As long as you’re working to find and eliminate them, I’ll always have your back.”
Calvin nodded. It was against his better judgment, but he believed Pellew. The man seemed far too sincere to be faking it. But there was one missing piece. “Then why did you tell your sister about Alex?”
“I told her so she’d understand that Abia wasn’t a complete waste. We may have lost a third of the crew, but at least we took a prize. I didn’t think it would be a problem for her to know.”
“It isn’t,” said Calvin. “So long as she understands that Alex is coming with us, not staying here.”
Pellew folded his arms and gave Calvin a wry look. “If we had kept Alex a secret from her, odds are she would have found out anyway. Our whole crew knows we have him in our possession. Any one of them could have leaked it to someone who would then tell her. At that point she could have arranged for him to mysteriously disappear into her possession. But now, if that happens, it’s obvious she’ll be our first suspect. So she can’t risk it. Before she had deniability. Now she doesn’t.”
“Makes sense,” Calvin admitted. Though he doubted that was the reasoning behind Pellew’s decision to inform his sister—and he still expected Pellew to make continued reports to the Organization on some level. “Where is Alex now, anyway?”
Pellew nodded toward the adjoining bathroom door. “Locked in there. No windows, no other doors, and no large vents. Unless he flushes himself down the toilet, he’s not goin’ anywhere.”
“You check on him often?”
“Every ten minutes.”
“That’s good,” Calvin had few enough leads that losing Alex was not an option. As to what he’d do with the Rotham once he’d bled every scrap of information out of him? That he hadn’t decided.
“What’s the word on my replacement troops? I’m a whole detachment shorthanded.” Pellew reminded him.
“We’ve been offered a detachment of Polarian soldiers that are supposedly loyal to the Organization. We have the choice of taking them or leaving them.”
“Are we expecting to deploy any shore teams or do any capture operations in the near future?” asked Pellew.
“Yes. The Organization wants us to find and capture a missing ship of theirs—the Arcane Storm.”
“And are we going to do it?”
Calvin thought about it for a moment. There was no reason not to—his ability to investigate the Phoenix Ring was limited to whatever Rafael could manage, now that they’d been cut off from the Intel Wing databases. And it wouldn’t hurt to gain more favor from the Organization—even if he didn’t fully trust it. Not to mention, if there was something special about this missing ship, Calvin would want to see it for himself. “Yes. We are.”
“And how many crew does the Arcane Storm carry?”
“About thirty,” said Calvin.
“Then we need the additional soldiers,” said Pellew. “Even if they aren’t imperials.”
“Even if that means aboard soldiers who will turn on us later?”
“I doubt they would,” said Pellew. “Polarians aren’t known for going against their word. In all of our joint history I don’t think they’ve ever so much as breached a treaty.” That was true, though Calvin reminded himself that Pellew was perhaps as loyal to the Organization as the Polarians. “So unless their beloved High Prelain tells them to, they wouldn’t turn on us.”
Calvin knew the Polarians were deeply spiritual people and he’d never quite understood how the power was split between the secular politicians of the Confederacy and the religious leaders. One thing was certain, if the High Prelain did order the Polarians to war against the Empire, billions would follow his spiritual advice and give up everything for the cause.
“Should the worst happen,” asked Calvin, wanting to know one more thing before giving Mira the go-ahead to begin boarding Polarian troops onto his precious Nighthawk, “what are our chances against a Polarian detachment in a straight fight?”
“Polarian soldiers are some tough sons-of-bitches,” said Pellew, giving Calvin a grim look. “But my men are expertly trained. Between us and the crew, and the fact that we know our own ship backwards and forwards? Yeah, I’d bet we could take them.”
Just then the comm panel chirped and Pellew answered. “What is it?”
“Captain Pellew, is Calvin with you?” asked a junior officer.
“Yes he is.”
“Good. Please come here right away, both of you, to the lab on deck seventy-eight. There’s something you need to see.”



Chapter 6
“What is it?” asked Calvin as he and Pellew entered the lab. Three analysts from the Nighthawk were hovering around one of the many computer terminals. He recognized them all, junior officers from the Red Shift.
“A little while ago we finished analyzing the data we got back from the probe we launched to investigate the TR-301 star collapse,” said Ryan—he was a junior lieutenant and one of the Nighthawk’s ranking analysts. “What we found is…
strange. To say the least.”
“What is it?” Calvin had almost forgotten about the bizarre, and untimely, destruction of a major star that had forced them into making a course correction on their way to Aleator, ultimately slowing down their pursuit of Raidan. He’d sent a probe to investigate it and hadn’t thought much of it since.
“By all rights the star should not have collapsed. It had billions of years of life left in it. Our grasp of stellar physics is not complete, but from what we do know—TR-301 should not have collapsed. You were right to send a probe, Captain.”
“So what did you find?”
“We found traces of isotome. Most of it was in a degenerated state and not really recognizable, but some of it was stable and, somehow, preserved.”
“Like what we found in the Rotham ship debris?” asked Calvin. He kept quiet about the fact that the Arcane Storm was suspected of transporting isotome as well.
“Exactly. Whatever stabilizing process or agent the Rotham used to transport their isotome matches exactly the isotome found by the probe in the TR-301 region. What’s more, based on the properties of the TR-301 star, the expected result of a normal gravitational collapse would have been the formation of a neutron star. However this was a massive collapse, much larger than it should have been, and a blackhole formed within seconds.”
“And the isotome caused that?” asked Calvin.
“We believe the TR-301 star was collapsed deliberately. We can’t be sure that our conclusion is right but if you look at this data and our subsequent simulations, it seems fairly likely that isotome injected directly into the core of the star could result in the death of the star within hours. If someone could keep the isotome stable for transport, and devise a way to get it into the center of the star without it being destroyed, they could conceivably engineer a collapse.”
Calvin was blown away by this. He’d feared the possibility of a deliberate star collapse, and now his “crazy” theory which had been dismissed by Intel Wing was vindicated by actual science, but… in this case he would prefer to have been proven wrong. The implications of a technology that could wipeout entire star systems were
terrifying—almost unimaginably so.
“So what you’re saying,” said Pellew, “is that the Rotham have weapons that can destroy stars?”
“We’re saying that is a likely possibility, yes.”
“That changes everything,” said Pellew. “Ships, fleets, none of it matters. With the ability to destroy stars, the Rotham could wipe out the entire human race. They could destroy everyone. And no one could stop them.”
“Let’s keep it together,” said Calvin, forcing himself to remain calm and focused. “We don’t know how many of these weapons exist. And we don’t know how difficult they are to deploy. By all rights, TR-301 was not a strategic target. There was nothing there.”
“Then it was a test target,” said Pellew.
“Which means their weapon might not be ready for use.”
“Looks pretty damned ready to me,” said Pellew, he pointed to one of the displays which showed a simulated, sped-up version of the TR-301 super-collapse. One moment a healthy-looking star and the next a singularity fierce enough to tear apart the very fabric of space.
Pellew was right. This was a game changer. All other threats paled by comparison: replicants, covert fleets, corrupt leaders, rogue warships, none of it held the tiniest candle. Worst of all, Calvin was sure that all of these components were all part of the same dark portrait.
“Thank you for bringing this to my attention,” he said. “Send all of this data to the Nighthawk’s computer.”
“Yes, sir.”
He left the room, Pellew fast on his heels.
“So what do we do?” asked Pellew.
“It’s time for a meeting on the Nighthawk’s bridge. The Arcane Storm just got a lot more interesting.”
 

***
 

“So there you have it,” said Calvin. They were on the Nighthawk, it was still tucked away in the Gemini drydocks but at least power had been restored.
He stood at the bow of the bridge and looked over the small group he’d handpicked for this meeting. Tristan, Alex, and Summers each sat at various positions on the bridge and examined the data that’d been sent to each of their displays. Pellew, who was already in the know, didn’t occupy one of the posts. Instead he stood next to Calvin.
They reacted to the information differently. Alex’s Rotham face was unreadable and alien. Tristan seemed intrigued, almost anxious, and Summers looked cold and stern. Calvin couldn’t quite tell what she was thinking, and in fact he’d seen very little of her the whole time they’d been on Gemini. She’d kept herself away from everybody and Calvin hadn’t quite had the nerve to try to pull her out of her self-imposed isolation.
Until now. She’d come without argument and sat before him, her eyes scrutinizing the data. Her face like a stone.
Despite her unsympathetic appearance, she was still the most beautiful woman Calvin had ever seen. Even now her golden hair, stunning eyes, delicately carved figure, and raw exquisiteness were impossible to ignore. He hated that she had that advantage on him. And if he was honest with himself, he hadn’t quite forgiven her for what she’d done to him. How she’d used his emotions against him. How he’d let himself see a bit of Christine in her. It filled him with all sorts of mixed emotions—mostly negative, and made him feel vulnerable. Something he deeply hated.
“You’ve made a great deal of assumptions,” said Summers at last. “I hope, for all our sakes, you’re wrong about this.”
“So do I,” said Calvin. “But I’m sure you all agree that this is an urgent priority. Something we need to deal with immediately. Hopefully, along the way, we’ll learn this threat has no teeth. But until I know that for sure...”
“We would be gambling the lives of every person in the galaxy to ignore this,” said Tristan.
“Precisely.”
“I resent this allegation,” said Alex. His strange eyes looked up from his display and met Calvin’s. “I assure you that the Rotham Republic has no intentions of committing genocide. Even if such a weapon did exist, only paranoia would make you jump to such a depraved conclusion.”
Calvin walked up to him, maintaining eye contact. “Does such a weapon exist?”
Alex said nothing for a few seconds.
“You know something, don’t you?” Calvin leaned in closer, looming over the short Rotham who suddenly looked very uncomfortable in his seat.
Calvin heard the distinct click of a handgun chambering a bullet. “Spill your guts,
lizard, or I’ll do it for you,” said Pellew.
Alex’s eyes darted from Calvin to Pellew, then back to Calvin.
“I don’t know much,” said Alex. “But yes, I’ve heard rumors of such a weapon. I never believed them.
I still don’t. We would never develop such a thing. But,” he paused for a moment. And the next words out of his mouth came reluctantly. “It
is
possible. And there are those among us who would seek to possess it.”
“Go on,” said Calvin.
“I think it’s all a lie, as I said. But, if such a weapon does exist, I agree with you that it shouldn’t. I will help you find it—if it is real—so long as you promise me that we will destroy it. It would be as much a threat to my people in your hands as it would be to yours in our hands.”
“You have my word,” said Calvin. “Such a weapon has no right to exist.” He took a step back and looked at the others for any signs of dissent. This was a very important strategic goal they all needed to agree on. The Fleet, the Phoenix Ring, the Organization, none of those entities should have a weapon like this any more than the Rotham Republic should, or anyone else. “Does anyone disagree?” he finally asked.
No one spoke. Calvin took that as assent.
“The people you are looking for are called the Rahajiim,” said Alex. “They want to end human dominance in the galaxy. They seek any weapons or means to shift the balance of power.”
“Where are they?”
“Everywhere and nowhere.”
Calvin wasn’t impressed by this response. “Not good enough.”
“I don’t know where they are. They are elusive. Their brotherhood speaks in secret phrases and whispers. No one knows their members. They move in the darkness. The Advent knows of them, but cannot find them. Perhaps some of the Advent are part of the Rahajiim. I do not know.”
“Is that how you fit into this?” asked Calvin, realizing that Alex knew too much not to be involved. “Are you part of the Advent?” The Advent was the elite intelligence gathering network of the Rotham Republic.
Alex looked unhappy to give up this secret. Calvin locked eyes with him intensely, making it clear he had no choice. “Yes,” said Alex. “I am an Advent operative. The squadron that was in Abia, it was Rahajiim. I had infiltrated and was gathering intelligence. Someone recognized me and they locked me up. Then you found me.”
He seemed to be telling the truth, though Calvin found Alex’s Rotham face more difficult to read than a human’s would have been.
“As to what the squadron was doing in Abia. I don’t know. I didn’t figure that out in time,” Alex admitted, shame trickling into his voice. “I failed my mission. But if such a weapon does exist, it’s the Rahajiim who would be seeking it.”
“So the Rahajiim do not represent the interests of the Rotham government?” Calvin had worried that the Rotham involved with the conspiracy had the blessing and resources of the Rotham state.
“Believe it or not, human Commander, not all Rotham are interested in ambition and trickery.” His eyes made it clear he didn’t like this widely believed stereotype. “Some of us just want to be left alone. Many of us are non-interventionists. We don’t want another war.”
Calvin thought back on what Raidan had told him, about the Phoenix Ring, a clandestine group of humans bent on breaking and reforming the Empire. He knew they were cooperating with Rotham forces. Presumably, that meant the Rahajiim. “Tell me,” said Calvin. “Are the Rahajiim working with humans to achieve their goals?”
“Yes, though the Advent has not uncovered who yet. But we know the Rahajiim have dealings with a covert human organization.”
Calvin nodded. It had to be the Phoenix Ring. “Thank you. Now where can I find these Rahajiim?”
“I told you, I do not know. No one knows.”
“Then tell me something else. Where have they been? What are they doing? What are they looking for? I need a lead of some kind.”
“I know the name of a ship they were trying to find. I’m not sure why it’s important. It might have something to do with this weapon, I don’t know.”
“Give me the name.”
“It is a human ship. The Arcane Storm.”
That was all the confirmation Calvin needed. He and his crew were definitely going after the Arcane Storm. But, if the Rahajiim hadn’t stolen the ship—who had?
“Calvin,” Tristan spoke up suddenly and shot him a frank look. “May we speak in private?”
Calvin found this request odd but decided to grant it. After all, Tristan had the freshest leads on the Arcane Storm’s whereabouts.
 

***
 

“We
have
to go after that ship,” the lycan said as soon as the door closed.
Calvin took a seat behind his desk and looked up at the Remorii with conflicted feelings. In many ways Tristan represented the trust he had in Raidan—cautious but genuine—and he’d saved Calvin’s life back on Aleator. But he was still Remorii. One of the most dangerous creatures in the galaxy. “I know,” he said.
“And I know where we should start looking,” said Tristan. “Echo Three.”
“Where is that?”
“It’s inside the DMZ,” Tristan said and his eyes widened. “But we have to keep information about our search extremely quiet.”
Calvin raised an eyebrow. “How quiet?” He hadn’t planned to broadcast to the universe what he was up to, but he had no reason to distrust the crew. Men and women who’d chosen to remain behind. Many of whom had literally mutinied on his behalf.
“Tell no one else. Keep everything on a need to know basis only.”
“And my bridge officers?” he thought of Miles, Sarah, and Shen. There was no one in the galaxy he trusted more.
“Tell them nothing.” Tristan folded his arms.
Calvin thought this an odd request. “Three of my analysts already know what we’re looking for, plus anyone they’ve told. And I must inform Summers, Pellew, and Alex where we’re going, especially if it’s inside the DMZ.”
“Why?”
“Because they’ll expect to be told, but more importantly…” Calvin wasn’t sure how to sugarcoat it so he just said what he felt. “I don’t fully trust you, Tristan, and I want their perspectives, along with any information they may have regarding our destination.” He also hoped Alex would know something more about Echo Three—thinking perhaps the Advent had a file on the mysterious location—and Calvin wanted Summers and Pellew there to help him judge whether or not Alex was telling the truth, when pressed with further questions. That and he doubted he could elicit their cooperation if he kept them in the dark, especially Summers. He did not want to fight her at every turn again.
“Fine. But after that, we put a lid on this.”
“Why does our destination have to be a secret?”
“Raidan may trust you, but the Organization doesn’t trust your whole ship. Please grant me this one request.”
Calvin thought about it for a moment. “If I do, I want something in return.”
“Name it.”
“I want your guarantee that you will share all your best intelligence with me. And any time I have a question for Raidan, or the Organization, you will send it, and keep sending it, until I get an answer.”
“Agreed.”
“In that case I’ll keep this information need-to-know,” said Calvin. “But I won’t keep the rest of my crew in the dark forever.”
“Fair enough.”
“Now tell me more about your lead.”
“I’ve heard rumors, whispers of rumors really,” said Tristan. “From my brothers in the clan. The Arcane Storm is in the DMZ. And carrying something important. I have no doubt that means it is carrying the isotome weapons.”
“And you think it’s at Echo Three? What is special about Echo Three anyway?” A military ship such as the Nighthawk entering the DMZ was technically an act of war against the Rotham Republic. It wouldn’t be the first time Calvin had violated the agreement, Intel Wing ordered stealth ships into the DMZ every now and then. But the utmost discretion was needed.
“Echo Three is my home,” said Tristan. “It’s an asteroid colony around the QH-212 star.”
“And the Arcane Storm is there?”
“No, but some of my people claim to have seen it. We must go there and question the one who will know.”



Chapter 7
 

Their faces were mere echoes now. Nimoux remembered the woman’s blonde hair but not many of her other features. As for the two men, they were even less clear in his mind. One had been short with brown hair, the other was average height and a bit overweight. The subtle details were long gone, but what was clear as day—what he could never forget—was the horror in their eyes. He knew what it was when he saw it. He’d felt it too. The cold, brutal realization that one was about to die. And at the hands of a friend, no less. He recalled the firm resistance of the trigger as he curled his finger around it and pulled. The slight blowback. The sound of the reports splitting the air. Shot after shot. For each victim it had been the same. One in the head, two in the chest. Nine bullets. Three corpses.
They hadn’t deserved this end. They’d been innocent people. And he hadn’t delighted in giving it to them. In fact, it was the worst thing he’d ever done. The guilt haunted him every day since. Tormenting him severely, in ways no one knew and few could understand. It consumed him. Entered his thoughts. Invaded his dreams. Always on the back of his mind. Stalking him. Even years later the feeling hadn’t lessened, and he knew he’d never forgive himself. Nor should he. He fantasized for the millionth time about placing the barrel of his sidearm against his own head and squeezing the trigger. Such a small action on such a tiny piece of metal. And yet maybe, afterwards, he would finally have peace.
The communication panel chirped, startling him out of his meditation. He took one final deep breath then uncurled his legs and stood up. Stretching briefly as he came out of the lotus position. He wanted to reach for his tea and ignore the comm panel, but knew he couldn’t.
“Yes what is it?” asked Nimoux.
“Notifying you as you requested, sir. We will be dropping out of alteredspace in a few minutes,” said the on-duty ops officer.
“Thank you, I’m on my way.”
He exited his quarters on deck five and took the nearest elevator to the bridge. When he arrived, a crewman blew a whistle announcing “Captain on the bridge.”
Nimoux moved immediately to the command position and relieved his XO, a salty, no-nonsense forty-year old man who’d thrown himself into his military career to escape two ex-wives and several unwanted children. Despite his domestic issues, or perhaps because of them, the commander had made a reputation for himself as the most hardworking and enthusiastic member of the crew. Nimoux was glad to have him.
“ETA?” asked Nimoux.
“Forty-five seconds.”
It was time to see what all the fuss was about. He could only guess at what they’d find there. But one thing was certain, Intel Wing wanted it swept under the rug. The IWS Desert Eagle was to clear the area before continuing on mission. Fortunately it wouldn’t prove much of a delay; their destination was also the last known location of their quarry.
“Entering the system in three,” his pilot counted down, “two, one. We are now in Abia System.” The window filled with stars and, in the distance, the light of the local sun could be seen just larger than the rest.
“Ops, what do we see?” he asked, gazing out the window at the nothingness.
“Commencing deep scan,” replied his ops officer. “Preliminary report, no ship signatures, however there are some large objects near the planet.”
“In orbit?”
“Negative, the only thing in orbit appears to be the station which is powered down and unresponsive. If anyone is still onboard—they’re dead by now.”
“What are these objects?”
“Looks to be… debris, sir. Destroyed starships.”
Nimoux felt his heart rate accelerate but he remained a disciplined calm. “Helm, bring us in closer; Defense, keep our stealth system engaged but standby to power weapons and shields; Ops, let me know once the high-intensity scan is complete.”
“Aye sir.”
Before leaving Capital World, the Desert Eagle had been re-fitted with a new type of scanner. It was only a prototype, but had enormous potential. It increased the strength of the Desert Eagle’s already state-of-the-art scopes by a factor of five. Allegedly it could totally negate the best stealth technology, which was why it had been rush installed onto the Desert Eagle. The Nighthawk couldn’t hide from them.
“Scan complete,” said the ops officer. “I confirm that there are no other ships in the system. As for the debris, it looks like destroyed warships. Some of it is imperial in design, others are alien. Most likely match: Rotham battleships.”
“Rotham?” It made no sense for foreign warships to be so deep inside Imperial space. Apparently there had been a battle here—one that Intel Wing and the Fleet had successfully kept quiet.
“Can you identify which Imperial ships were destroyed?”
“No, sir.”
“Coming about,” said the pilot.
The Desert Eagle maneuvered closer and Nimoux caught his first glimpse of a giant piece of debris. The burned out husk rotated eerily in space, the corpse of a ship that had, probably quite recently, been home to several hundred souls. Nimoux put his hand over his heart. These were Imperial citizens who’d paid the ultimate price.
Perhaps that long list of missing starships isn’t so long after all…
He wondered how many of the disappeared ships had made Abia their final resting place.
“Incoming transmission from Intel Wing,” said the pilot. “Highest priority.”
“On speakers.”
“IWS Desert Eagle, what is your status? Please inform.” The voice crackling over their speakers belonged to Director Jack Edwards, handler for all phantom-class stealth ships in the Empire. Edwards sounded somewhat...
different, Nimoux couldn’t put his finger on why though.
“We have arrived in Abia System, sir,” said Nimoux. “Commencing sweep operations.”
“Good. Destroy all the debris you find. Leave no trace that any ships were ever there.”
“Understood,” said Nimoux, though he thought it a strange order. He knew better than to question Edwards, though. “Will comply. Also be advised that we have had no contact with the station and it appears to be inoperable—possible unmanned.” He hoped to glean some information about what had happened here, what they were covering up.
“Don’t worry about the station, or anything else. Conduct sweep operations, then proceed to Gemini System. A probe dispatched to the region several days ago positively ID’d jump signatures in Abia that targeted Gemini System.”
The fact that Intel Wing wanted Nimoux to take care of business in Abia before proceeding to Gemini was very interesting, especially since the longer they waited the colder the trail would get. “Yes, sir.”
“Intel Wing out.”
“You heard the man,” said Nimoux to his bridge officers. “Set up a thorough pattern and commence a sweep. Destroy anything large enough to be detected.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And Mister Jorgensen,” said Nimoux to his Ops officer, “if you happen to identify any of the debris before it’s destroyed and make a log of it... I won’t hold it against you.”
“Yes, sir,” replied the ops officer.
Something very strange had happened here. Something Intel Wing was desperate to keep a lid on. Nimoux couldn’t help but wonder what. There was obviously more to the story than he’d first anticipated.
 

***
 

The bridge of the Nighthawk felt like home in a way that no other place could. Now that they were leaving Gemini and returning to where they truly belonged—the stars, Calvin felt a surge of energy. felt excited.
“Sarah, put in a departure request,” he said.
“Yes, sir.”
“Miles, get a status report from every deck. Let’s make sure all hands are aboard and we’re secure for launch.”
“Way ahead of you, Cal,” said the round-faced man at the defense post. “All crew is aboard and all decks report
go.”
“Very good.” Calvin looked over his senior staff—his friends—and smiled. It was a good moment. No matter how many dangerous, uncertain roads lay ahead of them, he felt he could weather any storm with friends like these. Only one person was missing to make the picture complete.
“Ops, give me a status report on all critical systems,” he looked at the man who sat where Shen should be. The newcomer was human, about middle-aged, and thin as a tree-branch.
“Sir, all systems are functioning within expected parameters.”
“Excellent. Sarah, as soon as we get the word, let’s get out of this behemoth and into open space.”
“You got it,” she said. Then she spoke into her headset. “Confirmed, Control. Initiating launch sequence.”
Out the window Calvin could see the massive metal doors that separated the drydock from open space. An alarm was flashing, warning all personnel to clear the deck. Once all hands were safely on the other side of the airlock, the massive chamber depressurized.
“We’ve decoupled from the deck. Lift thrusters firing.”
As the Nighthawk separated itself from the deck, the massive door—like tremendous jaws—opened, revealing the blackness of space.
“Firing forward thrusters,” said Sarah. “Ten mc’s per second and accelerating.”
They approached the open door quickly and plunged into open space.
“We’re clear of the drydock.”
Calvin saw a projection of the mighty Gemini conglomerate on the 3d display. Their ship looked tiny, like an infinitesimal wasp, as it flew away from the station. “Take us a safe distance from the planet and then commence alteredspace jump.”
“Aye, aye. What is our destination?” asked Sarah.
“Yeah, Cal, what kind of a wild goose chase are we on now?” asked Miles. “Gonna meet up with Raidan?”
“No,” said Calvin. “Set course for the DMZ, most direct jump. Ninety percent potential.”
“Yes, sir.”
“The DMZ?” asked Miles. His face beamed with excitement. “What are we going there for?”
Calvin’s officers obviously expected him to tell them everything he knew. They had proven trustworthy, and none had been more loyal than Miles.
“Don’t worry about it for now,” said Calvin, noting a look of approval on Tristan’s face.
“If you say so,” said Miles, looking confused and disappointed.
Calvin looked back at Tristan and shot him a scowl. He’d keep Tristan and Raidan’s secrets for now, but consoled himself that he wouldn’t keep Miles and the others in the dark forever. “Once we get inside the DMZ, Tristan will provide flight instructions to our destination.”
“The werewolf?” Miles looked at Tristan with disdain, and perhaps a little fear.
“That’s right,” said Tristan with a slight grin.
“Jump distance reached, commencing alteredspace transition in three, two, one...” said Sarah.
The view of stars vanished into pure darkness. They were on their way to the DMZ.
“We are now in alteredspace.”
“ETA?” asked Calvin.
“Just over fifty-three hours until we cross into the DMZ...” said Sarah. “And commit an act of war.”
Fifty-three hours... Calvin took a deep breath and relaxed, thinking that was plenty of time to squeeze more information out of Tristan and figure out their next move. Special Forces and the Polarian Division would have to begin drills so they could breach the Arcane Storm when the time came. Calvin decided the best thing he could do now was get to know the new crew. Making sure they assimilated properly fell under the duties of the XO, but Calvin was happy to help if he could.
“Calvin,” said Miles, in an unusually serious tone. “If we’re doing this, if we’re really going into the DMZ, I should have weapons hot when we go in, and the new crew needs to be put through battle drills.”
“I’m not expecting a fight, Miles.”
“The latest reports on the DMZ list raiding and piracy as extremely rampant. If anyone sees us, they will most likely try to capture the ship. And I’m
not
going through that again.”
Calvin would never forget what it had been like to surrender his vessel to the Rotham squadron. The torture and cruelty they’d faced at the hands of the Rotham back in Abia had cost them many lives and left scars on the survivors that would never completely heal. “Point well taken, Miles. You may organize and execute three battle simulations for each shift. Make sure everyone is tested and ready for what we might find when we get there. But we won’t be going in hot. Armed weapons will compromise our stealth.”
“Good enough for me,” said Miles. “Though I would feel better with at least some of the weapons armed.”
“I’ve been in the DMZ before,” said Calvin. “Not recently, that’s true—but I know it’s a big place, and we’ll be better off if we avoid being seen.”
“If you say so. Doesn’t sound like much fun to me,” Miles shot him a grin, telling him the backtalk at this point was meant as jest not insubordination. Calvin half expected Summers to begin deriding Miles for his unprofessionalism, but then he remembered she was below helping to situate the new crew.
“Your sense of fun is really unique, Miles,” said Sarah. “Most people wouldn’t equate violence with fun.”
“Yeah, yeah, just cause you don’t know how to have a good time.”
“Your idea of a good time usually ends with the luxurious accommodations of a debtor’s detention cell,” she fired back.
“Hey! That only happened one time!”
Most COs wouldn’t tolerate the chatter, Calvin knew, and allowing it went against all of his professional training. But he liked the relaxed atmosphere. And believed that his officers worked best in a liberal environment where they didn’t have to worry if their uniforms weren’t pressed well-enough. It was his command style, always had been, and now that he was a commander in exile, he felt even less restrained.
“Carry on,” said Calvin. “I’ll be below, seeing to the new crew.”
“Calvin not on the bridge during his shift? Big surprise there,” said Miles.
“Sarah, you have the deck.”
Tristan cleared his throat. “I should have the deck,” he said, pointing to the gold bar on his uniform—the insignia of a commander.
Calvin almost laughed. “Yeah, that’s not happening.” He wondered whose uniform Tristan had stolen.
“As a point of fact, Lieutenant Commander,” said Tristan, addressing Calvin with his technical rank and not his position, “I outrank everyone on this ship except for Commander Presley. I, at minimum, should be instated as your second officer, since this ship doesn’t have one.” It was true; Calvin hadn’t promoted anyone to the position since Vincent Rose’s death.
“I don’t know where you got that uniform,
Remorii, but as far as I’m concerned you’re a civilian observer. You’re here because I’ve chosen to tolerate you. But you are not part of the crew.”
“That’s a waste of my natural talents.”
“Just be happy you’re not spending the journey in the brig this time.” On Summers’ suggestion, Calvin had decided to allow both Tristan and Alex to have quarters. Thinking that the appearance of trust would elicit maximum cooperation from both
guests.
Tristan frowned, and his eyes searched Calvin. They didn’t glow red, however, so Calvin knew Tristan wasn’t actually upset. More likely testing him, and trying to weasel into as much power as he could. Calvin was going to keep him under his thumb. Having a Remorii on the ship at all grated against his better judgment. Unfortunately it seemed to be a necessary evil. For now anyway.
“Very well,
Captain,” said Tristan.
“That’s better. Now, Sarah, the deck is yours.”
***
 

Some of the crew didn’t take to him right away. A handful even had complaints already. Mostly pertaining to their particular shift assignments. “Take it up with the XO,” was his constant reply.
Several of the men were obviously infatuated with Summers, and he didn’t really blame them. More like pitied them. Fortunately he’d gotten a lot better at not letting his eyes linger on her figure when she came around.
The smitten newcomers repeatedly asked Calvin questions about her. Is she seeing anyone? Does she date other crew members? When is she not on shift? Calvin dismissed all such questions. They weren’t important to him and, truthfully, the last thing he wanted to be thinking about. If he was going to strike some kind of harmony with Summers—where he could depend on her the way he used to depend on Anand, rather than fight her at every turn—he needed to cast aside all romantic feelings toward her. And all the animosity he still harbored. Most importantly, he needed to forget that brief moment on the observation deck, when he’d opened his heart to her and she’d crushed it between her steel fingers shortly afterward.
To her credit, she did make a sincere, though somewhat pathetic, attempt at an apology. So he would try to let bygones be bygones and make things work.
Considering that several members of the new crew had no military experience, he was impressed at how quickly they were adapting to the discipline. Summers had explained the basics of protocol to each of them, in no uncertain terms Calvin was sure, and had required them all to shadow existing crew and be properly trained. Because of this, the shift schedules were thrown off for the next twenty-four hours—a logistical nightmare Calvin was glad not to be managing.
After winding his way through the crew quarters, the analysis lab, and even the mess, he’d introduced himself to all the human newcomers but one. He found himself standing outside the infirmary, a place he’d avoided going, and took a deep breath. Part of him expected to find Monte inside, grouchy and limping but secretly happy to see him. He’d trusted the old doc tremendously, and they’d been friends for years. Ever since Christine’s death.
The clearest image of all the hellish sights that dominated his memory of Abia was seeing Monte slip from the deck ladders and plunge to his death aboard the Rotham warship. Calvin felt a chill thinking about it, and tried to push it from his mind.
Monte is gone now. Nothing I can do about it.
He steeled himself and entered the infirmary, trying very hard not to see the new chief physician of the Nighthawk as an intruder squatting Monte’s domain.
Dr. Poynter was her name. She was tall, thin, and had the brightest red hair Calvin had ever seen. It was curly, wild and clearly unmanageable so she’d tied it together behind her head. She held a clipboard and was finishing up with a patient.
“Take it twice a day orally and let me know if you have any side effects, okay, Donny?”
The injured man, who Calvin recognized as part of the original crew, nodded. He wore a cast and sling around his left arm from an injury sustained during the fight in Abia. He was one of six remaining crew who had injuries severe enough to keep them on reduced duty. Another logistical headache that Calvin had been happy to leave on Summers’ plate.
“I want to see you again in a few days, okay?” said Dr. Poynter.
“Yes, sir.”
“No sirs or ma’ams, I’m not a soldier, just a physician,” Dr. Poynter said with a smile. “Now you take care, Donny, okay?”
“I’ll try,” said Donny. He left, saluting Calvin on his way out. That’s when Dr. Poynter seemed to notice Calvin’s presence. Her face lit up with surprise.
“Captain,” she said.
“Dr. Poynter.”
“Call me Rain.”
“Right,” he said, remembering her application. “Rain Poynter. I’m here to see how you’re settling in, and if there’s anything I can do for you.” He looked past her to the adjoining apartment reserved for the chief physician. The door was closed and somehow he still imagined it as the simple, unkempt environment that Monte had occupied. Complete with pornographic magazines and all its other
charms.
“Actually there is something you can do for me, Calvin—may I call you that?” she asked.
“Please do.” He preferred the use of given names.
“I need to see all the new crew in here, and about half the old crew, so I can create a medical chart for them, or update their existing one. I’d like to make sure everyone is current on their inoculations, screen for a few things, and perform complete physicals.”
“Tell the XO,” said Calvin, “and she’ll forward a mandatory signup sheet to all the departments on the ship.
“I already have.”
“Then what do you need from me?”
She looked him in the eyes. Her irises were very pale blue. “Calvin, you’re one of the ones I need to see. Your chart was mysteriously scant on details so you’ll have to get the works.”
Of course his chart was scant on details—Monte had needed to hide the fact that he’d been Calvin’s drug dealer.
“Including a physical?” he asked. Calvin was the type who saw no use in being a patient when he didn’t feel sick.
“Yep. A full physical.”
He didn’t care for this idea. “I feel fine,” he said. “I think you should focus on some of the others.”
She cracked a smile. “Wait a minute. It’s not that you’re shy, is it?” she looked him up and down briefly. “I can have one of the male physicians…”
“No,” he cut in abruptly. “It’s not that. I just, I don’t care for physicals. I drink lots of water. I eat pretty healthy. I stay active. I don’t feel sick. So I don’t think I need one.”
“There are a lot of things that a person could have and not even know. By the time you notice the symptoms, the condition could have progressed severely and—”
“I appreciate your concern, Rain. But I’m fine. I’ll let you know if I have a hernia, or anything else.”
“Does that mean your crew can opt out too?”
He thought about it for a moment. He didn’t want to be a hypocrite. But then again he wanted his crew to be in top shape. “No, they can’t. That’ll give you lots to do and make sure everyone is as fit and healthy as I am.”
She frowned slightly. “Doesn’t that seem like a double standard to you?”
“Not really,” he replied. “If the goal is to make sure everyone is as healthy as I am, and I am always as healthy as I am, I don’t need to be tested; it’s just given.”
“But if we’re using you as the benchmark, for whatever unwise reason, we would need complete records on you so we have any picture of how healthy you are.” She folded her arms.
“Well then I guess, yeah, it is a double standard. But one I won’t lose any sleep over.”
“Alright, Calvin, as you wish. But tell me this, how is your equarius situation?” Her eyes probed him.
He was taken by surprise. It hadn’t sunk in yet that his dark secret, his personal drug addiction, was now fairly common knowledge. It had been the forefront issue in his loss of command, almost resulting in the Nighthawk never arriving in Abia. Now, probably, all of the original crew was aware of it. Rain could have heard from any of them.
“You can be honest with me,” she said. “I’m only here to help, not to judge, and I understand what chemical dependency is like. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, but it is something you should set your mind to beating because it’s unhealthy.”
“You’re wrong, it is something to be ashamed of,” he said, more sharply than he’d meant. He felt a bit like a wounded animal having his secret talked about openly and casually by a stranger. “But don’t worry, I have it under control.”
“Under control? What does that mean?”
“It means I’ve taken equarius for the last time. And that damned poison is not part of my life anymore.” For as much as he loved the sweet relief that came from equarius, it had done nothing but harm him and he hated the dependency. He loathed it with all his might. It had almost cost him everything. And, according to Monte, would eventually kill him.
“How long have you been away from it?”
“Hard to say,” he lied. He hadn’t taken it since his secret was exposed, in fact he didn’t have any in his possession to take—it’d all been seized—but that wasn’t that long ago.
“Months?” asked Rain candidly.
“No,” he admitted.
“I’m not so sure cutting it out cold turkey is healthy. Not with this particular medication. At the likely dose you were taking.”
He was surprised to hear her say this. “You want me to go back to it?”
“Not quite. I think you should take a scheduled, controlled, decreasing amount of it every two days until you can safely go off Xinocodone altogether. That’s the safest, most effective way to break this kind of addiction.”
“Won’t taking it just remind me of it and make me want it more?”
“If you haven’t felt any serious withdrawal symptoms from the Xinocodone yet, I’m sure you will before long. They are not only maddeningly unpleasant, they can also cause harm to your body.”
Calvin had to cut her off before he heard all her reasoning. He didn’t doubt she knew what she was talking about, and that she was the expert here, but he also couldn’t bear the thought of taking equarius again. Not after all it had done. And he was genuinely afraid that if he had any, even a single milligram, it would only whet his appetite for more. “Thanks, but no thanks, Rain. I’m done with equarius for good.”
She looked at him skeptically. “If you say so. But, should you change your mind, on the drug treatment or the physical, I’ll be here.”
“Alright. But don’t hold your breath.”
The door whisked open and both Calvin and Rain turned to see the newcomer.
He was tall, broad, and extremely muscular. His hair was as white as his soldier’s uniform and his skin was grey with a faded blue quality. He had wide, steel-colored eyes and his dark lips formed a scowl. He wore a handgun on the left of his belt and a dagger on his right—Calvin understood the bladed weapon had spiritual significance. The Polarian commanding officer, supreme leader of every member of the Polarian detachment on this ship, stepped toward them. “What is the meaning of this, human doctor?” In his hand he waved a piece of stationary.
Rain looked at him and folded her arms, not the least bit intimidated even though the Polarian towered over her. Calvin guessed his height to be a full two meters. “You’ll have to be more specific than that,” said Rain.
“Explain this!” he said, thrusting the stationary at her once he was close enough. Calvin caught a glimpse of it; it looked like an order from the XO.
“Seems like you’ve been given an order to have your men inoculated against Hylacre disease.”
“I know what it says,” he locked eyes with Rain. “Please explain to your Commander Presley that my brothers and I should not be subjected to this.”
“But you definitely should be,” said Rain.
“Do you not understand what you are asking of us?”
“To not catch and spread Hylacre disease to everyone on the ship?”
The Polarian looked furiously annoyed. His tough skin wrinkled somewhat and he muttered something in his native tongue. “I see you are useless. I must take this to the commanding officer himself.”
“What a coincidence, he’s right here,” said Rain.
Up until now Calvin had been content to stay out of it. He hadn’t yet gone to meet the Polarian newcomers, a detachment of thirteen, and didn’t want resolving a dispute to be his first contact with them.
“You? You’re the commanding officer?” the Polarian asked, looking at Calvin. “But you’re just a lieutenant commander,” he spied the silver bar on Calvin’s uniform and knew what it meant.
“Regardless,” said Calvin, “I am the CO of the Nighthawk.”
The Polarian’s whole demeanor changed and he stood rigid, offering a Polarian left-handed salute. “I am Imperator Rez’nac. Please accept my apology, sir, I did not know I was in your honorable presence.”
Calvin wasn’t used to be addressed this way, and he didn’t really care for it. “That’s okay,” he said. “Now tell me, Rez’nac, what is the problem you and your men have with getting the inoculation recommended by Dr. Poynter here?”
“It is not our way,” said the Polarian, as if that was sufficient reason.
“He means it’s against his religion,” said Rain, apparently picking up on Calvin’s confusion.
“Ah,” said Calvin, now understanding. Unlike the Polarian Confederacy, the practice of religion in the Empire took wild variations in form and was not very widespread. He guessed that fewer than one in ten humans considered himself religious in any way. So it was hard for any of the humans aboard, himself included, to respect the value in another’s tender belief that seemed so irrational, such as refusing protection from infectious disease.
“So then you understand why we must challenge this order,” said the Polarian.
Calvin understood in theory, for some reason the Polarians had deemed the inoculation as a violation of the sanctity of their bodies or some such idea, but since he was skeptical of that belief in the first place, he knew he didn’t truly understand where Rez’nac and his men were coming from. But, since they were under his command, he had to at least pretend to.
“Rain,” said Calvin, looking at her. She seemed young for a doctor, probably not older than Calvin, and she would probably have been quite attractive in clothes that complimented her figure better than baggy blue scrubs. “How essential is this inoculation? And is this something that everyone has to have, or just the Polarians?”
“It is very important. Rumor is we’re going towards Rotham space, possibly even into the DMZ.”
“That’s true,” Calvin confirmed.
“The virus that causes Hylacre disease is much more widespread on those planets than anywhere else in the known galaxy. And, because of how Polarian physiology works, they are more likely than humans, or even Rotham, to contract the disease. Once they have it, they could spread it to the whole ship. The symptoms are severe, including loss of muscle control, loss of weight despite having an appetite, intense nausea and vomiting, difficulty retaining water, loss of memory, severe anxiety... ”
“Yeah, I get the picture,” said Calvin. “It’s bad.”
“And about one in four cases results in death,” said Rain.
“Okay, what about this,” Calvin tried to concoct a solution. “How about everyone who wants to be protected gets the vaccine and if the Polarians don’t get the vaccine they do so at their own risk?”
“The whole point of this is about risk management,” she said. “We lessen the chance of everyone getting the disease by trying to get every person immunized, but immunity is not guaranteed. Someone who’s been inoculated could still get the disease—it’s just less likely. And anyone bringing the disease aboard the ship puts everyone else at risk. It’s not necessarily a high risk, but it is high enough to be concerned about.”
He nodded. So now he had a choice, he could put his crew in unnecessary danger, or he could trample the personal religious beliefs of a minority of people on his ship, potentially alienating people he wanted to assimilate into the crew. Neither choice was attractive.
“I’m sorry Rez’nac, but I believe it would be best for everyone if you and your soldiers agreed to be vaccinated.”
To Calvin’s surprise, Rez’nac showed neither outrage nor frustration. He bowed his head. “Very well, Lieutenant Commander, I will submit to your judgment, for you are master of this house. I shall obey.”
“But as a show of good faith and support,” said Calvin, wanting to fellowship his new shipmates, “is there anything I can do for you to make you more comfortable? Perhaps let you use the observation deck for religious services?” He wasn’t sure that Polarians even congregated for their rituals but he wanted to make some kind of peace offering.
“That would please us greatly,” said Rez’nac. “And we would be honored to have you join us.”
Calvin hesitated. He knew instinctively that he should accept, however he’d never been a church-goer of any sort and the thought of being locked into the routine of going to these, for however often and long they were, wasn’t appealing. Still he kept a smile on his face and just as he opened his mouth to reply, Rez’nac spoke.
“I only ask that you go once.”
“Yes, definitely,” said Calvin, “I’d love to.” Perhaps he was coming across as too enthusiastic, he hoped he didn’t sound insincere. Truthfully the thought of observing the Polarians and their rituals sounded like an excellent way to gather more intelligence on who they were as both individuals and a collective. He just didn’t want to be roped into attending dozens of meetings when one alone would suffice.
“You honor me.”
“I’d like to go too,” said Rain. “If I can. I’ve never been to a Polarian church before.” This request took Calvin by surprise. Most people he knew that came from scientific backgrounds tended to dismiss spiritualism in any form as superstitious nonsense. He’d never known if that was because the empirical mind—taught to test hypotheses and seek out concrete evidence—
found nothing to relate to in the world of faith, or if it was a byproduct of being a part of a culture that was almost uniformly atheist. Perhaps it was a combination of both.
“You of course are welcome to join us,” said Rez’nac. “Perhaps if the brothers see you paying your respects to our ways, they will not be so afraid of your needle.”
“Actually it’s an oral tablet. But I get your meaning.”
“Excellent, then I’ll see you there,” he smiled at them. Not the pleased-with-himself grin of someone who hoped to win two converts to his religion—in fact Calvin was pretty sure humans were not allowed to join the Polarian religion—but rather the look of someone who valued being respected. “I shall take my leave of you both now, and see to my brothers.”
“Actually I’m leaving too,” said Calvin. “Do you mind if I walk with you?” He wanted to get to know Rez’nac a bit more, and had an important question for him.
“Do I mind? I am honored by the request.” He motioned and Calvin led the way out of the infirmary.
“Nice to meet you Calvin,” Rain called from behind.
“You too,” he waved at her.
Once he and Rez’nac were in the corridor, Calvin was glad to see that it was empty. “Rez’nac, if I were to ask you a very serious question, you would answer it truthfully, wouldn’t you?”
“Of course. I know no other way.”
“Then tell me, who are you most loyal to? Raidan? Mira? The Organization? The High Prelain of your religion? Someone else?”
“I serve only the Light,” he replied simply.
“I’m not sure what that means.”
“It means, Lieutenant Commander, that as long as I am here, and I serve under you, you may trust me more than any other person in the galaxy. For I am of the essence of Khalahar.”
Calvin still didn’t quite understand what that meant, but he didn’t think Rez’nac’s answer was deliberately evasive. Calvin simply wasn’t very well versed in the nuances and idiosyncrasies of Polarian culture. He knew that essences and ancestors were very import parts of the Polarian religion, but that was about as far as his knowledge went. He took Rez’nac’s answer as a positive sign, though. He’d stated his loyalty to Calvin in no uncertain terms. Hopefully he’d meant it.



Chapter 8
 

Shen could understand how Calvin became addicted to equarius. The drug, more officially known as Xinocodone, had been administered to him in controlled doses as part of his treatment. It had a way of making all sense of pain, stress, and fear fade away into absolutely nothing. The world was a wonderful, apathetic spiral of serenity and harmony. Live. Die. It didn’t matter. There was no pain. Simply peace.
The burn injuries he sustained on the Rotham ship in Abia, as a result of being grazed by a Rotham firearm, were beginning to heal thanks to treatment he’d received on the Harbinger and Gemini. It had been a strange experience, submitting himself into the hands of Polarian physicians. He hadn’t trusted them, and had wondered if they even knew human physiology well enough to treat him. But he’d had no choice but to have faith in them, and they’d proven every bit as competent and effective as human doctors. Now that the major operation in his recovery was done—a skin graft—he felt much better.
He’d recovered use of his wounded arm—learning to manage and endure the pain that came with using it—and now felt spectacularly bored. He was not only out of the loop regarding what was going on, he also felt useless. Like deadweight. He was the very blood and guts of the computer systems of the Nighthawk, he knew them better than anyone, probably better than their original designers, and so he felt like a fish out of water lounging around his quarters or wasting away in the infirmary.
There was nothing to do except a lot of thinking. Finding himself again and again trapped in circular self-reflection. Sometimes with pity and frustration, other times optimism and determination. There was a lot about his life that he didn’t like: he hated the way he looked, he hated his questionable fitness—barely achieving the minimum standards set by Intel Wing—he hated that he had no confidence with women, or experience. And now he was injured and useless. It was a growing avalanche of internal disappointment and frustration that almost made him collapse on himself completely. Surrender his last traces of morale and take the path of least resistance—ending it all. But whenever his thoughts became so dark, he’d either be doped back into apathy, thanks to equarius, or he’d think of Sarah’s tender face and warmth—someone so familiar and close and yet so out of reach. She kindled a fire inside him. And made him believe he could make his life into something worthwhile. If he wanted to bad enough.
Today was the day, he decided. He would stop being inadequate—Calvin and the others needed him, and he needed purpose.
The elevator came to a halt and the door slid open. Shen stepped out onto the bridge and took in the view like a breath of fresh air. He was home. It was still White Shift and both Miles and Sarah were at their posts. She was the first to notice him.
“Shen!” she said excitedly. His eyes took her in, so much wonderful loveliness and beauty. She radiated positivity and optimism. He felt his innards melt ever so slightly looking at her. It had been days since he’d last seen her, but it felt like years.
“Hey, welcome back, buddy,” said Miles with a grin. The large man behind the defense post was as much a friend to Shen as anyone else on the ship, even if Shen didn’t think he was very bright. The only one missing was Calvin, the man Shen trusted and respected above all others.
“I’m glad to see you’re up and about, Mister Iwate,” said Summers from the command position. “But are you sure you should be here?” She looked directly at the dressings wrapped around his wound. His uniform had been cropped back, making it sleeveless on one side, to allow him to change dressings easily.
“I’m fine, Summers,” he said.
“Commander,” she corrected him.
Same old Summers.
He walked up to the ops officer and relieved him. Shen had never seen him before and assumed he was one of the newcomers from Gemini. “You’re dismissed.”
The man, who was probably double Shen’s age, looked back at Summers for approval. Shen rolled his eyes. This was
his
shift and he outranked the newcomer, end of story.
“It’s alright you may go, I’ll transfer you to a different shift,” said Summers.
“Yes, sir,” the man replied with a crisp salute. He left the bridge. Shen tried not to judge him too harshly; he was a stranger simply doing his job, but for some reason Shen got a really negative vibe from him. Maybe it was a subconscious thing, perhaps seeing him in the ops position made him seem like a squatter.
Shen looked over his controls, not surprised to see that they’d been rearranged in a sub-optimal way. He’d have to undo any of the damage the other man had done. No doubt he was technically proficient, but he simply wasn’t as good at this job as Shen. No one was.
“How are you feeling?” asked Sarah.
Shen spun his chair around to face the helm. Every time he saw her, it was like a tiny jolt of electricity. “Not bad, actually,” he said.
“That’s good,” she smiled at him. “It just wasn’t the same without having you on the bridge.”
He smiled back. Before he could say anything more, Miles cut in. “Yeah, yeah, it’s great having you back. Glad you’re feeling better, and all that.
Anyway, you never answered my original question, Sarah.”
“I’m sorry, what was it?” she asked.
Miles and Sarah launched into another of their common ongoing arguments, this time about the new food supplies they’d brought aboard from Gemini—apparently the food wasn’t to Miles’ liking. Almost always these pointless conversations were initiated by Miles who took a special pleasure in dragging Sarah down to his level of nonsense. Shen tuned them out and worked on rearranging his computer displays to the more efficient pattern he was used to.
The door to the CO’s office slid open. Shen looked up, hoping to see Calvin.
Instead it was Tristan who exited the office. He wore a naval uniform and looked completely human. His eyes met Shen’s and the Remorii nodded slightly as he walked away. Shen kept watching him until he’d shuffled into the elevator and disappeared. It made Shen profoundly uncomfortable knowing that Tristan was on the ship, and wandering freely. And he could only guess why the lycan had been given access to the CO’s office. Shen had heard rumors of what Tristan’s kind were capable of and he couldn’t help but imagine the nightmarish transition from man to Remorii, if Tristan attacked him.
“You okay, Shen?” asked Sarah.
“Yeah,” he said. “What was the werewolf doing in the CO’s office?”
“Probably using the computer in there,” guessed Miles. “Calvin gave him access to it.”
“What?
He has access to the Nighthawk’s computer?”
“Very limited access,” said Miles. “He can do some basic research using the public networks and I think he’s in contact with Raidan. But he can’t get to any privileged information on the ship or do anything that would affect system operations.”
Because Shen had not been the one to setup this limited-purpose user account which Tristan had been given, his first instinct was to panic and assume it had been done incorrectly. However, once he calmed down, he knew that was unlikely.
But he still didn’t like the idea. “Why would he need to be able to do any kind of research?”
“Because he’s giving us our ultimate course and heading,” replied Miles, sounding as nonchalant as he could. Shen knew better. Miles was like a puffer fish, always overcompensating, which made him easy to read. His posture was exaggerated, he pumped excessive confidence into his voice, and he hid behind a forced smile... the man was terrified. Shen didn’t blame him.
“Why is the werewolf giving us our course and heading?”
“Calvin’s orders,” said Sarah.
“Yeah, but why?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
“And where are we going?”
“Into the DMZ. Calvin wouldn’t say where exactly.”
“Alright, cut the chatter,” said Summers.
Shen was surprised Summers had let the chit chat go on this long. He hadn’t the faintest idea why they were going into the DMZ—and trusting Tristan to guide the ship. And he was even more confused why Calvin had decided to leave Miles and Sarah in the dark; they were some of his closest friends. But Shen had to assume Calvin had his reasons.
After a few minutes of silence, Miles resumed his complaining about the food. Summers told him to zip it. And Shen looked at Sarah. Their eyes met. She smiled, as if sharing a joke with him. Probably thinking that some things never change. But as he smiled back, he did so for a different reason.
He’d spent a lot of time laid up in recovery, resting and thinking. Soul-searching. Contemplating. And eventually he’d come to the conclusion that it was time to steel himself and admit his feelings to Sarah. She was everything wonderful. And time spent with her was his favorite part of life.
Yes, he thought as his eyes soaked in her thick brown hair and sweet honest smile—he
had
to tell her. No matter how she reacted. No matter what it cost him. He couldn’t go on without making his feelings known.
It was just a matter of how to tell her, and when. He didn’t want to rush into it.
***
Calvin eventually did get around to meeting all the Polarians. He’d postponed doing it. He’d avoided it. Polarians had always made him feel somewhat intimidated and uncomfortable. But he eventually went to them. They were not set up in the barracks with the human soldiers on the ship, instead a few crew quarters on the lower decks had been converted for their use. They slept as many as five to a room.
“We have enough extra quarters to house you two to a room,” Calvin had told their second in command, a young Polarian who was also Rez’nac’s son.
“No, human, it is not our way to be so alone. We are brothers in all things.”
Calvin didn’t quite understand the response, but wasn’t going to force better housing arrangements upon them. If they preferred to live like sardines, somehow finding a kind of superior unity in closeness, so be it.
As he introduced himself to them one by one, the Polarians reacted to him differently. The handful of older Polarians, like Rez’nac, treated him as though his presence among them was a kind of sacred honor. The younger Polarians, who were curiously more deeply blue in color and showed no signs of fading or grey in their skin, were almost dismissive of him. He was just a human to them. An imperial. And probably most damning of all, not part of their religion. He could see it in their eyes; they felt they owed him nothing, not even respect, and only would cooperate with him because it was the will of their leader, Rez’nac, to whom they all belonged. Calvin didn’t understand many of the social mechanics of the Polarian way of life, but these men, who seemed fierce and battle-hardened, felt more like honored slave warriors than voluntary paid soldiers. It was very different from Imperial culture.
After meeting them, Calvin returned to his duties. He met with fellow human officers, and spent the next thirty-six hours sleeping, researching, contemplating, and getting the various opinions of Tristan, Alex, Summers, and Pellew regarding their mission. Mostly to validate to himself that he was doing the right thing going after the Arcane Storm and the isotome weapons, and not letting Raidan and the Organization manipulate him into chasing a red herring. Perhaps to divert his attention away from the ongoing situation on Renora—which was getting bloodier by the day.
He wanted to race over there and begin his own investigation, especially to decide whether or not Kalila had been involved, but he knew that—should the isotome weapons exist—an uprising on a single planet was nothing compared to the destruction of an entire star system. That had to remain his top priority, at least until the issue was conclusively settled.
Calvin noticed Shen back on active duty near the end of White Shift. It was great to see his friend but Calvin wasn’t sure the man was ready. Ideally, Shen could use more rest and recovery time. But with their stretched manpower, requiring more and more injured personnel in every department to return to active duty, it was a regrettable truth that they needed Shen back at his post.
Once Calvin reached his quarters, intending to retire for some much needed sleep, he received a message from Rez’nac asking him to attend the first Polarian religious service right away. Calvin wasn’t interested in doing anything but sleep so he politely asked Rez’nac to delay.
“I will honor your wishes, for this ship is yours and we are but guests in this house. But the Pon’yor should not be delayed too long.” Calvin was surprised at the urgency in Rez’nac’s voice.
“The Pon’yor?”
“It means The Offering. We must pledge our loyalty to the ancestors so we may have safe passage through space. We cannot rest until it is performed. Otherwise we risk being lost in the cosmos forever.”
Of course… Rez’nac went on to explain more about the ritual, and made it clear to Calvin that the Polarians would be very uncomfortable until it was completed. He wondered if this would have been an issue had he not volunteered the use of the observation deck for their religious practices.
“Alright, alright,” said Calvin, cutting Rez’nac off after a while. “Let’s do it now.”
“Thank you, you are a wise master.”
 

***
 

When Calvin entered the observation deck, he felt very out of place. The Polarians had already arrived and assembled into a circular pattern encompassing most of the room. In the middle of the ring stood both Rez’nac and his son, the two highest ranking Polarians on the ship. Rez’nac stood in the exact center and his son a meter away.
“Welcome, Captain,” said Rez’nac. “This is the Urikh-jang.”
Calvin nodded. He had no idea what that meant. He went to the nearest corner and stood out of their way, arms folded.
“What is he doing here?” asked Rez’nac’s son.
Before the older Polarian could reply, the door whisked open again and Rain entered. Calvin barely knew her, but he was so glad to see her. Another confused human face was a welcome sight. She took in the scene very briefly, clearly not understanding the significance of the standing arrangements either, then wandered over next to Calvin.
“There are now two rakh here!” said Rez’nac’s son.
“They are not rakh!” replied Rez’nac. “They are my invited guests. Watch your tongue, Grimka.”
“Humans have no place here,” Grimka fired back. Calvin noted that the young Polarian’s defiance of his own father, and master of their unit, seemed to provoke disdain and discomfort in the older Polarians but, curiously, the younger ones seemed to sympathize with Grimka. At least that was the vibe Calvin got. It was difficult to be sure.
“We can leave if we’re causing a problem,” said Rain.
“You are welcome among us, female healer,” assured Rez’nac.
“She is the healer? The one who would violate our blood with her unsanctified human arts?” asked Grimka.
Rez’nac had clearly had enough of his son’s defiance. “Silence! I am your master. I am of the essence of Khalahar! Unless you would challenge Khalahar you will not speak again until I permit you!”
The younger Polarian, whose deep blue skin contrasted noticeably with the pale grey of his father’s, bowed his head in submission. Rez’nac accepted the gesture and began the religious rite. He uttered a sort of prayer, asking the ancestor essences to protect the ship from the dark spirits wandering the cosmos, the black forces of space, and the negative energy that causes death.
As Rez’nac chanted, which he did in the human language—no doubt for the benefit of Calvin and Rain—the others joined in, vocalizing their own contributions to the prayer. They chanted in unison in Polarian. Calvin had no idea what the others were saying. Their language was beautiful, despite being incomprehensible, and had a melodious quality. Almost like singing.
Together, as if on cue, the Polarians raised their arms and held them outstretched, high towards the ceiling—almost touching it, and their prayer increased in ferocity. Fire burned in their eyes, the glow of devout passion that Calvin had seen in only the most pious. Even religious humans typically performed their rites more out of habit than heart, but here he saw genuine faith in action. It was a powerful thing. Almost frightening. And seeing this fierce religious devotion burning in the Polarian eyes, and radiating from their faces, and echoing in their almost song-like prayer, he understood why the Polarian religious leaders were said to have such influence over the Confederacy, despite having no technical political power.
“It’s beautiful,” whispered Rain.
“Yes,” Calvin agreed, although scary seemed like a more appropriate word. He needed only to glance at history to see the kinds of feats, both amazing and diabolical, that people could do when charged with an almost spiritual mandate. Whether commanded by God, or some other higher power or reason, it was impressive, and frightening, what people had accomplished.
The prayer ritual took over thirty minutes and involved many other poses and gestures. The circle rotated around Rez’nac, who remained fixed at the center—facing the window out into space, and the tones of the prayer varied from loud and enthusiastic to hushed and reverent, but always the passion of true belief was there.
Calvin watched them, surprised to find he was never bored. In them, in their passionate devotion, he saw a kind of fire that he did not understand. He thought that ultimately their beliefs were founded on superstitious nonsense, but despite having a fictional origin they were very real. The Polarians made them real. They glowed with purpose and clarity. Their universe was not shades of frustrating grey; it was simple, defined, and clear. He pitied them for not being free to develop their own individual beliefs—and yet he admired their unity. Rez’nac ended the prayer with a renewed vow of allegiance to his calling, as a part of the essence of Khalahar, and his commitment to lead this small brotherhood in righteous ways so that they would achieve the glory of those who’d gone on before. Having done a little research, Calvin now understood that Polarians believed their honored dead lived on not as individual spirits but as part of great collectives called essences. Khalahar was considered one of the highest ranking essences—making Rez’nac a big deal to the other Polarians.
At some point in a male Polarian’s life, he would be sorted into a caste. Their castes, which reflected tremendous inequality and defined what that person would spend his life doing, were not decided by lineage, or tests, but by arbitrary classification, which stated what one’s essence was. The Polarian Seers sorted the young Polarians—apparently randomly—into their essences. Which was something they could never change. To them that branding was unimpeachably true. A more accurate reflection of their identity than their imperfect flesh. A very interesting culture to Calvin, but not one he wished to be a part of.
The ritual ended and Rez’nac excused the other Polarians. As they filed out, he approached Calvin and Rain. “Thank you for joining us. I hope our ways are agreeable to you.”
“Yes,” said Calvin, not exactly sure what Rez’nac was implying. “Your people are obviously very spiritual and sincere,” he tried not to sound condescending. Truthfully he wasn’t sure what response would be appropriate. He was glad to have been here and observed it, but wasn’t very interested in repeating the experience. Not because he was anti-religion, he wasn’t, he simply didn’t relate.
“Your ways are beautiful,” said Rain. “Even if I could only follow them a little.”
“Thank you, you are both free to join us as often as you wish,” Rez’nac smiled, though the expression didn’t flatter him. His teeth were too jagged and fierce and the harsh muscles of his face and jaw only tightened—a predator’s smile.
“Thanks, I’ll… think about it,” said Calvin.
Rain merely nodded. Rez’nac accepted this and left Calvin and Rain alone on the observation deck.
Rain walked over to the great window—it showed nothing but the expansive black nothingness of alteredspace. She took in a deep breath and absorbed the scene, as if the pervasive emptiness was a beautifully woven tapestry. “Do you suppose they’re right?” she asked, not looking at him.
“What?” He walked up to her and stared out the window too, trying to see what had captivated her. There was only blackness and their vague reflections bouncing off the window. He noted a look of perfect calm on Rain’s face.
“The Polarians,” she said. “Do you think they’re right?”
“About what?”
“That their ancestors watch over them?”
“No,” said Calvin. “Do you?”
“I admit I believe something is out there,” she said, not taking her eyes away from the window. “It has to be.”
Calvin wasn’t so sure. It was a question that sometimes kept him up at night. He didn’t know the purpose of life, or the universe. He’d never conclusively decided if it was designed or randomly generated. If he was a puppet on a stage or a mere accident. The depth and complexity of the mystery, and humankind’s ultimate destiny within it, made him squirm. He usually avoided thinking about it.
“Do you think something is out there?” she asked, looking at him.
“A lot of stuff is out there,” he said. “Stars, planets, black holes—”
“You know what I mean,” she said, interrupting him gently. “A designer. An ultimate purpose. The clockwork perfection of the universe. The improbability that we’d ever come to be. And yet here we are. It all seems like... part of something much, much bigger than we can see.”
“Maybe,” said Calvin. “Although if we were designed, it does beg the question of who designed the designer.”
Rain shrugged. “Maybe God is a sentient thinking being. Maybe God is merely the natural forces of the universe itself. I don’t know,” she gave him a candid look. “I have no idea. But I believe something is out there. We’re more than just the sum of our parts.”
Calvin nodded. He supposed that was as possible as anything else, but he didn’t claim to know anything for sure. Nor did he believe anyone could. Sometimes he thought of Christine and fantasized about an existence post-death that would re-unite him with her. Like she stood at the platform of an ancient rail station waiting for him. But it was wishful thinking. He didn’t like the idea that Christine, Monte, and so many other good people were lost forever. That their wonderful uniqueness, colorful personalities, and beautiful characters had now ceased to be. But there was no compelling evidence that he could see to think otherwise.
Perhaps the Polarians were not so strange, he supposed. He could understand the need for some kind of answer to the ultimate question. Even if it turned out to be a wrong answer, it still offered them a sense of purpose and closure.
“Are you afraid to die?” asked Rain.
Calvin had to think about it before replying. “Yes,” he eventually admitted. He wasn’t terrified of death, but the inevitability of it—and inescapability—gnawed at him from time to time.
“Why?” asked Rain. “Death comes for everyone. It is a part of life. Why fear it?”
“Because it’s an unknown,” said Calvin. “Humans usually fear the unknown. And death is an irreversible state. There’s no coming back from it. And it very easily could be the end of all your dreams, pleasures, and hopes.”
“Death doesn’t bother me,” she said, sincerity in her voice. “The way I see it, we are all spectacularly lucky to have ever been alive at all. It is such a privilege to be a part of this great, beautiful mystery, to see a glimpse of it. To play a role on the center stage, even if for just the briefest of moments. We got the grand chance to be a part of the greatest story ever told. However it began, however it ends, doesn’t matter. It’s wonderful just to experience even a fragment of it. With all its marvels and flaws, all its pleasures and pains. What a magnificent opportunity.”
“That’s one way of looking at it,” said Calvin, a bit surprised by Rain’s optimism.
“If I looked at it any other way,” she said, again staring out the window. “If I feared death, or the unknown, or the inevitable… I couldn’t be as happy as I am just embracing the sliver of time that I have.”
As Calvin looked at her, and heard her raw conviction, he knew these were not empty words. She was genuinely at peace with death. More so than anyone he’d ever met. It was a curious thing, and he wondered how she’d freed herself.
“Well, it was nice talking to you,” he said, not quite sure how best to break away from the situation. “It’s been fun but I really need to get some sleep.”
“Of course,” she said, shooting him a warm smile. “The pleasure was mine. See you when you come in for your check-up and physical.”
“Nice try.”
 

***
 

Calvin’s dreamless sleep was interrupted by the chirp of the alert panel. He took only a moment to rub his eyes and collect his bearings before lurching out of bed and rushing to take the call.
“What is it?” he croaked. A glance at the desk clock revealed he’d only slept for two hours.
“The ship received a high priority message addressed to you,” said second lieutenant Vargas over the speaker. He was acting in the role of second officer and commander of Red Shift, even though Calvin hadn’t officially promoted anyone to the position.
“I assume the message is encoded,” he said.
“Yes, sir. The message is encoded and came through the most secure channels. Your ears only, sir.”
“Understood. I’ll take it in here.” He was a mess and his hair was tangled but he didn’t want to postpone an urgent call just so he could improve his appearance.
The display came to life and he entered an authorization code. The message turned out to be pre-recorded.
“Calvin,” said the commanding voice of Princess Kalila. Her smooth, flawless skin, dark eyes, and waterfall of rich midnight hair were captivating. He stopped himself before she could reel him in completely with her stupefying charm and beauty. He couldn’t let himself forget that she was the key suspect in the slaughter of many thousands of people on Renora.
Besides, Calvin had been played by women before—most recently by Summers—and he wasn’t about to let that happen again. True, Summers’ beauty surpassed even Kalila’s. But somehow Kalila was more irresistible. He supposed it might be the mystique of her throne, or her tremendous wealth and influence, but he doubted that was why she had such a strong effect on him.
“Do not believe the rumors,” she went on to say, almost pleadingly. “I’ll be in touch soon.”
The message ended.
He played it again.
“Calvin, do not believe the rumors. I’ll be in touch soon.”
Very interesting. He took it as a denial that she’d participated in the attack on Renora. Perhaps her ship had been seized by an unknown force? Or maybe the ship’s captain had acted against her will?
The fact that she seemed to believe she could contact him again and “be in touch soon” implied, that she was not a prisoner. It was possible that she was a captive, and this message was sent under duress, but that didn’t really add up.
He played the message a third time, closely studying her face. And tried to decide if she was a replicant. It was impossible to tell for sure, but he believed the message was indeed sent from the real princess.
He decided he couldn’t do anything more with this mystery until she contacted him “soon”—whenever that was. So he returned to bed.
Doubts and concerns haunted him, swirling around in his mind. And, even though he was exhausted, he had difficulty finding sleep. He put his head on his pillow and tried to empty his mind but it was no use.
He wanted equarius. His body pined for it. It would give him peace. Relax even the most unsettled depths of his core. Then all the trouble, and the pain, and the anxiety would fade into nothing. And he could sleep.
No!
He rejected the idea. Equarius had nearly cost him his ship. It had made him its slave. “I don’t want to be a slave,” he whispered. “I won’t be a slave.”
The hunger for the drug ate at him. Forcing his mind to spin circles. But he fought it. Trying to think of nothing. Of blackness. It didn’t work and another hour passed. He fought the need. Fought the intense demand. Eventually his body relented and he drifted off to sleep.



Chapter 9
 

The images were fleeting and surreal. At times almost tangible, yet elusive.
She smiled at him; her soft brown eyes glowed. The scent of her perfume, very lightly applied, tickled his nose.
“What is it?” he asked, soaking in the delightful mischief behind her smile. His own voice sounded distant, like an echo.
She didn’t answer, except to take his hand and lead him down the corridor. It was a familiar place, and glowed brightly. Figures passed by them. He couldn’t see their features. They were like shadows, silhouettes moving against the bright light they approached. Calvin shielded his eyes.
“Where are we going?” he asked, smiling.
“It’s a surprise,” Christine replied, her voice playful.
They reached a door. It was the airlock. She pushed a button and it began to open. But they weren’t blown out into space. Instead there was an all-white room awaiting them. So bright Calvin had to squint as Christine led him inside.
“What is this place?”
There were others there, all whispering something. It was a Polarian prayer chant. But the other figures, who stood assembled in a ring with two people in the center, were humans. Fellow officers in Imperial navy uniforms. They cried in unison, in the Polarian tongue, and reached their hands up to the sky. In the center of them all was Commander William. He led the chant. His eyes met Calvin’s as he and Christine approached—she led him inside the prayer circle.
“We’ll all die if we board that ship!” Commander William screamed. He looked at the sky and then once again directly at Calvin. “Don’t you understand? We’ll all die!” His body transformed into the grotesque figure of a type two Remorii in full-blown blood-lust, a fierce strigoi. A distortion of a man.
The strigoi lurched forward and Calvin let go of Christine’s hand and instinctively covered his own face. Protecting himself. But Commander William—what was left of him, didn’t attack Calvin, instead he assaulted Christine. Biting her over and over. Calvin charged him, punching and hitting the far stronger Strigoi with all his force, but it was too late. Christine lay on the ground.
“NO!” he yelled.
The scene changed in a dizzying spiral and he found himself in a dark room. He stood before a bed, on it was Christine, unconscious. The only light shined down on her, revealing her sullen face. All kinds of machines and tubes were plugged into her. She looked pale and broken, wasted away. Aged decades in only days.
Calvin bowed his head. He leaned down to give her a final kiss, feeling his heart bleed. Just as he was about to press his lips to hers, her eyes opened and she screamed. Her hands grabbed his arm and she squeezed with the force of a vice.
“Why did you let me suffer like this for so long?” Her eyes searched him and he felt a profound chill pour over him. He had no answer for her.
 

***
 

Calvin awoke in a start. He was gasping for air, his sheets tangled around him tightly, the comforter having fallen to the floor. His chest was a frozen sheet of sweat and he shivered.
It had been a dream. Only a dream...
“Temperature?” he asked out loud.
“Twenty-four point three degrees centigrade,” a dispassionate automated voice said.
Twenty-four degrees? That wasn’t cold. Yet he felt like ice. “Lights full,” he said.
The room lit up and he was forced to squint. He felt suddenly nauseous and rolled out of bed onto the floor, nearly vomiting his guts out. He felt like he was going to die. He disentangled himself from his sheets and crawled very slowly to the bathroom.
The next twenty minutes were hell. Flashes of cold came and went, and intense cramping seized his abdomen. The pain ripped into him like a bonesaw. And the nausea never left, even though he was unable to vomit.
“Oh, God. Make it stop!” Minutes felt like days.
Eventually the pain subsided, and the feeling of nausea lessened enough that he could return to bed. There he tossed and turned anxiously, trying not to think of the nightmare, or his sick feelings, or anything really. But uneasiness kept him awake.
“That’s it,” he said, and he climbed out of bed. “Nothing is worth this.” He’d have ten physicals, get a hundred shots, and donate all his blood if that meant he could sleep normally again.
He took a moment to dress, putting on the first shirt and pants he could find, and then set out for the infirmary.
 

***
 

“What you’re describing sounds like withdrawal symptoms,” said Rain. “Honestly I’m surprised these didn’t manifest much earlier.”
Calvin nodded. He’d expected nothing less. “So what do I do, Doc?” he asked, grateful that Rain wasn’t giving him a glass of “I told you so.”
She didn’t smile or relish the moment, it apparently meant nothing to her to be proven right; she honestly seemed concerned only with his welfare and helping him recover. His respect for her grew. She still wasn’t Monte, but he was glad he’d chosen her over the other candidates.
“I’ll give you something to treat your immediate symptoms,” she said. “And something else to help you sleep. This will all pass eventually on its own, however, the process will be significantly lessened if you agree to a scale-back treatment, instead of going cold turkey.”
“Fine.
Anything.”
Rain unlocked one of the storage compartments in the infirmary and began sorting through the various shelves of drugs. It took her a few minutes, she wasn’t familiar yet with how Monte had organized everything.
“Here, take this every six hours for the next day or two,” she handed him a bottle. “Take two tablets each time. And then,” she handed him another bottle. Its translucent orange figure was just as light as the other prescription in his hand but felt much heavier in his mind.
Equarius. “These tablets are much smaller than what you’re used to taking. Take five tablets every day for the next three days. After that, decrease to four tablets and so on. I’ll write up a schedule for you.” She paused and looked him in the eyes. “Can I trust you to take only the prescribed amount and not more?”
Yes, he wanted to say. But, as he felt the longing within him, and knew his own weaknesses, he found that he couldn’t answer her right away.
She took the bottle back. “New plan,” she said, and she opened the bottle and handed him five tablets. “Take these now and come back here every twenty-four hours. I’ll see how you’re doing and then give you the right scale-back dose.”
“Okay,” said Calvin. He wasn’t enthusiastic about having to come back here so often but, still feeling pretty horrible, he was inclined to agree with just about anything she suggested.
She pointed him to the sink. He took one of the paper cups and filled it, then downed the prescribed medications. For the pain, the nausea, and lastly, the equarius. It felt strange taking it. Like poison. He hated it. Hated that he was still its slave. But a small part of him was excited. Expecting the same calming pleasure to overcome him. Even though he knew this lessened dose wouldn’t have that same effect. At least not as strong.
“Thank you,” he said.
Rain smiled. “I’m happy to help.”
He nodded and began walking for the door.
“Calvin, wait,” she said.
He stopped and faced her. “What?”
“How—” she paused, searching for the right words. ”How did it all begin? Your equarius addiction, I mean. I know that’s none of my business and you don’t have to answer but—”
Old memories raced through his mind, memories he’d kept buried. Rain must have seen it in his face that her question had made him uncomfortable.
“I understand that we all have our secrets, and our baggage,” said Rain. “Even me. But these things can be good to talk about. It helps us face them head on.”
“You have secrets, Rain?”
“I do,” she said very seriously. “I’ll keep yours if you keep mine.”
Calvin couldn’t help but feel curious. Normally he wouldn’t make himself vulnerable by opening up to someone who a few days earlier had been a total stranger, but now that Monte was gone he felt a void—he had no confidant anymore where his addiction was concerned—and he was curious to know her secret. Even if it was just a ploy to get him to unearth his.
“Very well,” he said, deciding there was no harm in sharing the short version of the story. Now that his addiction was common knowledge, and Monte was dead, keeping the secret no longer protected anyone.
He looked at Rain, from her striking pale eyes to her barely tamed red hair—there was something about her that stood out, something he trusted but couldn’t identify. She was pretty, though not in a way that forced all nearby men to ogle her—like Summers did—rather Rain’s charms were more subtle. She just came across as genuine and kindhearted.
“You first,” she said.
“Fine.” He cleared his throat, thinking how to begin. “A long time ago I was on a ship called the Trinity.” He didn’t want to go into details about the horrible massacre that had happened on that ship when—after responding to a distress call—they’d been ravaged by strigoi. Nor did he want to tell her the intimate details about his relationship with Christine, the fellow officer he’d fallen deeply in love with. The only woman he’d ever truly loved. And he especially didn’t want to tell Rain about Christine’s tragic death. Something he’d never found a way to get beyond. So he skipped over those details.
“The ship was destroyed in an unfortunate incident,” he went on. He’d been fortunate to avoid being bitten or clawed by the strigoi, but he’d still torn his ACL in the fight and subsequent escape.
“The ship was destroyed?” she asked, shocked.
“Yeah,” said Calvin, thinking of how the Imperial warship had fired on the Trinity and blown it to dust to contain the Remorii contagion.
“How many survivors?”
“Fourteen,” said Calvin. Actually there’d originally been fifteen including Christine.
“Out of how many?”
“About four hundred crew.”
Rain’s eyes widened. “You’re lucky to be here!”
“Yeah,” said Calvin, recalling the horror. “Lucky…” He didn’t think that described the ordeal very well. “Anyway, I hurt my knee during the evacuation and had to get surgery. Equarius was given to me to manage the pain.”
“And you got hooked?”
“Yep. I found that it was a way to deal with not just the physical pain, but the emotional pain too.”
“I’m sure that was horribly traumatic.”
She didn’t know the half of it. “It was.”
“So how did you get more equarius after the prescription ran out?”
“Well,” he said; this part of the story was the shady part. “I became friends with the doctor who treated me post-op. Monte Blair… he was a real good guy. When I came to him with new excuses for why I needed more of the drug, he put two and two together. But, rather than rat me out that I’d become addicted, Monte decided to keep supplying me with the drug.”
“He was an enabler?”
“For a small fee.”
“A drug dealer?” Rain balked.
“The way he saw it, I was dealing with a lot and it was a choice I had a right to make. What to put in my body was up to me,” Calvin tried to justify it. “And eventually, when I got this ship, and got to handpick my senior crew, I selected him as my chief physician.”
Rain looked around the infirmary. “Oh. I thought that name sounded familiar. A really messy signature that vaguely resembled ‘Dr. Blair’ is on a lot of the paperwork here.”
“Yep,” said Calvin. “He was my dealer and my enabler. But he was also a fantastic doctor and an even better friend. I know my story doesn’t paint him in the best light, but you’ll just have to trust me. Monte was a great man. And I miss him dearly.”
Rain’s incredulous expression became soft. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “I’m sure he was a great friend. And, while I know I cannot replace him, I will promise to be at least as good of a physician as he was.”
“That’s all I can ask,” said Calvin, though it was small comfort. “Your turn. What’s your secret?”
“I’m dying,” said Rain without missing a beat.
“What?” Calvin looked at her. She was young and energetic and seemed perfectly healthy. “Wait, is this some kind of loophole? Cause technically we’re all dying.”
“Yes we’re all dying,” said Rain. “But I’m dying faster. I have a terminal illness.”
“Oh,” said Calvin. “I’m sorry,” he was at a loss for words.
“Don’t be sorry,” she said. Her eyes weren’t happy but they weren’t sad either. She seemed very at peace. “We all die. I accept that we each have our time. Honestly I’m just glad to have had the chance to live at all.”
He doubted he would be able to deal with such a diagnosis so gracefully. “How long do you have?”
“Three years,” she said. “Five if I’m lucky.”
Calvin felt a wave of sympathy toward her, and an increased respect, but he also felt more alarmed. And, after giving himself a moment to try and figure out a polite way of asking the question, he eventually just asked it. “I’m sorry to have to ask this but... given your condition...”
“Am I able to perform my duties as chief physician?” She’d anticipated the question.
“Yes, well... there was nothing about that on your application or in your records. I’m just—” he fumbled for words, not wanting to appear unsympathetic. But he was also concerned for the needs of the ship and crew.
She walked up to him and touched his shoulder in a reassuring way. She even smiled as she looked into his eyes. “It’s alright,” she said. “That is an important question, I don’t resent you for asking it.”
“Thanks,” he said, not stepping away. He looked into her beautiful pale eyes and saw something more to her.
“I’m fine,” she said. “The symptoms of the illness are in a very manageable state for now. And should be for at least another year and probably longer. My mind isn’t impaired, I’m not more tired than others. I promise, I can do my job.”
“Good to know.”
She let go of his shoulder but remained close.
“How do you do it?” he found himself asking, somehow disarmed by her closeness.
“Be so positive?” again she’d anticipated the question.
“Yes. I think if it were me, well, I wouldn’t be dealing with it nearly as well.” Honestly he believed he’d be a total wreck.
“It’s not as bad as you think. The less time you know you have, the richer the experience of living becomes. And your whole perspective changes. All of the little, petty things fall away and you realize how truly wonderful it is to be alive, even if just for a moment. The way I see it—life is all the more beautiful knowing that it can't last forever, accepting that all of us eventually pass away. If I had all the time in the universe, I couldn't truly appreciate it. But knowing that my clock is ticking and that every new day brings one fewer sunrise for me to gaze upon, that makes every sight more colorful, every smell sweeter, and every song lovelier. I want to make the most of every moment. Then, when the end finally does come, I will be ready for it.”
It was a beautiful sentiment, and Calvin was grateful to hear it. Even if he couldn’t quite see the universe in such a sunlit way.
“Honestly,” said Rain,
“now that I’ve accepted my condition, I wouldn’t change it.”
Calvin had trouble believing that. Surely if a cure were found Rain wouldn’t reject it. Still, she seemed perfectly sincere. And he had no doubt she’d found peace. “Well,” he said, “if there is anything I can do for you or anything you need, just let me know.”
Rain smiled. “There is something you can do for me, Captain.”
“Name it.”
“Be happy,” she said.
The answer took him by surprise.
“Be happy, okay. I’ll try to remember that,” he said.
A ship-wide broadcast filtered over the speakers. “CO, contact the bridge right away. I repeat, CO, contact the bridge.” The voice belonged to one of the new crewmen.
“I’d better answer that,” Calvin said and he dashed to the nearest comm panel. “This is the CO, what is it?”
“You have a maximum priority message coming in, hailing you by name.”
Again?
Immediately he thought of Princess Kalila. Maybe she was finally giving him more details about her role in the strange events unfolding in the galaxy.
“Send it to my quarters, I’ll be there directly.”
“Yes, sir.”
 

***
 

The message turned out not to be from Princess Kalila, but Calvin was happy to receive it all the same.
“Glad to see you made it in one piece,” said Calvin.
The image of Rafael on the display showed him in his Intel Wing uniform in some office somewhere. Other than looking like he hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in days, the man looked well.
“I have to make this short,” said Rafael.
“I understand.” No doubt every second he transmitted to Calvin represented a tremendous risk, despite the thick layer of encryption.
“I have bad news.”
Calvin felt his heart stop.
What now?
“The other three shuttles that left Gemini, none of them ever arrived.”
“What?”
“My shuttle—the one headed to Capital World—made it just fine. But the others… they never arrived at their destinations. Even the one bound for Epsilon Prime is hours overdue.”
Epsilon Prime was the farthest destination of all four shuttles. That meant, of the sixteen former crew and solders who’d abandoned Calvin on Gemini, only four had made it. The rest were lost. Either captured or dead.
“Has there been any kind of investigation or search?” asked Calvin, feeling alarmed. Those men and women had abandoned him but… he never wanted any harm to befall them.
“No,” said Rafael. “No one knew the shuttles were coming, except us. When my shuttle made it to Capital World we were taken into custody and put through an intense interrogation process before being allowed to return to duty. We shared info about the other shuttles but Intel Wing has no other information about them, certainly not enough to begin a realistic search.”
“I see,” said Calvin. Immediately he assumed the Organization had its hands in this. Perhaps Mira, who’d so openly opposed Calvin’s decision to let members of his crew part ways with him, had arranged for their elimination. It was a sick thought. Certainly she had motive, means, and opportunity. The only thing that didn’t add up was the fact that Rafael’s shuttle had been spared, even though no one else knew that Rafael was working for Calvin. “And your shuttle had no problems?”
“None. We were never attacked. The shuttle was swept for bombs after we arrived. No attempt was made to disable or destroy us.”
If it had been only one shuttle that had disappeared, Calvin would be tempted to think the shuttle experienced a structural or systems failure. Deep-space shuttles were notoriously less reliable than larger ships. But three shuttles simultaneously experiencing such issues wasn’t really plausible.
“There’s more bad news,” said Rafael.
“Go on.”
“You are being actively hunted by Intel Wing.”
“I assumed as much,” said Calvin. He knew Intel Wing would never stand idly by as one of their most valuable ships dropped off the radar. They would hunt him down and, if they couldn’t capture him, they’d destroy him.
“Yes, but that’s not the frightening part. We all knew they’d send someone after you. But it’s
who
they picked that has me worried.”
“Who is it?”
“Captain Lafayette Nimoux.”
Calvin’s eyes widened.
Nimoux? Nimoux was a legend even outside Intel Wing circles. His missions had defied outlandish odds and succeeded in incredible ways to further the interests and security of the empire. His triumphs were so well known, he’d become a household name. And while Calvin had once been considered among the brightest rising stars in the company, Nimoux was the undisputed champion. No one outshined him; no one had accomplished half as much, and his record boasted no failures. Part of Calvin was flattered to know it was Nimoux pursuing him. But the rest of him panicked. Rafael was right to be concerned. Nimoux was not someone Calvin could evade for long.
“Thank you for telling me,” said Calvin, keeping his composure. “How much of a head start do I have?”
“Hard to say. The Desert Eagle was given a short assignment to take care of before pursuing you. But, for all I know, they’ve finished it and are at Gemini already.”
“It’s safest to assume that’s true. I’ll be extra careful from here on out. And, should the worst happen…” said Calvin, his voice trailing off for a moment.
“The Nighthawk will still be a match for the Desert Eagle,” said Rafael. On paper the ships were nearly identical. And Calvin considered his crew among the best in the galaxy—after all, he’d handpicked many of them. But he knew it was probably too optimistic to think the Desert Eagle would attack them solo.
“Have you found out anything new about the Phoenix Ring?” asked Calvin.
“Unfortunately, no,” said Rafael. “I’ve looked over the dossier you gave me and done a little digging but, if there is anything to be found, it’s buried extremely deep and I don’t want to probe too obviously.”
“That’s wise. Do what you have to do to stay under the radar. And make sure you watch your back out there.”
“I will. Good luck, Calvin.”



Chapter 10
 

“Keep scanning,” said Nimoux. “Show me what this brand new, thirty-million q sensor equipment is capable of.”
“Aye, sir,” replied the ops officer.
They’d recently arrived in the Gemini System and Nimoux’s first order had been to try to get a fix on the Nighthawk’s alteredspace jump signature. Unfortunately, their initial sweep had revealed nothing.
“There is evidence that several jumps have been made recently from this system,” said the ops officer. “But it seems impossible to affirmatively link one of the signatures with the IWS Nighthawk itself. The stealth-frigate is too small to leave a severe imprint, and any number of ships fit into the same classification group in terms of mass.”
“Using our own ship as a point of reference,” said Nimoux, “is there any way we can isolate the Nighthawk’s signatures?”
“Not conclusively, sir.”
“In that case, map every plausible signature that might have been created by the Nighthawk and then feed that information to the lab. Tell them to create a probability distribution for each candidate. If we are forced to guess where the Nighthawk is, then I want to make the best guess possible.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Another thing, lieutenant. Are there any jump signatures that might belong to the Harbinger?” This probably seemed like a strange, off-mission inquiry. But his officers knew better than to question him.
“There is one possibility,” said the ops officer. “Though the signature is extremely faded and I’m not even sure that my reading is correct. In fact, if it wasn’t for the advanced sensor, it would be totally invisible. But if it is an imprint, it must have been created by a massive starship.”
“Probable heading?”
“Determining that now...” the ops officer ordered the computer to perform a series of calculations.
Nimoux waited patiently. He didn’t understand much beyond the basics of the different bridge posts—having been brought into the company directly from special forces, and then promoted directly to command—but he trusted his officers to perform their duties as quickly and efficiently as was humanly possible.
“The Argonis Cluster, sir. That’s where the massive imprint seems to be pointing.”
“Renora,” said Nimoux under his breath. The Argonis Cluster was very large and included over a dozen systems, but Renora was one of them. He knew that was where the Harbinger had ultimately arrived, so the stolen dreadnought had probably come
from
Gemini.
“A second sweep of the potential Harbinger jump signature confirms that the spatial distortion is consistent with an alteredspace jump made by a ship of the Harbinger’s magnitude.”
“Thank you, lieutenant,” said Nimoux. “Sounds like that was 30 million q well spent.”
“Indeed, sir.”
“Have the lab keep me advised, I want to know the instant we’ve determined the Nighthawk’s likeliest heading.”
“Aye, sir.”
Nimoux leaned back in his chair and took in the view. The once inhabited Gemini planet wasn’t yet visible out the window, nor was the monolithic conglomerate that orbited it, however the 3d display showed both, along with a patrol pattern of ships running defensive maneuvers, completely unaware of the Desert Eagle’s presence. It was time to announce their arrival.
“Defense, standby to disengage the stealth system on my mark.”
“Standing by.”
“Helm,” said Nimoux. “Plot a direct course to the Gemini Conglomerate. Maximum safe speed, let’s not give them any extra time.”
“Aye, sir. Course laid in.”
Nimoux watched the blip representing the Desert Eagle approach the Gemini conglomerate on the 3d display.
“Any closer and we run the very high risk of being detected, sir,” said the ops officer.
“Mark,” said Nimoux.
“Stealth system disengaged.”
Immediately he could see the station’s patrol ships react. No doubt very surprised to see a foreign ship so deep in their space, the hull of the conglomerate already vulnerable to their weapons. The defense ships scrambled to protect their station—in case the worst was happening.
“Four destroyers on an intercept course.”
“Maintain course and speed,” said Nimoux.
“We are being ordered to identify ourselves and state our intentions,” said the helmsman.
“Patch me through to the station and all ships. Audio only.”
”You’re connected.”
“Attention all Polarian Confederacy personnel, this is the Imperial Intelligence Wing Ship Desert Eagle. We are on a mission to conduct a surprise inspection of your operations as pursuant to the Lyrae Accords article two subsection B. You will clear this ship for docking immediately with the conglomerate. That is not a request. I repeat, you are ordered to clear this ship for immediate docking and allow a team of inspectors to come aboard. Failure to comply would be a violation of the Lyrae Accords and result in severe sanctions placed against the Confederacy by the Empire, including but not limited to those defined in article four subsection A. You have sixty seconds to comply.” He signaled for the transmission to end.
“We are fast approaching the station, sir,” said the pilot.
“Begin a standard approach and prepare to dock. They will grant us clearance any second,” said Nimoux. He was certain of this. If there was a corrosive influence on Gemini, one that would subvert the interests of the Human-Polarian friendship agreements by providing refuge to powerful fugitives and their starships, there was no way that element would risk discovery—and brutal eradication—by single-handedly terminating the Lyrae Accords. If they were smart they’d humor the human “inspectors,” who were ostensibly there to survey the safety of the facility for its continued use by human traders, and bury what the Desert Eagle’s shore party was really looking for—evidence that the Nighthawk had been sheltered here.
“Message from Gemini Control,” said the pilot. “We are cleared to approach pylon two, docking bay seven.”
Nimoux smiled. “Commence docking operations and comply with all their directions. I’m sure they are putting us as far away from where the Nighthawk docked as they can—assuming the Nighthawk did dock. So order our teams to focus their search on the farthest possible location that would allow a ship to dock.”
“That would be the drydocks, sir.”
“Spread the word. And inform Major Rask that his teams will be cleared to go aboard the station momentarily.”
“She confirms that her teams are in position at the airlocks,” said the pilot, after communicating Nimoux’s instructions.
“Good. Let her know the moment docking operations are complete.”
“Aye, sir.”
Now it was a contest of Intel Wing’s best investigative skills against Gemini’s capacity for whitewashing evidence. Nimoux’s only regret was that there were strict practical limits on what his people would be able to do given their finite resources and the immense size of the Gemini conglomerate. He believed they’d get something out of it though. The Gemini database was sure to be rich with information that, once properly mined, would help Intel Wing better understand the overarching threat. If they could just paint a picture of what kind of organization was based here—and there certainly was one—that would go a long way to winning the larger battle.
“Docking operation has begun,” said the pilot a few minutes later. The ship slowed drastically and adjusted angle to connect with the station. “And... we are now in position. Confirmed full stop. Clamps are in place. Informing shore parties that they are
go.”
The waiting game began. Nimoux quietly meditated, trying not to think too much about the dozens of people swarming off his ship, beginning a systematic search of the Polarian station. Local databases were being tapped, harddrives mined, traffic records and docking manifests requisitioned, and dozens of facility staff and civilians were being selected at random for questioning. Others swept the station for signs of human DNA.
The next hour and a half was spent in mostly silent contemplation. He would receive regular reports from the shore parties, and he’d use the new information to shape his evolving picture of what had happened on Gemini, while his ops officer logged and sorted the new data.
The local harddrives showed signs of a recent memory wipe. Allegedly for routine maintenance, but the timing was too convenient not to be suspicious.
What surprised Nimoux was the worthlessness of the testimonials they took from thirty Polarians chosen at random. Station personnel, repair crews, civilians, anyone they could get their hands on. Each Polarian’s story, though usually vague, perfectly corroborated with each other. Revealing no inconsistencies. And all of them denied any knowledge of the Harbinger or the Nighthawk. Either the two rogue ships had never arrived, or this was a perfectly rehearsed collaborative lie. Nimoux suspected the latter, but was annoyed that he couldn’t prove it. He guessed the underground influence at Gemini, which had aided and abetted Calvin and Raidan, had predicted Intel Wing’s arrival and managed to plant their own agents disguised as staff and civilians for this very purpose.
If true, that meant the Polarians involved were being intentionally deceitful. An atypical behavior for members of their culture—though not unheard of. Usually Polarians practiced a strong devotion to honesty and a sense of rightness. And Nimoux had always admired them for it. He felt he could relate to their culture in a way most humans couldn’t. He understood how their lives were a spiritual battle—an urgent struggle for self-improvement—and a tireless, almost obsessive pursuit of inner peace. Their every action and devotion all ultimately boiled down to their individual journeys of seeking out their innermost centers. Though Nimoux went about it a different way, he had the same goal. Ever since his regrettable actions during the Altair Mission, when he’d been forced to shoot his own people, he’d felt hopelessly lost and guilty. He wanted to find his center as badly as any Polarian.
Nimoux’s teams concluded their investigation and he submitted all retrieved information to his Intel Wing superiors, including a recommendation to the Director to “tear this place apart if necessary because Gemini is obviously hiding something.”
“Incoming message, sir,” said the pilot. “It’s from deep space. The kataspace frequency is not specific, it’s broadcasting on all Intel Wing channels to Gemini. Highest priority.”
“Originating from whom?” Nimoux spun his chair to face the helm.
“It’s from the IWS Nighthawk, sir. Audio only.”
The Nighthawk?
“Let’s hear it.”
A voice crackled over the bridge-speakers. “To any Intel Wing ship surveying Gemini. I have information that you will find most helpful. Please respond.”
“Connect us.”
***
 

Summers sat in the command position and monitored the bridge. It was again White Shift and they were due to cross over into the DMZ any minute now.
Calvin had been alerted and was allegedly on his way. Summers half-expected him not to show up. If there was a single constant in the universe, it was Calvin’s incessant need to be anywhere
but
the bridge during his watch. The others accepted this as normal—even though they were required to be at their posts—but Summers did not approve. She felt it sent a bad message to the crew, as if implying, “my time is more important than yours,” and was genuinely surprised it hadn’t had a demoralizing effect.
The elevator door slid open and Calvin entered. “Okay, what’ve we got?” he asked. Tristan was with him.
Summers relinquished the command position and took the XO’s seat. Calvin moved to the center of the bridge but remained standing. Tristan approached the helm and a look of obvious discomfort came over Sarah.
“Crossing into the DMZ in two minutes, fifteen seconds,” said Sarah. Her squeamishness at the werewolf’s proximity could not be heard in her voice. Summers recognized it for what it was, though—and didn’t blame Sarah. Tristan represented one of the shadiest and most dangerous forces in the galaxy—Raidan.
“Thank you, Sarah,” said Calvin. “Once we cross over, follow Tristan’s instructions on new course and heading.”
“Yes, sir,” she replied.
Summers watched Tristan suspiciously. She trusted him about as far as she could throw him. Perhaps less. For that matter, she didn’t really trust anyone anymore. The horrific sight of the Fifth Fleet starships firing on each other—a slaughter created by commanders she had known personally—it haunted her dreams, tormented her waking thoughts, and proved to her that the proper order of the galaxy was deeply upset. And if she had any purpose left at all, it was to fight and struggle to restore the Empire to what it should be. And if that meant working with Calvin, and tolerating Raidan’s lackey ,Tristan, then so be it.
Calvin was, in his own strange and naïve way, a good man—loath though she was to admit it. However, he was arrogant, impulsive, and vulnerable to manipulation. Therefore Summers made it her personal duty to make sure Calvin didn’t become Raidan’s puppet.
“Crossing into the DMZ in five seconds,” said Sarah.
“Set Condition Two,” said Calvin. “And engage the stealth system.”
“Aye, aye,” replied Miles. The man who managed the defense post was a proven idiot on every intellectual level, and demonstrated to Summers that the human race was either not intelligently designed—or else the designer loved to screw around. But even she had to admit that, in very limited, but crucial, circumstances, Miles was useful. Back in Abia, he’d shown defense aptitude that surpassed even Summers’ targeting skill. And she was a former defense officer.
“... two, one. We are now in violation of the non-aggression treaty,” said Sarah.
 “Not my first time,” said Calvin. “All stop.”
“Answering all stop.”
The view out the window filled with stars. There was no obvious local sun and Summers guessed they were in open space, in the middle of nowhere.
“Tristan,” Calvin motioned toward the Remorii. “Your turn.”
“I consider it an honor,” Tristan said with a grin that gave Summers the chills. “Now, pilot,” he said, “set course for the QH-212 star.”
Sarah looked to Calvin, who nodded. She entered the course and Summers took a moment to input the star’s name in her console, wanting to retrieve what info she could about it. After all, that destination had been so secretive only she and a handful of others had been allowed to know what it was. What she found was that it was an empty star with no colonizable planets or known bases around it. An odd place to be going.
“Course laid in, sir,” said Sarah.
“Take us out. Ninety percent potential.”
“Aye, sir. Commencing jump.”
A moment later the stars vanished into blackness and the ship was again underway.
“ETA?” asked Calvin.
“Six hours,” replied Sarah.
“If you need me, I’ll be in my office,” he said. Then, without so much as a pause, he left.
Summers decided to follow him. “You have the deck, Mister Iwate,” she said.
“Aye, sir,” the ops officer acknowledged her.
Summers entered the CO’s office and the door closed behind her. Calvin was just taking his seat and looked surprised to see her.
“Something I can do for you, Summers?” he asked.
“Yes, I’d like to have a word.”
Calvin looked curious and gestured for her to continue.
“Why are we going to the QH-212 star?”
Calvin seemed confused. “You know as well as I do that we’re chasing after the Arcane Storm.”
“Because?”
“Because it is our best lead in hunting down the isotome weapons. You were there at the intelligence meeting, you know everything I do. Am I to understand that you think there’s something more important for us to worry about than a weapon that could wipe out entire civilizations?”
Summers sensed Calvin felt threatened by her unexpected questioning. It was time to get to the point. “No, that is the worst possible threat,” she agreed. “But how can we be sure that any of it, the Arcane Storm, the QH-212 star, and so on, is anything but a red herring? Or that Tristan isn’t using you—and all of us—for some ulterior purpose that Raidan wants achieved?”
Calvin leaned back in his chair and placed his hands behind his head. “I can’t
know, in the strictest sense. But it is my only lead, so I have to follow it.”
“I understand that, and I agree,” said Summers. “But I want to know one thing.”
“And what is that?”
“How far are you willing to go?”
Calvin frowned. “I don’t understand the question.”
Summers wasn’t going to let him dodge so easily. She needed to know that there was some kind of line in Calvin’s mind that he was unwilling to cross. A limit to what Tristan, and by extension Raidan, could make him do. Only then could she support him. “I need to know that you aren’t going to let yourself be led around by the nose, doing whatever Tristan and Raidan ask.” She was unaccustomed to addressing her superior officer in such a bold and challenging way, it defied all of her training and instincts, but somehow dealing with Calvin was different. She didn’t see a superior when she looked in his eyes. She saw a young, well-intentioned boy, who was not as bright as he thought he was.
“I assure you,
Commander,” said Calvin—the use of her title rather than her given name was the appropriate protocol but very unusual for Calvin, a sign that he was irritated by the sudden questioning, “I expect results from Tristan. If his intelligence proves worthless, then I will have difficulty trusting anything he says in the future.”
It wasn’t much of an answer, but it was something. And Summers had achieved what she’d wanted—to plant a new seed of doubt in Calvin’s mind. She knew the question of Tristan’s motives would haunt Calvin now, even if he wasn’t prepared to admit it to her. “I—”
She was interrupted by the beep of the comm panel.
“Very sorry,” said Calvin as he tapped the button. “What is it?”
“You’d better get in here, sir,” said Sarah. “Shen says there’s something here you should see.”
“On my way.”
Summers followed Calvin out the door and back onto the bridge. Shen looked flustered at the ops post. The command position was vacant. Tristan was still on the bridge but he stood off to the side, like an unnecessary, unwanted observer.
“What is it?” asked Calvin, approaching the ops station. Summers followed.
“Look at this log,” said Shen. He pointed to a series of entries that Summers couldn’t quite understand—she had no ops training and the console wasn’t exactly user friendly.
“What does it say?” asked Calvin. The series of numbers was clearly no more transparent to him.
“Our ship sent a broadband kataspace message to Gemini System a few hours ago.”
“What?” asked Calvin incredulously.
“That’s right,” said Shen. “I’m guessing that message was not approved by you?”
“No it most certainly was
not.” Calvin kept his composure but Summers could see the distress in his eyes, it even leaked into his voice as he turned to Tristan. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.
“I know of no communication to Gemini,” replied the Remorii coolly.
“You didn’t contact Mira Pellew or anyone else?” asked Calvin suspiciously.
“No. Why would I?”
“If I may,” said Shen. “It looks like the message was designated to target Intel Wing channels. So I don’t believe Tristan could have sent the message, unless he knows more about our operations than we thought.”
“Lockout all outbound communications at once,” said Calvin. He and Shen then used their respective command-codes to prevent all future outgoing communications, though the ship could still receive messages. “Damn, I should have done this sooner,” said Calvin, looking annoyed with himself.
“I appreciate your speaking up on my behalf, operations officer,” said Tristan, now walking over to Shen. “But unfortunately you are circumstantially the prime suspect.”
“Just what the hell are you implying, werewolf?” demanded Shen.
“Classic guilt-driven over-compensation,” said Tristan. “Tisk. Tisk. And very convenient that you happened to discover the communication first. No doubt thinking that would throw suspicion off of you. And clearly you had all the technical knowledge and ability—the means and opportunity—to contact Intel Wing.”
“But not the motive,” said Shen.
“I could think of several,” said Tristan.
“Okay,
enough,” snapped Calvin. “Shen is loyal to me and I won’t tolerate any accusations against him. You see those bandages?” Calvin pointed to Shen’s wounded shoulder and upper arm. “He got those burns fighting by my side. Questioning his loyalty is not acceptable.”
Summers didn’t know Shen particularly well but based on his proven, almost zealous, loyalty to Calvin, she agreed it was unlikely that he would betray them.
“If you say so,” said Tristan with a curious expression. “But then, Captain, you are forced to explain how someone contacted Intel Wing, and who it was. I think it’s self-evident why they did it.”
“Yes,” said Calvin. “There is a mole on this ship. Someone stayed behind to relay intelligence to Intel Wing.”
“Whether or not it is the operations officer, a traitor
is
in our midst,” said Tristan.
“I know who it was!” yelled Miles, turning his chair to face the center of the bridge. “It was her,” he pointed at Summers. Swiftly reminding her why she hated him the most.
“No, Summers doesn’t know the Intel Wing channels either,” said Calvin, quickly dismissing the accusation. “Besides, she wouldn’t betray us,” he looked her in the eyes, as if testing her. “Isn’t that right?”
“If I had wanted this ship captured, I would have contacted the navy,” she said, folding her arms. “And I wouldn’t be here.”
“There, you see,” said Calvin.
Miles looked at her suspiciously. “I’ve got my eye on you,” he said. “And not just because you have a smoking body.”
Summers flushed with annoyance but decided not to dignify Miles’ idiocy with a response. She was beginning to realize that Miles was the type of fool who thrived on attention, and not giving it to him was the easiest way to deflate his wanton displays of public stupidity.
“With the communications lockout,” said Calvin, looking intensely in thought, “he—or she—shouldn’t be able to relay new information to Intel Wing. The mole shouldn’t have knowledge that our destination is the QH-212 star—that was a closely guarded secret—so all we can expect is that Intel Wing knows we’re in the DMZ. That’s still a huge region of space.”
“But the traitor could hurt us in other ways, for instance sabotaging our ship,” said Tristan.
Calvin nodded. “Shen help me draw up a plan to secure all critical systems. I will then ask Pellew to setup a rotation of soldiers to guard those systems at all times.”
“And what is your plan for finding the traitor?” asked Tristan.
“One thing at a time,” said Calvin.



Chapter 11
 

“What is it?” asked Calvin. It was the second time since they arrived in the DMZ that he’d been summoned to the bridge. “Why are we at condition one?”
“We’ve got something on our scopes. Looks like a formation of three ships on an intercept course, moving fast,” said Shen.
Calvin took his seat at the command position and turned to Miles. “What’s the status of our stealth system?”
“Seems to be working fine,” said Miles with a shrug. “I don’t know how they can see us.”
“It’s possible,” said Shen,” that the depth of our alteredspace jump is creating a detectable distortion.”
“We’re at ninety percent now, how much do you recommend we scale it back?” Calvin didn’t want additional delay, but he wanted a battle even less.
“Maybe eighty percent to be safe,” suggested Shen.
“Do it.”
“We’ll have to drop out of alteredspace to make the transition. When we do, the intercepting ships might be upon us.”
“How can they see us if we’re in stealth when we drop out?” asked Calvin.
“They might not be able to see us but they can see where the distortion stopped—if that is how they’re tracing us.”
“Need I remind you all that our stealth system was next to worthless in Abia,” said Sarah. “Maybe they’re detecting us the same way.”
“I doubt it,” said Shen. “The intercepting ships are crude in design. Probably pirate raiders. I doubt they have that kind of advanced technology.”
“Sarah, can we outmaneuver them?”
“Possibly,” said Sarah. “In an alteredspace state there isn’t much I can do, but I can adjust course and maybe skirt around them that way. But I can’t make any major adjustments without dropping out of alteredspace.”
“Do what you can,” said Calvin.
“Aye, aye.” Sarah’s fingers fluttered over the controls as she input a series of new waypoints for the ship to follow.
“Is it working?” asked Calvin.
“Negative,” said Shen. “The three ships have broken off and are coming at us from three distinct angles. Interdiction is unavoidable.”
“Time to intercept?” asked Calvin.
“Thirty seconds.”
“I say we blow them away,” said Miles. “If they are no good pirates, we’d be doing the galaxy of favor.”
“Give me a tactical analysis, Miles.”
“Our ship has more armaments than anything they’re carrying, we can maneuver better in normal space, and our shields are stronger.”
“But there are three of them,” said Sarah.
“I didn’t say it wouldn’t be messy,” said Miles. “But I could kill them.”
“Looks like we don’t have much choice,” said Calvin. He had no sympathy for pirate raiders, who preyed on hundreds of civilian transports every year—especially in the DMZ where military forces were scarce—but he didn’t want to enter an unnecessary engagement. Especially because it might result in loss of life on his ship, not to mention unnecessary damage. However, if a fight proved unavoidable, he would show no mercy.
“Interception in ten seconds. What are your orders?” asked Shen.
“Sarah, drop us out of alteredspace and then calculate a new jump path at only eighty percent depth. Miles, clear the ship for action. As soon as we drop into normal space, disengage the stealth system and raise the shields. Arm all weapons and get a target fix on them the first moment you can.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Dropping out of alteredspace now,” said Sarah.
“Why don’t we just keep the stealth system on and try to avoid the fight?” asked Summers.
“Because if they drop right on top of us—and they do somehow detect us, we’d be defenseless. I’m hoping to scare them off by flashing our teeth,” said Calvin.
“Three...
two...”
They waited, watching the projector display anxiously. Expecting to see three unforgiving raider ships converging on them.
“One.”
Nothing.
“The raiders have shot right past us,” said Shen.
“Like they didn’t even see us,” said Sarah happily.
“Dammit!” said Miles.
“They definitely saw us raise our shields,” said Shen. “Most likely they didn’t expect a craft our size to be a military vessel and as soon as they got a good look at us, they changed their minds.”
“Dirty rotten cowards,” said Miles.
Calvin was relieved.
“On they go to prey on some other weaker victim,” lamented Summers.
“It’s sad that there are people like that out there,” said Calvin. “But unfortunately we don’t have the time to hunt them down and bring them to justice. We have a weapon of mass annihilation to destroy.”
“Course has been re-inputted,” said Sarah. “Standing by to engage alteredspace jump on your mark, eighty percent potential.”
“Stand down to condition two, lower the shields, re-engage the stealth system, and then proceed with jump,” said Calvin.
“Aye, aye.”
“What is our new ETA?” he asked.
“Just over two hours.”
“Good, I’ll be in my office in the meantime. Hopefully that will be our last run in with pirates on this trip.”
***
 

The unexpected communication from the Nighthawk had seemed sincere. Nimoux was unsure whether or not the agent claiming to be a mole for Intel Wing aboard Calvin’s ship was a ruse created by Calvin, or if the story was true—if there was a mole, he hadn’t made himself known to Intel Wing—but the mole’s suggestion that they head into the DMZ did correspond with Nimoux’s analysts’ best prediction of where the Nighthawk had gone. “Most likely in the direction of The Corridor,” they’d told him, after computing their best probability analysis.
The DMZ was just beyond The Corridor, so it very easily could be the Nighthawk’s destination. If so, then the rogue ship just might be on its way to QH-212 like the mole had said. A quick survey of the database revealed that QH-212 was a star with satellites and no habitable planetary bodies. But that didn’t make it worthless. On the contrary, Nimoux’s many excursions into the DMZ had taught him about the significance of QH-212. It was home to a large group of type three Remorii. Or so he’d heard. An interesting twist if the Nighthawk was working with them.
“Set course for QH-212,” he’d ordered his officers. “Engage stealth and initiate a jump of ninety-nine percent potential. Once we cross into the DMZ, change to eighty-five percent potential, we don’t want to be seen. You know the drill.”
Now they were well on their way. And Nimoux had spent the past few hours assessing what kind of resources he had access to in the vicinity of QH-212 and trying to coordinate a plan with Intel Wing. The mole had also told him that the Nighthawk was searching for a ship called the Arcane Storm. There were limited records on it, but from what Nimoux could gather, it was a relatively worthless civilian ship. Apparently it had a cargo that Calvin was very interested in, though the mole had claimed not to know what it was. Very intriguing indeed.
Unfortunately, there was no Intel Wing ship close enough to intercept the Nighthawk—which was projected to arrive at QH-212 soon—and all of the civilian contacts he had out there would be hopelessly outmatched by the Nighthawk in a straight fight. So there was no use offering to pay a bounty for disabling the ship. It was unclear how long the Nighthawk intended to stay at QH-212, the mole hadn’t known, but Nimoux doubted Calvin would keep his ship in any one place for long. So a forceful capture of the Nighthawk at QH-212 by the Imperial military seemed out of the question.
He did have one card to play, however.
“Mister Cortez, good to see you again,” said Nimoux. A middle-aged man with tawny skin and thick stubble on his face looked at him suspiciously from the other end of the display. Nimoux made this call from the privacy of his office, and had left orders not to be disturbed.
“Why you slick son-of-a-bitch,” said Cortez. “I thought you folks agreed not to bother me again.”
Nimoux smiled. “Now, Cortez, you know very well that’s not the arrangement. Your operations get a blind eye only if certain conditions are satisfied.”
“I’m not sure that I’m in a cooperative mood. Though a few q or some guns might change my attitude.”
“I have a better proposal. You do exactly what I tell you to do and Intel Wing allows you to keep running your illegal operations on some of the border planets and inside the DMZ. You don’t, and I’ll personally hunt you down, my soldiers will board your ship, and you’ll be thrown in a dungeon so deep you’ll never see space again.”
“Alright, alright, I get the picture,” said Cortez. Obviously unhappy about being extorted. He was a smuggler who ran relatively harmless operations on the border systems and inside the DMZ, mostly trafficking controlled narcotics. Intel Wing had pages on him, and had taken him into custody more than once, but he’d proven a willingness to share information. And in return had been given something of a pass. Truthfully, Nimoux was surprised the crazy old man hadn’t been killed yet, he was one of very few entrepreneurial drug smugglers in a region tightly controlled by the Khans, a criminal organization that was as widespread and pervasive as the influenza virus once was.
“You are in regular contact with the Remorii in QH-212—”
“I know nothin’ about no QH-212—”
“No point denying it. I have tapes of you confessing that one of your main outfits is there. And you’re one of their main suppliers of, shall we say, miscellaneous goods.”
“What’s it to you?”
“That means you have connections there, and you know the social order.”
“I ain’t spillin’ what I know about those fellas. They crazy.”
“I’m not asking you to. Instead I want you to deliver a message. I’ll even pay you.”
Cortez’s eyes lit up at this revelation. “What’s the message?”
“I need to arrange something. And it has to happen soon.”
“I’m all ears.”
He gave Cortez very specific, very simple instructions, and secured his cooperation with a large transfer of money and the promise of more on completion. Satisfied, Nimoux disconnected and then contacted Intel Wing.
“Did your contact agree?”
“Yes,” said Nimoux, now looking into the face of Director Jack Edwards. The man had been his handler for years but Nimoux couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something...
different
about him. Perhaps the stress of his position was starting to take its toll.
“And you’re sure he will be able to do his part before the Nighthawk arrives?”
“I believe so. I don’t know exactly when the Nighthawk will arrive but Cortez operates very near QH-212, in fact he has a setup on Echo 3 itself. He is apparently warmly accepted among the Remorii. I think he’ll be able to do his part in time.”
“Will the Remorii go for it?”
“Cortez seemed to think he knew the right ones who are open to
persuasion. I don’t foresee a problem. What I need from you is the assurance that I’ll have what I need.”
“The arrangements are being made.”
“Good. I’ll keep you updated.”
“One more thing,” said Director Edwards, “how do you know he won’t keep all the funds we sent him and make a run for it?”
“Someone else in his position might be tempted,” admitted Nimoux. “But not Cortez. He knows he’s not long for this universe if he’s being hunted by us
and
the Khans. He’s far too prudent and cautious to make an enemy as powerful as Intel Wing. Though I have no doubt he’ll skim a little off the top. But the amount should still be sufficient.”
“It’d better be. If it was anyone but you suggesting this crazy plan, I would never approve it.”



Chapter 12
 

They arrived at the QH-212 star system and found little of value. There were no ships or bases, no habitable planets, and no obvious exploitable resources. A gas giant, an asteroid belt, and several rocky planets circled the brilliant blue star but it seemed no different than thousands of other so-called “destitute systems.”
“Is there any indication that the Arcane Storm is or was here?” asked Calvin.
“Not yet,” said Shen. “But I haven’t scanned the entire system.”
“Keep scanning,” Calvin said, then he turned to Tristan. “We’re here. What are we supposed to find?”
The Remorii smiled. “You think this system has no value. That is by design. But I assure you, my people live here.”
“So you said earlier. But you failed to mention where.”
“Inside the asteroid belt. There is an especially large, super dense asteroid that we call Echo Three. Our facility is there.”
“And?”
“And we must go aboard that facility and ask our questions in person.”
“Why can’t we just hail them?”
“Because Afton will never answer our questions in such a manner.”
“And...” said Calvin, “Afton is the only one who can tell us where the Arcane Storm is?”
“Afton is the leader of my clan. He is the one who told me the Arcane Storm took supplies here. Don’t worry, after your ship docks I will go alone and return speedily.”
Calvin didn’t like the idea of Tristan collecting intelligence from the clan leader and then forcing Calvin and the others to take his word at face value. If there was new information to be had, he wanted to get it from the source. And not give Tristan a monopoly on it. “I’m going too.”
Tristan gave Calvin a strange look. “It is probably better for you to remain here.”
“Why?” demanded Calvin. He understood the inherent dangers in surrounding himself with a bunch of Remorii—but he thought Tristan’s presence would most likely keep him safe.Tristan didn’t respond right away. “Very well, you may come. But bring soldiers if you do.”
“I intend to.” Entering a colony of potentially blood-thirsty Remorii without an armed escort... Calvin wouldn’t dream of it. He’d have to keep the shore party small, however, so as not to intimidate Afton—assuming Tristan hadn’t made him up.
“You must follow the coordinates I give you exactly, and you must allow me to broadcast a message into the asteroid belt,” said Tristan. “That’s the only way for us to proceed safely.”
“Sarah, standby to transmit whatever message Tristan—”
“—no
I
must send the message. It must be
my
voice. Otherwise we will never arrive at Echo Three. There are thousands of weapons batteries mounted on asteroids, they will automatically target us and open fire. Unless I temporarily disable the automated system.”
Calvin folded his arms. “Sarah, give Tristan your headset and allow him to make his broadcast.”
Sarah handed the headset to Tristan, looking uncomfortable as she did, and Tristan put it on.
“You’re broadcasting now,” said Sarah.
“The one who returns is one of the few,” said Tristan. He listened for a moment, hearing something over his headset—perhaps an automated response—and then said, “is there no rest for a wanderer?” He took off the headset and handed it back to Sarah, announcing, “we may now approach safely. Follow the coordinates I give you, pilot.”
“Sarah,” said Calvin. “Do as he says. But only if the course he gives you is safe to navigate.”
“The asteroid field is not very dense,” said Sarah. “By the looks of it, all the large asteroids that could puncture our armor are quite spread out. A ship our size, properly piloted, should have no trouble.”
“Then I’m glad you’re the one at the helm,” said Calvin. He motioned for Tristan to proceed.
Tristan walked over around to the front of Sarah’s station and began entering coordinates to act as waypoints that she would manually navigate between.
Calvin returned to his seat at the command position. “ETA?”
“We’ll be entering the asteroid belt in just under two minutes,” said Sarah. “At that point we’ll have to reduce speed.”
“I’m picking up something,” said Shen.
“What is it? A ship?”
“No, not a ship. More like an alteredspace jump signature. It’s very fresh but its proximity to the star makes it almost undetectable.”
“Why would someone jump so close to a star?” asked Miles. “That’s stupid. They could have been killed, gravity from the star could easily have trashed their alteredspace equilibrium.”
Obviously, Calvin thought, the ship had something to hide. Perhaps it didn’t want to be followed. “Could that jump signature belong to the Arcane Storm?”
“It’s probably one of the traders we do business with from time to time,” said Tristan. “They will jump near the star if they think there’s a chance someone is following them, such as a raider, a competitor, a military vessel, a loan shark, or just their imagination. It’s a pretty common maneuver.”
“I don’t think this signature was made by the Arcane Storm,” said Shen. “It seems too small. About the right size to have been made by a common trading skiff, like Tristan suggested. If the Arcane Storm was here, it left so long ago there’s no trace of it. Either that or it jumped even closer to the star, which would have been extremely reckless.”
“Is there another jump signature, one that might corroborate the idea that the trading vessel was being chased?”
“No.”
“Is there any way we could ID that jump signature more conclusively?”
“Negative. It’s too distorted by the star. Honestly we’re lucky we saw it at all.”
“I see,” said Calvin, getting a very dark feeling. He didn’t like that the ship would have gone to such efforts to conceal the fact that it was here in the system so recently. A move Calvin would only expect someone to do if they believed another ship would be arriving soon. And, as far as they could tell, the next ship to arrive had been the Nighthawk. But surely the fleeing ship hadn’t known they were coming…
“We’ve arrived at the asteroid belt,” said Sarah. “Adjusting to variable course and speed now.” Out the window, Calvin caught glimpses of some of the space rocks; there was a tremendous amount of dust. The ship pitched, steering clear of one of the larger hazards, and proceeded on course. Their flightpath was easier to see on the 3d projector which showed the Nighthawk and all the rock and ice debris around it for kilometers.
“Stay the course,” said Calvin, more to himself than to Sarah. “We’re going to dock with Echo Three and get whatever information we can. But, as soon as we have our next lead, we’re getting the hell out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”
“Come now, Captain, I assure you my people are not
that
unpleasant,” said Tristan.
Calvin decided not to reply. “Miles, set condition one and keep our weapons armed. Sarah, at the first sign of trouble, detach the ship and raise the shields—even if I’m not back aboard. If necessary, you have my permission to flee the system.”
“We could never leave you behind,” said Sarah.
“That’s an order. Do whatever it takes to protect the ship.”
“In that case I’m sure as hell going with you,” said Miles. His eyes drifted from Calvin to Tristan. “And... for good measure we should bring along all of special forces.”
Calvin smirked. “None of that will be necessary. I’ll take Pellew, Tristan, Alex, and a small Polarian detachment.” He didn’t like the idea of taking only human soldiers and potentially leaving a strong Polarian force behind on the ship unopposed. “Probably no more than four. Sarah, when you’re able, please inform the others to meet me at airlock six. Summers, you have the deck.”
 

***
 

The Echo Three facility was an impressive structure. It had been mined inside the asteroid, had a shuttle platform, was able to have two ships dock with it simultaneously, and could probably house over ten thousand people. Despite all of that, it had been so cleverly blended into its environment that, had they not known what they were looking for, Calvin doubted they would have ever detected it.
Tristan had assured them all that they wouldn’t need climate suits. “You will find Echo Three not only habitable but perfectly ideal.”
In truth, as Calvin walked through the station—which was nothing like any other station he’d been to—he found it a little warmer and more humid than he was accustomed to. The scrubbed air tasted surprisingly fresh for an artificial habitat, and there was a startling amount of life to be found. Masses of people gathering in patches throughout the enormous room, and even livestock grazed in pastures flowing with actual grass. Plant-life thrived in the controlled environment, and the greenness—aided by special lights—contrasted starkly with the metal and synthetic materials that formed the walls, supports, and foundation of the mighty structure. It was one of strangest places Calvin had ever ventured.
Unsurprisingly, their group drew a great deal of attention as they walked. Two humans, four Polarians, and a Rotham was certainly an unusual sight. Though the Remorii they passed, like Tristan, seemed in perfect human form—no glowing red eyes or inflamed, bulging muscles—Calvin was sure they could sense he and Pellew were not Remorii.
“Not much farther,” said Tristan, as they wandered past camps and small fields. Calvin was amazed by the agrarian utopia these space dwellers maintained. If not for a lack of sun and blue sky, he would have sworn he was on a planetary surface. There were even streams of water that coursed and flowed, filling wells and irrigating crops.
No one seemed interested in coming within twenty feet of them. They were dressed in simple clothes that they undoubtedly made themselves, and used a variety of basic tools to attend to their duties, which sustained life in this peculiar place. The ratio of females to males was about one to one, and there were absolutely no children to be seen. This made sense, since Remorii could not reproduce sexually.
Calvin and Pellew walked in the center of the group, with Alex just a little ahead of them—Calvin trusted Alex enough to give him quarters on the Nighthawk, but not enough to expose his back to the Rotham. Tristan led the group from the very front, and the four Polarians walked together at the rear. Their weapons were holstered or strapped to their backs—but in such a way that they could easily be drawn. Tristan had advised them not to look menacing. Pellew too had a carbine on his back and a handgun holstered on his side, Calvin was armed the same.
A Remorii male, about ten years older than Calvin, approached them at a brisk pace. “You?” he snarled. “Don’t move!”
Calvin and the others stopped, wondering what he wanted.
“I was afraid of this,” said Tristan. He darted into the approaching Remorii’s way, forcing him to stop. The newcomer tried to get around Tristan, but Tristan wouldn’t let him past.
“Out of my way
fool,” he said, glaring at Tristan with red glowing eyes.
“No,” Tristan replied forcefully.
“Do you not see who that is? Can you not smell him?” The newcomer’s eyes moved from Tristan to Calvin. “That is the spawn of the betrayer!”
The betrayer?
Calvin recalled something Tristan had once told him. That Calvin was lucky Tristan didn’t care about petty blood feuds. And he’d seemed to know a little about Calvin’s father. Had Samil been here? He was certainly the type to have underhanded dealings with groups like this—or any group, really—but even he wouldn’t have been stupid enough to double-cross these deadly Remorii, would he?
The Polarians took up a defensive formation around Calvin and drew their weapons. Even though he knew none of them personally, and normally found them mysterious and somewhat intimidating, having their much taller, more thickly muscled frames by his side, weapons drawn, did make him feel significantly safer.
“Let it alone,” said Tristan with menace in his voice.
The other Remorii bared his teeth, his eyes glowed bright red, and his muscles began to be inflamed. He crouched, as if to leap for the kill. Calvin drew his rifle and thought of how vicious Tristan had been back on Aleator—when the type three Remorii had savagely torn apart several CERKO soldiers. Calvin doubted he was any kind of match.
Tristan’s reflexes were not rusty. He blocked the other Remorii before he could pounce, staying firmly in his way, and, as he spoke, his own muscles became inflamed and it was clear he was the more ferocious of the two Remorii. “Be gone. Cross already paid the price for what he did. Do not let the sins of the father fall upon the head of the son. You know that is
not
our way.”
Cross already paid the price?
Calvin was stunned. He hadn’t seen his father in years. Hadn’t been close to him since he was a boy. He’d even convinced himself that he hated the man, wherever he was. But it was still a shock to hear he might be dead. He felt a wave of spite and remorse, and reminded himself that, to him, the old man was dead already.
For a moment it looked as though a fight was inevitable, that the two Remorii would tear each other apart in a fierce, lightning battle the others couldn’t hope to keep pace with. But, after a few seconds, the aggressor backed down. His muscles relaxed, the glow in his eyes faded, and he bowed his head in submission.
“Forgive me.”
“I forgive you,” said Tristan. “Now leave.”
And, just like that, the other Remorii departed. Never looking back.
“Sorry about that,” said Tristan. “But you resemble a very unpopular man here.”
“You mean my father,” said Calvin as they resumed walking towards the center of the facility.
“Yes. You’re the spitting image of him. And your scent is similar, though not exactly the same. Having you here brings up old memories in some of the others.”
“My father doesn’t exactly bring up the best memories for me either,” said Calvin. “What did he do to you?”
“Ever since the first of us began on Remus Nine, we have always desired a home. Deep within us we crave the freedom of open fields, the greenness of rich life, and the chance to live and be left alone.”
Calvin could see the evidence of those desires in the strange, yet impressive, facility here.
“Your father helped us find a place once,” continued Tristan. “He called himself our friend. But like the strigoi we helped to escape Remus Nine, monsters we called brothers, he betrayed us for his own selfish interest. We lost the planet. It was taken from us by those bloodthirsty strigoi. And they in turn gave it to the Rotham for certain favors. Those who survived were forced to become wanderers. We have since made this place our home. But many of us still wander. And some always will.”
Calvin tried to imagine what such a battle would have looked like. Had it taken place on the planet surface? Or in space, ship to ship? There was so much he didn’t know about the Remorii, and though he still viewed them as unnatural monsters, he was willing to admit it was the strigoi who bore the brunt of his hate. They’d been the ones who slaughtered the crew of the Trinity. And most damning of all, they were the bastards who’d taken Christine from him, and deprived the galaxy of the most wonderful soul within it.
“I can see it on your face that you are not proud of your father for what he did to us,” said Tristan, clearly noticing the anguish Calvin felt as he thought of Christine and the Trinity.
“I am not proud of my father at all,” said Calvin honestly, though he didn’t know if Tristan’s story was even true. It didn’t have to be. Samil Cross had done some terrible things. Not the least of which was abandoning his wife and son.
“That is wise.”
“Tell me,” said Calvin, hesitating for a moment. He found it surprisingly difficult to get out the next words. “How did he ‘pay the price’? Is he dead?”
Tristan didn’t answer.
“I deserve to know.”
“It is believed he’s dead.”
“Believed he’s dead? Or he
is
dead?”
“A ship he was supposedly on was destroyed. It’s not like there was a body left to identify. My people have chosen to believe he was on that ship and have since moved on with their lives. Though they will never know for sure.”
“I see,” said Calvin. He knew that the Roscos, who’d had more dealings with his father than probably anyone, also believed he was dead. Which was why they periodically harassed Calvin, wanting to honor of some kind of debt they owed his father. Calvin wanted as little to do with them as possible. They’d been more important to Samil than Calvin and his mother had been, and for that he could never forgive them.
“We did not destroy the ship,” said Tristan, “in case you are wondering. Though he owed us his blood, that deed was not performed by us.”
Calvin pretended not to care. But he had been wondering.
“It was done by the Strigoi,” continued Tristan. “They can only deceive and betray, it is in their veins, it flows through them more thickly than blood. They can never be trusted. No matter what.”
“That is something we can both agree on.”
 

***
 

They reached the center of the facility.
Calvin wasn’t sure what he’d expected to find—something elegant? At the very least, a building. Something that stood out and above the rest, denoting authority. But they found only more of the same. The tent they stopped at seemed no different than any of the others.
“Afton lives here,” said Tristan. There were no guards, or even attendants, just a small burning fire tended to by a female and a few animals grazing within a small fenced yard.
Tristan approached the tent. “Chieftain, I have returned.”
“I know you have. Enter.”
Tristan pulled back the flaps of the entrance, revealing a cramped inside with scant décor. An older looking Remorii male sat cross-legged on the floor. His face had minor creases and the temples of his hair had turned silver.
“I’ll go with Tristan, the rest of you wait here,” said Calvin. Pellew nodded. Alex and the Polarians voiced no objection. They all realized that space in the tent was limited.
Once they were inside, Tristan closed the flaps behind them. A solitary candle was their only source of light and the older Remorii’s eyes glowed in the semi-darkness.
“Hello, Afton,”said Tristan. He sat down cross-legged and faced the other Remorii. Calvin felt awkward looming over them so he too sat down.
“So you have finally returned,” said Afton. “There are many who thought you’d never walk among us again.”
“What can I say? I’m full of surprises,” replied Tristan.
“Tell me why you are here.”
“I need to know everything you know about the Arcane Storm. It docked with Echo Three and then left. Never to be heard from again.”
“This is not news,” said Afton. “Your friend’s ship docked here months ago. Why did you wait until now to follow up on that?”
Tristan looked uncomfortable. “Irrelevant.”
“No, not irrelevant,” said the older Remorii.
“There were other, more pressing things to worry about,” again Tristan tried to dodge.
Curiously, Afton wouldn’t let him. “Like what?” Calvin wanted to know too. Why had the Organization waited until now to mount some kind of useful pursuit of their lost ship?
Tristan bit his lip. “Alright, at the time, the ship’s disappearance was...
serendipitous. Now, however, I realize I was mistaken.”
“What’s changed?”
“We know more about the isotome your men found on the ship while loading cargo. We now know that it can be weaponized into something severely dangerous.”
Calvin knew this wasn’t the answer—at least not the complete answer. Raidan had made it clear to Calvin that he wanted him to go after the Arcane Storm well in advance of Calvin’s team finding that the isotome could be used to destroy a star.
Afton raised a curious eyebrow. “How did you learn of this?”
“Enough,” said Tristan, losing patience. “I came here to get answers, not give them.”
“Patience,” said Afton, his voice was supremely calm. He closed his eyes, as if meditating.
After a few seconds of silence, Tristan interrupted. “Will you help me or not?”
“What have you brought as tribute?” asked Afton.
“I have brought no tribute. Please forgive me. I could not afford the delay.”
“Ahh, Tristan... always in a hurry, but never knowing where he is going, and never finding what he is looking for.”
“Why should we take interest in the problems of others?” asked Afton. “Others who would eradicate us if they could.” As he spoke that last part he opened his eyes and looked directly at Calvin.
“Because if such a weapon does exist, and it spreads, every civilization is in danger. Including yours,” said Calvin. He needed to paint for Afton the picture that all civilized life hung on this issue together—and for any kind of lasting peace and order to be sustained, a weapon of this magnitude had to be eliminated before it could be used.
“The weapon can destroy entire star systems,” said Tristan. “Imagine if it fell into the hands of the strigoi.” His eyes lit up as he spoke.
“The hated ones,” said Afton. His aura of calm dissipated and he flashed his teeth. “Very well, I will tell you what I know.”
“Thank you, wise one,” said Tristan.
“The ship is being sold on the black market. It currently sits in the Vulture Nebula, awaiting the buyer.”
“Who’s the buyer? And who is selling it? Surely not Zander…”
“I do not know who is in possession of the ship now, or how they took it from Zander—if it is not Zander himself—but I know the buyer.”
“Who?” Calvin asked, unable to contain himself.
“The Rotham Republic.”
This was the answer he’d expected to hear. It correlated perfectly with his prior findings—that isotome had been carried by Rotham ships inside the Empire. Such a weapon in their hands would shift the balance of power, and probably result in the deaths of tens of billions of people. Perhaps even the total genocide of the human race.
“Thank you,” said Tristan. “We will go now. And next time, I shall bring tribute tenfold.” He stood up. Calvin didn’t.
“Wait a second,” he said. Then, looking into Afton’s eyes, “how do you know this?”
Afton didn’t reply. Perhaps because Calvin had overstepped some kind of cultural boundary, or perhaps because he didn’t know.
“I said,
how do you know this?” Calvin’s tone was more forceful this time. He didn’t want to be rude or ungrateful, but he couldn’t just take the intelligence at face value without determining if it was even reliable.
“I hear rumors at times,” said Afton. His eyes glowed for a moment but then dimmed and his face remained calm. “I am the chieftain of this people, and master of this place. Traders, smugglers, merchants, pirates, those who know of us and come here must do so with my blessing. To gain my trust they tell me things.”
“And who told you that the Arcane Storm is in the Vulture Nebula?”
“The one who told me, told me in confidence. I cannot tell you, nor will I.”
Calvin found that to be an odd, suspicious response. He looked at Tristan, as if expecting his lycan counterpart to agree. But saw only disapproval.
“You may not speak to our chieftain in such a manner,” said Tristan.
“And... you don’t feel like we should know more about this information?”
Tristan didn’t miss the implication. “Afton is a Remorii type three, like I am. Our word is our bond. We cannot deceive. It isn’t in us. All of those genes went to the strigoi.”
“It is alright,” said Afton. “Your friend does not understand us or our ways. I forgive him his distrust. He comes from a distrustful people. He is as much a product of what he is as we are of our kind.”
Calvin decided to let that insult slide. And, sensing that he wouldn’t get an answer to his question, decided it was better for them to leave without wearing out their welcome further. After all, Afton had no obvious motive to deceive them and Tristan seemed to sincerely trust him. It was the best he could do, and at least he had a lead to follow.
“Thank you, Afton. You’ve been most helpful.”
 

***
 

“Anyone else think it’s strange the chieftain didn’t seem to care that the son of Samil Cross was sitting right in front of him?” Calvin couldn’t stop thinking about the incident with the deranged Remorii on their way in. He’d told Alex and Pellew the summarized version of their meeting with Afton.
“I was thinking about that too,” said Pellew. “You apparently look like him, and smell like him, how could the chieftain overlook the obvious connection?”
“Because he chose to overlook it,” said Tristan.
They continued walking and Calvin replayed the encounter in his mind. Trying to remember the chieftain’s facial expressions, and the tone in his voice. “It was more than
that,” he said thoughtfully. “Not only was he not upset to see me, he didn’t even seem surprised. Like he expected me.”
“No doubt others sent word ahead that we were coming,” said Tristan. “But do not be shocked by his understanding and forgiving nature. We lycanthropes aren’t nearly the monsters you make us out to be. We are an honorable and agreeable people, and Afton is the best among us—that is why he is our leader.”
“Hold on, what’s this?” asked Pellew. He pointed out a hooded figure walking toward them at a brisk pace.
By this point they’d nearly reached the pressurization chamber leading to their docked ship. Calvin looked around, checking to see if a group of Remorii was sneaking up on them—thinking perhaps this runner was a diversion. He didn’t see anyone else.
The Polarian guards and Pellew drew their weapons, but didn’t raise them yet. They took up a defensive posture around Calvin, clearly prepared for the worst.
“Do you know him?” asked Calvin to Tristan.
“Yes, I think that is Calum.”
“Is he dangerous?”
“Not usually. Though he can be unpredictable.”
“Let’s see what he wants,” said Calvin.
The hooded Remorii slowed when he reached them, but did not stop. A few locks of blond hair were visible hanging down the sides of his face and his brown eyes were probing, though he only looked at Calvin for a brief moment.
“The ship you’re looking for,” he said in a hushed tone as he passed, “is in the possession of the Enclave on Tybur.”
“Wait,” said Calvin, but Calum didn’t acknowledge him. Instead he continued walking until he was gone. Calvin considered going after him, but clearly Calum had said all he was willing to. And trying to extort more information from him might create an unwanted conflict.
“What was that about?” asked Pellew.
They all instinctively looked to Tristan for an explanation.
 

***
 

“So there you have it; we have two leads,” said Calvin after briefing the others on the latest intelligence. He stood at the front of the bridge facing Tristan, Alex, Pellew, and the White Shift bridge crew. “The chieftain of the Remorii’s lead that the Arcane Storm is in the Vulture Nebula. And then Calum’s lead that ‘the ship we are looking for is in the possession of the Enclave on Tybur’—I didn’t even know about the Enclave before today.”
“What is it?” asked Sarah.
Calvin gestured for Tristan to explain it once more.
“There is a civilization of strigoi that lives secretly among the humans of Tybur. They are called the Enclave.”
The thought of those vile creatures living among humans, probably slaughtering them discretely, gave Calvin the worst feeling in the pit of his stomach. The whole Tybur civilization, it turned out, was just the Trinity in slow motion.
“Those two leads aren’t necessarily exclusive,” Shen pointed out. “It could be that the Enclave is in possession of the ship, and they have hidden it in the Vulture Nebula where it sits pending sale. Did the Remorii chieftain say who the buyer was?”
“Yes.” Calvin had omitted that part earlier for fear of unleashing a firestorm from Alex. But the intelligence was what it was. “Yes. He implicated the Rotham Republic.”
“Preposterous,” said Alex. “My people would never be a party to the acquisition of such weapons.”
“You were Advent—think about it,” said Calvin. “Your government might not be involved, but that doesn’t mean someone claiming to represent them isn’t. Perhaps invoking their name to imply a sense of authority, wealth, and validation.”
Alex seemed to consider this. “Perhaps. Or perhaps it is a lie.”
“I
hope
it’s a lie,” admitted Calvin, genuinely believing the Rotham Republic would be likeliest of all the major powers to utilize such an extreme weapon—despite Alex’s assertions to the contrary. Calvin got the feeling Alex was a very unusual Rotham.
“The Enclave is not known to have operations outside of Tybur,” said Tristan. “If they are involved and they do control the Arcane Storm, it is unclear how they took the ship and why. Could they somehow have known about the isotome weapons?”
“All of those are questions we can ask them when we capture them and pound their faces in,” said Miles. “We should leave immediately.”
“I’m not satisfied that we’ve reconciled our two leads,” said Calvin. “If Afton knew the ship was being sold by the Enclave he would have said so, instead he claimed not to know the seller. So does Calum know something Afton doesn’t? Or is one of them trying to deceive us?”
“Tell us more about this Calum,” said Summers. “What do we know about him?”
“He is a reclusive wanderer,” said Tristan. “He is one of the only Remorii to leave Echo Three since we settled it. He buys passage from the traders and has been all over the DMZ. No one particularly likes him or knows him and he keeps to himself most of the time.”
“Why didn’t you go after him and ask him more questions?” asked Summers.
“I wanted to,” said Calvin, “but I was afraid doing so would be interpreted as hostile behavior.”
“Assuming for a moment that his information is right, why would he tell us anything?” asked Summers.
“Calum hates the strigoi more than anyone,” said Tristan. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if he invented the information he gave us just in the hope that it might lead the Empire to war with the Enclave.”
“That still doesn’t explain how he knew we were looking for a ship,” said Calvin.
“So what’s your theory?” asked Summers.
“I think he found something out in his exploits through the DMZ. Something that he shouldn’t have stumbled onto. Either that or he’s deceiving us for some kind of ulterior purpose. But I do not believe Calum and Afton are both telling the truth. I think either the Arcane Storm is in the Vulture Nebula or it is being controlled by the Enclave. I’d bet a million q someone is lying to us.”
“Based on?” asked Summers.
“A hunch,” said Calvin.
“If that’s the case, then how do we know which lycan to trust?” asked Pellew. “For all we know they’re
both
lying.”
“We are not a deceitful people,” insisted Tristan. “Especially not Afton. He would never deceive us.”
“Let’s consider the logistics. Tybur is a twelve or thirteen hour jump from here,” said Calvin. “The Vulture Nebula is about fifteen hours in the other direction. Back the way we came.”
“Actually it’s eighteen hours,” said Sarah.
“If we go to Tybur,” said Pellew, “there’s no guarantee we could even locate the Enclave.”
“I can do it,” said Tristan. “I know how to contact them. But there’s no point in going there. The path before us is clear.”
“I agree, the Tybur lead feels murkier and is more likely to be a dead end,” said Pellew.
“What worries me about the nebula,” said Miles, “are the tactical considerations. There are only two, maybe three, fixed points at the edge of the nebula where we can initiate an alteredspace jump. We won’t be able to see what’s inside the nebula until we enter it, and even then sight will be very limited. The stealth system won’t work. The shields might do nothing. Many of our weapons will fail. The targeting system might or might not work. If it turns out to be an ambush, or if the Arcane Storm proves more than a match for our ship... we might never make it out of there.”
“Tybur could just as easily be an ambush,” said Shen. “If the Tybur military was alerted to our arrival, they could easily capture and destroy us. They haven’t remained an independent system for a hundred years—stuck in between the two strongest political powers—by accident. Not only have they managed to ward off pirates and raiders, they’ve kept claim over some of the most valuable mineral deposits in the galaxy. If we jump into a trap there, I doubt we could shoot our way out of it.”
“You underestimate me,” said Miles.
Shen gave him an annoyed look.
“I’m already familiar with the relative firepower of the Alliance navy,” said Calvin. “And you’re right, their best forces are likely stationed at Tybur and are more than a match for the Nighthawk. But Miles is right too, the Vulture Nebula might prove to be as fatal a mistake as going to Tybur. The question is, which die do we roll?”
“Well, Captain, I suppose that’s up to you,” said Tristan. “But you know where I stand. Afton is our honorable chieftain and he gave us a clear lead. Calum is a wandering fool.”
Calvin agreed that the nebula seemed like the better lead. But the encounter with Calum had really thrown him off. He just couldn’t make sense of the encounter. “Summers, what do you think?”
She seemed momentarily surprised. As if she expected him to always ignore her advice. “It’s your decision,” she said.
“Very well. In that case...” he paused, weighing the options in his mind one last time. “Set course for the Vulture Nebula. Eighty percent potential. Set condition two throughout the ship.” If either were a trap, he reasoned, the nebula would probably be the easier situation to escape from. And Afton had seemed like a more reliable figure than Calum.



Chapter 13
 

The blackness out the window vanished, replaced by the awesome colorful majesty that was the Vulture Nebula. Tremendous swirling clouds of red and violet that seemed to stretch on forever. Nimoux doubted he’d ever seen anything more beautiful.
“Simply breathtaking...” he said.
“Jump complete,” said the pilot. “We are currently one point three million mc’s from the mouth of the nebula.”
“Any indication that the Nighthawk has already been here?” asked Nimoux.
“No, sir,” said the ops officer. “Though I am picking up two ships ahead of us, at a distance of half a million mc’s. Imperial markings. Looks to be the IWS Rhea and the ISS Stormfront.”
“I guess the rest of the party beat us here,” said Nimoux.
“The other ships are hailing us,” said the pilot. “Requesting instructions.”
“Tell them to clear for action and follow us into the nebula. Once we’re inside, we’ll send them positional coordinates. Take us in, best speed.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Set condition one throughout the ship.”
“Aye, sir.”
The nebula filled their window more and more until its colorful gases surrounded them.
“Entering the Vulture Nebula.”
“Systems check,” Nimoux turned to the ops officer. He’d never taken the Desert Eagle inside a nebula before and it was unknown which systems would fail—though life support, missile batteries, thrusters, and the sublight drive were likely safe from the ionized gases.
“Shields are ineffective, communication is patchy but functional, and I’m unsure if the energy weapon is usable. All other systems are within normal parameters.”
“And our sensors?” asked Nimoux.
“Not sure how the other ships are faring, but our new upgrade is having very little trouble. The nebula has reduced our vision by less than fifteen percent.”
“And will we be able to see the Nighthawk approach?” asked Nimoux. This was the key issue.
“Yes, sir.”
“Now at sixty-five thousand mc’s inside the nebula,” said the pilot.
“All stop.”
“Answering all stop. The other ships are decelerating.”
The IWS Rhea glided past their window and came to a stop, only visible because of its identifier lights. It was larger than the Desert Eagle—not being a stealth ship—but was still dwarfed by the mighty battleship ISS Stormfront accompanying them. All three ships taken together represented more than enough firepower to deal with the Nighthawk.
“Ops and defense,” said Nimoux, “identify the best positions for the other ships and transmit those coordinates. Once the Nighthawk enters the nebula, it is critical we do not give it a window of escape.”
“Yes, sir,” his subordinates replied.
Only a few moments later, the determination was made and all three ships were moved into optimal position. The idea was a simple one, area denial. Once the Nighthawk entered the nebula, there were only two viable exits that would allow the ship to initiate an alteredspace jump. With the weapons batteries of all three warships trained on those vectors, the Nighthawk would expose itself to a lethal amount of firepower if it tried to run.
“Tell the other ships to hold their fire until I give the order to engage,” said Nimoux. The last thing he wanted was a premature missile scaring off the Nighthawk before it even entered the nebula. “And remember, the objective is to disable the ship—not destroy it. Target their engines. Destroying the ship is a last resort.”
“Aye, sir.” His helmsman spoke into his headset and a moment later confirmed that the message had been acknowledged by the other captains.
“Now, we wait,” said Nimoux.
He relaxed in the silence until it was broken by his ops officer several minutes later.
“Sir, I‘ve got something on the scopes. A ship just jumped in and is approaching the nebula. Imperial markings—it’s the Nighthawk.”
Nimoux didn’t allow himself to get excited. “Continue tracking the vessel and send all updates of its position to the other ships.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Standby all weapons.”
 

***
“Battle alert status, set condition one,” said Calvin. “Shields at maximum.”
“You got it, Cal,” said Miles. ”All weapons are hot.”
The nebula lay before them, a majestic display of color and mystery. Its wraith-like specter stretched out before them eerily. Calvin wondered what secrets it held. And if the Arcane Storm was truly there.
They’d looked over the minimal data they had regarding the Arcane Storm and, with the help of Tristan, had come up with an attack plan designed to disable it. The special forces and Polarian solders stood-by to board and capture the disabled ship. The plan seemed airtight, but Calvin remained uneasy. He kept replaying the encounter with Calum in his mind, and was unsettled by his whole experience on Echo Three. If only he could trust Afton as easily as Tristan did. Tristan, who stood tall at Calvin’s side, showed not even a hint of doubt.
“Begin approach,” said Calvin. “Nice and slow.”
“Slow?”
“Yes,” he said. “I’m a little worried about what we might find in there.”
“The Arcane Storm will be no match for us,” assured Miles.
“It’s not the Arcane Storm I’m worried about.”
“Afton is no liar,” said Tristan. “We will only find what we are looking for inside that beautiful spectacle.” The nebula dominated most of their view now. And Calvin had to admit, it was awesome to behold.
“Shen, can you see anything inside the nebula?” he asked.
“No, our scanners are useless.”
“What about a probe? Can we send a probe into the nebula to check things out first?” asked Calvin.
“We could, but none of our probes would be able to see anything. It would take a rather large probe with very calibrated sensors to see anything inside a nebula. Our ship’s scopes are much better suited to the task.”
“I see,” Calvin tapped his fingers nervously. Not the answer he’d hoped for.
“On the flip side,” said Shen. “Anyone in there won’t be able to see us either. Not until we’re inside. So they won’t know we’re coming.”
That was true, Calvin supposed. But it was little comfort. The whole situation left him unsettled. Something was simply
off
about it. He didn’t like maneuvering into a deadly position while blind as a bat and following intelligence that was questionable at best.
“What are our escape options once we get in there?” asked Calvin.
“There appear to be only two stable points where an alteredspace jump could be initiated. If we can get to one of those points, we should be able to calculate a jump within a few seconds and escape.”
“What if we punch our own way out of the nebula and escape once we’re in open space again?” asked Calvin. “Make an exit wherever we want one.”
“That wouldn’t be recommended,” said Shen. “It would take longer and we’d be at greater risk of being overtaken, plus we’d be going through potentially much denser parts of the nebula, positing a much higher risk of systems failure.”
“I see,” said Calvin. “So really there’s no way around it, there are only two ways in or out.”
“That’s right.”
“I don’t like the sound of that.”
“Two-hundred thousand mc’s from the mouth of the nebula and closing,” said Sarah. “All teams report
go. They’re at the designated airlocks and prepared to board the target vessel on your command.”
“Good.” Getting their airlocks to align and seal with those of the Arcane Storm would be a mean feat of flying, especially in a nebula, but Calvin didn’t worry too much about it. If anyone could pull off such a maneuver, it was Sarah. Probably the best pilot in the fleet.
“Now one-hundred and fifty mc’s.”
Calvin leaned forward in his chair and rubbed his temples. He stared into the massive veil of interwoven, colorful gases that filled their view. The whole thing just felt wrong. The scientific part of his mind didn’t like putting too much stock in gut feelings, but intuition had saved him several times before.
Should I listen to it now?
“One-hundred mc’s,” said Sarah.
“Be ready, Shen,” said Calvin. “I want to get a good scan the moment we’re inside the nebula.”
“I’ll do my best,” said Shen. “But our sight will still be limited.”
“Sarah, be ready to initiate a full about. At the first sign of trouble, get us the hell out of there.”
“Yes, sir. Eighty-three mc’s and closing.”
Calvin took a deep breath, wondering if he was making a mistake. This was their best lead. They had to follow it. And he had taken every precaution he could think of. He looked to Summers for reassurance but found only hardness in her stony face. She gazed at the nebula too but her mind appeared to be elsewhere. Fixated on something.
“Seventy-five mc’s and—” Sarah cut herself off abruptly and looked down at her instruments. “Hold on. Incoming message, sir. Maximum priority.”
Calvin jumped up to his feet. “All stop!” he ordered, the words came out more forcefully than he’d expected. Perhaps he was just a bit too eager for an excuse to delay entering the nebula. “I’ll take it in my office,” he said, noting the baffled expressions on his crew’s faces.
“We don’t have time for this,” said Tristan. “The Arcane Storm
cannot
be allowed to escape!”
Calvin locked eyes with him. “Then we’ll make time.” He turned back to the helm. “Sarah, route it to my office. I’ll take it immediately. Summers, you have the deck. Do
not
enter the nebula until I return.”
 

***
 

“The Nighthawk has stopped its approach. It is now holding position seventy-thousand mc’s from the mouth of the nebula,” said the ops officer.
“Is it possible they’ve detected us?” asked Nimoux. He stared out into the swirling cloud of ionized gases surrounding them, not much could penetrate it. But perhaps the Nighthawk had upgraded its sensor technology as well?
“No, I don’t think so,” said the ops officer.
“What are they doing?” asked the defense officer.
Nimoux didn’t have an answer. If the Nighthawk couldn’t see them, and therefore didn’t know there was an ambush, why did the ship hesitate?
“The Stormfront and Rhea are hailing us, requesting instructions. They want to know if they should converge on the Nighthawk.”
“Tactical assessment,” said Nimoux. “If the Desert Eagle were in the Nighthawk’s position, and three ships charged out of the nebula and tried to disable it, would we be able to escape?”
The defense officer thought about it for a moment. “Yes,” he said at last. “We could fend off all attacks long enough to get to a jump point and escape. The attacking ships wouldn’t have enough time to disable us—unless the attacking ships were alpha-class.”
Nimoux nodded. “Then assume the Nighthawk would be able to escape as well. Tell the other ships to hold position.”
“Aye, sir.”
“I suspect Calvin is merely looking over the scene and being cautious. Testing the water with his toe before diving in. But if he wants the Arcane Storm that badly, he won’t pass up this opportunity. There is far too big a prize at stake. Assuming the mole’s information is correct, patience should serve us well.”
 

***
“I have to keep this short, but
thank God
I reached you in time,” said Rafael. His distraught face appeared on the display in Calvin’s office.
“What is it?” asked Calvin. Because Rafael had chosen to contact him outside their pre-determined schedule, Calvin knew it was urgent. Rafael was also taking an unusually large risk in trying to reach him by using a much wider band of frequencies. Anything that was more likely to be picked up by the Nighthawk was also more likely to be noticed by another Intel Wing controller. A desperate move.
“What is your current position?” pressed Rafael.
Calvin raised a curious eyebrow. “Just outside the Vulture Nebula. I have intelligence that the Arcane Storm—”
“Do
not
go in that nebula, Captain. It’s a setup!”
“How do you know?”
“Captain Nimoux organized a plan through Intel Wing channels to interdict your ship. They baited you with false intelligence. The Desert Eagle and other ships are waiting for you in there. They will fire on you—maybe even destroy you.”
Calvin felt his throat constrict.
So Afton had been lying… That deceiving sellout!
“Thank you, Rafael,” said Calvin. He was sorry to see his lead go cold but was grateful not to have charged blindly into an ambush. Hopefully it wasn’t already too late.
“I must go now,” said Rafael. “And so should you—you’re in great danger.”
“First tell me one thing,” said Calvin, his eyes searching. “Did Nimoux’s plan include anything about Tybur?”
“Tybur?” Rafael looked puzzled. “No. He would lure you to the Vulture Nebula and ambush you there. That was the plan. I really have to disconnect now.”
“Understood.” But before Calvin could get out the word, Rafael was gone. Calvin hoped Rafael hadn’t risked too much in warning them.
Calvin stormed back onto the bridge. Now knowing that, only a few thousand meager mc’s away, warships waited for him. Teeth bared and claws at the ready.
“What was that about?” asked Miles.
“Listen up! I have new orders!”
 

***
In the silent anticipation, Nimoux closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind. As always, his center eluded him, and he had difficulty quieting his thoughts. Emotions pestered him, elusive and uncontrolled, and images flickered in his mind. Wooden coffins. Three of them. And an outdoor funeral in the sun—he remembered it crisping the parts of his head his receding hair no longer protected.
The service had been respectful. The dead were showered with praises for dying in the line of duty. But no one elaborated on how or why they’d been slain. The details were sealed tightly in the confidential files of Intel Wing. But Nimoux could never forget how the three officers ended up in those boxes. He’d put them there himself. A choice that continued to haunt him, even years later. Keeping him from the peace he so desperately sought.
“Sir, the Nighthawk is moving again,” said the ops officer. “It has resumed its approach.”
Nimoux opened his eyes and smiled. “Very good.” As predicted, Calvin had been unable to resist the bait. Nimoux wondered what was so important about the Arcane Storm that made Calvin pursue it so earnestly.
“Forty mc’s and closing,” said the ops officer.
“Order the other ships to keep holding fire until the Nighthawk is completely inside the nebula.”
“Yes, sir,” said the pilot.
“Thirty mc’s and closing.”
“Defense status?”
“All weapons ready.”
“Good. Remind the fleet to confine fire to the Nighthawk’s propulsion systems and jump drive. We’re going to disable them, not destroy.”
“Aye, sir. Relaying message.”
“Twenty-two mc’s and closing...”
“All ships acknowledge your orders, sir,” said the pilot.
“Eighteen mc’s and closing...”
Nimoux felt himself growing tense—the critical moment was fast approaching. He began a breathing exercise to maintain perfect calm. “That’s right, steady as she goes, Cross.”
“Ten mc’s. Nine. Eigh—hold on. The Nighthawk has halted its approach once again. Holding position at eight point two mc’s from the mouth of the nebula.”
“Now the ship’s close enough to interdict,” said the defense officer.
Nimoux would have preferred to take the Nighthawk inside the nebula, but sometimes a bird in the hand was worth two in the bush. He didn’t want to give Calvin the chance to change his mind and leave. If Nimoux had a reasonable chance to capture the ship, he’d take it. “Order the fleet to converge on the Nighthawk, full speed. Weapons free. And bring our own weapons to bear.”
“The Nighthawk is turning—yaw starboard,” said the ops officer.
“They’re turning around?” asked Nimoux. “Can they see us?”
“Not yet—not until we exit the nebula.”
“Weapons lock,” said the defense officer.
“Fire.”
“It’s too late,” said the ops officer. “The ship’s gone. Alteredspace jump complete.”
“Scan their last known position,” said Nimoux. “Find out where they’re going.”
“It’s next to impossible to determine for sure,” said the ops officer. “They jumped as close to the nebula as they possibly could.
Brilliantly executed… Their jump signature is being distorted by the ionized gas. I can’t get a good reading on it.”
“Not even with our upgraded sensors?”
“I can get a general fix, but nothing specific.”
“Send what you can to the lab and the other ships,” said Nimoux. “Between our resources and those of the Rhea, we should be able to figure out where the Nighthawk is likely going. Calculate its most probable destination and then report back to me.”



Chapter 14
 

The empty darkness through the window told them all they were safely in alteredspace again. Calvin felt a wave of relief that no one else really understood. “Any indication that we’re being followed?”
“Not that I can see,” said Shen. “They shouldn’t be able to pick up our trail, thanks to nebular distortion. Sarah executed a perfect jump.”
“Why thank you, Shen,” said Sarah.
“Status and ETA?” asked Calvin.
“All systems normal,” said Shen.
“Jump depth of eighty percent potential,” said Sarah. “We’ll reach Tybur system in... just under twenty-six hours.”
“Good.” Calvin leaned back in his chair. “Hopefully this lead proves better than the last one.”
“I still don’t understand what you’re doing,” said Tristan. He didn’t look angry, but he was displeased. “How can you be sure the Arcane Storm was not within our grasp and now we are fleeing from it?”
“I already told you,” said Calvin. “I got new intelligence that an ambush awaited us in the Vulture Nebula.”
“And yet, you will not tell us the source of this intelligence?” Tristan raised an eyebrow.
“That’s right,” said Calvin. “And don’t bother trying to get it out of me. My source is doing everything he or she can to protect this ship, and I will do everything I can to protect my source. Including keeping my lips sealed regarding his or her identity.”
Tristan shook his head. “This is your ship. This is your fool’s errand,” he said. “But Raidan trusts you and so I will too. We will go to Tybur as you wish.”
“Of course we will,” said Calvin. “I’m the captain.”
“Yeah,” said Miles, needlessly backing him up. “He’s the captain.”
Tristan ignored the defense officer and instead walked right up to Calvin. Unsure whether or not to feel threatened, Calvin stood up and looked Tristan in the eyes.
“Just understand,” said Tristan. “That I believe Tybur will prove a waste of time. Afton gave us his word. Next to him, Calum is nothing. Less than nothing. A drunken fool who spins stories that wouldn’t fool children. If anyone were to betray us, it would be Calum.”
Calvin disagreed. And he thought Afton had not only given them bad information, he’d deceived them on purpose. And whether he’d been bribed or coerced into helping Intel Wing, Afton had played his part. The only question that remained was: how had Nimoux known Calvin was heading to Echo Three enough in advanced to manipulate Afton?
Calvin had kept their destination, Echo Three, a closely guarded secret. The unauthorized communication Shen had noticed earlier must have been an insider feeding Nimoux information, the question was, of the few who knew their destination: Summers, Tristan, Alex and Pellew, which of them had betrayed his trust and tipped off Intel Wing? Or else told somebody who then told Nimoux?
Despite his suspicions, Calvin knew it wouldn’t be prudent to begin a public witch hunt. Not now anyway. The best he could do was keep an even tighter lid on important information from now on, if possible, and one-by-one investigate the possibility that one of his closest associates betrayed him. At least he could acquit Shen, Miles, and Sarah—since none of them had known their destination in advance.
Calvin chose not to condemn Afton too harshly in front of Tristan, who obviously still clung to some kind of loyalty to his clan’s leader. It was better to simply let it go for now. So Calvin said nothing.
“No matter what you heard, no matter what you were told,” said Tristan. “You will never know for certain what was inside that nebula.”
That was true. Even as he’d ordered the ship to turn and jump away—and he’d watched the majestic view of the nebula disappear—he’d wondered whether or not the Desert Eagle was actually inside that cloud. Perhaps it was Rafael who had been given bad information. Or perhaps Rafael had been convinced to work against them. Unlikely but not impossible. Calvin would have to keep his guard up.
“And I for one stand by Afton’s honor,” said Tristan. “Leaving the Vulture Nebula was a mistake.”
“Objection noted,” said Calvin. “Now...
are you done?”
“Yes,” said Tristan, turning away. “As ever, I accept your leadership. And pray you are not leading us to our deaths.”
 

***
 

They were able to determine fairly easily that the Nighthawk was heading deep into the DMZ, but specific candidate locations were still too numerous to choose from and thus had to be narrowed down. Nimoux ordered his ship to jump to a deep position inside the DMZ, but he wouldn’t be satisfied that he was truly back on the trail until they’d determined the Nighthawk’s likeliest two or three destinations.
While awaiting further results from the Desert Eagle’s lab, and the Rhea’s, he’d gone into his office to meditate. His crew had instructions to only interrupt him if there was an emergency, or if the Nighthawk’s destination had been more conclusively determined. Until then, Nimoux wished to be alone with his thoughts.
He was able to push away the guilt that usually weighed heavily upon him during such meditation sessions. He thought of the recent failure and tried to sort out why his plan had not succeeded. Had there been a flaw in his design? Had he made erroneous assumptions? Had Calvin been able to see through the deception? Or had he been warned?
Nimoux considered each possibility in depth. Admitting flaws in his ideas, or being wrong, never bothered him. If it meant a chance for greater epiphany, and more accurate knowledge, he welcomed the opportunity to be proven wrong. He’d never understood the almost universal flaw others had to defend wrong information, imperfect logic, or bad ideas in order to protect pride. Such was a charade that no one found convincing, and only managed to waste time.
Open-minded as he was, he couldn’t identify anything specifically flawed about his plan and how the operation had been conducted. By all appearances, the Nighthawk had been led to the trap and had very nearly sprung it. If Calvin had seen through the deception, it must have been after arrival and meant the Nighthawk’s sensors were more apt than given credit.
Or, just as plausible—perhaps more so—Calvin had been warned about the trap just before springing it. The timing of such a warning seemed almost too lucky to be believable, but, the more Nimoux thought about it, the more likely it seemed.
He’d had to finalize the specific details of his plan through several layers of Intel Wing bureaucracy and any number of people could have leaked the information to Calvin. If such an agent existed, a mole working for Calvin, that person had been very lucky to reach Calvin as quickly as he did. And must have relied on many varied contact methods, including extremely broad kataspace frequency channels.
Nimoux considered other possibilities for the next twenty minutes, and let his mind relax and empty itself for an additional ten, but by the time his meditation was over, he found himself over ninety percent certain that Calvin had a mole working for him inside Intel Wing. He decided to spend the next little while figuring out who.
The person was probably—though not necessarily—an associate of Calvin’s, someone he knew in person and was on a first name basis with. Since Nimoux had been assigned this mission, bringing Calvin in, he’d created a fairly extensive profile of Calvin’s past. The younger man had been widely involved throughout his life. He’d gone to several schools and served in the navy before being recruited into Intel Wing. Nimoux decided to dismiss all of those possible leads for now, believing that Calvin’s circle of associates with Intel Wing access would necessarily be much smaller.
Director Edwards was a possibility, he’d acted as Calvin’s handler—and managed all stealth ships in Intel Wing, including Nimoux’s. He certainly would have means and opportunity, but no motive was forthcoming. Nor had Edwards seemed insincere in his desire to bring Calvin in. Nimoux had noted an oddness to Edwards, something about his voice or body language, but none of the tell-tale signs of guilt or deception. More likely the result of fatigue or distraction. Nothing too damning.
As Nimoux perused the Intel Wing database and cross-checked his profile of Calvin with larger networks of information, he stumbled onto something that even a fool wouldn’t miss.
Some of Calvin’s crewmembers—men and women who’d been with Calvin when he’d gone rogue—had returned to Intel Wing. Allegedly indemnifying themselves with assurances that they had no part in Calvin’s rogue actions, and had nothing but the strictest loyalty toward Intel Wing. Supposedly they’d each been thoroughly interrogated, and their stories tested against one another, before being cleared to resume duty.
Why had Calvin allowed these officers to leave his ship and potentially work against him? The superficial response, that he let them go of their own free will as a sign of good faith, didn’t seem nearly as plausible as that he let them go because he benefitted from their absence. Perhaps because one or more had been given instructions to relay information to him.
Apparently only four officers had returned. Which narrowed the suspect list significantly. Nimoux couldn’t identify the likeliest candidate—perhaps they were all in on it together—but that was something Intel Wing could easily determine.
He tapped the switch on his desk. “Bridge, connect me to the office of Director Edwards.”
“Yes, sir.”
A few moments later and the director’s face was looking back at him from the other side of the display. “What is it, Captain? Have you determined where the Nighthawk has gone?”
“Not yet, sir. But I believe I know why my first effort was unsuccessful. I suspect Mister Cross has a mole working for him inside Intel Wing. And I believe that mole is one or more of the officers who left the Nighthawk and were recently reinstated inside Intel Wing. I believe the mole relayed information to Calvin that compromised the mission.”
“I see,” said the Director. “I’ll assign someone to look into it right away. Is there anything else?”
“Yes, I also have a request.”
“What is it?”
“Due to the failure in the Vulture Nebula, and the possibility that not all channels are secure, I request permission to arrange the details of my operations through stricter channels. I would also like the ability to act without constant need to obtain clearance.”
“Are you asking for unilateral authority over this mission?” asked the Director. “Because I can’t give you that.”
“Not unilateral, sir,” said Nimoux. “But I would be a lot more effective if the process of maneuvering resources and conducting operations was shorter and more secure.”
“I understand. Since you’re using navy resources in addition to our own, I’ll have to speak with Fleet Admiral Tiberon. But I believe something can be arranged.”
“Also,” said Nimoux. “Because the Nighthawk’s destination cannot be determined with perfect confidence, I will need a larger taskforce of ships. I understand the burden this will impose, however—”
“Request granted,” said the director. “Your mission is one of our highest priorities. I am sure arrangements for a larger taskforce will not be an issue. So long as you guarantee that this speeds up the capture of the Nighthawk.”
“It will, sir,” said Nimoux. “You have my word on that.” Though it did strike him as odd that capturing the Nighthawk was such an urgent priority for Intel Wing. Perhaps the Nighthawk carried intelligence that was even more sensitive than Nimoux had previously thought. “In particular I am interested in any ships near or inside the DMZ.”
“I’ll submit your request. You should seriously consider including the ISS Phoenix on your taskforce. It’s on patrol in the Corridor and could be easily diverted.”
“The Phoenix?” asked Nimoux. What an unusual suggestion. “Isn’t that ship currently under the command of Calvin’s former XO, Commander Anand Datar?”
“That’s correct.”
“With respect, sir,” said Nimoux, “involving Datar might produce a conflict of interest for him. I am not doubting his loyalty to the Empire... but I’m not so sure I can expect him to not be emotionally compromised in such an action. My best research indicates that Cross and Datar were friends for many years before serving together, and that Cross hand-selected Datar to serve with him for his stint on the Nighthawk.”
“Your concern is noted, Captain,” said the director. His lips curled into a slight smile. “I am hoping that involving Datar will have that effect on Calvin—that
he
will become emotionally compromised. As for Commander Datar, I assure you that he is trustworthy and willing to do whatever it takes. Let’s just say... he’s strongly motivated to bring Lt. Commander Cross in.”
Nimoux would simply have to take Edwards’ word for it. “Very well, then. I’m sure that the Phoenix’s fighting capabilities will be an extremely useful addition to the taskforce.”
 

***
 

Making sure that his office door was locked, Calvin sat down at his desk and accepted the secure call.
“I wasn’t expecting to hear from you,” said Calvin.
A familiar goateed face looked back at him quizzically. “You asked me to keep you informed.”
“Of course,” said Calvin. “What’s this about, Grady? Did you find out more about CERKO? Like why they want to kill me?” Ever since the terrorist-turned-mercenary organization had tried to kill him on Aleator, Calvin hadn’t quite been able to figure how they fit into everything else. For that matter, he felt like he had far more mysteries than answers, and though he suspected that many of them connected, he just couldn’t make the puzzle pieces fit together. Not yet.
“No, not about CERKO,” said Grady. “I told you, the insider we tracked down already paid the price.”
Right.
Now Calvin remembered. The Roscos had managed to kill their only lead while subjecting him to torture. “Then what
is
this about?” Calvin would be severely irritated if this was simply the Roscos’ latest attempt to satisfy the supposed ‘debt’ they owed him.
“I thought you should know that there have been several complaints among some of the key traders on Aleator. A lot of things have gone missing. And they vanished about the same time that Asari Raidan’s people were here.”
“What kind of things?” asked Calvin.
“Dangerous things.”
“Not helpful, Grady.”
“I’m not saying Raidan stole those things, but it is quite a coincidence that they all happened to disappear about the same time his people were on Aleator One.”
“Grady, listen to me,” said Calvin. “What things specifically?”
“I’ll forward you a list,” he said. “Components and ingredients mostly.”
“For...?”
Grady cleared his throat but didn’t answer.
Calvin took Grady’s evasiveness as either a sign that he was honor bound not to share the specific cargo of his pet traders—no doubt illegal substances—or else the missing cargo implied something extremely deadly. Perhaps it was both. But nothing would have shocked Calvin. Whatever it was certainly wasn’t as lethal as isotome weapons. Unless...
“Grady, was anyone carrying Isotome?”
“No. A lot of chemicals mostly. No Isotome.”
Calvin raised an eyebrow. Just then the list of ingredients arrived and Calvin began skimming over it. Grady hadn’t been kidding. There were some seriously strange and dangerous compounds on the list. Most notably cultures of biological toxins and deadly viruses. There were several expensive, controlled chemical compounds as well. “It looks like whoever took all of this is creating chemical and biological weapons. Some of this stuff could have a severe effect on an alien planet’s eco-system.”
“I thought you’d be interested.”
“And you say all of this disappeared about the time Raidan’s people were on Aleator One?”
“Yes. But you didn’t hear it from me.”
What would Raidan want with biological and chemical weapons of mass destruction?
“Thank you, Grady. I appreciate your letting me know.”
Grady smiled. “Always glad to help a friend of the family.”
He signed off.
Very odd... This new twist was nothing compared to the menacing isotome weapons, but it wasn’t something Calvin could dismiss. Such weapons violated the terms of every international peace agreement and, if used correctly, could result in the devastation of whole colonies. Casualties could be in the hundreds of millions. Maybe even billions.
It alarmed Calvin that such dangerous substances were floating around the black market and could make their way to Aleator, but the thought that Raidan was acquiring them and building weapons was of greatest concern. What did he want with them? Did he intend to use them? Was it payment for something else? Didn’t he appreciate the dangers behind it? And the ethical considerations? Or was this an order from someone higher up in the Organization?
Perhaps Raidan was being framed. Calvin couldn’t rule anything out. He pressed the switch on his desk and asked for Tristan to come in. He unlocked the door remotely, so the lycan could enter, and Tristan was there in under a minute.
“What is it, Captain?”
Calvin waited for the door to slide shut before speaking, wanting their conversation to remain private. “I need you to be completely open with me.”
Tristan raised an eyebrow. “What?”
“Is Raidan assembling weapons?”
“What do you mean?”
Calvin didn’t interpret Tristan’s response as cryptic and evasive so much as a failure on his part to ask a clear enough question. “Come here,” he said.
The lycan sauntered over to Calvin’s desk. “Yes?”
“Look over this list of ingredients,” said Calvin. “All of this went missing from Aleator about the time the Harbinger was there. If properly assembled, those components could make some extremely deadly weapons.”
“And you think Raidan took those ingredients, and that he’s using them to make weapons?” Tristan cocked his head, looking genuinely intrigued. Calvin noted that the werewolf hadn’t produced a denial.
“Well, is he or isn’t he?”
“I know of no such weapon,” said Tristan. “But I’ll be happy to ask Raidan about it next time I speak with him. If you’d like.”
Calvin supposed that was the best he could do for now—one thing at a time. But, if it turned out to be true, and Raidan did plan to employ a weapon that could have such catastrophic effects on random innocent people, not to mention life in general—Calvin knew he couldn’t stand by and watch it happen. Nothing was worth such extreme measures. Not even the Empire.
Surely Raidan understood that.



Chapter 15
 

After giving it a great deal of thought, and bouncing between several ideas, Shen decided how he was going to do it. He was going to see Sarah in person, and talk to her. He’d considered writing a letter and handing it to her, or—even more timidly—sticking a letter to her door. Or sending her an electronic note. Perhaps even signing it anonymously.
However, though such removed tactics had a definite appeal, he knew they’d never satisfy him. And they went against everything he’d decided about himself while he’d been recovering in the burn ward, feeling depressed and useless. He was going to make some changes and become a new man. That meant he had to be open, and honest, and put his whole heart into it. He should trust himself. Not be afraid to look Sarah in the eyes and say what he really felt. He saw her every day and spoke to her about lots of things, why did this have to be any harder?
“Sarah, you are beautiful. I really like you,” he said to the mirror. An obese, unconfident face looked back at him, unconvinced.
“No, no, not like that,” said Miles. The taller man sat on the chair in Shen’s quarters, his beefy arms were folded. Though Miles was in every way his intellectual inferior, Shen envied the other’s ability to be himself and look so relaxed. Seeing himself in the mirror, Shen was reminded how stiff and awkward he was in these kind of situations. As he gave himself an honest once-over, he sincerely doubted a woman as lovely and beautiful as Sarah could ever see anything in him. How could anyone?
No! Mustn’t think like that!
He reminded himself. He had to believe. Even if it was fake. Even if all his confidence was predicated on a total lie, or an absurdity. He had to be confident. Because women like confidence. He had to at least convey that he had some. And remind himself that he wasn’t doing this for Sarah. Not really. He was doing it for himself. Even if Sarah rejected him—an inevitability he tried very hard not to obsess over, or even consider—he had to believe that this was the right thing. How could he respect himself if he couldn’t be who he wanted to be? If he continued spending time with Sarah every day, working side by side, pretending to be simply friends. Pretending that was all he wanted. How could he continue watching her flirt with others, and date them, knowing that he never even took a shot. He had to at least try.
“You listening, pretty boy?” asked Miles. Shen turned, not quite sure what his friend was talking about—he’d been rambling for the past few seconds and Shen had tuned him out.
“Pretty boy?” Shen glanced at his reflection again. Nothing could be more untrue.
“Yeah,” said Miles with a big smile. “If you want the ladies to like you, you gotta talk big. You know. Brag. Let ‘em know how big a deal you are. That, compared to you, they’re nothing. That they’re lucky to even be talking to you.”
Shen raised an eyebrow. “Really?” He doubted it. That didn’t make sense. What was more off-putting than an arrogant braggart who looked down on everyone else? But then again, as Shen had observed, women often were most attracted to men who were strong—even pushy—abrasive, forward, and extremely self-assured. Perhaps there was something to Miles’ theory. If so... what chance did Shen have?
“Like this,” said Miles, he cleared his throat. “Hey baby, you got your tickets to the gun show yet?” He flexed his arms. “Oh yeah, that’s beautiful.” He kissed his right bicep. “Your turn.”
Shen just stared at him. That was the stupidest display he’d ever seen. Did women really go for this garbage?
Really? If so, were they even worth having? “I don’t think this is my—”
“Nonsense,” said Miles. He stood up and walked over to Shen, slapping him once on the back. “Believe in yourself. Have a little faith.”
“Okay...” Shen flexed his arms momentarily, then stopped. He felt too ridiculous. And his arms were even less impressive than Miles’ so-called
guns. “I can’t.”
“Of course not,” said Miles. “That’s
my
thing. Come up with your own thing. How about poetry? Women go nuts for that crap.”
That did sound more reasonable. Though still insincere coming from him. “Sarah, you are so lovely. Your beauty is like stars heavenly... your eyes...” he paused, trying to think of what next to say. Perhaps if he planned it out in advance it would be a lot smoother, but the whole enterprise felt cheap and fraudulent. Why couldn’t women just say
‘Yes, I am attracted to you. Thanks for asking. Let’s have a relationship.’ Romance was so unscientific and absurd...
“No, no, no,” bellowed Miles. “Not like
that. Like this,” he cleared his throat again. “Oh my pretty lady, you are so sexy, you’ve got that awesome body, that is so sexy. Won’t you be mine? Let’s not waste time!—You know, something like that.”
“You just rhymed sexy with sexy.”
“So?”
“And
mine
doesn’t rhyme with
time.”
“Sure it does.”
“No it doesn’t,” said Shen. He again wished he’d gotten Calvin involved instead of Miles. But he hadn’t wanted to burden Calvin with some trivial social drama; that guy had enough on his plate already, and Shen was a little afraid that Calvin would have laughed in his face. Probably not out loud. But maybe in his head. Shen could handle mocking from Miles, Miles was an idiot. But not from Calvin. Calvin’s respect meant too much.
“Okay, okay, so maybe poetry’s not your thing,” said Miles. He scratched his head. “You got any chocolate candy?”
“A little cliché, don’t you think?” He’d scoured all the sites he could find on the network that had dating advice and learned that chocolates were often seen as an uncreative, empty gesture. He needed to do something that stood out. Made him unique and memorable. Showcased his personality…
“Not chocolates for Sarah,” said Miles. “Chocolates for me. I think better when I’ve got some sugar in me.”
“Sorry, no,” said Shen. He’d thrown out all his junk food when he started his diet and exercise program. He’d been at it two full days and had only cheated three times—by his standard this was progress.
“Ooh, you could make a nice dinner,” said Miles.
“Yeah, maybe,” said Shen. That actually wasn’t a bad idea. He wasn’t an experienced cook but he could look up a recipe and follow it, it was basically an algorithm—right? He could make Sarah something uniquely delicious, maybe even something she’d never had before. Then, when the moment was right, he could admit his feelings for her. “Do you think she would go for that?”
“Huh?” asked Miles. “Oh, no. No. No.” he waved a dismissive hand. “Again, I didn’t mean for her. I meant dinner for me. So I can help you think of ideas—I think better on a full stomach.”
“I like the dinner idea.”
“Great, what’ve you got?” Miles rubbed his hands eagerly.
“I’m not making
you
dinner,” said Shen. “But I might do that for Sarah. That’s actually a pretty good idea.”
Miles looked disappointed. “No that’s a terrible idea. If you give a woman food, she’ll just think you’re calling her fat.”
“Really?” that didn’t sound right to Shen. “Are you sure?”
Miles nodded. “Oh yeah, very sure. Remember who you’re talking to, I’m the king.” He flexed his left arm and patted the bicep. To his credit his arms were big, but the lack of definition made Shen suspect they were more fat than muscle.
“Have you even had a girlfriend before?” asked Shen, realizing this probably should have been his first question.
“Oh yeah, loads of them,” said Miles.
Shen’s eyes narrowed. “Name one.”
“Brenda,” Miles replied quickly.
“Brenda?” asked Shen. “Isn’t that your mother’s name?”
“How about that,” said Miles. “What a coincidence. Actually their names are spelled different, so... but yeah, she was just one of my many girlfriends. I broke up with her years ago. Probably had like forty since her. And no one’s ever broken up with me. How ‘bout that? Once they get a taste of the Miler, they can’t quit. I actually have to beat them off with a stick. Literally.”
“The Miler?” Shen cracked a smile. Realizing now that Miles was just as inept and inexperienced in the dating realm as he was. Maybe even more so.
“Oh hell yeah. A nickname like that will get you laid. Guaran-freaking-teed! We should pick one for you.”
“That’s alright…”
“Ooh, how about,
the Shen?”
“Yeah... I think I’m going to go with the dinner idea. Thanks, Miles, you’ve been very helpful. I can take it from here.”
“This one time I took
Linda
to this lake,” Miles put special emphasis on the name, and looked proud to have come up with it. “And we went fishing. And we made out on the boat. And she wouldn’t stop making out with me. Even when I was like, ‘Stop it,’
she still wouldn’t quit.”
“Yeah, that’s great, Miles,” said Shen. “Now remember, this dinner I’m planning for Sarah is our little secret, okay?”
“Oh yeah, mum’s the word.”
***
 

Calvin entered the Nighthawk’s mess hall.
It was small with only three tables and an occupancy limit of around twelve people. But, because the entirety of the crew was only about sixty people, and Calvin allowed his officers to take food from the mess hall and eat elsewhere, the place was often vacant. Today it wasn’t. A ginger-haired, fair-skinned doctor sat at one of the tables making slow progress on a bowl of exotic fruit and some kind of Polarian mush. She looked up at him as he entered, and smiled.
“Hello, Calvin.”
“Hello, Rain.” Calvin moved over to the food shelves and picked through their contents. Much of the stored foodstuffs were meals ready to eat, but they’d taken on some fresh produce and—accommodating the Polarian newcomers, a variety of Polarian food as well—none of which looked even remotely appetizing. The Nighthawk had no dedicated chef, so officers were instructed to serve themselves. The ship carried enough stores, and docked frequently, so rationing food had never been necessary.
“Haven’t seen
you
in a whole three hours.”
“Yeah, how ‘bout that,” said Calvin. He’d tried to keep his visits with Rain short—it embarrassed him to have to go to her to get his daily, strictly controlled, dose of equarius. Rain always seemed to manage to keep him there for a few extra minutes with some idle gossip or chit chat. Calvin didn’t mind her company, Rain was pleasant enough. But he didn’t like the feeling of vulnerability he got when he was in that situation. The sooner he was permanently free of equarius, the better.
“Try the alien fruit, it’s quite delicious.”
“Maybe another time,” said Calvin. He selected a banana which he sliced over a bowl of cereal and milk. He grabbed a water bottle to drink.
“Suit yourself,” said Rain. “Come sit by me; tell me how you’re doing.”
Calvin took the seat opposite her and, after taking a few mouthfuls, answered her with a question. “What do you want to know?”
“Is the treatment effective?” Rain’s eyes were the most stunning shade of pale blue, and they seemed to play with his.
“So far,” he said. That was mostly true. He did feel cravings that came and went, and there were minor side-effects of taking the drug again, but all-in-all, he was feeling a lot better than he had. His condition felt very manageable.
“It’s probably too early to know for sure how effective the treatment is,” she said. “So if you have any severe side-effects, or experience more withdrawal symptoms, make sure to let me know right away.”
Calvin felt embarrassed. He didn’t like having this conversation, the two of them candidly discussing his vulnerability, it made him extremely uncomfortable. Something Rain seemed to have no trouble picking up on.
“You have nothing to be ashamed of.”
“So
anyway,” said Calvin. “How are things in the infirmary? Have you begun inoculating the Polarians?”
“Yes, I have,” she said. “And they’ve been surprisingly cooperative.” She stirred her mush with her spoon. By this point it was mostly gone and Calvin suspected Rain had no more appetite. But that didn’t stop him from wolfing down his food in front of her.
“That’s nice,” he said in between bites.
“It’s really fascinating, isn’t it?” she asked.
“What is?”
“When we went into the stars,
humanity
I mean, religion and spiritualism seemed to fade away into the background.”
“It makes sense,” said Calvin. “Mythologies based on superstition were replaced by scientific explanations and empirical observation.”
“Is it really as simple as that?” asked Rain. “The Polarians became increasingly devout in their faith as they reached for the stars and developed scientifically. In space they found degrees of spirituality that they didn’t have before. Why would space exploration and scientific progress have the opposite effect on them?” she seemed genuinely curious. Calvin, however, didn’t care that much.
“I guess it’s a mystery,” he said.
She chuckled softly. “Not one that keeps you up at night, I can tell.”
“Not usually, no.” By this point, he was finished with his bowl of cereal and wanted some more, so he stood up and walked over to get a refill.
“Calvin, I’d like to hear more about you,” said Rain.
“Making some kind of medical profile?” he asked idly, now slicing up another banana.
“No, nothing like that,” said Rain. “I just feel like... well… I’d like to get to know you better.”
Only then did it occur to him what was happening. She was attracted to him. This caught him by surprise.
“Would you like to have a drink sometime?” she asked.
“I don’t drink,” he said automatically.
“Doesn’t have to be alcohol...”
He looked at her and met her startlingly sincere eyes. “Sure...” he said. Not really sure if he had any interest in her or not. After his most recent experience with Summers, he really hoped not to let his guard down again romantically. But a drink wouldn’t hurt...
“Great.” Rain smiled.
“But it may have to wait,” said Calvin, returning to his seat. “Now’s not the best time. There is a lot going on.”
“I understand. Just let me know.”
At that moment Summers entered the mess hall. She moved to the food containers, picked up a meal-ready-to-eat and a water, and took a seat alone at a vacant table. Not giving Calvin or Rain so much as a glance.
Calvin watched her with scrutiny. He’d become increasingly worried by her self-imposed isolation. It troubled him that she had chosen to become so reserved.
Perhaps this is an ideal opportunity to talk with her and get her to open up a little.
Calvin looked back at Rain, excused himself, and then took the seat across from Summers. Her golden hair, sharp green eyes, and perfect skin were so beautiful, even in the poorly lit mess hall. Calvin couldn’t help but trace the flawless contours of her face with his eyes, and feel some of the same stirring emotions he’d felt that night on the observation deck. Though the attraction was tainted by bitterness. She’d deceived and betrayed him, and manipulated him so easily, it was shameful. Even after her apology, he still couldn’t find it in himself to forgive her completely. But that didn’t remove the attraction he felt toward her. And he couldn’t help but wonder how much of the real Summers Presley she’d revealed to him that night—the flawed, emotional, human side of her. The person that was usually kept deeply hidden under many thousands of layers of duty and determination.
“Yes?” asked Summers impatiently. Her eyes met his. “May I help you?”
Calvin heard the whoosh of the door sliding open. He looked up to see Rain leaving, looking a little unhappy. He wondered if he’d offended her somehow.
“I’m waiting,” said Summers.
Calvin looked back at her. “I’m just wondering how you’re doing,” he said.
“I’m doing fine.”
He nodded, again scrutinizing her. Wondering if, behind all her siren beauty, she could possibly be the mole that had warned Intel Wing about their plan to go to Echo Three. The one who’d nearly cost them everything...
“Is there something else on your mind?” she asked.
She’d worked against him before. All the way to Abia she’d fought him tooth and nail for control of the Nighthawk, nearly prevailing. She’d exposed his darkest secret to the public and had his command stripped away by the Fleet. She hated Raidan with a fiery passion. Could Calvin really trust her now? Was she the same person?
“Yes,” said Calvin. “Tell me... are you happy with the decision to go to Tybur?”
“Happy? Interesting choice of word,” her lips tightened. “Not happy, but satisfied. The isotome weapons—if they’re real—are the most serious threat the Empire has ever seen. If going to Tybur leads us to the Arcane Storm, and the Arcane Storm leads us to those weapons, and we destroy them, then yes, I believe that is the right thing to do.” Even though she spoke the words with a coldness that seemed entirely genuine, he couldn’t help getting the feeling that Summers’ thoughts were more complex than that. And that she was deeply conflicted about something.
“I appreciate your support,” said Calvin. Deciding once again that Summers was not the mole. Even though she’d proven willing to antagonize him in the past, he would never forget the crushed look on her face when she’d seen the Fifth Fleet destroy itself at Abia. Her perfectly ordered universe had been thrown upside down and now Summers was forced to cope with it. It was all she could do. Additionally, Summers couldn’t know the Intel Wing channels which the mole had used. And Summers would have reached out to the Fleet, not Intel Wing. Therefore she wasn’t the mole. Calvin could trust her.
“Anything else?” asked Summers.
“Did you tell anyone that we were going to the QH-212 star system?”
She looked at him incredulously, perhaps even annoyed by the question. “No.”
He nodded. “Do you have any suspicions about who might have warned Intel Wing that we were going there?”
“Tristan. Pellew. The Rotham. Could have been any of them. I have no reason to suspect one over any of the others. Perhaps they’re all involved together.”
Her heart was not in this discussion, Calvin could tell. And he wished he knew the right thing to say to poke through her armor and connect with her. Make her trust him. She clearly trusted him more than she trusted just about anyone else, that’s why she’d chosen to stick around, but that still didn’t amount to much. Between her experience with Raidan, and what had happened to the Fifth Fleet, she seemed to believe the entire universe was corrupt and deceitful. And almost nothing could be trusted. Perhaps she was right…
“It might be best,” said Summers, now looking him in the eyes earnestly, “if you transferred me to the Red Shift.”
Calvin’s gut reaction was to deny the request immediately, but he wasn’t sure why. Was it a trust issue? Did he have residual suspicions of Summers? Did he need to keep her where he could always have an eye on her? Or was it something else? Perhaps he feared letting her have the transfer was an admission that he could never work things out with her.
“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Calvin after giving the issue some thought. He wasn’t sure what had motivated her to ask for the transfer, perhaps she wanted to get away from him, but he still believed he could reach her. Get her to trust him completely.
Summers looked annoyed.
“I need you,” he said, looking almost pleadingly into her eyes. Hoping his body language would convince her to trust him since he couldn’t find the words. “We’re in this together now. We have to see it through. Side by side.”
She masked her reaction, seeming neither pleased nor displeased by his words. After a moment, she spoke. “Very well. But promise me you will not lose sight of our goal. Purging the Empire of the toxic element that has corrupted it and restoring order.”
“I promise.”



Chapter 16
 

After a lot of work, and more time than Nimoux would’ve liked, the Nighthawk’s jump destination had been narrowed down to three likely candidates: Io Major, Tybur, and TR 307.
All three destinations were less than two clicks apart and belonged to the same political faction. A group of disenfranchised humans known as “The Allied Colonies of Tyburium”—but more commonly as “The Alliance.” They were humans who’d split from the original human colonies back before the creation of the Empire, and had refused to join it ever since. The only human colonies that had managed to survive without joining the Empire. Io Major was the older and larger colony, Tybur was the smaller but more relevant colony that acted as the capital, and TR 307 was a star system in between them whose uninhabited planets and moons were some of the most mineral-rich in the entire known galaxy.
Nimoux couldn’t fathom why Calvin was heading there, into that lion’s den, but that was a question he could ask Calvin in person once he captured the renegade.
“Set course for Alliance space. Eighty-five percent potential and engage the stealth system,” he gave the order. “And send word to the Rhea to do the same. The Stormfront is to proceed to the secondary rendezvous and remain out of sight.” The latter wasn’t a stealth ship and its sighting inside the DMZ risked war with both the Alliance and the Rotham Republic, and neither conflict was in the Empire’s best interest.
“Aye, sir.”
Nimoux proceeded to relay his latest orders to Director Edwards, who forwarded his requests personally to the relevant starship commanders. His taskforce had been formed. The net of warships was converging on Calvin. And Intel Wing spies on the Alliance colonies had been alerted.
Calvin’s time was running out.
 

***
 

It had been just over twenty hours since they’d jumped from the Vulture Nebula, and Calvin was again in his office with the door locked. He waited. Passing the time by reviewing some of the files they had on Tybur and the Alliance. In addition to combing over some of his personnel files, trying to narrow down who the mole might be.
His console beeped. He checked the time. Right on schedule. He tapped the button and accepted the call. “Have you got anything new?”
Rafael’s face appeared on the other side of the screen. He looked tired and disheveled. “Yes, some,” he said.
Calvin knew Rafael’s window of time was limited, so he decided to remain silent and just listen.
“People have been asking questions...” said Rafael, looking deeply troubled. “Investigating me and the others from the Nighthawk. I need to be extremely careful; I only hope they haven’t found me out already.”
“Do what you have to do,” said Calvin. “Go dark. Disappear.” He didn’t want to lose Rafael as an asset, but he also didn’t want him to be taken prisoner or killed.
“I can’t do that, my mission isn’t complete,” said Rafael. “I have begun to find things out about your mysterious Phoenix Ring.”
Calvin was all ears.
“I don’t have any of their identities determined yet, and am perhaps a long way from that. But I know that a group of very wealthy, very influential people has been behind a series of odd decisions recently passed in the Assembly.”
“My understanding was that the Phoenix Ring was more involved in the military than the civilian government,” said Calvin.
“They have their dirty hands in both places. A lot of strange things are happening in the Fleet right now. Unusual deployments, some re-shuffling of the top leadership, and so forth. But the Phoenix Ring is just as involved in the civilian government.”
That was a chilling thought, but not terribly surprising. More of a worst case scenario.
“Tracking the registered lobbyists hasn’t proven extremely useful, at least not yet, but based on a lot of the decisions that several Assembly-members have made, I believe there are many under the table bribes and deals being made.”
“Is there any evidence that the Phoenix Ring has infiltrated the monarchy?”
“No,” said Rafael. “Though it may be too early to tell. Other than the bizarre attack on Renora by the Black Swan—which may or may not have been orchestrated by the Phoenix Ring—no one associated with the Akiran administration has seemed to behave out of character, or support any of the strange initiatives being pushed through the Assembly. However, there is a growing anti-Akiran sentiment in the Assembly and, if things continue as they are, it is possible that one of the rival houses will challenge King Akira directly for the throne. That house may well be in the pocket of the Phoenix Ring. But I can’t be sure. Right now I’m trying to sort out which of these corporations—who have ties to the Assembly members and military elites—are real, and which are fictitious. The military angle is especially difficult to investigate without giving myself away.”
“Use due diligence and caution,” said Calvin.
“I assure you, I will,” said Rafael. “And I’m getting close. I just need time.”
“Thanks for the warning about Nimoux’s ambush, by the way,” said Calvin. “Have you got any new information on him? Was he able to trace our exit signature from the Vulture Nebula?”
“I don’t have that information,” said Rafael. “I think Nimoux must have figured out that someone leaked intelligence to you, so now his communications with the Fleet and Intel Wing are more secure and limited. My guess is that I won’t be able to get you any more information regarding his whereabouts and plans. I hate to say it but... you’re on your own.”
Calvin nodded, feeling lucky that he’d been able to get as much as he had. “I understand.”
“I’m almost out of time,” said Rafael. “But know this, there are big things happening here on Capital World. Huge amounts of money are changing hands—mostly in the dark, the military is re-organizing, and the Assembly is considering challenging Akira openly. And all eyes are on Renora. Everyone wants to see how the king chooses to handle it, and everyone has a different opinion on what he should do. It looks like a no win scenario for the king.”
“Has the Assembly held a vote and made its official recommendation?”
“Yes. The Assembly voted not to send troops, even though the violence and chaos on Renora has reached an all-time high. They claim it would be too aggressive and heavy handed an action, but meanwhile a few activist organizations and a coalition of citizens with family and friends on Renora have publicly condemned the Assembly’s recommendation. They urge the king to take action, despite the consequences.”
“Has the king hinted about what he will choose to do?”
“No. If the king has made his decision already, his administration has kept it hushed.”
Calvin scratched his chin. The developing situation was very intriguing, but also tragic. Not only because countless people were dying and suffering, but also because it seemed like a calculated, manufactured crisis. Designed specifically to discredit the king no matter how he handled it. Calvin respected the king, and the Akira House had controlled the Empire since its inception. If there was a change in power at such a high level, it would only create opportunities for the Phoenix Ring and foreign operatives to gain a stronger foothold, and might spell doom for the Empire.
“I have to go,” said Rafael.
“Thank you. And be careful!”
“I will. I’ll contact you again in twenty-four hours.”
 

***
 

An hour after speaking with Rafael, Calvin called Summers, Alex, Tristan, and Pellew together for an intel meeting in his office. They started by reviewing their collective intelligence regarding Tybur and the Alliance, but as they spoke in turn, Calvin used it as a chance to assess the likelihood that any one of them was the mole working for Intel Wing.
He’d already ruled out Summers. That left Pellew, Alex, and Tristan.
Pellew was the likeliest to know the secure frequencies associated with Intel Wing, though he would have had to go out of his way to figure them out. He also seemed the least committed to Calvin’s cause; he’d been very forthcoming about the fact that he was being paid by the Organization. However, since he had physically fought against special forces, Intel Wing, and the Fleet’s orders by helping Calvin’s mutiny, it was unlikely that Pellew was still in the good graces of Intel Wing. It was equally unlikely that Intel Wing would be paying Pellew for information, so he really had no motive to betray Calvin. Additionally, his sister was a ranking member of the Organization and, if he had any loyalty to her, working against Calvin would make no sense.
Calvin was a little suspicious of Tristan. Firstly because he was a Remorii, and Calvin knew better than to trust any Remorii, regardless of type. Secondly, Tristan had led them right into bad intelligence and had seemed extremely interested in having them enter the Vulture Nebula; if he’d had his way they would have charged right into the trap. However, Tristan had saved Calvin’s life in the past, and Tristan was probably Raidan’s most trusted subordinate. And Raidan, obviously, had an interest in keeping Calvin free. Especially if the missing Arcane Storm—and its association with the isotome weapons—was a priority for the Organization. Tristan had seemed furiously interested in catching the Arcane Storm and, Calvin supposed, the Remorii probably did trust his chieftain and was simply, out of loyalty, refusing to believe his clan leader had betrayed him. Ultimately, Calvin doubted Tristan was the mole. And could think of no way Tristan could have possibly deduced what the Intel Wing frequencies were.
That left Alex. Calvin knew him the least, having only met him in Abia. Alex was Rotham himself—a species that had proven crafty, manipulative, and deceptive in past dealings. Alex shouldn’t know the Intel Wing frequencies, but, as a member of the Advent, he was probably clever enough to figure out what they were. So Calvin couldn’t put anything past him. But, despite all of those factors weighing against Alex, what acquitted him in Calvin’s mind was the lack of motive. If Alex was working against Calvin and his crew, why had he been a prisoner on a Rotham ship that was clearly in league with the Phoenix Ring? Additionally, why would he choose to leak information to Intel Wing when he could more easily leak it to the Rotham Republic, especially the Advent itself?
No one seemed guilty. Perhaps one of them had accidentally leaked knowledge of their destination to someone else on the ship? The whole frustrating situation gave him a headache the more he pondered it, and made him more tired than he would have admitted openly. There was one thing that could make everything feel better—at least for awhile—but he was finished with that path…
He felt strong cravings for much more than the scaled-back amount of equarius he’d been prescribed by Rain. His desire for it burned with a ferocity he didn’t expect, and would be embarrassed to admit. It made him feel a little weak and light-headed. He tried not to show any sign of his vulnerability.
“No that will never work,” said Alex. “Even under the cover of a false flag, the Alliance will know that the Nighthawk is not consistent with any of the designs of their ships. They’ll see through the ruse immediately.”
Summers had suggested they dock with the primary station on Tybur claiming to be legitimate members of the Alliance. “Then what do you suggest?” She folded her arms. “It’s not like we can dock with the station while under cover of stealth. And the Nighthawk, like any starship, can’t exactly fly down onto the planet.”
“We’ll need to dock with the station using an Alliance ship,” said Alex.
“And where do you suggest we get one of those?” asked Summers.
“We have to take one by force,” said Alex.
“How and where?” asked Summers.
“We could board and capture one of the mining ships leaving TR 307. As it brings its cargo to Tybur, we dock and board a shuttle down to the planet. No one would be the wiser,” said Alex.
“We don’t have time for that,” said Tristan. “TR 307 is out of the way. The longer we wait, the more likely our information on Tybur will have gone stale. Assuming it was ever any good to begin with.”
“And the more likely Intel Wing will catch up to us,” said Calvin, thinking of Nimoux fast on their heels. “This is what we need to do,” said Calvin.
He explained that the Nighthawk could enter Tybur System under cover of stealth. Alliance technology lagged behind Imperial, so the Nighthawk would go undetected. As long as the Nighthawk kept its distance. They’d wait for an ideal ship to enter the system—shouldn’t take long, Tybur saw heavy amounts of traffic—then they’d quietly intercept the ship, jam its communications, disable its weapons, dock, and perform a moving capture. Its thrusters would remain intact and it would continue on course to Tybur’s primary station, seemingly unimpeded. They’d take the crew captive onto the Nighthawk, replacing it with the shore party, and the Nighthawk would withdraw to a safe distance. Remaining stealthed the entire time.
“Sounds like science fiction to me,” said Summers.
“No it’s definitely possible,” said Calvin. “So long as we do this fast and prevent the other ship from getting a distress call out, this is totally doable.” It was the kind of operation the Nighthawk had been designed for.
“And if we screw up and they get a message out?” asked Summers.
“Then we all die,” said Alex. “The system will be swarming with military ships, that’s how they fend off pirate raiders. Make no mistake, what you propose is a do or die operation.”
“So we don’t screw up,” said Calvin. “What do you say, Pellew? Are your men up for it?”
“If your pilot is good enough to align the airlocks and seals and latch us onto another moving ship, then there won’t be a problem. My men will capture the ship swiftly.”
“Sarah is definitely good enough,” said Calvin. “You and your soldiers should use non-lethal weapons if possible, and you can’t leave behind any evidence that there was a firefight.”
“Oh it won’t be a fight,” said Pellew. “That civilian crew will be incapacitated and in custody before they know we’re even aboard.”
The comm panel beeped. Calvin pushed the button. “Yes?”
“Cal, we’re getting some disturbing reports up here from SF HQ,” said Sarah.
Pellew’s eyes widened with alarm. He bolted out of the room, presumably to go check on the situation in person.
“What is it, Sarah?” asked Calvin.
“Tensions between some of the Polarians and humans are really high.”
“I’m not surprised by that,” said Calvin. That was nothing new.
“Yeah but...” she paused, “there’s been a fight.”
“What?”
“Yeah, apparently a Polarian and two humans are in the infirmary under heavy guard. Special Forces had to contain the situation.”
Just what he needed... “Thanks, Sarah.” He let go of the switch and turned to Summers. “Please explain the plan to Sarah and Miles. We’re proceeding with the mission as scheduled. In the meantime, I’d better go below and make sure this gets sorted out.”
“Aye, sir.”
 

***
 

When Calvin reached the infirmary, he found that—fortunately—the injuries were not very severe. The Polarian had a bandage across his head and, though the humans sported quite a few bruises, they were otherwise unscathed.
“Mind explaining to me why I have three people in my infirmary for no good reason?” asked Rain as Calvin entered.
“I wish I could answer that,” said Calvin. “How are they doing? They don’t look too bad.”
“Polarian physiology is very resilient, that one could return to duty today. As for the two humans, I think they could use a day or two to mend. I gave them something for the pain.”
None of the patients were being discharged, and each was under the close watch of a human soldier. All would be held for disciplinary action. Because the two humans were soldiers, and obviously so was the Polarian, the task of deciding their punishments fell to Pellew and Rez’nac. Both of whom, Rain informed him, were on their way.
Pellew arrived first. No doubt coming straight from HQ after issuing new standing orders to contain the situation. He approached his men and gave them a thorough berating. Both the humans and the Polarian claimed the other side had been the instigator in what had erupted from an argument in the mess hall. Calvin wondered if this would be an isolated incident, or if he’d have to segregate the humans from the Polarians when taking meals.
“I’m sorry to drag you into this,” said Calvin to Rain.
She let out a quiet sigh. “I know this isn’t your fault. But it does make me sad to see it,” she looked at her patients. “I like helping people. But... this is just plain senseless and unnecessary.”
“You’re preaching to the converted.”
“You don’t suppose this is about cultural differences?” asked Rain.
“I’m sure that’s part of it. But I really can’t say for sure.”
“If the humans started it, maybe it’s because they feel threatened by the Polarians. That they are encroaching or something. If the Polarian started it, perhaps it’s because they feel left out and untrusted?”
Calvin knew Rain was only speculating, but it got him thinking. He had never bothered to involve Rez’nac or any Polarians in his intelligence meetings, or the decision-making process. Knowing the little he did of Rez’nac, he doubted the old Polarian commander minded. However some of the younger ones, including Rez’nac’s son, didn’t seem as committed to making things work smoothly with the humans. Calvin took a good look at the Polarian in the infirmary, who silently awaited Rez’nac’s arrival and punishment—whatever it was. This Polarian was undoubtedly one of the younger ones, as his blue skin was richer and more saturated with color than many of the others.
“I think I’m going to let the Polarians be more involved,” said Calvin, more to himself than to Rain. Perhaps if he invited Rez’nac to his intel meetings, and it was known that the Polarians had a say in what they chose to do, they would be less likely to feel enmity or participate in hostilities. “Thank you, Rain,” Calvin smiled at her.
She smiled back. “Sure thing.” Clearly unsure what he was thanking her for.



Chapter 17
 

Calvin stood on the bridge in casual clothes that the quartermaster had supplied. He had light jeans, flexible tactical boots—which concealed a holstered subcompact pistol—and wore a pullover hooded sweatshirt. The rest of the shore party was similarly dressed and was gathered at airlock three. Out of necessity, all of them were humans—except Tristan, who at least looked human. Calvin didn’t like leaving such a strong force of Polarians behind on the Nighthawk but there was no possible way the large aliens could blend into the crowds of Tybur.
Calvin would meet up with the team later. He wanted to remain on the bridge until the last possible moment, so he could command the capture operation. No one else aboard had more experience.
“We have arrived in Tybur System,” announced Sarah. The luminescent yellow star was barely visible out the window.
“There is a huge presence of military starships here,” said Shen. “The system is swollen with patrols.”
Calvin was not surprised. “Defense status, Miles?”
“The stealth system is running like a champ,” said Miles. “Should it fail, all the mounted guns are loaded and ready.”
“And the beam weapon?”
He was loath to have the beam weapon charged, it increased the chances of their being seen, however, Shen had adjusted the system to fire an adjusted particle beam that was meant to overload the target ship’s communications array. Or so Calvin had understood it. He doubted he’d intuited the science correctly but the overarching point was simple—target the array and fire. So long as the energy weapon was in effect, the other ship’s communication array would fail. Apparently this was a more sure bet than jamming transmitted frequencies like Calvin had first suggested.
“The beam weapon is ready,” said Miles. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if it doesn’t do anything at all. I’ll be ready to switch to something with some actual teeth if things get dicey.”
“It’ll work,” insisted Shen.
“Scan and analyze the local flight patterns and see how the Tybur authorities are directing traffic in and out of the system,” said Calvin to Shen. “Then identify the ideal place to ambush a solitary ship and send those coordinates to Sarah.”
“Already narrowed it down,” said Shen. “Sending the coordinates.”
“Got them,” said Sarah.
“Move us to that position,” said Calvin. “Then answer all stop.”
“Moving now. Accelerating to fifty-two thousand mc’s per second. ETA two minutes.”
“Miles, keep an eye on that stealth system. Make sure it’s powered and stable.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“Shen, keep checking our stealth integrity, see if you can identify any heat or energy leaks that would give us away.”
“Will do, so far so good.”
As the ship moved, the 3d display showed a dark volcanic planet with several tiny bases and ships orbiting around it—no larger than tiny specks. The Tybur colony was unlike any other colony in the galaxy because it existed on a planet that was totally inhospitable to life. The atmosphere was choked with extremely dense, deadly gases and there wasn’t so much as a microbe of bacteria that survived the harsh environment. The people lived in floating cantons, air-tight, climate-controlled cities that hovered in the sky and rode the air currents like balloons. The relatively lighter gases of oxygen and nitrogen that formed the human habitats allowed the cantons to bob up and down in the sky, far above the deadly surface.
None of the cantons were visible on the 3d display, but they had powerful beacons that could guide planetary shuttles to their various landing bays. The cantons floated independently of each other, and didn’t stay in any fixed place, and traffic between them was a delicate enterprise of shuttles constantly coming and going. Despite the inherent dangers, the Tyburian people had perfected the process—or so the Intel Wing spies on the planet reported. The Tyburian colony was often cited in articles as one of the most mind-blowing artificial creations of humanity, and Calvin had always wanted to see the marvelous airborne cantons with his own eyes. None of his previous missions in the DMZ had taken him here.
“Answering all stop,” said Sarah. “We’re in position.”
“Shen, keep an eye out for an appropriate target ship. Something that will be cleared to dock with the primary station, but doesn’t have enough crew to mount a protracted resistance to our boarding party.”
“Right, like we talked about. There are a few options. Though they seem to be travelling in groups of two or more.”
“Patience. Let’s get one by itself.”
“Aye, sir.”
The vast military presence in the system was impressive. The 3d display alone revealed over a dozen warships in some kind of patrol—and Calvin knew the Nighthawk’s scopes picked up dozens more. Most of which were more powerful and battle-hardened than the typical sentry ship. This was a dangerous part of the galaxy, saturated with raiders and very near Rotham space. These humans, who managed to survive without any assistance from the Empire for over a hundred years, and kept some of the most coveted resources in their possession, had done so through fierce measures and the development of an exceptionally lethal military.
“Here’s one,” said Shen. “Small freighter that’s just jumped into the system. It’s en route to dock with the primary station. Based on its current approach vector and speed, we have about six minutes.”
“Do it,” said Calvin.
“Intercept course plotted,” said Sarah. “We’ll be on top of the ship in a few seconds.”
“When we attach ourselves, they will be able to see us,” said Shen.
“Miles, is that beam ready?”
“Yep. I’ve targeted their comms array.”
“Fire, and sustain fire.”
“You got it. Beam is hot. They can’t talk to nobody now,” said Miles.
“Shen, confirm their comm system is disabled.”
“Confirmed.”
“Good. Sarah, move us on top of that ship and match their speed. When she’s in position, Shen, attach the seals.”
The seconds ticked by and Sarah, looking extremely flustered, forced the ship into a more aggressive set of maneuvers than expected. Eating away some of their precious time.
“What’s the delay?” asked Calvin.
“They’re going into an evasive maneuver,” said Sarah.
“They must have realized their communications are down and gotten suspicious,” said Shen. “Any moment their erratic flight pattern will be noticed by the system controllers and the military will go on alert.”
“Can you lock down their maneuver or do we have to abort?” asked Calvin.
“No, no, I got this,” said Sarah, biting her lip. “Come on...”
“Two Patrol ships have broken pattern and are on an intercept course. ETA Three minutes.”
“Looks like we won’t have time to move the captured crew onto the Nighthawk,” said Calvin, wondering how they could hide them. There must be a way...
“Got it!” said Sarah. “Seals and clamps are in place.”
“Execute,” said Calvin. He ran for the elevator. “Tell the shore party to begin capture operations. As soon as we’re clear, get the hell away from that ship. And whatever you do, stay stealthed! Summers has the deck.”
The elevator door closed and he punched the button for the lower floor.
 

***
 

“Clear! All hands aboard,” said a soldier as Calvin ran onto the Alliance ship. Once he was through the hatch, another soldier sealed it and sent word to the Nighthawk. Signaling them to pull away. Hopefully before the Alliance military ships spotted them.
“Take me to the bridge,” said Calvin. One of the soldiers led; they jogged through the long corridor that, no doubt, ran adjacent to the storage bay. As they ran, Calvin saw no signs of any resistance. True to his word, Pellew seemed to have taken the ship by swift surprise.
“We have control of the bridge,” Pellew’s voice crackled over the soldier’s radio.
“Let me see that,” said Calvin. The soldier handed him the radio. He pushed the transmit button. “What’s your status? Any casualties?”
“Negative. No casualties, all our people are safe. We have flight control and we’ve stabilized the ship’s flight path. But the Alliance warships demand an explanation for our erratic approach.”
“Tell them we experienced a systems failure,” said Calvin.
“Roger that.”
They reached the end of the hall. “The bridge is through that hatch and to the right,” said the soldier.
“Thank you.”
He followed the man’s instructions and arrived at the freighter’s surprisingly small bridge. Pellew was there, as was Tristan, and a soldier who had some minor flight training. There was also a man sitting on the floor, wrists ziptied together—Calvin guessed he was the ship’s captain.
“Welcome to the bridge,” said Pellew.
Calvin didn’t waste time greeting him and instead relieved the soldier at the helm and took the controls. He was nowhere near as skilled as Sarah, but he’d begun his career as a pilot and still knew a thing or two. “Did they buy our story?” he asked.
“Not sure,” said Pellew.
Calvin realized his console doubled as ops. He did a quick scan and noted that the two warships were still nearby, and had taken up escort positions.
“They’re going to make sure we get to the station safely,” said Pellew.
“What does that mean?” asked Calvin. “Did they believe us or not?”
“It could be standard procedure,” said Pellew. “I guess we’ll find out when we arrive.”
They received instructions from the patrolling Alliance warships and Calvin adjusted course accordingly. It put them into orbit around the planet while they awaited clearance to dock.
“I bet they’re checking out our story now,” said Calvin.
“I hope you submitted a flight-plan before you left,” said Calvin, now looking at the man who sat cross-legged on the floor, hands tied together. He wasn’t gagged but looked far too terrified to respond.
They were now in orbit and the immense, dark planet was visible out the window. From here it looked like a raging volcanic swirl of deadly dark clouds with temperatures hot enough to melt a person’s flesh right off his bones. Hard to imagine it was home to millions of people.
“I’ve explained to our new friend,” said Pellew, “what happens when we dock with that station. The authorities will ask him questions and he’ll vouch for each and every one of us. We are his hired crew. Isn’t that right?” Pellew looked down at their captive who shuddered.
“Yes,” he said, quivering a little. His anxiety was so obvious that Calvin feared it would give them away.
“Just... please... don’t sell me into slavery,” the man said, his voice trembling. His eyes went red and he burst into tears. “I want to see my family again!”
“Get it together,” said Pellew forcefully. The man shut up at once.
Calvin got up from his station and walked over to their captive. He drew a knife from where it had been concealed against his left calf. The captive looked horrified.
“What are you doing?” asked Pellew.
Calvin cut the man’s bonds then put the knife away. “We mean you no harm, I promise,” said Calvin. “And we’re not slavers,” he gave the man the most reassuring smile that he could. “We just need to get down to the cantons for a bit. You understand, right?”
The captive nodded.
“Is this really necessary?” snarled Tristan.
Calvin looked up at him. “Yes. It
is
necessary. Look at him, the poor man’s scared to death. What did you do to him?” Calvin looked at Pellew. “Where’s his crew?”
“Oh they’re gone,” said Pellew, folding his arms. “And if we didn’t need him, he’d be gone too.”
Calvin stood up, a dark feeling washed over him. “What do you mean?”
“That
bastard
flushed them out the airlock,” said the captive in a hoarse, grief-stricken voice.
“There wasn’t time to do anything else,” said Pellew.
“What?” Calvin felt rage and horror pour through him. He walked up to Pellew, shaking his head in disbelief. “You didn’t...” He could understand the necessity of killing enemy combatants, his own hands were stained with their blood. But not this. These were innocent civilians in the wrong place at the wrong time...
“It had to be done,” said Pellew.
Calvin was only inches away from him now. And, as he imagined the cruelty his own people had inflicted only minutes ago, he lost control. He took a swipe at Pellew, who caught the blow. Calvin threw his other hand into the mix and a short melee broke out. Calvin’s elbow caught Pellew in the nose—causing it to bleed, but the disciplined soldier, who was the better trained fighter, managed to restrain Calvin.
“Think about it!” said Pellew. “There wasn’t time to move them onto the Nighthawk. If we’d tried, the Nighthawk would have been lost and everyone inside it would be dead.”
“We could have hidden the captives on this ship,” said Calvin.
“No we couldn’t,” said Pellew. “Don’t you know they’ll search our ship once we land? There’s nowhere we could put them where they’d be hidden. This isn’t the Nighthawk with loads of secret compartments. It’s just a basic freighter.”
Calvin knew that was true. The ship would probably be turned upside when they docked—if they were ever cleared to dock—and any captives would be discovered. Still... Calvin couldn’t get past the sickness of what they’d just done. Did the ends really justify the means? Was it so urgent that they reach Tybur that others had to be killed to pay the price? He felt weak and his muscles slackened. Pellew released him and firmly pushed him away.
Calvin stumbled a little, but stayed on his feet. He wasn’t sure what to say and ended up just shaking his head.
“He’s right, you know,” said Tristan. “There was no other way.”
Calvin couldn’t believe that. Even if it was true. He couldn’t accept it. If he did… if he could sacrifice innocent lives so callously and easily for some kind of greater good that he got to decide, he would have lost a precious part of his humanity.
“In any case, it’s done now,” said Pellew. “No changing that. Now can we proceed with the mission?”
Calvin nodded. All he could do now was try to make the sacrifice of the civilians as meaningful as possible. There was no point in scrubbing the mission now. At least Calvin’s unexpected display of compassion had seemed to have a positive effect on their last surviving captive. The ship’s captain had calmed down and seemed to trust Calvin.
“We won’t hurt you,” said Calvin. “I
won’t
let them hurt you. Just, please help us.”
The captive nodded.
A beep indicated an incoming message. Pellew walked over to the control and accepted it. Like most ship-to-ship communications in the Alliance, it was audio only.
“Freighter AT-101, you are cleared to approach Primary Station, docking bay four.”
“Understood,” replied Pellew. Then he looked at Calvin. “Are we good?”
“No,” said Calvin, still overwhelmingly appalled by what had happened. “But we’ll have to be.”
 

***
 

When they docked, they were instructed to proceed to a customs checkpoint. With weapons concealed, Calvin, Pellew, Tristan, and three similarly disguised special forces officers walked alongside their captive. Ready for anything.
At the checkpoint they were notified that the freighter would be searched and its computer logs would be downloaded. Calvin was hopeful that nothing suspicious would be found.
Tybur was an information-controlled state with a severe totalitarian regime. The government officials, and its military, had seemingly limitless authority, and citizens of the Alliance had learned that that was normal. They believed that their homes were constantly threatened, and exaggerated rumors of impending aggressiveness against the Alliance by the Empire, the Rotham Republic, and pirate raiders kept the populace in a heightened state of panic. Calvin had read reports from Intel Wing personnel who had infiltrated Tybur; it amazed him how skewed the public narrative was here.
Of course the greatest irony of all was that the Alliance had originally refused to join the Empire, back when the independent human colonies were falling prey to stronger civilizations, because they feared that the executive leadership that came with the Empire was too extreme. Too much consolidation of power. Now, though, a hundred years later, the Alliance was ruled by “The President” who was effectively a dictator for life, and any sense of representative government had long ago disappeared. Tyburian history books didn’t even acknowledge it had ever existed. And, just like the rest of humanity had learned when it formed the Empire, Tybur learned it was impossible to survive in this dangerous galaxy without strong executive leadership of some kind—for better or worse.
“Checks out. You may proceed to the shuttlebay,” said one of the military police. He directed Calvin away from the desk and down the long corridor.
Because Calvin and his men had been identified as the merchant’s armed guards, they’d been allowed to carry their concealed weapons through security without raising suspicion. They’d had to produce special permits for this, but the Nighthawk’s quartermaster had been able to forge the appropriate documentation. Allowing them to both appear as legitimate citizens and possess firearms. There was a downside, however. The identities they used were ones carefully designed by Intel Wing and placed into the Alliance’s database for future missions. As a result, they fooled the Alliance nicely, but the identities were no doubt flagged by Intel Wing operatives, and it was possible—even likely—that current Intel Wing agents on Tybur would notice these names on their arrival manifest, and could then communicate to Intel Wing that something suspicious was going on. Nimoux would no doubt deduce that Calvin and the Nighthawk had come to Tybur. Which meant time was of the essence!
Calvin met up with the others in the shuttlebay where they paid for a two-way ticket down to the planet. Here they parted ways with their captive. Pellew wanted to kill or incapacitate him, depriving him of the chance to blow the whistle on them, but Calvin decided to be more merciful. Believing that fear would prove sufficient. He ordered the captive to remain on the station, near the freighter, and wait for them. If he did not comply, or if he betrayed Calvin, the captive was made to believe that operatives were standing by to assassinate his family. A total lie, of course, but one that Calvin made convincing. And the captive seemed swayed. Pellew looked uncomfortable with this plan but managed to hold his tongue.
Tristan said they could find the Key—which apparently was necessary for contacting the Enclave—by going to the Waeju Canton. So that was their destination. A shuttle went there every fifteen minutes. They made sure to catch the next one.
Calvin wanted to ask Tristan several questions about what to expect once they got there, what “the Key” was specifically, and how Tristan knew so much about the Enclave. But, because they were crammed into a public compartment with dozens of other passengers, Calvin decided not to bring it up. His group apparently thought the same thing, and they avoided chitchat during the twenty-minute descent.
To pass the time, Calvin stared out the window next to him and took in the view. Soon, dark opaque clouds surrounded them, and he couldn’t see much of anything. It was strangely foreboding, almost terrifying, being swallowed by the poisonous clouds. And, as they moved through pockets of super dense gas, Calvin thought of the Remorii awaiting them. The same sick kind of creatures that had filled the Trinity with screams. Their gaunt, blood-lusting faces haunted his memory. He wondered if the fate that had taken Christine was all that awaited them on the cantons of Tybur.
“Could we be walking into a trap?” Calvin leaned over and whispered to Tristan.
Tristan looked at him. “Don’t worry. We’ll be safe. As long as you’re coming with us.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Calvin liked to think he was a decent shot with a pistol and had enough street-wisdom to keep himself alive on a hostile Set. But several of the others going with them, including Tristan himself, were more useful in a tight spot than Calvin. So he could hardly be expected to protect the others against the likes of type two Remorii.
The shuttle jerked, blown sideways by some powerful turbulence. Calvin felt a rush of adrenaline. Spending so much time in space with functioning gravitational systems, he’d forgotten what inertial forces could feel like during aggressive flight maneuvers. It reminded him of the old days, when he’d trained as a pilot.
“Sorry about that folks,” said the shuttle captain over the comm system. “Just some minor turbulence. Everything is under control. We’ll be arriving at our destination momentarily.”
The shuttle pitched back to port—presumably back on course—and continued its descent.
Calvin looked back at Tristan, expecting an answer to his question. But the lycan wasn’t forthcoming. And instead struck up a conversation with one of the other passengers about the local goings-on. Calvin looked back out the window and allowed himself to be mesmerized by the swirling dark clouds. He tried to imagine what life would be like had he grown up in this strange civilization. He doubted he would have liked it, even if ignorance was bliss.
 

***
 

Sadly, the Waeju Canton never became visible out the window. Even in the patches of lighter gases that the shuttle flew through, visibility was less than a kilometer before being blocked by more dark clouds. He kept hoping to catch a glimpse of the floating metal city, think it must be a truly curious sight, but he never saw it. His first view of the canton was from inside the shuttlebay.
Damn.
As they followed the other passengers out, the group was rapidly guided into another line where they went through another security check. Fortunately their fake ID’s proved as effective here as they had on the primary station, so they were eventually allowed into the city proper.
“Okay, follow me,” said Tristan.
They did.
“How do you know so much about the Enclave? I thought your people hated them,” said Calvin. “And how do you know so much about Tybur?” He could only guess at how Tristan had managed to infiltrate Tybur’s security in the past—and clearly he’d been here before.
“Are you a religious man?” asked Tristan, deflecting the question.
“No,” said Calvin.
“Neither am I,” admitted Tristan, “but I do follow the one great commandment.”
“And what is that? Love thy neighbor? Do unto others as you would want done unto you?”
“No, of course not,” said Tristan. They silenced themselves as they walked past a group of policemen on patrol. Once they were out of earshot Calvin resumed his questioning.
“Then what is it?”
Tristan shot him a devious smile. “Know thy enemy.”
The canton was a series of smaller and smaller rings that eventually culminated in a circular center. The rings were either rounded corridors or else they’d been split into rooms which varied tremendously in size. The outermost rings seemed to serve administrative and commercial functions, and the inner rings housed the citizens. One of the rings was entirely devoted to growing food in lush greenhouses that also aided the oxygen scrubbers in providing breathable, lightweight air. At the very center, according to Tristan, there was both a power reactor and an artificial gravity system—so the citizens wouldn’t be subject to the buffetings of the intense air currents that buoyed their canton in the sky. Military presence and state police seemed distributed throughout all levels of the canton. And, aside from the outermost ring, there were no windows.
“Where is this Key?” asked Pellew.
“And
what
is it?” added Calvin.
“We’re almost there,” said Tristan. He led them into one of the larger chambers, which, despite its metal walls, felt surprisingly open and aesthetically pleasing. It was the only place on the canton, so far, that hadn’t made Calvin feel like a caged animal.
“What is this place?” asked Pellew.
They collectively marveled at the artistic displays that covered the walls, and were set up throughout the room. A few token patches of citizens wandered around, looking over the displays, and police patrolled in groups of two.
“This is the public park,” said Tristan.
It wasn’t like any park that Calvin had ever seen. There were no plants, nor open fields. Nothing was green or alive. And yet, despite the cold deadness of the place, it was still beautiful and serene. A tribute to art and technology. The only place where culture was allowed to flourish in this information-controlled dystopia. Although, as he looked over several of the displays: paintings, murals, sculptures, and so on, they were admittedly limited in theme. Even here, self-expression was kept in check.
“Okay...” said Calvin. “What are we doing here?”
“Finding the Key.”
Tristan led them to the far side of the chamber and told them to disperse. He then approached a marble fountain, alone. Calvin watched him as best he could, while trying to look natural—feigning interest in some other display. Tristan approached the water fountain, which sprayed water up into a pool. Calvin could hear the rush of it as it cycled.
Tristan dropped something into the fountain. Three things actually. They looked like bits of metal. Local currency perhaps? Calvin couldn’t tell. Metal currency seemed so antiquated, but he knew some civilizations still preferred to keep it in use—for whatever reason.
They waited. Calvin moved to a different display, still keeping Tristan in sight as well as possible. Tristan sat down on the rim of the fountain and pressed his face in his hands, as if in deep thought.
A patrol of two policemen passed by, they took a look at Tristan, apparently assessing his threat level, then continued on.
After they were gone, one of the civilians wandered up to Tristan and began a conversation with him. Calvin couldn’t hear what was being said. It was brief, though. There was an exchange of words. Tristan pointed to Calvin—for some reason, and instinctively Calvin tried to look like he wasn’t watching them—then something changed hands. The man walked off one way and Tristan went the other.
Calvin decided that now was as good a time as any to meet back up with Tristan, so he caught up to him—without looking like he was in a hurry.
“I’ve got the Key,” said Tristan. “It will let us reach the Enclave.”
“Is it a physical key?” asked Calvin.
The others spotted Calvin and Tristan together and seemed to take that as a sign to regroup.
“No, it’s a pass phrase. One that changes every day. No one gets in without knowing it.”
Tristan led them out of the park and to another ring that was even closer to the center. He took them to a storage unit, which he was able to unlock by entering a command code, and they went inside.
It was brightly lit, like every other room in the canton had been. Tristan led them to the far corner of the room and opened a secret hatch which had been camouflaged perfectly into the floor. They climbed down a short metal ladder and reached a tiny landing. There were no lights down here.
Tristan was the last one down, and after he closed the hatch above them, they were in total darkness. Pellew withdrew a small tactical light and turned it on. He pointed it down what looked like an endless dark crawlspace.
“This way?” asked Pellew. Other than the way they came in, it was the only way to go.
“I’ll go first,” said Tristan. “I hope no one is claustrophobic.”
 

***
 

“Look at this,” said Dae-Hyun. The younger core collector looked suddenly excited.
“What is it?” asked Mi-Cha, walking over to see what Dae-Hyun was looking at on his tablet computer. It had been a quiet day at the Intel Wing safehouse, and they were knee deep in an investigation tracking recent weapons movements inside the Alliance. Mi-Cha had been busy reviewing some intelligence she’d collected, separating the useful one percent of it from the worthless ninety-nine. It was hard to focus with constant interruptions. Especially since Dae-Hyun had a bad habit of getting overly excited about what almost always turned out to be nothing.
“Look, do you see it?”
Mi-Cha scanned over what appeared to be a government arrival manifest from one of the shuttles. “No, what is it?”
“The computer flagged this report because it recognized these names.”
She realized at once that this discovery was not nothing. This time Dae-Hyun had found something big. “Well how about that...” said Mi-Cha.
The manifest clearly listed six highlighted names, the computer tagged them with the code EC. They were fake names. Manufactured identities that Intel Wing had worked hard to put in place inside the Alliance citizen database for use in future operations. Now, suddenly, these names had faces attached to them. But who were they really?
“Could these be new Intel Wing agents?” asked Mi-Cha.
“If so, I wasn’t notified,” said Dae-Hyun. “According to my records, those names haven’t been put into use yet.”
Mi-Cha nodded. “We’d better check this out. I’ll feel around and find out where this group is going. I’m thinking either customs official Kyung-Sune or T’voram from the Enclave will be able to keep tabs on this group—if it isn’t already under surveillance. In the meantime I want you to forward this information to Intel Wing as soon as you get a clear communication window. Send them the photos, the names, the arrival time, the name of the shuttle they docked from, what ship they arrived on... send them everything.”
***
 

The dark crawlspace made Calvin extremely uncomfortable. He’d never admitted it to anyone before, but he was claustrophobic and the thought of being surrounded by people in such a tiny, confined space, threw his mind into a state of intense panic. Given the choice, he would’ve rather had a bath full of spiders, or be forced to stare down over the edge of a mile-high skyscraper, or even give a public speech before the entire Empire. Really, just about anything seemed preferable to this. Miraculously, though, he forced his way through it and, after what seemed like hours, the tiny tunnel opened up into a small utility room. There were a few pipes, gauges, and knobs, but all of them looked fallen into disrepair and disuse. It was hard to get a very good look at things with Pellew’s compact torch as their only source of light.
Calvin was surprised they could all breathe as easily as they did. And decided that the entire canton probably had oxygen circulating through it at all times to help maintain its relative lightness compared to the extremely dense atmosphere.
“Now what?” asked Pellew. They were at an apparent dead end.
“We use the Key,” said Tristan. He walked close to one of the walls and spoke what Calvin could only guess was the pass phrase. The only other possibility being a sudden capitulation to insanity. “Is there no peace for a wandering one?”
Calvin guessed there was a hidden microphone. He made sure to remain closest to the crawlspace opening, if it turned out they had to go back the way they’d come, he wanted to be the first out. He’d had enough feeling of entrapment to last him a lifetime. He imagined he was locked in a coffin six feet underground, scratching uselessly at the top of it. Waiting to asphyxiate… the thought gave him chills.
“I said—is there no peace for a wandering one?” repeated Tristan.
Nothing.
“Well?” asked Pellew.
Tristan looked genuinely frustrated. He repeated himself a third time, much louder than the previous two.
They heard a click. Pellew shined his light in its direction, and they saw a secret door open up.
“Enter swiftly,” a deep, passionless voice said.
“Come on,” said Tristan. He went first; the others followed. Calvin brought up the rear. Once he was inside, the secret door closed and sealed it shut.
“Where are we?” asked Calvin. They stood in a black room, it was no brighter than where they’d come from. Apparently the strigoi didn’t rely on visible light the same way humans did. Either that or they preferred the darkness.
Pellew shined his light around. By all appearances the room wasn’t very large, and was interconnected with two doors on every wall. Like the mouth of a long maze. Its décor was a curious mix of savagery and sophistication. Beautiful art splashed the walls with vibrant designs that showed a flare of passion that seemed almost human, and yet the favorite medium seemed to be blood. There were artifacts, and ancient books, and finely crafted sculptures—made from human bones, as well as skulls and scratch marks. Trails of dried blood where bodies had been dragged. To Calvin it felt like a catacomb. A potent, haunted mood stalked them as they went farther. There were other figures nearby, dressed in clothes like people, but they did not hold themselves like people. As Pellew’s light bounced off their eyes, they seemed to glow—almost like cats’ eyes—and sharp, developed teeth protruded from their mouths.
Calvin shuddered. Flashes of the Trinity flew through his mind and he was momentarily ushered back into the darkest horror of his past. These were the slaughterers of men. The blood-thirsty, ruthless, compassionless killers that had slain almost everyone on the Trinity, including his beloved Christine. Gruesomely transforming many of the unsuspecting humans into depraved creatures of darkness. He felt the urge to draw his weapon and open fire on these…
monsters, but he restrained himself. He’d known he was coming here. He’d known he’d be again face-to-face with the strigoi. But he’d still failed to adequately prepare himself for the resurgence of feelings that ripped through him like a fierce winter storm.
“Why do you come here?” asked the deep voiced creature nearest them. Pellew shined the light on the speaker, he stood about a meter away, was tall, thin—though toned—and his eyes were deep amber.
“We’re here to see Savetnik,” said Tristan.
The strigoi addressing them hissed. It was a foul, almost screech-like sound. Calvin nearly covered his ears.
“It is
you, Najamnik!” he said, clearly recognizing Tristan now. “You are not welcome here.” He said something else, which Calvin understood as some other, non-human language—probably the strigoi’s native language—and several other strigoi advanced. Surrounding them. Pellew shined his light from one to the next, no doubt counting their numbers and doing a tactical analysis in his head.
“Listen to me,” said Tristan. His eyes began to glow red, lighting up a little of the darkness, and his muscles swelled. “We are not here for the Ratni! We are here as guests.”
The strigoi hissed again, apparently unimpressed. He and the others closed in some and Tristan tensed, crouching down as if preparing to strike. Calvin felt a surge of adrenaline and he drew his weapons, Pellew and the three other soldiers did the same. Though Calvin’s baser instinct was to fight, his memories reminded him that it would be a futile endeavor, the strigoi would slaughter them like animals. Unleashed strigoi were a true fury. One that had painted the Trinity’s walls red. If four hundred men and women hadn’t been enough to stop the strigoi, what chance did a mere six have?
“Do you not recognize him?” asked Tristan, jerking his head in Calvin’s direction. “Look at him.
Smell
him.”
The strigoi seemed surprised. “Can it be?”
“What the hell do I have to do with anything?” asked Calvin. He was ignored.
“Yes, this one is the same,” said another strigoi. Pellew shined his light on him. He was shorter than the apparent leader, and even thinner, but his sharp teeth and taught muscles still seemed every ounce as vicious.
“You are right,” said the first strigoi.
“And we must see Savetnik,” said Tristan, relaxing some.
“Yes, I suppose he would like that,” replied the first strigoi.
“No, let’s be rid of them,” said the second strigoi. “They are a threat.”
“And Savetnik?”
“He would not have to know.”
“But he
would
know,” said the first strigoi.
Calvin was unsure whether they were about to get what they asked for, or be pounced on. He chambered the pistol, as quietly as possible, just in case.
A heated disagreement erupted between the different strigoi, all of whom seemed to have an opinion. Calvin had no idea what was being said. Their language, which was strangely beautiful, despite its sharpness, was a total mystery to him. He only hoped Tristan could follow it.
“I am
the First!” said the taller strigoi, who had originally spoken to the newcomers. “I will not go against Savetnik’s wishes in this matter. And neither will you. We shall let
him
decide.” The First didn’t speak loudly, but his deep voice was commanding, and the other strigoi seemed to get the point. The First was the alpha, and the others were obliged to accept his decision. Though, from the brief glimpse Calvin got of him when Pellew moved the light, Calvin guessed the second strigoi was displeased—as were a few others. But they all fell into line.
“Yes.
You
are the First,” said the second. “They must be taken to Savetnik, as you wish.”
“That is wise,” said the First. He then addressed Calvin’s party once again. “Follow me, unclean ones. Touch nothing. And do not fall behind. Stay close. If you go any other way, you will die. And no one you know will ever find you.”
***
 

The feeling that the strigoi lair was a haunted catacomb only increased as they wandered the twisted path, following the First blindly in the darkness.
Calvin caught glimpses of things every now and then, as Pellew’s light shined on them, but the sights only added to the creepiness of the whole experience. The walls were painted in tapestries of blood. And signs of death, including human skeletons, were arranged artistically, almost elegantly.
They passed many other strigoi along the way, most of whom were asleep. Or meditating. Or something. If they were curious about the newcomers, or noticed them, they showed no sign. Perhaps because they weren’t conscious. Or perhaps because they dared not challenge the First.
Part of Calvin was intrigued by the apparent social structure of the Enclave. He’d always heard that the strigoi, and really all of the Remorii, were purely feral, wild, savage animals that were creatures of pure instinct. But they seemed to have a genuine order here, almost a civilization—though Calvin hesitated to use that word to describe them. What he remembered of them was ferocious bloodlust, not civility.
Eventually they reached a chamber. A sliver of light leaked out from under the crack in the door.
The First knocked.
“What is it?” a muffled voice asked.
“Savetnik. There are some unclean ones who would see you. If you will let them,” said the First.
“Be right with you,” said the muffled voice. It had a pleasant tone, perhaps even human.
The First looked not to Tristan but to Calvin. As if he somehow knew that Calvin was the group’s leader. “You may enter. And when you wish to leave—should Savetnik wish to allow you to leave—you may call upon me. I will wait here.”
“Thanks,” said Calvin, not sure what to say. He relaxed his grip on his pistol, which he still held, and waited.



Chapter 18
 

“What business do you have with the Khans?”
“Look at this photograph; you see this man?”
“Yes. What of it?—And get to the point swiftly;
time is money.”
“We do not wish
him, or any of the others with him, to leave Tybur alive.”
“Yes, that is a service we sometimes provide. Tell me, how has he wronged you?”
“What does it matter?”
“It affects the price. Tell me or we have no contract to discuss.”
“He knows of the Enclave, that is enough. He and his friends must be eliminated. How else can we protect our existence?”
“Fair enough. How many
bodybags
will we need?”
“There are six who must disappear.”
“Six? Very well, I am writing my offer on this paper. When I hand it to you, either accept or decline. We do not negotiate. Is that understood?”
“Yes.”
“Here is my offer.”
“That is very expensive, but I understand. It is only fair.”
“I’m glad you think so.”
“I will pay half that amount again if you keep this deed from being found out.”
“Intriguing... who are you afraid of learning of this?”
“Savetnik. He must never know about this meeting, about the killing, about any of it.”
“Savetnik is extremely well-informed. It will be hard to keep such a secret from him. I will agree to no less than double your offer. And you must tell me why Savetnik would concern himself with this...
individual.”
“His name is Calvin and he is... cut of the same fabric as Savetnik. If you get my meaning.”
“Calvin Cross?”
“Yes. That is his name.”
“Calvin Cross is here on Tybur?”
“Yes. Why is that surprising?”
“It isn’t surprising, it’s serendipitous. We have a mutual acquaintance who owes us much. If Calvin is here, then
he
is here also.”
“I don’t care about your other business with Calvin and those who remain in his tainted company. I simply want assurance that none of them will leave Tybur alive.”
“You have my word.”
“I want your word, and I want to send someone with you. To make certain the deed is done.”
“That is acceptable. As soon as you pay me, we have a deal.”
“Half now and half on completion.”
“No, all of it now. That is how we work. If you don’t like it, go elsewhere.”
“Very well. But you’d better be able to live up to your end.”
“Rest assured, my friend. Calvin and the five fools travelling with him will be dead by night cycle.”
 

***
 

“What is taking so long?” asked Calvin, deciding whether or not he should knock again. He guessed it had been ten minutes.
“At least the bastards haven’t decided to suck our blood,” said Pellew.
“They don’t really suck blood,” said Calvin. “They rip into you with their teeth and partially devour you. If you’re lucky, the injury will be severe enough that you die. If not, you’d better hope your body rejects the toxins they put inside you.”
“Wouldn’t that kill you?” asked Pellew.
“Oh yes,” said Calvin. “Which is a far better fate.” He thought of his old mentor, the man who’d been the Trinity’s executive officer, the same man who’d gotten Calvin assigned to the Trinity in the first place. How vile he had been after his transformation. Savage, feral, contorted, and dead inside. Calvin shuddered at the memory.
“Actually they do suck your blood,” said Tristan. “If they want to.”
Calvin looked at him in disbelief. That sounded a little too close to the ancient vampire folklore—which the strigoi had been colloquially named after—to be real. “How could sucking blood confer any kind of survival benefit?”
“Some bats live off of blood as their primary food source,” said Tristan.
“Plus maybe you’re thinking about it the wrong way, Calvin,” said Pellew. “The Remorii aren’t the result of natural selection, they were designed. A science experiment gone horribly wrong.” He looked at Tristan. “No offense.”
“None taken, the type two Remorii did go horribly wrong. And they’ve stayed that way. But Calvin is at least partially right in this case. The strigoi don’t feast on blood because they have to. They do it because they enjoy it. Even though pathogens commonly found in blood can make them sick. It’s an acquired taste, a hallmark of the fiercest strigoi.”
Calvin shook his head. “That’s disgusting.”
They waited another minute or two and finally Calvin gave way to his impatience and knocked on the door again.
No answer.
“Well this is stupid,” said Calvin.
“Do you think we should just go in?” asked Pellew.
“Out of the way,” said Tristan. He pushed past Calvin and threw the door aside. “I’m tired of waiting.”
They followed him into what looked like a small apartment. There were various conveniences, appliances, and furniture. Calvin had to squint, since his eyes had become so accustomed to the darkness.
“Oh good god,” said Tristan.
“What is it?” Calvin moved around Tristan to see what he was looking at. He froze up at the sight, his whole body stiffened. His mind spun circles—almost unable to process what he was seeing.
A man was passed out on the floor. He looked about fifty years old and some of his light hair had gone white—almost like highlights. Stress wrinkles creased his face and he was a bit over-weight. Other than those differences, it was like looking in a mirror.
“Dad?” whispered Calvin. A flurry of mixed emotions flew through him. Concern and eagerness buried under a mountain of resentment and an ocean of surprise.
Pellew ran to the man on the floor and immediately checked his vitals and began rendering first aid. “He’s alive but his pulse is extremely weak,” said Pellew. “Go get help!”
Calvin just stood there. Staring down at the man who had abandoned him and his mother and dropped off the edge of the universe so many years ago. All the empty gestures and broken promises...
“Calvin,
go
and get help, Tristan get—”
“There’s no need,” said Tristan. He walked over to the table the man had presumably been sitting at when he collapsed. He picked up a syringe that lay on its surface and, after moving Pellew out of the way, administered the shot.
Calvin blinked. Could it be?
“What did you do?” asked Pellew. “What did you just inject him with?”
“This is a drug manufactured by the Khans that the strigoi have a fondness for,” said Tristan. “Once a person’s body has gotten used to it, it can’t live without it. The heart shuts down. It’s an excellent means of control.”
There he was. Samil Cross. The man who had walked out all those years ago. The man who’d dragged him off to Aleator and all sorts of other places a child shouldn’t go. The man who’d broken his mother’s heart... and it turned out he too was chemically dependent. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Calvin supposed. In this painful, and wrenchingly confusing, image of his father lying broken before him—a man Calvin had believed long dead and gone from his life—he caught a glimpse of his own future. Would equarius do this to him, in the end?
“What the hell’s wrong with you, Calvin?” asked Pellew.
With a blink, he snapped out of it. Like awaking from a trance. “I’m sorry,” said Calvin. “I just didn’t expect—”
“What?”
“Nevermind.”
“No, say it,” insisted Pellew. He stood up and walked over to Calvin, actual concern in his eyes. “Are you alright?” As if the fight they’d had on the freighter was a thing of the distant, irrelevant past.
“Isn’t it obvious?” said Tristan. “Calvin clearly didn’t expect to find his father here.” Samil Cross was now waking and Tristan assisted in propping him up.
“But
you
knew...” said Calvin, slowly putting together some of the pieces. “You knew that my father was here, that’s why you said it would be safe for us because I was coming along. That’s why you pointed me out to the sentinel who gave you the Key, and to the First.”
“Are you alright, Savetnik?” asked Tristan.
Samil coughed and opened his eyes. He sat up and hit his chest a few times, then cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said hoarsely. “Yes I think I’m fine. Help me up.”
Tristan helped Samil to his feet. Once standing, he looked up and spotted Calvin. His face brightened and he smiled. Calvin didn’t. Neither looked away.
“My dear boy...” said Samil.
Calvin folded his arms. Not sure what to say; he held his tongue.
“Come now,” Samil opened his arms. “Give your old man a hug. It’s been ages!”
Calvin didn’t budge, nor did he open his arms. When it was clear he wasn’t coming, Samil relented and lowered his arms. “I suppose I don’t blame you. I wasn’t always the best father.”
Calvin’s eyes narrowed. What a profound understatement. While his father had never physically beaten him or his mother, he had deeply wounded them emotionally. His disappearance made Calvin’s mother cry for weeks on end, and she never quite came to terms with his absence. Calvin would never forgive his father for that.
“Still, I’m so glad to see you. How did you find me?”
“I’m not here for you,” said Calvin icily. “I’m here to see Savetnik.”
“That
is
me.”
“I know. But I need you to understand that this meeting is professional. We have some questions for you that you will answer, outside of them, you and I have nothing to discuss. Is that clear?”
“Crystal... son,” said Samil, a touch of sorrow in his voice.
“Good. Now, have you heard of the Arcane Storm?”
He looked at Calvin shrewdly. Then glanced at Tristan. “Close the door.” Calvin doubted the thin wooden door would really prevent the keen ears of a strigoi from eavesdropping, if one was near. But he humored Samil anyway and nodded for Tristan to shut the door. Once it was closed Samil answered Calvin’s question. “Yes, it’s a ship. What about it?”
Calvin raised an eyebrow. “I think you know why it’s of interest to us. But I’ll humor you this once. The ship disappeared and we believe it is carrying isotome weapons which can destroy stars. That’s why it’s of interest to us. Last we heard, the Enclave had possession of the ship. Know anything about that?”
Calvin watched his father’s facial expressions very carefully. In many ways it was an older version of his own face, so he was sure he could spot the tell-tale signs of insincerity.
“Yes, the ship was in the possession of the Enclave,” said Samil. “And it
is
carrying isotome weapons. That is true. But I don’t think they can actually destroy stars—surely that must be an exaggeration.”
“They can,” said Calvin flatly. “Who is in possession of the ship? And what do you know about the weapons?”
“You realize that by telling you any of this, I’m putting my own life in danger,” said Samil.
Calvin’s eyes narrowed. So typical, only concerned about himself. From what Calvin could tell, his father had lived his entire life—and made and lost his fortunes—by watching his back, making sure he got paid, and collecting favors from others. Motivated by pure self-interest, and nothing more. “I think you owe me this much,
Father.”
Samil seemed to think about it. “Alright. Just so long as you understand that I’m doing this for
you. I’m putting my ass on the line here and I don’t have to. I’m not even asking to be paid or rewarded for it, so please… at least consider having some gratitude.”
Calvin balked. “Gratitude?
Really?
That depends on the quality of your information. Now tell us what you know!”
“The ship was lent to a woman from Titan Three. She’s from some group called the Phoenix Ring.”
“What do you know about the Phoenix Ring?”
“Just that they seem pretty well-connected and have their fingers in almost every pie. That’s all I know.”
“What’s the woman’s name?”
“I don’t know. But I can describe her. She’s young, maybe a little over thirty years old, blond hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. She’s thin too, maybe even a little too thin, and she’s got a deep voice for a woman. I only met her once and we didn’t speak much.”
“She sounds human.”
“She is.”
“Even though Titan Three is a Polarian system?”
“That’s right. I don’t know if she’s originally from there, but that’s where she would take the isotome after the Enclave gave it to her.”
“Wait. The Enclave gave her the isotome? Are you telling me the Enclave is responsible for mining the isotome from the Xenobe Nebula Region?”
“Yes, that’s right. The Enclave figured out how to extract it and, with the help of this woman, they were able to weaponize it. She’s a scientist of some kind and it’s all based on her theoretical work. The Enclave would mine the isotome, transfer it to her, she’d take it away to some secret plant on Titan Three—and there manufacture the isotome into weapons. She’d then sell the weapons back to the Enclave.”
“So the enclave has the weapons?”
“Yes,” said Samil. “For a little while longer.”
“Where are they? We have to destroy them,” said Calvin.
“That will be a lot easier said than done. Right now they are hidden away—somewhere extremely dangerous to go—awaiting sale to the Rotham Republic.”
“Why? What do they get out of it?”
“There are those in the Republic that wish to change the balance of power in the galaxy.”
“No, I mean why is the Enclave selling the weapons to the Rotham Republic? What do they get out of it?”
“Recognition, among other things,” said Samil. “The Enclave is tired of living in secret, and being treated like an ostracized disease in a galaxy unwilling to accept them. The Rotham government is prepared to offer them a home, public acknowledgement, all the food they could eat, money, ships, and most precious of all... citizenship.”
“I assume by food you mean—”
“Live prisoners, yeah,” said Samil.
“We
have
to stop them,” said Calvin. If those weapons fell into the hands of the Rotham Republic… it would undoubtedly lead to the most severe war the galaxy had ever seen, and possibly the extinction of the human species. “You have to help us.”
“There’s nothing I can do,” said Samil with an earnest shrug. “Other than tell you what I know. And hope the others never learn that I’ve betrayed their confidence.”
“You’re
Savetnik, whatever the hell that means,” said Calvin. “Aren’t you some kind of leader or something? They seem to value what you think of them.”
“Savetnik is more like a guide, friend, and counselor than a leader. I live here with these night creatures in a kind of symbiosis, not because I really like them, or fit in. I stay informed, I get them things, share information, and so on. And they give me a safe place to live and see to my other needs as well.” He glanced down at the syringe. “But I do not lead them.”
Calvin was sure there was more to the story. The strigoi who’d called himself the First seemed pretty bent on remaining in Savetnik’s favor. “Then how do you know so much about the Arcane Storm and the isotome?”
“The Enclave used me to arrange the meeting.”
“I see,” said Calvin, still believing his father had more influence in the Enclave than he was admitting. “If you won’t help us, then at least tell us where the weapons are, so we can destroy them.”
“The weapons are stockpiled on the surface of Remus Nine—that’s where the sale is going down. As you must know, it’s a system that’s been removed from almost every star chart—”
“And surrounded by a mine field. It’s the birthplace of the Remorii, yes I know,” said Calvin. “I also know where it is.”
“But knowing where it is doesn’t give you even the tiniest sense of the danger that is on the planet’s surface,” said Samil with strong emphasis.
“That’s alright,” said Calvin, “we don’t have to go down to the surface. We’ll wait for the buyer to arrive and the trade to happen, we’ll ambush the buyer on his way out and seize the cargo.”
“I don’t think so,” said Samil. “The buyer is sending a fleet of Rotham warships there to make sure the cargo is secured and safely taken back to Republic space.”
“A fleet that close to the Empire runs the risk of being spotted,” said Pellew.
“Yes, but they don’t dare risk losing the weapon. Or letting it fall into Imperial hands,” said Samil. “Besides, once they have the weapon, what will it matter if the Empire detects them violating the treaty? They will have a weapon that can darken stars and freeze planets.”
“The weapon can destroy stars,” said Calvin. “And wipeout whole systems.”
“So you claim.”
“How large is this fleet?” demanded Calvin.
“Thirty warships.”
“Wow,” said Pellew.
Samil was right. Engaging a fleet like that was completely out of the question. “Alright then we’ll have to go down onto the surface. Where on the planet are the weapons being stored?”
“Going onto the surface is committing suicide,” said Samil.
“He’s right,” said Tristan. “The whole planet is covered in type one Remorii. They’re everywhere.”
Calvin had heard almost nothing about type one Remorii. “It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” he said. “I don’t see another option.” He considered alerting Intel Wing, hoping that he got through to someone who was still loyal to the Empire, and who could dispatch a fleet to come to their aid. But the odds of coming up with a force able to contend with the Rotham fleet, and getting them into position in time, and not tipping off the Phoenix Ring in the process, seemed astronomically small. The last thing he wanted was to spook the seller into moving the stockpile somewhere else, somewhere he might never find.
“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” said Samil. “But if you
are
hell bent on going to the planet’s surface, there is one thing you can use to your advantage. The buyer is sending someone down to the surface to inspect the weapons stockpile and finish negotiations with the Enclave.”
“What’s his name?”
“I don’t know his name. But I do know this. On the orbital station there is a map which reveals the location of the Enclave agent on the planet’s surface. It also indicates where to land and what the safest route is to the rendezvous. You could follow it.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Calvin.
Samil looked unconvinced. “Just... don’t let the Enclave’s agent know you’re there. If he feels threatened by you...
it won’t be pretty.”
“Where on the station is the map?” asked Pellew.
“The forward control room. You won’t find anyone on the station, it’s abandoned. And it doesn’t have any power either, so you’ll have to supply its computer with power before you can download the map.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” said Calvin. The Nighthawk easily had the resources for an op like that.
“You should also know,” said Samil, “the map is encrypted. The cipher is this—it’s in the strigoi language. I don’t know if you have software on your ship that can translate it.”
“I doubt it,” said Calvin. “But you could come with us, and help us.”
“No, I really can’t,” said Samil, again a look of sadness covered his face.
“Why not?”
“You don’t have to explain,” said Tristan. “But don’t worry, I know the Strigoi language—foul as it is. I can read the map.”
“Fine.” Calvin didn’t really want his father coming aboard the Nighthawk anyway. “When is this meeting happening?”
“In two days. At 1530 Standard Galactic Time, sharp.”
“That’s cutting it close, but we should be able to make it,” said Calvin.
“One more thing,” said Samil. He paused, taking in a deep breath.
Calvin looked at him. “What?”
“I—” he struggled to articulate the words. “Please… be safe.”
“What do you care?” Calvin resisted the urge to unleash on his old man more than a decade’s worth of frustration, confusion, and hurt feelings that had been created by Samil’s abrupt and inexplicable absence. But Calvin managed to hold back. As far as he was concerned, his father died a long time ago.
“I
do
care about you...”
“You sure have a strange way of showing it.”
“Alright so maybe I did walk out on you and your mother—” said Samil. “Maybe I
was
a terrible father. But I always wanted the best for you. And I still do.”
“That’s why you left? You wanted what’s best for me? I think you wanted what’s best for
you.”
Samil looked down at his feet. “There were... complications. I had to leave. You wouldn’t understand...”
“You’re right,” said Calvin. “I don’t understand. And frankly, I don’t want to. Now I don’t think we have any more questions for you so—”
“Aleator. CERKO. Titus Antony,” said Samil in rapid succession.
“What?” the names caught Calvin by surprise.
“Of course you might have known him as Jacobi—if he gave you his name at all.”
“How do you know about any of that?” Calvin had hit a dead end trying to figure out who Titus Antony was and why CERKO had attacked him on Aleator. Here was the last place in the galaxy he’d expected to pick up a new lead.
“Because...” Samil looked up, into Calvin’s eyes. “I saved your life.”
“You?”
“Titus was a friend of mine. I was very sorry to hear about his death.”
“I don’t understand. Explain.”
“My friend Titus was a member of CERKO. He heard that they’d been hired to kill you on Aleator. He didn’t know why, and didn’t know how the buyer knew you would be there, but their contract was clear. For funding and equipment they would go to Aleator, find you, and take you out. Titus noted the similarities between your features and mine—you clearly got your good looks from my DNA—and asked me if you were my son. I told him that you were. I then asked him to sabotage the operation, so you would be safe. I even offered to pay him to do it. Whatever it cost. Are you listening to me, Calvin?
Any
amount.”
Calvin’s head was spinning. “Why would you do that?”
“Because you’re my son,” said Samil. “And someday, when you have children, you’ll understand that feeling. That need to defend the life you brought into this galaxy. You
don’t
have children, do you?”
“No.”
“Damn. I guess I’ll have to wait for grandchildren—”
“What did you pay him?” asked Pellew, seeming intrigued by the story. Perhaps tales of another soldier of fortune struck a chord with him.
“Nothing,” said Samil. “Titus owed me a debt and insisted that he would do this thing for me—putting his life in jeopardy—as repayment. I agreed.”
“The Organization I work for uncovered the same thing,” said Tristan. “That Calvin was going to be murdered on Aleator. I was there to make sure he was safe too, your friend’s sacrifice was totally unnecessary and ineffective, I’m sorry to tell you.”
“I wouldn’t say that—” said Calvin. “Whoever he was, and why ever he did it, Titus Antony saved my life. Only minutes before you did, Tristan.”
“So you see, I
do
care about you,” said Samil. “And always have. I hope you’re not too ashamed of your father...”
Calvin was completely thrown askew by this revelation, and knew he had to re-think several things, but this one deed, and sharing the intelligence he had freely, was not enough to acquit Samil in Calvin’s mind. He was still a terrible father. And still someone Calvin resented. If he ever did have children—which he doubted—he would make sure Samil never knew about them.
“I think it’s time for us to go,” said Calvin. “We have a stockpile of weapons to eradicate and a fleet to outrun.”
“I understand,” said Samil. “I hope I see you again soon. Safe and in one piece.”
“Goodbye.”



Chapter 19
 

The annoyingly small crawlspace didn’t feel nearly so confining on the way out as it had on the way in. Calvin was just glad to be getting out of there, away from the Enclave, away from Tybur, and—most of all—away from Samil. It would probably be a long time before he could emotionally process what he’d just learned about his father, but for now he decided to store it away and try not to think about it. They had a clear objective that needed one-hundred percent of his attention. Get to Remus Nine. Find the isotome weapons. And destroy them. Until then, nothing else mattered. Least of all Calvin’s conflicted feelings regarding the man whose only real contribution to Calvin’s life was DNA.
“Almost out,” said Tristan. “The ladder is just ahead.”
Calvin led the way, followed closely by Tristan. Pellew and the other soldiers lagged a little behind. “I need to ask you something, Tristan.”
“What?”
“You’ve obviously been to the Enclave before—and you knew my father was there—what business did you have with the Enclave in the past?”
“I already told you. I follow the one great commandment.”
“That doesn’t actually tell me anything. Why didn’t you at least warn me that my father would be with the Enclave?”
“Why ruin the surprise?” asked Tristan.
They reached the ladder and Calvin allowed Tristan to lead the way to the top, since he was the only one who knew how to open the trapdoor. Calvin followed closely behind.
“The lycans on Echo Three,” continued Calvin, “your people, they believe my father is dead, and you let them believe that. Why?”
“They are happier believing it. What good would it do to tell them otherwise?”
“I don’t know,” said Calvin. “But if you only tell people what you think they should know, isn’t that an indictment against your credibility.”
Tristan laughed in response and opened the trapdoor, allowing some white light to spill in. Calvin was glad to see it. Even if it was too bright.
“If you’re willing to deceive your own people,” said Calvin, “how do I know I can believe anything you say?”
“I told you once that my word is my bond,” said Tristan. “I gave you my word that I would be honest with you. That should be enough.” He reached the top and disappeared.
“Doesn’t that seem a little inconsistent to you? If your word is your bond, how can you justify deceiving your own people?” Calvin reached the top and climbed out into the storage room. Fortunately, it seemed that no one else was there. He looked Tristan in the eyes, making it clear that he wanted an answer.
“I would never deceive my own people,” said Tristan. “Omitting truth and lying are not the same thing. I have never lied to my people, and I never would.”
“I don’t think it really matters,” said Pellew as he came through the hatch. “Let’s just get the hell out of here.”
“No argument from me,” said Calvin.
After the last soldier reached the top and climbed out, Tristan re-sealed the hidden trap door and they walked as a group toward the exit. But, before they got there, a voice spoke.
“Calvin Cross?”
They all stopped dead in their tracks. Calvin didn’t recognize the speaker, or see him. He drew his firearm and the others did the same.
“Who’s asking?” Calvin’s eyes surveyed the crates and other stored items, behind which any number of people could be hidden.
Several men emerged from their hiding places, forming a tight circle around Calvin’s group. There were eight in total, and all of them—except for one—brandished weapons. A mixture of submachine-guns and pistols.
“What do you want?” asked Calvin. He held his gun steady, aimed at one of the newcomers, who pointed his submachine-gun right back.
“We’re here because we have something to discuss with you,” said a brown-haired man, perhaps their leader. He, like the others, wore common Tybur civilian clothing and seemed to have no armor or tactical gear other than weapons and ammo.
“I’m listening.” Calvin looked at each of the men, trying to determine his group’s chance of winning a violent engagement—and predicting how severe their casualties would be. If nothing else, at least one of them had to survive and get word back to the Nighthawk regarding Remus Nine and the isotome weapons.
“Monte Blair, he’s a friend of yours, isn’t he? We’d like to have a word with him.”
Monte? Why would they—? And then it made sense. These men were part of the criminal outfit known as the Khans. The rapidly-expanding organized band of thugs that aspired to one day challenge the Roscos for dominance in the galactic racketeering market. Unfortunately, the Khans had none of the honor the Roscos prided themselves in, and were willing to do anything—no matter how heinous—for the right price.
“So where is he?” asked the Khan leader.
“I’m sorry to say that Monte is no longer with us. He was killed in battle a little while ago.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” said the Khan leader. “But no matter. That only means his debt falls to you.”
“His debt?”
“That’s right, Monte owed us a great deal of money. Now what he owes us, you owe us.”
“Why?”
“Because no one reneges on a debt to the Khans. Even if the debt covers four or five generations, it doesn’t matter. The debt gets paid. With interest. Or else... bad things happen. Really bad things.”
“We can take these guys,” whispered Pellew. “Just say the word.”
“How much is the debt?”
“Five-hundred thousand q.”
“I don’t have that kind of money.”
“In that case, you just earned a lifetime of indebted servitude. Since there are six of you... I’d say that that makes us even. Now why don’t you lower your weapons, while we still let you.”
Curiously, the one stranger who was unarmed and dressed more formally than the others, flashed a look of disapproval at the Khan leader. The leader seemed to notice this and he shot a gaze of steel back at the unarmed man. As if daring him to challenge the decision.
Calvin wasn’t one who delighted in bloodshed, and though he’d personally killed some Rotham as recently as the battle in Abia, somehow it was harder to kill fellow humans. It felt more real. More severe. But he wasn’t about to let that feeling keep him from acting when he had to. “Now,” he said, noting the moment of confusion in the Khans’ faces as the unarmed man and the apparent leader seemed to stare each other down.
Calvin’s group opened fire, dropping three of the Khans immediately. The others managed to take cover. As the Khans returned fire, Calvin and his group crouched down and scrambled for cover of their own. Now it was six against five, with the numbers in their favor, but Calvin knew they had to end this fight fast and get away. Before Tybur security showed up. Otherwise they’d never make it back to the Nighthawk.
Tristan seemed to fathom the urgency. He bent down, his muscles rippling, and leapt over the enemies’ cover and into the line of fire. He began ripping into them with deadly claws and teeth. All fury unleashed.
Calvin’s group moved out of cover and converged on the enemy, taking advantage of their surprise. Pellew and his men opened fire to cover their swift advance.
A fierce hiss sounded on Calvin’s right. He turned, a little too slowly, to see the unarmed man bearing down on him. Seemingly darting through the air with the speed and grace of a hawk. His teeth were bared—thin, sharp, and deadly—and a feral lust for violence shined in his eyes. Calvin knew the look. Remembered it all too well...
The unarmed man was a strigoi!
He struck Calvin hard, throwing him down on the ground with a powerful crunch. Calvin ignored the pain that shot across his back; adrenaline fueled his body, pumping through every vein, throwing him in a state of intense fear, and hate. He was there again. On the Trinity. Only this time he didn’t hesitate. He opened fire mercilessly. Letting the strigoi have it with all he had.
His target hissed and snarled, stung by the bullets that tore into him, but he kept going. Once again bearing down on Calvin. As if the hollow points striking him were mere inconveniences. Calvin’s clip ran dry and the chamber stuck back. He was a goner.
Out of sheer instinct he closed his eyes and covered his face with his arms. Waiting for the fatal strike to fall.
Christine, here I come...
There was a horrible snarl a few feet away and the sound of bones cracking. Calvin opened his eyes to see Tristan ensnared with the strigoi, both powerful Remorii grappling fiercely. Tristan was the larger and stronger one, but even his awesome dexterity struggled to keep pace with the lightning-fast strigoi whose fluid movements were almost too quick to follow.
Calvin climbed to his feet, taking care not to get into the cross-fire of what was left of the on-going firefight. By now most of the Khans had been slain.
Tristan and the strigoi ripped into each other, tearing at flesh and biting and snarling. It was an intense, vicious bloodbath of hate and raw carnage that lasted only a few seconds—but seemed much longer. Calvin wanted to intervene, to do something to help Tristan—who had once again saved his life. He replaced the magazine in his firearm but realized that even with a fresh clip he had no shots worth taking; Tristan and the strigoi were too tightly interlocked as they clawed, bit, and choked each other. He couldn’t hit the strigoi without risking hitting Tristan—not that bullets had proved useful anyway.
Eventually Tristan got the better of his strigoi opponent; he bent him backwards and with a powerful blow forced the other’s head back hard. His neck snapped with an audible pop, killing him instantly. The fight was over, but Tristan continued tearing into the strigoi’s corpse. An animalistic rage had been unleashed inside him. His eyes glowed brighter and more intensely red than Calvin had ever seen, and he wondered if Tristan was even conscious of his actions.
“Tristan,” Calvin called out to him.
Tristan didn’t seem to notice; he continued ripping apart the strigoi—it was one of the most gruesome displays Calvin had ever seen. Somehow, though, despite his disgust, he couldn’t look away. Part of him was glad to see the strigoi brutally torn to pieces.
“Tristan,” Calvin said again. “We have to go, now! The Tyburian police might be here any second.”
After a few more swipes, Tristan stopped mauling the barely recognizable remains of the strigoi and began to calm down. He stood up straight, his eyes dimmed, and his muscles relaxed—no longer swollen and bulging. Only then was it clear how severely torn his clothes were, tatters that barely concealed his deep wounds. Blood poured out of him profusely and he staggered. Calvin noted the slashes, cuts, teeth marks, and deep gashes that streaked his body. He ran over to see if he could assist in some way and caught Tristan as the Remorii nearly stumbled to the ground.
“Is he dead?” asked Tristan, seeming slightly delirious.
“Oh yeah, he’s definitely dead. Now come on,” Calvin helped to brace him as the two walked to the center of the room. By now the firefight had ended and the survivors of Calvin’s party were gathering together. Pellew, whose own clothing was burned from a few close calls, leaned over a fallen comrade who lay in a pool of his own blood. Pellew closed the others’ eyes.
“Damn those bastards...” said Pellew.
“Is he—?” Calvin began to ask.
“Yeah… he’s dead,” said Pellew with a snap.
Fortunately this special forces soldier seemed to be their only casualty. Calvin didn’t know the man’s name, but he regretted the loss all the same. And, as any commander would in such a situation when those under his leadership fall, he wondered if there was something better he could have done to prevent the tragedy. He looked out over the other corpses strewn throughout the room. All their attackers had been violently killed. There was nothing serene in the way they lay. Some doubled-over, contorted in positions of intense pain. And there was neither subtlety nor mystery surrounding their causes of deaths. Once the Tyburian authorities found the scene, they’d lock down the canton and begin a massive investigation. Calvin and the others couldn’t afford to still be on the canton when that happened.
It dawned on Calvin, as his eyes swept the bloody scene before him, that this would haunt him in the future. The Khans were an organization that existed on some level practically everywhere in the galaxy. And they wouldn’t let a blow like this go easily. “The Khans will want retribution for this,” said Calvin ominously.
“So will the Enclave,” said Tristan.
“Not to mention Tybur,” said Pellew. He shot to his feet and began dragging the fallen corpse to the nearest garbage disposal hatch. On the cantons of Tybur, all waste was disposed of through refuse chutes and taken by conveyer to the incinerators. It seemed an ill-fitting, irreverent thing to do with the body of a fallen comrade, but Calvin understood why Pellew did it. They couldn’t risk Tybur identifying the victim and linking his presence to the Empire. And, with their few resources, it was the best chance they had at disposing of the body before the authorities got to it.
“Good bye, Private Clarke,” said Pellew as he heaved the man into the chute and watched him slide down into the darkness. Calvin could tell the death affected the special forces captain, despite Pellew’s efforts to shrug it off. “Come on, let’s go,” he said, leading the way out of the room and back into the corridors of the canton. “We have to get out of here immediately! Hurry!”
Calvin looked around for something to help Tristan stall the bleeding. He didn’t know much about Remorii physiology, but he was sure too much blood loss would result in death. He took off his own shirt and handed it to Tristan. “Here, press this against your chest, hard. I’ll look for—”
“Why Calvin Cross,” said Tristan with a dark smile. “You
do
care. I’m flattered.”
Before Calvin could reply, he noted that Tristan was again supporting his own weight and much of the bleeding had already stopped. His body still bore the bright marks of scars to be, but many of the lacerations had closed off. “Oh my god,” said Calvin. He’d never seen such swift recovery.
Tristan raised an eyebrow. “What, you didn’t know that in many ways the Remorii body is superior to the human one?”
Calvin didn’t have a reply. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he never would have believed it.
“Trust me, I’ve had worse,” said Tristan. “Here,” he handed Calvin back his shirt. “You keep this.”
Their group slipped out and disappeared down the hall. There wasn’t much they could do to hide their haggard appearance, but fortunately the Tybur police hadn’t closed in on the area yet. Calvin supposed that the storage room wasn’t equipped with listening devices, and the walls and door had been soundproof. Hopefully they’d be back on the Nighthawk before anyone wandered in there and found the mess.
As they moved toward the docking platform, as quickly as they dared, Calvin wondered if his father had been involved in the Khans’ ambush. If so, was the intelligence leading them to Remus Nine actually good, or did a similar trap await them?
He couldn’t know for sure, and would have to be cautious, but he decided to believe that, as bad a person as Samil was, he didn’t really have it in him to sell out his only son. And if he’d had a hand in saving Calvin’s life on Aleator, as he’d claimed—and Calvin had no good reason to doubt it—then Samil would have no motive to put Calvin in danger with the Khans. So that meant the members of the Enclave who’d gotten the Khans involved were not under Samil’s control. Perhaps his father didn’t have the kind of sway with the Enclave that Calvin had thought.
But whatever the case, it was clearly unsafe to remain. And the trail led them to Remus Nine and all its mysteries and dangers. For better or worse, that was where they had to go.
 

***
 

Sarah neatly cut the lime-glazed, seared salmon into small bites. It had been delicately prepared and served over mashed sweet potatoes. She never would’ve guessed that Shen was such a marvelous cook.
“This is absolutely delicious,” she said, between bites. They were in Shen’s quarters, which were so spotlessly clean it made her a little embarrassed that she didn’t manage to keep her own in better order.
Shen blushed—it was hard to see, but Sarah could tell. “No, really, I’m not much of a cook,” said Shen.
“Now don’t be modest,” said Sarah with a wide smile. “This is the best food I’ve had in a
long
time.” She could tell she was embarrassing him with her compliments, though they also seemed to make him happy. Sarah took a sip of her drink and then asked, “so, what made you go to all this effort? Just wanted to keep your cooking skills sharp or what?”
He looked into her eyes for a second, not saying anything. Then looked away. Shen had always been kind of an introvert, and sometimes he got in those moods that made it difficult to pull him out of his shell and get him to be socially outgoing, but right now he seemed unusually stiff and reserved. Perhaps he wasn’t used to putting his cooking out there for others’ scrutiny.
“Well, whatever your reason,” said Sarah. “You have nothing to worry about. This is a fabulous meal.” Shen truly had gone all out. He’d fed her soup and salad—which she’d assumed to be the main course—before surprising her with what was surely the best food she’d ever eaten in space. In fact, she was surprised the Nighthawk even carried the ingredients that allowed for such fine dining. Shen must have gone through tremendous creative effort to make something five-star out of whatever random foodstuffs the Nighthawk happened to have in stock.
She continued eating, realizing that if Shen didn’t want to be sociable, he wouldn’t be. After a few more bites, she noted the time. “Look at that, only twenty minutes until White Shift and we have to be back at our posts.”
Shen nodded. Sarah noted a tiny accumulation of sweat had slicked Shen’s forehead and he seemed to be trembling ever so slightly. Surely he wasn’t this worried about his cooking, was he? Sarah supposed that Shen was nervous for the shore party. She didn’t blame him, but she’d also learned a long time ago not to let things outside her control upset her nerves; it was better to simply accept that whatever was going to happen was destined to happen, and it did no good to worry about things one couldn’t affect.
She took another sip of her drink. It didn’t quite have the bite she wanted, it was dealcoholized wine since they both were due back on the bridge soon, but it was refreshing and complemented the entrée well.
“Sarah...” said Shen, he rubbed his palms together nervously for a moment and then placed his hands flat on the table. They seemed almost ghost white.
Sarah put down her glass and gave Shen her full attention, realizing that he was going to open up about something very important to him. He occasionally did this, but such times were rare. Normally he kept his innermost feelings to himself. He was a very private man. And socially timid. Sarah understood this about him. And, in a way, it was what made him so sweet.
“Yes, go on,” she said, giving him a reassuring smile.
Shen’s eyes darted away from hers for just an instant, but then they came back with renewed strength. “I didn’t just make this dinner and invite you over to practice my cooking skills, I... have something... there’s something.
I want to tell you something.”
“What is it?” She felt a rush of curiosity overcome her.
“I...” Shen cleared his throat. “I
like you.”
Sarah didn’t say anything for a moment. “Thanks, that’s very nice of you.”
“No, I mean I
like
you, like you. Romantically.” It obviously took extreme mental effort but somehow Shen didn’t look away. He seemed positively petrified, but he held his ground.
“Oh,” said Sarah, suddenly realizing that this was supposed to be a romantic dinner and not just some fine dining between friends. The spotless quarters. The multi-course dinner. The wine. Shen’s nervousness... it was so obvious. And yet so utterly surprising. She’d known Shen a long time; they’d been friends for years, and she’d never even once considered the idea that he was interested in more than that. Or that such was possible.
She didn’t know what to say, so she forced a weak smile. She looked into Shen’s puppy-dog eyes which were staring back at her, vulnerable and desperate, hanging desperately on her next words. She saw him as the sweet and wonderful man that he was. A great man that would certainly make the right woman extremely happy someday. But Sarah was not that woman. She’d never seen anything in Shen other than dear friendship. And now she found herself struggling to come up with the appropriate response. Something that would preserve the friendship they’d built and avoid crushing him, but wouldn’t lead him on or give him the wrong idea.
“Listen, Shen,” she said, “I appreciate your honesty, and everything you’ve done here—”
Before she could even finish the sentence she saw his expression change. From hopefully desperate to wounded and depressed. Shen tried to mask his reaction behind a forced, fake smile, but Sarah could see it in his eyes. He was crying inside. And that broke her heart.
In a way, things would be much easier, and wonderful, if she were interested in Shen. But she wasn’t. And never had been. Shen was a great man, a lovely friend. Someone she cherished spending time with. But... when it came to other things... she didn’t feel anything for him. That wasn’t something she’d chosen, it simply
was.
“You’re a good friend,” said Sarah. “Probably my best friend on the ship.”
“So then what’s the problem?” asked Shen.
“I—” Sarah couldn’t make herself say she wasn’t attracted to Shen. She didn’t want to further cripple the man’s already weak confidence. And he would see more in that statement than she would mean. He would take it to mean he was hopelessly ugly, but he wasn’t. He wasn’t ugly. He simply wasn’t what Sarah was drawn too. It was nothing against his character...
“No, you don’t have to say it,” said Shen. “I understand.” He got up and started piling up his dishes, even though most of his entrée had gone uneaten.
“I’m sorry, Shen,” said Sarah. “You’re a great guy...” she looked at him with the kindest expression she knew. But her attempt at sympathy bounced off Shen like unwanted charity. His pride was injured. His feelings were hurt. And he’d put himself in a position he probably had never been in before. Made himself vulnerable. It had been a wonderful, very human, very meaningful gesture. But Shen no doubt was already regretting it.
Sarah hoped this wouldn’t make things strange or awkward between them in the future. She searched her heart for the right thing to say—and for a moment wondered if it would have been kinder to lie to him and pretend to have some interest—but ultimately knew that that was not in her. There were a few men on the ship who excited her in that way, like Captain Pellew, who made her heart skip a beat, but Shen wasn’t one of them. He was more like a brother.
“Aren’t you going to finish your dinner?” asked Sarah.
Shen shook his head, and continued clearing away his mess. “I’d better go, I... it’s... I’ve got to be on shift soon.”
Sarah nodded. She pushed her food away and stood up. “Well then, I’ll go so you can change into uniform and get ready.”
“You don’t have to—”
“I’d better get going myself,” said Sarah. “Thank you very much for the lovely dinner.” She gave him a smile, which he did not return. He looked so embarrassed, it crushed her. She reached out and gave him a thank-you hug, and his arms curled around her, holding her much tighter than she’d expected. She gave him a few seconds and then pulled out of his grasp.
“See you in fifteen minutes or so, then,” she said.
He nodded once, avoiding her gaze. She left. A little disturbed by the whole experience. Wondering how she could give Shen back his pride without pretending to have feelings she simply did not have.
 

***
“Detach from the freighter and move the ship to a safe distance,” said Calvin the moment he stepped back onto the bridge. The leftover anxiety from his experiences on Tybur was still with him, but now that he was home he felt much better. “As soon as you can, Sarah, set course for Remus Nine and initiate a jump. Eighty percent potential. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
“Yes, sir,” she said and set to task.
Calvin walked past Summers and took his seat at the command position. Letting out a deep sigh.
“What happened to you?” asked Summers, clearly referring to his dirtied and torn civilian clothing. He wanted to get the ship underway before changing clothes.
“Don’t ask,” said Calvin.
Summers looked annoyed.
“I’ll tell you later,” he added, to avoid angering her. He knew she didn’t want to have information kept from her, and he didn’t blame her. But he also didn’t want to discuss it right now. He was still rattled by the violent incident with the Khans, and the loss of a crew member, but mostly he didn’t want to launch into a conversation that would ultimately lead to questions about his father.
Calvin’s luck had come through for him when he’d needed it. He and the rest of the surviving shore party had been able to get through customs without any problems. They’d left the canton and shuttled to the station where they reclaimed their stolen freighter. There had been a brief unnerving moment as they waited for clearance—and it seemed to be taking unnecessarily long; Calvin and the others had thought maybe they would be detained. But things worked out and they were eventually cleared. Security proved more lax for those leaving Tybur than entering. And the dead Khans probably hadn’t been discovered yet.
The freighter’s captain had proved more than cooperative—fearing for his family’s lives. He allowed them back on his ship, which he’d kept prepped and ready to depart, and then he piloted them back out into open space where the Nighthawk performed another discrete docking maneuver. As a reward for his cooperation, Calvin allowed the man to go in peace. Surprisingly, Pellew did not object. He’d seemed distracted by the loss of one of his men and more interested in getting away from Tybur than anything else. Calvin didn’t blame him.
“Why are we going to Remus Nine?” asked Miles. “Isn’t that—”
“The birthplace of the Remorii?” said Calvin. “Yes, it is.”
“Oh, I do
not
want to go
there!”
“Unfortunately, we don’t have a choice.”
“What did you find out?” asked Alex. He’d arrived on the bridge, no doubt, to glean whatever intelligence he could. Summers had objected to his unauthorized presence but Calvin allowed the Rotham to stay. Some of this information would be important for him to hear.
“You’re not going to like it,” said Calvin.
“Tell me anyway.”
“The isotome weapons are on the planet’s surface awaiting sale to...
the Rotham Republic.”
Alex hissed. “I don’t believe it.”
“It might not be a government representative, but it is a Rotham agent that is supposed to arrive on the planet’s surface and finish the negotiations. We are going to get there first and you—if you’re up for it—are going to pose as the buyer.” Calvin looked at Alex—he seemed in every way the typical Rotham. Hopefully the seller wasn’t expecting a specific individual.
“And when we find out where the weapons are from him, we will destroy them?” asked Alex.
“Yes. They have to be eliminated.”
“Very well, I will do it.”
Calvin was glad to hear it. He hoped that Alex’s Advent training had prepared him for such a mission, especially in the face of so many unknowns.
“What about the mine field?” asked Miles. “The whole planet is surrounded by semi-cloaked mines.”
“That’s a good question,” said Calvin. “Shen?”
Shen didn’t say anything. He kept his back to Calvin and stared down at his console unmoving. He wasn’t the most animated of people, but this level of unresponsiveness seemed unusual. Calvin worried that maybe he’d worked Shen too hard, especially since the man was still recovering from burn injuries.
“Shen,” said Calvin, “you asleep over there?”
Shen turned his chair and faced Calvin. He had a broken expression on his face. “I’m sorry Calvin, I just—I guess I wasn’t really listening.”
“Wasn’t listening?” asked Summers, bearing down on him. “Unacceptable,
Lieutenant.”
“It’s alright,” said Calvin, swiftly intervening. “I’m sure Shen won’t let it happen again. Now, what I need to know is if the Nighthawk can detect the kind of mines that are distributed throughout Remus Nine? Or will our approach risk setting them off?”
“What kind of mines?”
Calvin looked at Miles. “You looked into this, didn’t you?”
“Yeah,” said Miles. He spun his chair to face them. “They’re type VII proximity mines. Kind of outdated but still plenty dangerous. They don’t have fully-developed cloaking technology, but they do have stealth capabilities that create a field that renders them largely invisible.”
“Yeah the Nighthawk should be able to see them when we get close enough,” said Shen. “They won’t be a problem.”
“Good.”
“We’re clear to jump now,” said Sarah.
Shen gave her a forlorn look then turned his back to her. She, perhaps deliberately, did not look at him. Calvin wondered if the two had had some kind of argument. Or if they were both simply overworked and fatigued. Hopefully he could give them all a break soon.
The ship rotated a little then came to a stop. “Jump calculated,” said Sarah.
“Execute jump.”
A moment later all the stars vanished, and blackness filled the windows.
“Accelerating to jump depth of eighty percent. ETA forty-four hours.”
“Good,” said Calvin. “That puts us there an hour early. Hopefully that’s enough time.”
“When is the meeting?” asked Alex.
“1530 standard time.”
“I’m concerned about what we will find on the planet,” said Alex. “My intelligence indicates that there are a lot of... modified humans there. Dangerous ones,” he looked at Tristan. “No offense.”
“None taken. They
are
deadly. More than you could know.”
“Are there any strigoi or lycans left on Remus Nine?” asked Calvin.
“No, I don’t think so. We all left the planet. Escaped together, actually. If we didn’t, the type one Remorii would’ve killed us all.”
“Why didn’t they escape?” asked Calvin.
“They’re not intelligent enough to, and they didn’t need to. They are creatures of pure instinct—mostly violence—they’re not thinking beings.”
“I suggest we not land on the surface,” said Alex. “Instead, our ship should ambush the vessel carrying the weapons off the surface. Board or destroy it before it can jump away. The operation could be similar to what we did to the freighter in Tybur.”
“We can’t do that,” said Calvin. “The buyer is being escorted by a large fleet of Rotham warships. Too many for the Nighthawk to contend with.”
“How many?” asked Miles.
Calvin almost didn’t want to say. “Thirty or so warships.”
 Miles’ face went pale. “Oh good lord... We’re dead. We’re freakin’ dead.”
“We’ll be fine,” said Calvin. “We’ll get there first, find the weapons, destroy them, and leave before the fleet ever arrives. Then the galaxy will be rid of its most deadly threat. We can do this, guys! We
have
to.” Calvin didn’t mention that his greater concern was not the massive Rotham fleet but rather interdiction by the Desert Eagle. He only hoped Nimoux wouldn’t discover where they were going until it was too late.
Assuming he didn’t know already…
“Why don’t we try to get help from the Fleet?” asked Miles.
“Because the Fleet can’t be trusted,” said Summers. Other than her outburst at Shen, she’d kept quiet until now. Guarding her thoughts and feelings inside the privacy of her mind. Her increasingly detached nature made Calvin worry about her.
“That and there wouldn’t be enough time to get enough ships into position,” said Calvin. He looked at Tristan. “Is there any chance the Organization could marshal its resources and get a fleet together fast enough to contain the threat?” He doubted it, but the Organization had saved him from a Rotham squadron in Abia so he figured it was worth a shot.
Tristan chuckled darkly. “Thirty warships? If only we had the resources you seem to think we have. Even if we marshaled every ship in our possession and somehow got them to Remus Nine first—which is impossible by the way—we would still be easily defeated.”
Calvin wasn’t surprised. “So then it really is up to us.”
“We’ll just have to make it work,” said Pellew.
“What about the Arcane Storm?” asked Summers. “What if the ship is there and tries to engage us?”
“We’ll kick its ass,” said Miles. “No contest.”
Calvin ignored him and looked directly at Summers. “There is a good chance the ship is there, but the weapons aren’t on the ship anymore, they’re on the planet’s surface. So that’s the priority. If we’re lucky, we can disable and capture the Arcane Storm while we’re there—but our main objective is to destroy the isotome weapons on the planet’s surface. That’s even more important than survival. Is that clear to everyone?”
Summers nodded.
The others on the bridge voiced their assent.
Calvin looked at each of them. They were tried and true, able officers who’d chosen to stick by him. Even Tristan and Alex were proving useful to have around... if only he knew who the mole was that’d betrayed them earlier...
“Sarah and Shen,” said Calvin, “maintain the communications lockout.” The last thing he needed was for someone to tip off Nimoux again. Especially since their mission was probably the galaxy’s best shot at destroying the isotome weapons before they disappeared inside the Rotham Republic and forever changed the balance of power. “In forty-four hours we end this threat once and for all. Until then, we have preparations to make.”



Chapter 20
 

An hour and a half went by; Calvin spent the time in his office.
He studied the personnel manifest and began choosing which members of the crew, and soldiers, would be essential for the mission. He would leave the Nighthawk under-staffed if he had to. Even if it cost him the ship, he
would
destroy those weapons. He’d done some very important work in the past—which had led to two silver stars and several other awards—but nothing even remotely compared to this op. If he failed on Remus Nine, that could mean the deaths of billions of people, the likely rise of Rotham dominance in the galaxy, and perhaps even the extinction of the human race.
It blew his mind that such colossally destructive weapons could even exist. And made him wonder for a moment if other, perhaps even greater civilizations had once arisen in the galaxy only to destroy themselves—and all traces of their achievements and culture—in fiery supernovas. Was intelligence really a blessing for survival if it gave a species the means to destroy itself? Bacteria cultures seemed to live for countless billions of years without it...
The comm beeped. He tapped it. “Yes?”
“I’m sorry to disturb you but apparently there’s been an incident,” said Sarah.
“What now...?” he held his breath, begging God—or gods—if any were out there—that the next words out of Sarah’s mouth wouldn’t be that someone got past the communications lockout.
“Mister Pellew is taking care of it but wanted you to know. Apparently the tension between the Polarian soldiers and the Human soldiers is at an all-time high.”
“What did they do?” Calvin imagined another melee in the mess hall. Perhaps he’d been a fool to think the two species could integrate successfully. By all reports, the distrust and tension between the two groups was an eternal constant, not something a few speeches and demerits could quickly remedy.
“Two special forces soldiers interfered with the Polarian religious rite. They got in an argument with them, made a mess of things, and interrupted some kind of Polarian spiritual ritual.”
“And the humans were the unquestionable aggressors this time?”
“According to reports, sir.”
Calvin shook his head with teeth clenched. Of all the stupid things... “Unacceptable.” He didn’t blame anyone for not finding any meaning or purpose in the Polarians’ ritualistic ways—he himself thought them superstitious—but such ways were their customs and traditions and needed to be respected. Interfering with them, especially when the Polarians had explicit permission from the CO to perform their rites, was only asking for trouble and conflict.
“Where are the perpetrators now?”
“In SFHQ with Captain Pellew. He told me to inform you that he has this under control, but you’re welcome to come down if you want.”
Calvin clenched and unclenched his right fist. A lot of frustration and anger poured through him; it was one thing to deal with genuine problems that arose but... his own men manufacturing unnecessary conflict simply because of intolerance and suspicion? That was the last thing he needed to be dealing with as they raced toward Remus Nine—while Nimoux was possibly right on his heels. Calvin managed to keep his voice calm, despite his anger. “Thank you, Sarah. Please inform Pellew that I am going down there at once.”
“Yes, sir.”
He doubted there was anything he could really do, but he wanted to make an example out of these men. The infighting would stop
now. These particular men were not under his direct authority so their discipline would be managed by Pellew, but Calvin would insist that their punishment be public and severe. He had no time for further bigoted nonsense. From either side.
 

***
 

The Desert Eagle slipped into Tyburian space unnoticed. Its advanced stealth system was more than a match for the Alliance’s detection technology, but Nimoux insisted they keep a safe distance anyway, just in case.
“Any sign of the Nighthawk?” asked Nimoux.
“Negative sir. If the Nighthawk is here, we’d be able to see it with our advanced scanner. But we’re not picking up any ships that match its signature, or any sign that a ship is stealthed anywhere in the system.”
“So they’ve already left then...” he rubbed his hands thoughtfully. Word had reached them that Calvin and members of the Nighthawk’s crew—along with a few unknown persons—had been positively identified on both the main station orbiting Tybur and on Tybur itself. They’d chosen to use fake identities that were flagged by Intel Wing and that had given them away. The core collectors on the Waeju Canton had sent out the encrypted alert. It had been brief out of necessity and so the question remained what Calvin and the Nighthawk had been doing here, and where they’d gone.
“Can we positively identify any of the alteredspace jump signatures as belonging to the Nighthawk?” asked Nimoux.
“No, sir. This system is so heavily trafficked, and the Nighthawk’s mass is so similar to so many other ships, it would be total guess work,” replied his ops officer.
Nimoux hoped they wouldn’t be forced to crunch the probabilities again and make another educated guess at where Calvin went. They’d never catch him at that rate. No, this time they had to do better.
“Very well, then,” said Nimoux. “Contact the safehouse on Waeju Canton.”
“Aye sir,” replied the ship’s pilot. It took him a minute to configure the appropriately secure and discrete channels that allowed their signal to piggyback off normal communications without being noticed by Tybur’s tight security.
It took several minutes before a reply came—as expected.
“This is Mi-Cha,” a voice came over the speaker.
“Core collector Mi-Cha, this is Captain Nimoux. You are ordered to relay all intelligence gathered on the following subjects.” He then told his ops officer to transfer the pictures and names of Calvin and what appeared to be a shore party that had landed on Tybur for whatever reason.
“Message sent,” confirmed the pilot.
Again they waited. When an appropriate communications window opened up again, Mi-Cha replied. “The subjects visited the Enclave. A bribed listener told us that they are interested in something on Remus Nine. And are going there now.”
There it was. Calvin’s destination. And what an unusual place to be going… With any luck they could beat him there. Nimoux was about to order the channel cut and an immediate departure when another communique from Mi-Cha arrived.
“The subjects were also involved in a violent firefight with Khan soldiers and a member of the Enclave—all of whom were killed. At least one of the subjects was also killed. His corpse was found in the garbage chute on its way to incineration. PFC Robert Clarke. That is all.”
The Khans? Of course Nimoux knew about them, they were one of the most dirty-handed, pervasive, ubiquitous criminal outfits in the galaxy. But what business would Calvin have with them? Had he picked the fight? Or had it been bad luck that he’d crossed paths with them? Nimoux wasn’t sure what to make of this news—except to infer that Calvin’s hands were even dirtier than he’d thought.
“Cut the line. Then set a pursuit course and calculate jump.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Lieutenant, once we’re clear of Tybur’s listening outposts I want you to send the following message to the rest of the task force.”
“Aye, sir. Go ahead.”
“To all ships, converge on Remus Nine. Coordinates will be provided. We will enter the system in containment pattern bravo two. More instructions to follow. That is all.”
His pilot nodded. “The message will transmit as soon as we’re in alteredspace. We’ll be clear to jump in fifteen seconds.”
“Very good, Lieutenant. Jump as soon as you’re able. Eighty-five percent potential for now and, as soon as we’re clear of the DMZ, accelerate to one-hundred percent.”
We’re not far behind.
 

***
 

The two soldiers responsible for disrupting the Polarians’ religious service turned out to be Specialist Alldroit and Staff Sergeant Patterson. Calvin recognized their faces from seeing them around the ship but didn’t know either man personally. He remained quiet as he observed Pellew’s discipline.
“... and this kind of conduct is not acceptable from his majesty’s special forces, is that clear?” Pellew ranted. The two men stood very rigid, faces blank, as Pellew lectured each of them, leaning in very close to their faces.
“But, sir,” said Specialist Alldroit.
“You’d better have a damned good reason for interrupting me,
specialist.”
“It’s just... are we even really his majesty’s special forces anymore? I mean—working alongside aliens. Hunted like dogs by our own people—”
“You had the chance to leave and you chose to stay,” snapped Pellew. “Is that not correct?”
“Aye, I did, sir. But that was before I knew we were bringing aliens aboard ship.”
“If you choose to serve in this detachment you choose to accept all orders, and all inconveniences, that come with them, you do
not
have the right to pick and choose them as they come. Is that clear,
specialist?”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
“And you,
Staff Sergeant. I am
especially
disappointed in you.”
Calvin folded his arms, continuing to watch from several feet away. The way these two men held themselves so still and attentive, hanging on Pellew’s every word and movement, it was like Calvin wasn’t there at all.
“Sir, with respect,” said the staff sergeant. “Did you not yourself lead a mutiny against Major Jenkins—”
“That was for the good of the ship and the mission,” Pellew cut him off.
“Specialist Alldroit and I were acting for the good—”
“That’s bullshit and you know it,” Pellew glared at the staff sergeant with narrow eyes. “You and Alldroit were being intentionally disruptive. You wanted to provoke a fight. You’re lucky the Polarians didn’t rip you apart limb for limb... they could have, you know.
Easily. You would have deserved it too.”
Both men did a good job of hiding their emotions. Their years of training had drained them of the instinct to break down in the face of such intense scrutiny and criticism.
“You are both relieved of duty and confined to the barracks until further notice. You will have no contact with any of the Polarians,
ever, from now on. Is that clear?”
“Sir, yes, sir!”
“Anything you want to add, Captain?” Pellew turned to Calvin.
Calvin maintained his frown as he looked each of the disruptive soldiers in the eyes and showed his dismay. “No.”
Pellew nodded. “Dismissed.”
The two men filed out and the door closed behind them.
“I wish there was a way to make more of an example out of them,” said Calvin.
“That seems rather vindictive coming from you.”
“I just don’t want any future incidents,” said Calvin. “There is no good reason whatsoever that humans and Polarians can’t co-exist peacefully.”
“You’re right. But I can’t punish these men any further, that would only anger them—and those who sympathize with them—even more.”
“Perhaps you’re right,” said Calvin. But he still was upset that any of this had ever happened, especially because he had given the Polarians explicit permission to use the observation deck for their cultural rituals. “Maybe you should have the men apologize to the Polarians in person.”
“I don’t think that would be a very good idea,” said Pellew. “I think seeing their faces will only provoke the Polarians and invite reprisals, and any apology would seem forced and insincere. At best an empty gesture.”
“In that case, I will go see Rez’nac myself and apologize. And, Pellew, this had better not happen again.”
“It won’t.”
 

***
 

Rez’nac proved more than understanding. He showed more tolerance and forgiveness than Calvin would have, had their positions been reversed.
“They are young and strangers to our ways,” said Rez’nac. “I accept your apology and your promise that it will not happen again. Now I must go and re-perform the rite.”
That was the extent of their conversation. Calvin doubted the younger Polarians were as understanding and magnanimous as Rez’nac, but so long as Rez’nac was their leader, Calvin believed there would not be retribution. The problem was over.
Calvin went to his office. And waited.
It had been nearly twenty-four hours since his last contact with Rafael. His next communique was due any minute. Calvin had locked the door as a precaution so no one would interrupt him and discover who his intelligence source was. There wasn’t much he could do to protect Rafael if Intel Wing were on to him, but he’d do everything he could. That meant keeping Rafael’s identity a secret from the mole on Calvin’s ship—whoever it was.
The time came. But no transmission was sent to the Nighthawk. No one connected to Calvin via secure channels. He double checked his console and terminal, making sure it was in good working order—it was.
Perhaps Rafael was indisposed. Perhaps it wasn’t safe for him to transmit.
Very well, I’ll wait.
Calvin took a deep breath and tried to relax. He emptied his mind and tried to find solace in the vacant silence. His chair creaked as he leaned back and listened to the slight hum of air blowing through the vents.
Minutes passed. The waiting drove him crazy. After fifteen minutes of trying to relax he resumed planning his away mission to Remus Nine. He wanted to bring an adequate force with him but knew that transport off the orbital station down to the planet would be limited. And if he brought any Polarians, they weighed more and that was a necessary consideration.
Hours went by. Calvin finalized most of the details of the operation and sent orders electronically to Pellew and other relevant department heads. Still no word from Rafael. By now he was incredibly overdue. Calvin double-checked to see if he’d somehow missed the call. He hadn’t.
Calvin feared the worst. There were dozens of explanations for why Rafael had failed to make contact that didn’t involve him being discovered by Intel Wing—but Rafael had never been late making contact before... and last time they’d spoken, Rafael had said that people were asking questions about him.
Calvin felt a wave of guilt. If something had happened to Rafael... it was his fault. Sure, Rafael had known the danger and had still volunteered to go. But, ultimately, he’d just done what he knew Calvin wanted.
He tried not to think about it.
If I don’t hear from you... if something happened to you... I swear, I’ll come for you, Rafael.
Calvin had planned to tell Rafael about the isotome weapons and the inbound Rotham fleet. He knew there was nothing Rafael could do—or Intel Wing for that matter—to help Calvin and his shore party’s operation on Remus Nine. But if the worst happened, and they didn’t succeed, the galaxy deserved to know what the threat was that was out there. And maybe, if Rafael got the information to the right people in a timely manner, human kind would not be taken by surprise when whole star systems began to be wiped out...
But, now that Rafael was not contacting him—and potentially removed as an asset—Calvin wasn’t quite sure what to do. He didn’t want to sit on the intelligence he had. Humanity deserved at least a fighting chance if he didn’t succeed. But he didn’t want to send his intelligence to the wrong person and inadvertently spook a member of the Phoenix Ring, who might alert their allies on Remus Nine to watch out for Calvin’s arrival. Or potentially even scare them off-world. Taking the isotome weapons with them...
He debated this for some time, all the while hoping to hear from Rafael. Eventually he decided that there was still someone in Intel Wing that he could probably trust. Someone who had proven his worth to the Empire a hundred times over.
Calvin organized his intelligence, including whatever information he had on the isotome weapons and the impending Rotham fleet, and then transmitted it through a secure, thoroughly-encrypted line to the Desert Eagle. Marked for Nimoux personally.
Lafayette Nimoux might be hunting Calvin across the galaxy, but he was still a hero of the Empire. And the standard that Calvin had measured himself against ever since he got his first command. If Nimoux was even half the man everyone believed him to be, including Calvin, he could be trusted with this information. And maybe... just maybe, he would call off his pursuit. And perhaps even assist in the destruction of the isotome weapons.
But even if not, it still made Calvin feel better to have told someone—even though he’d conveniently neglected naming his destination. Now another person in the Empire knew about the isotome weapons—in case Calvin failed, humanity still had hope.
 

***
 

Nimoux watched the message from Calvin again. It was short and made many wild, sweeping allegations that were completely unsupported. But they were creative ones—talk of star destroying weapons, deep conspiracies, and impending alien fleets. Nimoux was skeptical of these claims but, as he noted Calvin’s earnest eyes and the levelness of his voice, it seemed that Calvin—perhaps—did believe what he was saying.
It made as much sense as anything else. Calvin had either snapped and entered a deluded state of mind, or else had been fed false or wantonly exaggerated information. And he was acting for someone else’s interests, believing that what he was doing was somehow justified. An unknowing puppet.
Or, another intriguing possibility was that this was a ruse—and a rather desperate one—to sabotage Nimoux’s pursuit. Confuse him. Give him false leads to chase after. Cleverly written fiction meant to win sympathy and trust. Or, at the very least, get Nimoux to lower his guard, give him a reason to show hesitation at a critical moment and thereby enhance Calvin’s chances of continued escape. Perhaps even buying him the time he needed to perform whatever mission he was working on.
The least likely—but not yet falsifiable—explanation was that Calvin was speaking the truth. Nimoux was almost afraid to even consider the possibility. Not just because it was ludicrous on its face and seemed to defy the principles of probability—specifically that the simplest explanation is the likeliest—but also because it implied severely dark things for the galaxy’s near future. War, mass destruction, and possible governmental collapse. The potential end of a society that had resiliently withstood an abusive and difficult century in space. Only two reasons kept Nimoux from dismissing this possibility out of hand. First, Calvin’s record was good enough that he’d earned the right to be taken seriously. And second, Abia. More had happened there than Nimoux had been told. All that debris from all those ships, many of them alien ships... something strange had caused that.
Calvin’s intelligence was far from a complete story, and seemed to introduce more holes than patches, but Nimoux was open-minded—though skeptical.
Whatever the truth turned out to be, Nimoux looked forward to a very long, very interesting conversation with Calvin the minute he was brought into custody.
Nimoux decided to keep this new intelligence to himself for now, not even telling his XO. There was no reason to distract his officers with what was probably a red herring. But, just to be safe, he ordered a probe dispatched to the Xenobe Nebula Region. If any isotome had been taken, the probe would notice the disparity.



Chapter 21
 

“My God...”
Calvin stared at the scene. “I... don’t even know what to say.” He grimaced, strangely unable to look away from the gruesome sight, even though it was the most revolting thing he’d ever laid eyes on.
He stood in the head on deck one, having been called there by Pellew—urgent priority. The special forces captain leaned over a barely recognizable human corpse with a shredded special forces uniform. Pellew combed through the gore with rubber gloves. Gently moving bits of it around, collecting evidence. A forensics expert from the analysis lab was there too, assisting him. Calvin couldn’t get himself to approach any closer than three meters.
“Who was he?” asked Calvin
He didn’t recognize the victim. The body lay sprawled on the ground lying face up, next to the back wall. His head was thoroughly smashed open, blood was everywhere, and bits of grey matter, ripped tissue, and bone fragments were almost ritualistically spread out.
“Still figuring that out,” said Pellew.
“If we don’t find an I.D. on his person we may need to do an analysis of his teeth and check our records.”
“It shouldn’t come to that,” said Pellew. “I’ve already ordered my soldiers to report in to their squad commanders. We’ll see who’s missing.”
About half the skull and most of the jaw was intact—but the distinct features of the face that would have identified the victim, such as its shape, eye color, and hair color, etc., had been brutally smashed.
The most disturbing part of the scene was actually above the victim. The assailant had taken the victim’s blood and used it to smear a word on the wall just above the corpse. In furious crimson letters it read, “JUSTICE.”
“Who would do such a thing—?” asked Calvin, talking to no one in particular. A murder on his own ship... he didn’t believe it. And didn’t know how to process it. He looked around, trying to understand why and how this had happened.
The rest of the room was untouched. And there was no sign of a struggle. The mirrors weren’t smashed and the stalls, toilets, and sinks seemed undamaged. Calvin guessed the attacker had taken the victim by surprise—perhaps it had been a friend or trusted fellow soldier—killed him, then desecrated the corpse afterwards. This was undoubtedly a crime of passion, the attacker had enjoyed this.
Justice—for what?
“Pellew, the moment you identify the victim, I want to be informed immediately,” said Calvin. He then looked at the crewman kneeling next to the special forces captain. “Tell the lab that this investigation takes top priority. I
need
to know who did this.”
“Yes, sir!”
“I’ll be anxiously awaiting reports from both of you.” Calvin then darted out of the head, through the barracks, and into HQ. The attending soldiers seemed confused by his presence—they were probably unaware of the recent murder. When asked if they could help him, Calvin ignored them and proceeded directly to the nearest comm panel and hailed the bridge.
“Bridge, this is the captain. Set condition one throughout the ship. And implement code fifteen. I repeat. Implement code fifteen.”
“Yes, sir.”
He left HQ and jogged for the nearest elevator that would take him to the bridge. As he ran, he heard Summers’ voice come over the shipwide intercom. Drowning out the deck-by-deck emergency klaxon. “Attention all hands, this is Commander Pressley. Code fifteen is active. I repeat, code fifteen is active. This is not a drill. All off-duty personnel are ordered to their quarters immediately and required to remain until further notice. All decks are locked down and all active personnel are on continuous duty. Effective immediately.”
They were only hours away from Remus Nine, and perhaps the most crucial mission of their lives, and now there was a killer on the ship. A killer
and
a hostile informant. Far too many dangerous loose ends...
 

***
 

Calvin had scarcely reached his office when a call came in from HQ. It was Pellew. He’d identified the victim.
“The slain soldier is Staff Sergeant Gary Patterson.”
The name clicked in Calvin’s mind. “He was one of the two who interfered with the Polarian religious service, wasn’t he?”
“That’s right. This killing was probably retribution.”
If so, then Rez’nac had been wrong about his people. They were unwilling to let by-gones be by-gones. Calvin worried that this would be the beginning of a war between the dominant two species on the Nighthawk.
“Were any Polarians seen on deck one around the time of the killing?” asked Calvin.
“Not that I know of. But it’s not like I have surveillance cameras in the barracks and corridors. One or two might have gone totally unnoticed.”
“I see. What about Alldroit, wasn’t he in the barracks at the time?”
“No, he wasn’t. He was in the mess hall, in defiance of orders to remain in the barracks. I have suspended him from duty and placed him in the brig.”
“So then no one was near Patterson at the time of the killing?”
“That seems to be the case.”
“Damn.” A witness would have made things a lot easier.
“Another thing,” Pellew went on. “You should know that I haven’t been able to keep a lid on this. Word of the killing is spreading fast—and so are rumors of who was likely responsible. It’s all I can do to keep my own men from marching to the Polarian quarters and opening fire. Patterson was well-liked by most everyone in the detachment—even the ones who didn’t mind the Polarians before now feel like Patterson’s murder deserves severe redress.”
“Your men are not to leave deck one for any reason,” said Calvin. “Confine them to the barracks and HQ.”
“I’ve already done that—however, I’m afraid keeping them cooped up will only rile them up further.”
“Do whatever you have to do,” said Calvin. “I will
not
have a war between the Polarians and the humans on this ship. Especially now.”
“I’ll do everything I can.”
“And remember,” said Calvin, almost more to himself than to Pellew, “we don’t know for sure that the assailant was a Polarian. For that matter, it could have been a fellow human who wanted the Polarians to look responsible—perhaps to encourage a violent incident that might lead to the expulsion of the Polarians from the ship.”
“Maybe,” said Pellew. “But I doubt it.”
Calvin agreed that the likeliest scenario was that a rogue Polarian—or small group of them—had taken it upon themselves to avenge their gods, or religion, or whatever it was they felt had been trampled upon by Staff Sergeant Patterson’s disrespect. “Have you informed Alldroit that he’s potentially in great danger?”
“I have the brig under guard by two soldiers on rotational watch and camera surveillance. He should be alright.”
“Good,” said Calvin. “Hopefully the lab will come up with convincing evidence soon of who the attacker was—but until then, standing orders remain in place and there will be
no
interaction between any human soldiers or Polarians, and all non-essential personnel are confined to quarters.”
“What about when we reach Remus Nine?” asked Pellew. “Assuming the murderer hasn’t yet been identified and brought to justice. How do you plan on performing the op without Polarians and special forces crossing paths?”
“I don’t know,” said Calvin. The team he’d selected included several soldiers from both groups. Clearly he’d have to re-think some things. “I’ll let you know when I’ve figured it out.”
“Bear in mind you only have a few more hours.”
“Trust me,” said Calvin, feeling the tide of stress rise in his mind. “I haven’t forgotten.” He would destroy those isotome weapons if that was the last thing he did, even if it cost him the ship and everyone on board. He would find a way to make it happen, no matter how bad the tension was between the humans and Polarians.
It was time to have a talk with Rez’nac.
 

***
The office door opened and a large, bluish-grey person could be seen in the doorway. He was so tall and muscular that he loomed over the tiny office.
In the time since he’d requested Rez’nac’s presence to the man’s arrival a few minutes later, Calvin had received six independent requests from soldiers and crewmen alike for the Polarian force to be disarmed. The situation was indeed bad.
“You summoned me?” asked Rez’nac.
“Yes,” said Calvin. “Please, come in.”
The large Polarian stepped inside and the door closed behind him. Calvin looked up at him unintimidated, even though this mountain-like alien had at least fifty kilograms on him.
“What brings me this honor, Captain?”
“Please, take a seat.”
The Polarian did as asked.
“As you have probably heard, there has been a murder on this ship. That is why your men have been asked to remain in their quarters with the doors locked.”
“I have heard. And we’ve complied. But I must ask—does this mean you suspect one of my men? If so, the shame of it falls upon me,” Rez’nac’s face contorted strangely in what was probably an expression of grief.
“I don’t have any evidence it was one of your men,” said Calvin. “But the majority of people on this ship seem to connect the fact that the victim was one of the men who disrupted your ritual with the fact that it appeared to be a revenge killing.”
Rez’nac nodded. “I can see why they would draw such a conclusion. Though those facts alone do not prove the killer was Polarian.”
“I agree,” said Calvin, folding his arms. “Which is why you’re here. I need your cooperation with an investigation.”
“Anything. If the killer was one of my own, he deserves to be punished. And so do I.”
Calvin didn’t agree with that last statement but decided not to debate it. “I want to send two officers to where you and your men are quartered who will interview them one by one. I would like you to accompany those officers at all times while they are there. I think... how do I say this? ... I
believe
an unwanted incident involving those officers is less likely to happen if you are with them. And your men will know that you support the investigation.”
“I assure you it is an unnecessary precaution, none of us wish your officers any harm,” said Rez’nac. “But I am happy to comply with your wishes nonetheless, captain.”
“Good.”
“I assume you will be questioning the human soldiers and crew as well,” said Rez’nac.
Calvin hadn’t really thought about that. As objective and fair-minded as he believed himself to be, he was only planning to seriously investigate human suspects if the Polarians all had good alibis. Ship’s resources were limited after all.
“We will investigate anyone who we can identify a motive for,” said Calvin carefully.
Rez’nac nodded. “Very well.”
“I would also like you and all of your men to go with me on my away mission in the next few hours. I have sent you all relevant intelligence, though I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to review it yet.”
“I have not. But I am happy to accompany and serve you. And so are my men.”
“Thank you.” Calvin had decided that mixing human special forces with Polarian soldiers was too big of a risk for the mission at hand. And he didn’t like the idea of taking the humans with him and leaving the Polarians on the ship with the crew. He knew that would make much of the crew extremely uncomfortable—and justifiably so considering the ongoing murder investigation—and he was equally concerned that by not taking all of the Polarians the handful he left behind would be unable to defend themselves from reprisals from special forces soldiers or human crew who blamed them for the murder. Besides, the Polarians were hardy, toughened warriors. No doubt they would prove their worth against the perils haunting the surface of Remus Nine.
“Anything else, captain?”
“Not for now. You may go.” He’d thought about discussing the requests he’d received for the Polarians to disarm but decided against it. Surely he could not disarm them by force—not without inviting a bloodbath. He suspected he could get Rez’nac to cooperate with such a disarmament but feared that, if he did, nothing would stop some of the humans from exacting brutal revenge on the suddenly helpless Polarians. By letting them keep their arms, he knew he was potentially putting human lives at greater risk, but he couldn’t justify taking their weapons. Despite the demands.



Chapter 22
 

Shen stared at his console blankly. His thoughts were a jumble and he tried to ignore his emotions.
“Coming up on Remus System,” said Sarah. “I’m going to drop us out of alteredspace at a distance, to make sure we don’t hit any of the mines.”
Shen heard her voice but didn’t turn around and look at her. He’d avoided looking at her since reporting for duty that day, and he’d avoided talking to her—but somehow it was much harder to avoid thinking about her.
“Good idea, Sarah,” said Calvin. “Shen, can you pick up anything on our scopes?”
Shen blinked and took another look at his console. He did a quick scan of the system. “Nothing unusual,” he reported coldly. Automatically. Almost as if he were on autopilot. “Just the star and the planets—and the orbital station around the ninth planet. None of the mines are visible and I don’t see any other ships.”
“Okay, keep an eye on it and let me know if things change,” said Calvin. “Sarah, what is the time?”
“1350 Standard Time.”
“The Rotham fleet should show up in a little over an hour from now. Hopefully we bought ourselves enough time.”
“It’ll have to be enough,” said Summers.
“Miles, how is the stealth system doing?” asked Calvin.
“Up and running,” said Miles. “They won’t see us coming.” The bigger man seemed to realize that Shen wasn’t quite his usual amiable self and shot him a sympathetic look.
“They weren’t supposed to see us coming in Abia,” said Calvin. Shen didn’t turn around to look at him, he didn’t want to look at anybody right now, but he could imagine Calvin pacing back and forth anxiously, wanting reassurance—he knew him that well.
“I still don’t know how they detected us in Abia,” said Shen. “But it’s possible they didn’t see us until we got too close. I agree with Miles’ assessment. Our arrival should be a secret.”
“ETA?” asked Calvin.
“One minute, fifteen seconds,” said Sarah.
The ship was still at condition one, a state it had remained in for the last several hours. Calvin had told them earlier that a murder had occurred on the ship—of one of the special forces soldiers. Shen had been shocked to learn this just like everyone else, but unlike them, a small but growing part of him envied the slain soldier.
The dead don’t have to worry about women, or deal with rejection. The worst part was, he didn’t blame Sarah. Not really. He looked down at his belly, which was bigger than it ought to be, and then compared himself in his mind to the perfect physique of someone like Captain Pellew, who not only had a rock-solid soldier’s body, but also boyish good-looks. Shen doubted any woman would really look at his bulbous frame with desire when there were bastards like Pellew littering the galaxy.
“Now we get to finally see if it all was worth it,” said Summers. “Or if it was just a wild goose chase after all.”
“Thirty-five seconds,” said Sarah.
“I assure you, Commander,” said Tristan, “this is no goose chase.”
“Thirty seconds.”
“Alex and Tristan,” said Calvin, “get to the airlock. I’ll meet you there soon. Pellew and the Polarians should be there already.”
Shen turned just enough to see the Remorii and Rotham leave the bridge. Good riddance. Shen never felt comfortable with them around. He trusted Calvin’s judgment, and if Calvin chose to tolerate them then so would Shen, but he couldn’t get past his own nagging suspicion that one or both of them was toying with Calvin. He chalked it up to his own paranoia. And decided that it didn’t really matter anyway. He glanced once at Sarah who was too involved with piloting the ship to notice him. Not that she would have noticed him anyway...
“Twenty seconds.”
“Miles, you’d better get down there too,” said Calvin. “Summers, call for a replacement and takeover the defense post until he arrives.”
“Ha-ha, very funny,” said Miles, not yielding his seat to Summers when she approached him. They both looked at Calvin.
“Ten seconds.”
“I’m not joking,” said Calvin. “We’ll need a good gunner for the craft we take from the station down to the planet and back. I can think of no one better than you. Now move!”
Miles looked confused and unhappy, but he did as he was told. Summers took over at the defense post and input a request for a replacement officer.
“...Two… One…”
The view filled with stars, the brightest of which was the local sun. A white speck barely larger than all of the others.
“Wow, we’re pretty far out,” said Calvin.
“I told you, I didn’t want to take any chances,” said Sarah.
“Fair enough,” said Calvin. “Begin our approach, nice and slow. Shen do a full scan of the system. I want to know what we can see now that we’re here.”
“Aye, aye,” he said and began scanning. Even though Remus Nine was the ninth planet, it was still in the habitable zone—meaning relatively close to the local sun—far enough away that the Nighthawk had a few minutes before being in danger of striking one of the mines protecting the planet.
“See any ships out there?”
“Negative,” said Shen as he looked over the incoming results.
“Good. Hopefully that means we beat the Rotham fleet and the Desert Eagle here.”
“Wait a minute,” said Shen, now noticing something. “I am picking up something. It’s not a ship, though. More like... yes, I confirm. It’s an alteredspace imprint. About two-hundred thousand mc’s from Remus Nine and partially dissipated. I’d guess the ship that made it left the system only hours ago.”
“See if you can identify the ship.”
“Doing an analysis now,” said Shen as the computer tried to extrapolate data on how much mass the ship had and where its likely destination was.
“Was it the Arcane Storm?” asked Calvin.
Shen did a cross-check. “I can’t get a one-hundred percent positive ID on it,” he said. “But that seems likely. Everything about the imprint suggests it was made by a ship of similar mass to the Arcane Storm.”
“Bullseye,” said Calvin. “Can you determine its likely destination?”
“No, not really,” said Shen. “The imprint has decayed too much. I think it’s being affected by the stealth field generated by the mines.”
“Too bad,” said Calvin. Shen guessed that Calvin would have sent the Nighthawk after the Arcane Storm—after dropping off the shore party—had they been able to get a good fix on it.
“It shouldn’t matter anyway,” said Summers. “If the weapons do exist, they’re supposed to be on the planet’s surface, not on the ship.”
“So long as our intel is good,” said Calvin, “that’s true.”
The Nighthawk moved carefully closer to the planet. After a couple of minutes, its advanced sensors were able to see the clusters of stealthed mines around the planet. “I’m detecting the mines now,” said Shen. “Forwarding the info to the projector display.”
The 3d display that showed Remus Nine, a seemingly white and grey planet choked with clouds, now revealed thousands of small dots all around it. Each dot was a group of mines. Deadly explosives packed tightly together, waiting to destroy any ships that strayed too close. Most vessels in the galaxy wouldn’t be able to see the mines even though their stealth technology was crude by modern standards.
“Can you identify a safe path for the ship to navigate, so we can approach the orbital station?” asked Calvin.
“Affirmative,” said Shen. “But you’ll have to follow the flightplan
exactly.” The clusters of mines were frequent enough, and dense enough, that any ship significantly larger than the Nighthawk couldn’t avoid striking them.
“Good,” said Calvin. Shen knew that if no safe path existed, Calvin would have ordered Summers to begin detonating the mines to clear a path—a process that could take a while and exhaust much of the Nighthawk’s weapons. Luckily they didn’t have to resort to that. “Send Sarah the data.”
“Done,” said Shen, sending Sarah’s console all the data he had on the discovered mines.
“Got it,” said Sarah.
“Take us in,” said Calvin. “Fastest safe speed.”
“Aye, aye. We’ll dock with the station in two minutes.”
“Shen,” said Calvin, “can you get a good look at the station?”
“Yes.”
“Display it.”
Shen adjusted the 3d projector to show the cylindrical metal station in close orbit around Remus Nine. It appeared unlit and had few if any windows. To Shen it looked like a coffin in space, silently circling what was probably the biggest graveyard in the galaxy.
“Is the station powered?” asked Calvin.
“Not from what I can tell—” said Shen, doing another detailed scan and reviewing what the Nighthawk’s sensors could pick up. “There is no damage to the station, other than a few signs of wear and tear.”
“What about the station’s generator? Is it still there? Can we restart it as planned or will we have to do a more involved operation to restore power?”
“The generator seems intact. Though I’m not sure from the scans why it isn’t functioning. My guess is that it’s simply offline but there’s no way to be certain from here.”
“Can we access the generator from space or is it inside the station?”
“From space. I’m guessing when this station was built, all practical repairs had to be done by spacewalks.”
“Sarah, move the ship into position for a spacewalk repair. Then send word to Andre. Let him know his repair team is cleared to begin operations. Once power is restored and everyone is back on the ship, dock us with the station.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Shen, what can you tell me about the atmosphere and gravity systems on the station?”
“The air on the station is still a breathable concentration of oxygen, though it’s probably very old and stale. The gravity system and all life support should come online as soon as the station has power again. Though it might take a while to purge the environment and recycle the air—should any toxic gases be detected. I don’t foresee a problem for your shore party, but climate suits are advised as standard procedure in this kind of situation.”
“No point in taking unnecessary risks,” said Calvin. “I planned on us using pressurized suits from the beginning. Now, what can you tell me about the planet?”
“It’s still habitable; atmospheric conditions are stable. Though it might not be very pleasant as there seems to be an above average amount of hydrogen sulfide in the air near the surface. The air composition isn’t toxic, though.”
“Can anyone on the planet detect our approach?”
“Negative. There aren’t any structures on the planet capable of detecting the Nighthawk. And... I don’t see any that could detect an inbound planetary landing craft of any type, but I’m less sure on that. Once you leave the orbital station and descend below the stratosphere, you should assume you are visible.”
“Fortunately for us, they’re expecting company,” said Calvin. “I’d better get below—”
Shen interrupted him, “Calvin.” He turned his chair to face the center of the bridge. “Let me come too.” Shen didn’t want to be here with Sarah, he didn’t want to be stuck on the Nighthawk, where it was safe, always the one to stay out of the action. Never the one compelled to adventure and take risks. No wonder Sarah, and every other woman in the galaxy, couldn’t see him as a man. At least not as a man to be drawn to.
Calvin looked surprised. “I... don’t think that’s a very good idea,” he said gently. Even he didn’t see Shen as the kind of man who could hold his own in a tight situation. Always the brain and never the brawn. Just like how, to women, he was always the friend and never the lover. Cursed with feelings—powerful ones—that could never be reciprocated. What a cruel universe. And for what? There seemed to be no point anymore. Life had dealt him an unfortunate hand—and he’d had enough. It wasn’t worth it anymore. He would be who
he
wanted to be from here on out, or die trying.
“Calvin, you have to let me go,” said Shen, shooting his friend an earnest look.
“It’s going to be extremely dangerous down there.”
That was what Shen was counting on. He was going to prove Sarah, and everyone else, wrong about him. He was every bit as capable a man in a tough situation as all the muscle-headed idiots that donned camouflage and toted firearms. He
had
to be. But he knew Calvin well enough to understand that Calvin wouldn’t tolerate Shen’s presence on the mission—or anyone else’s—unless they had a reason for going. And Calvin would never understand Shen’s reason, so he had to invent one. Make it seem like he was essential.
“If you get to the station,” said Shen, clearing his throat to buy him a little more time, “and you find some of the systems offline or not functional, you’ll need me there to patch them up. Otherwise you’ll never get down to the planet. And if something goes wrong with the planetary craft, you’ll wish you had a systems expert with you.”
To anyone truly familiar with systems, this would have seemed like a fairly desperate argument. In all honesty, if they did find something was wrong with the computers on the station or the planetary craft, there wasn’t much Shen, or anyone else, could do about it. But Calvin seemed to be mostly persuaded. Though not quite all the way. His friend looked at him with intense curiosity, as if searching for the real reason Shen wanted to go.
“Please,” said Shen. “I don’t ask for much.” He turned his head just enough to glance at Sarah—who looked as surprised as everyone else—then he looked back at Calvin.
Calvin nodded. “Alright. Let’s suit up. Sarah, send word once the generator is repaired and we’ve docked with the station. Summers, the ship is yours. Try to keep her in one piece.”



Chapter 23
 

No conclusive results had come in yet from the analysis lab regarding the murder of Staff Sergeant Patterson.
Calvin was sure it was only a matter of time, but he’d hoped to have the matter resolved before they reached Remus System. Sadly, no such luck. Now that they’d arrived, those concerns had to wait—and in all probability he was going down to the planet’s surface with the murderer at his side. He couldn’t decide if that was better or worse than leaving him on the Nighthawk.
“Everyone all suited up?” asked Calvin. His thin, lightweight climate suit transmitted the message automatically to the helmet speakers of the other members of his team. As tactical gear went, it wasn’t very protective against bullets and shrapnel, but it would keep a person alive against adverse elements. At least until the two-hour oxygen supply depleted.
“Yes,” said Tristan. The lycan was barely recognizable behind the protective white coating covering his body and limbs. The helmet’s facial screen revealed some of his features—most prominent were the goggles he wore under the screen. Everyone wore goggles, but in Tristan’s case they made his narrow head seem almost bug-eyed.
They stood as a group near the airlock, waiting for clearance to unseal the hatch and enter the unknown environment of the Remus orbital station. Miles fidgeted nervously. Shen stood stiff. Pellew seemed resolute. Tristan impatient. And Alex... he looked the strangest of all. Like most Rotham, he was smaller than the average human and it had been difficult finding a climate suit that would fit him properly. In the end they’d managed to adjust their smallest one adequately, though he still looked awkward wearing it.
Fortunately the much larger Polarians had brought their own climate suits as part of their standard tactical gear when they’d boarded the ship. None of the human ones would have fit them. Theirs differed from the Imperial suits not only in size but also in color, rather than white they were a dark steely grey. And their facial shields were mirrored and revealed nothing. It was kind of unsettling to look at them, actually. They stood there, menacingly tall and stout, face and body language hidden. And one or more of them had probably performed the savage slaying of Staff Sergeant Patterson...
Their away party totaled eighteen members, including four humans, one Rotham, one Remorii, and all twelve Polarians. Some carried charges which would be used to destroy the isotome weapons. And all carried assault rifles, wore sidearms, and carried extra magazine on tactical belts, some even had grenades. In the case of the Polarians, many of them also carried their ceremonial daggers and metal clubs.
They were going down as a heavily armed unit but Calvin didn’t want to be lulled into a false sense of security. What awaited them on the surface was an unknown number of Enclave agents, perhaps even a small army. And if that wasn’t enough, there were also the millions of type one Remorii which, if they descended upon Calvin’s group, could overpower them quickly. Calvin thought of the ferocity with which Tristan had fought the strigoi on Tybur, and even deeper in his mind remembered the savage, ruthless efficiency of the strigoi tha had rampaged the Trinity—if both lycans and strigoi alike feared the type one Remorii enough to flee Remus Nine, then certainly they were a threat worth taking seriously.
“Boarding party, you’re all clear,” said Sarah’s voice over the radio. “Docking seal is in place.”
“That’s the go-ahead,” said Pellew.
“Open the hatch,” said Calvin.
Pellew opened the hatch and their group pushed inside, weapons drawn and ready. The Polarian force led the way. Miles, the last to go through, closed the hatch behind them. They were now aboard the Remus orbital station.
It was very dark, almost completely black. A few consoles and panels were lit up, now that they had power, but almost everything lay in shadows.
“IR goggles, activate,” said Calvin. The device recognized his voice command and snapped to life. Replacing the darkness with a pale, almost faded pool of green. Because climate control had been restored, heat was again ventilating through the station, making sight possible, but it was still very cold overall. Calvin was glad to be protected by his climate suit.
Their group fanned out and swept the room, performing a swift but thorough search. Then Rez’nac reported. “Area secure.”
“Move out,” said Calvin. And, with military efficiency, they proceeded out of the room and down the long corridor. Not wasting time, but making sure to properly clear any room they entered. Calvin doubted anyone was on the station—according to his father’s intelligence no one would be—but he didn’t want to walk into an ambush either.
Because the orbital station was a standard—albeit antiquated—design, the Nighthawk’s computer had a blueprint of the facility. All team members had committed the path to memory—it was a simple route—and together they headed directly for the forward control room, caution in every step.
When they arrived, Calvin noted that the control room was smaller than he’d expected. It served as the station’s primary bridge and, even though the orbital structure was many times the size of the Nighthawk, he estimated its control room was barely larger than the Nighthawk’s bridge.
They cleared the room, once again finding no one.
Very few of the computers and panels were lit up. That was to be expected.
“Alright, Shen,” said Calvin. “Restart the main computer.”
“On it,” said Shen. And a slightly pudgy white figure moved to the central control station and began making adjustments. Within a few seconds there was an audible hum as much of the old equipment growled to life. The main lights snapped on so Calvin switched his IR goggles off.
“I take it that’s a good sign,” said Calvin.
“So far, no problems,” said Shen.
“Is the map there?” asked Calvin.
“Checking...” Shen typed something in the console and a search began. “Yes,” he said. “Looks like there is a file here in a language I don’t recognize.” He displayed the characters.
“That’s it,” said Tristan. “That’s the foul language of the strigoi!”
To Calvin the characters actually looked surprisingly elegant.
“Tristan, hand me the tablet,” said Shen, reaching out a hand. The lycan handed over a small tablet computer device which Shen affixed to one of the consoles and began downloading the map. “Download complete,” he announced a moment later. He handed the tablet back to Tristan.
“Are you sure it is the map?” Calvin looked at Tristan. The lycan seemed to be staring down at the tablet, perusing the document.
“Yes. Yes, it’s all here,” said Tristan.
“Good,” said Calvin. “Now let’s hope they left us a working planetary craft.”
“Move out,” said Pellew. He led the group out of the forward control center towards the shuttlebay. Rifle aimed high and ready.
“This place gives me the creeps,” said Miles as they went. “It’s like a space station run by ghosts.”
Tristan chuckled darkly. “This is nothing. Wait ‘til you see what’s coming.”
“Calvin... how did you talk me into this again?”
“Look at you,” said Calvin. “You’re big and you have a gun.” He noted that Miles seemed to be holding the rifle awkwardly, probably from inexperience. “No one will mess with you.”
“True. But that’s still not very reassuring...”
They reached the shuttlebay. It was a wide open area with seven planetary craft resting idly on the deck. Pellew and the Polarians began sweeping the room. Because of its size, however, and the tactical vulnerabilities of wide open spaces, Calvin knew it would take them a significantly long time to properly comb the room. So he just decided to step out into the open. Convinced by now that Samil’s information was correct and no one was aboard the station.
“Calvin, what are you doing?” asked Pellew.
“Testing the water.”
“I can’t cover you if you’re out in the open like that.”
“It’s alright, I don’t think anyone is here,” he said. He approached the nearest planetary craft, a small compact shuttle. At first glance it looked alright but when he walked to the side of it he saw a small puncture had breached the hull. That craft wasn’t going anywhere. On to the next one.
One by one he inspected the different planetary vessels and found that five of them could not be trusted to fly. Whether it was because of torn heat-shielding, hull breaches, missing stabilizers, or other reasons, these craft had clearly been grounded for good cause. On the far end of the deck though, near the massive metal door that opened into space, were two gunships. Both had seen their fair amount of wear. The metal was scratched, paint flaked off, and so on. But both, after a detailed inspection, seemed flight capable.
“Either of these should get us down to the planet and back,” said Calvin.
Ideally he would have liked to take both of them, splitting his team in half. It was usually better not to invest every egg in a single basket. If he were wrong about the craft’s flight worthiness, at least some of their team might survive to complete the mission. But unfortunately he was the only trained pilot in the entire group. And, in the event their approach was seen, two planetary craft rather than one might alert the Enclave agents on the surface that the people coming were not the people expected.
Pellew and the others finished sweeping the room and gathered around Calvin in a semi-circle.
“Which one should we take?” asked Alex.
“I’m leaning towards this one,” Calvin pointed to the smaller, lighter craft. It had much less armor and fewer guns than the other option, but was more agile, could ascend quicker, and could perform more aggressive maneuvers.
“I think we should take the other one,” said Pellew. “If things get dicey down there and we get into a firefight, there’s no substitute for a bit more armor and a lot more guns. But it’s your call, of course.”
Calvin realized that Pellew had a point. Part of what attracted him to the lighter gunship was that it would be more enjoyable to fly, but if they did come face to face with an army of Enclave agents—or a mob of type one Remorii, the additional weapons would pay off.
“Alright, agreed,” said Calvin. He patted the nose of the large gunship. “Now let’s see if this old bird will fly.”
 

***
 

The gunship was over fifty years old but its flight mechanics were simple and its controls intuitive. A relic leftover from a humbler era of piloting. Calvin fell in love with it right away, despite its hiccups and wear and tear.
“They simply don’t build them like this anymore,” he said, clutching the yoke with bare hands—it just felt sturdy. Fortunately the craft’s life support systems were all functioning so he’d been able to remove his gloves and helmet. Though, since it had no gravity system, he and everyone else had needed to strap in.
“This isn’t so bad,” Miles said from behind. He was seated at the weapons console. Calvin couldn’t see him, but imagined a very sick, very nervous look on the big man’s large, round face.
“Flight path laid in,” said Tristan. He sat at co-pilot holding the tablet computer with one handand using the other to input information into the gunship’s computer.
Calvin made an adjustment so he could see Tristan’s data in his head-up display. The green-lit numbers guided him as the craft gingerly descended—slipping, almost majestically, down toward the grey and black mass below.
“That really is not a hospitable looking planet,” said Calvin.
“Why do you think we left?” said Tristan.
The aerodynamic heating intensified as the craft descended into denser atmosphere. But the heat shield was holding.
Their smooth descent becamerocky with turbulence when they reached the troposphere. The gunship was surrounded by storm clouds and its sensors tracked extreme precipitation and wind forces. The vessel seemed almost to buckle under the pressure, as it lurched—violently thrown about—and Calvin had to make several adjustments to compensate. A rush of excitement filled him. And he remembered why he got into piloting in the first place. The feel of planetary forces, powerful winds, real gravity, and intense inertia were thrilling. Space-flight robbed the trade of its truest joys.
His passengers seemed less in love with the ride. He could hear retching behind him, and at least one vomited.
“Don’t worry,” said Calvin, “things should be steadying out soon.” He remained on the flightpath, even though it took him into some of the more severe precipitation. The gunship was designed for much stronger forces than those buffeting them currently—he was sure—and he didn’t want to lose the course.
Rapidly changing temperatures and strong wind shears tossed the gunship about furiously and all around them a lightning storm of convective activity could be seen out the windows. Brightening the dark clouds for moments at a time.
“Sorry about the bumps,” said Calvin. He didn’t know if storm conditions like this were common on Remus Nine but, if so, this particular gunship had clearly not been built for reentry here since it didn’t weather the storm well.
“We’re going to die,” said Miles. “I just know it.”
“We’re fine,” Calvin insisted, making another flight adjustment.
The gunship was thrown hard when its four-hundred kilometers per hour tailwind instantly dropped to less than ninety. “Ohh, easy there,” Calvin said, steering the gunship back on course. He heard another person vomit. The smell was almost bad enough to make him put his climate helmet back on. But he needed to keep both hands on the controls.
They dropped below the clouds and much of the turbulence disappeared. Calvin caught his first earnest glimpse of the planet’s surface. It was dark, almost dead in appearance, and soaked by the pelting rain.
Debris and desolation were everywhere. The plains and open spaces were scarred and barren and the cities seemed like vacant, ghost metropolises. Many of the structures and buildings still stood in good condition, but they were darkened and lonely—almost seeming asleep. They passed over the largest city. It was filled with thousands upon thousands of buildings and not a soul in sight. No sign of life or activity at all. Like millions of people had just vanished. A chill traced Calvin’s spine and he stared down at the sight. In the far distance a massive fire burned, lighting up the horizon.
“What is that fire?” he asked.
“Burning oil fields,” replied Tristan.
The whole scene taken in its entirety, the greyness of the surface, the distant flames, the abandoned cities, the fierce storm... it was certainly the most uninviting place Calvin had ever been to. And yet somehow, in its own dark and deadly way,
beautiful. A tiny part of him couldn’t help but wonder if this would be his final resting place. He shuddered at the thought.
Gotta survive. Must find those weapons!
“There,” said Tristan, pointing. “You see that beacon?”
“Yes,” said Calvin, spotting the faint strobing white light. It was difficult to see in the storm.
“That’s the landing zone.”
“Got it,” Calvin began prepping the craft for terminal procedures. He adjusted the flaps, slowing their descent, and flew a circle around the landing zone. Because of the low-visibility, he would have to perform an instrument-guided approach. He followed the numbers exactly, keeping an eye on the green head-up display. “We’ll touchdown in just about a minute...” He glanced at the time. 1435. The Rotham fleet would probably arrive within the next thirty minutes. Half that time would be needed to escape the planet’s surface and return to space. This was going to be close...
 

***
 

“We have arrived at Remus System,” the pilot said.
“Defense status?” asked Nimoux.
“Shields raised, all weapons armed.”
Nimoux sat at the command position, staring out the window at the brushstroke of stars that were now visible. He had been to Remus System before on a survey mission, but had never approached the inner planets. Something about this place felt eerie and twisted.
God knows why Calvin would come here. “Ops, what do we see? Is the Nighthawk out there?”
“Scan complete. There is an alteredspace exit signature that is very recent. It was created by a ship that is roughly the same mass as the Nighthawk. I do not see the Nighthawk, however. The only artificial heat source seems to be the station orbiting Remus Nine.”
“Did the Nighthawk leave?” asked Nimoux.
“I don’t see any evidence that it left. There is no recent alteredspace entry signature. I believe the ship is still here, we just can’t see it for some reason.”
“No doubt it is stealthed,” said Nimoux. “Ops, begin a deep scan using the advanced sensor. Sweep every cubic inch of the system, starting with the space around the ninth planet. Let’s find that ship.”
“Sir, starships arriving,” said the ops officer. “Looks to be the ISS Phoenix, ISS Stormfront, IWS Rhea, ISS Trogon, ISS Titan, and ISS Spirit. The rest of the taskforce is here.”
“Begin approach and order the squadron into containment position around the ninth planet—remind them to stay clear of the mines.”
“Aye, sir.”
“I’ve spotted them,” said the ops officer. “They are holding position just outside the mine field. Sending coordinates to the helm.”
“Excellent. Transmit coordinates to all ships and order them into standard containment pattern.”
“Yes, sir. Transmitting.”
“And broadcast the following message throughout the system on every frequency,” said Nimoux. “Lt. Commander Cross, you are hereby ordered to disengage your weapons and prepare to be boarded. You are under military arrest. Resist and be fired upon.”
 

***
 

Seeing the ships on the 3d display, knowing they were here—authorized by the government—to apprehend the Nighthawk, Summers felt extremely uncomfortable in the shoes of the fugitive. Everything in her core, all of her training, her upbringing, everything she was, sympathized with the Imperial ships pursuing them. She knew why they did what they did. And her heart was with them.
But she also knew that these ships were merely pawns being manipulated—like she’d once been. Unknowingly throwing their allegiance and trust behind a large, corrupt, corrosive influence that had taken root inside the Fleet. An influence that had led to the self-inflicted massacre in Abia that annihilated the men and women of the Fifth Fleet. That corrosive element had to be found and removed. No matter the cost. Which meant that justice would have to wait. Once the Fleet was restored to its proper self, Summers had every intention of turning herself in, and facing the consequences of her insubordination, but not before.
“I don’t know how,” said Cassidy, seated at the ops position, “but they see us somehow. The whole squadron is closing on our position.”
“Weapons range?” asked Summers.
“Not yet.”
“Is it possible that they are approaching the planet and it only seems like they are approaching us?”
“Negative. They are bearing down on our exact position,” said Cassidy.
“Lt. Winters, begin maneuvers, let’s see if we can lose them.”
“Yes, sir,” said Sarah. The view shifted as the Nighthawk rotated hard to starboard and fired up its thrusters.
“Move us to a hundred thousand mc’s from our previous position,” said Summers.
“Imperial squadron is changing approach. They have a fix on our new heading and are still on an intercept course,” said Cassidy.
“Begin erratic flight pattern,” said Summers. Time to see for sure if the approaching squadron could get a really clear fix on the Nighthawk despite its advanced stealth technology.
“Aye, aye,” said Sarah. Summers looked at her, saw lines of stress appear on her face as she wrestled with the ship’s controls, seeming intensely focused.
“They are matching our maneuvers,” said Cassidy.
“Mister O’Conner,” said Summers, now turning to see Miles’ replacement at the defense post. The red-haired midshipman was probably the youngest officer on the ship. “Is our stealth system engaged?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Like I said, I don’t know how they see us. But they definitely see us,” said Cassidy.
“It’s Abia all over again,” said Sarah.
“Time to intercept?” asked Summers.
“Most of the squadron will achieve weapons lock on us in about three minutes.”
Summers knew she had to do something. If necessary they would jump the ship away—if that was possible—but only as a last resort. Despite how mixed her feelings were for Calvin, she had no intention of abandoning him and the others down on the planet. However, Calvin’s party wouldn’t be able to return to space for at least half-an hour. And the Nighthawk probably wouldn’t last more than a few minutes in a chase or firefight. She needed to think of a third option.
“Are there any planets, moons, asteroids, or other objects we could use for our tactical benefit?” asked Summers. “Something we could hide behind perhaps?”
“There are several inner rocky planets and stellar debris fields but no major asteroid groupings, most were cleared away to allow the mine field—”
That’s it!
“The mines. Maneuver us into the minefield, but keep us clear of striking any of them,” said Summers. “Hopefully most of their ships are too big to follow.”
“Aye, aye,” said Sarah, turning the ship about once again.
“It looks like two of the seven ships are small enough to pursue us into the mine field.”
“Which ships?”
“The IWS Desert Eagle and the IWS Rhea.”
“Mister O’Conner, give me a tactical appraisal. How long could we hold off both ships?”
“Hard to say,” said Patrick, spinning his chair away from the defense post to face her. “The Desert Eagle is identically equipped to us and the Rhea is probably of similar fighting capability. I think we should consider surrender, for the safety of the ship.”
“Not an option,” said Summers.
The Nighthawk slowed drastically. “We’re in the mine field now,” said Sarah. “We can’t maneuver as quickly. I’ll go as fast as I dare to but I don’t want to hit any mines.”
“How many mine impacts can we survive?” asked Summers.
“None,” said Patrick.
Summers grimaced. She’d expected the ship’s armor to buy them a little leniency. “Definitely be careful then, Lieutenant.”
“They’ve broken off pursuit,” said Cassidy.
“Move us deeper into the mine field, let’s see if the smaller ships follow us.”
“So far no,” said Cassidy. “Two of the ships are skirting the edge of the mine field, doing some kind of scan. I think they lost sight of us somehow.”
Summers moved over to look at Cassidy’s console. Indeed the Imperial ships had backed off and seemed clueless as to the Nighthawk’s position. “How can that be?”
“I have a theory,” said Cassidy. “It could be that the primitive cloaking technology of the mines is obscuring us. I think whatever part of our stealth system that is deficient—allowing them to track us—is being compensated for by the mines.”
“So we’re invisible?” asked Summers.
“Looks that way.”
“Good. Hopefully that will buy us the time we need.” Summers returned to the command position.
Hurry up, Calvin.
 

***
 

“And... that completes our perfect landing,” said Calvin. He’d set the gunship down on an outdoor landing platform adjacent to the large facility where the meeting was scheduled to happen. The craft’s bright lights cut through the dark rainstorm revealing a short walk to a large, ominous grey door.
“Not the friendliest looking place I’ve ever seen,” said Pellew.
“Shutting down primary systems,” said Calvin as he adjusted the switches. The loud hum of the gunship’s engine faded and they could hear the smattering of heavy rain as it beat against the hull and windows. “I’m going to leave the secondary systems powered on, in particular the weapons. That shouldn’t drain too much power. Miles, I want you to remain on the gunship to cover our escape. As soon as you see us come through that door, or hear from us over the radio, fire up all systems and prep for launch. Can you do that?”
A look of intense relief spread over the larger man’s face and he tried to contain a smile. “Yeah! I mean... I guess so. If I have to.” He folded his arms in an effort to look tough. “I mean, I wanted to go with you but yeah, I’d better stay here. No one can run these guns better than me.”
Calvin smirked. He then looked at Shen. “I want you to stay too. I need—”
“No,” said Shen.
Calvin was taken by surprise. Shen wasn’t the type to interrupt him, less yet countermand his orders. “I need someone to help keep these systems ready for a quick evac. You’re most useful to me here.”
Shen shook his head. He clutched the firearm in his hands tightly and, through the face screen of his climate helmet, gave Calvin a look of severe intensity. “I’m going with you, Calvin. I have to.”
“It’s okay,” said Miles. “This bird is simple. I can handle the systems by myself no problem.”
“The more people we take with us, the better,” said Pellew.
“Yes,” said Shen. “Plus this is something I have to do.”
Calvin was confused but in no mood to argue. “Fine. Stay close, then.” He didn’t have a lot of confidence in Shen’s fighting ability and would hate to lose such a talented officer and good friend in the crossfire if things got ugly. “Tristan, check the atmospheric conditions and temperature. If we can leave these climate suits behind on the gunship, I’d like to.” They were bulky enough to slow their group down and wouldn’t provide much protection against small arms fire or type one Remorii.
“Sixteen degrees centigrade and atmospheric conditions are stable,” said Tristan after checking the co-pilot’s console. “The climate suits won’t be needed.”
“Good, let’s ditch them.”
Alex, who wouldn’t have been a very convincing Rotham Republic agent inside an ill-fitting Imperial climate suit, seemed the most relieved. They took a moment to pack up their tactical gear and fit a concealed listening device to Alex’s clothes. Calvin knew Alex would have to go into the meeting alone, which shouldn’t be a problem for the former Advent operative, but Calvin still wanted to keep tabs on the meeting any way he could.
Calvin put on a tactical earpiece and checked to make sure it was receiving the audio feed from Alex’s listening device—it was. He again strapped on his IR goggles and picked up his firearm. “Rez’nac, open the hatch and lower the ladder. It’s time to move out.”
 

***
 

“Have you found them yet?” Nimoux asked, staring at the blank 3d display that’d been tracking the Nighthawk.
“No, sir,” said the ops officer. “Their last known position was inside the mine field. It could be that a stealth field created by the mines is masking heat emissions from the Nighthawk.”
“Can you scan for gravitational discrepancy?” Nimoux wasn’t overly familiar with the capabilities of his starship but knew they could track the gravitational effect of larger ships on other objects as they passed by.
“Not reliably, sir. The Nighthawk is too small and there are too many objects within too close of a proximity to distinguish them.”
Nimoux pressed his fingers together.
Too bad...
“Sir,” said the pilot. “The Rhea is requesting further instructions.”
“Tell them to continue sweeping the minefield; we’ll do the same.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Then order the rest of the squadron to reorganize into a larger containment pattern. Block all possibility of alteredspace withdrawal from any ship exiting any point of the minefield. It ends here. The Nighthawk can’t hide forever.”



Chapter 24
 

Calvin shielded his face from the heavy downpour, thinking perhaps he’d abandoned the climate suit too hastily. The trek from the gunship to the facility’s entrance was probably not more than fifty meters but his uniform and tactical gear were soaked within seconds.
“Keep that tablet dry,” Calvin shouted over the noise of the driving rain. A deep thunder crash rolled and lightning split the sky, lighting up the clouds. “We need those instructions.”
“I left it on the gunship,” said Tristan. “I memorized the route.”
“I hope so,” said Calvin.
Their boots sloshed through deep puddles that covered the black, torn pavement. On either side of them, large, ominous urban buildings loomed darkly. None was lit up or showed any sign of recent use. Many of the windows were shattered and claw and scratch marks could be seen on doors and walls. Other than the rain and thunder, the world seemed quiet, and Calvin saw no indication that type one Remorii had been here recently.
“Looks like our host cleared the area for us,” said Pellew.
“More likely they hunted this place to death and the horde moved on,” said Tristan.
“Whatever the case, keep your guard up,” said Calvin.
They reached the facility’s large grey door and found the automated switch broken. Shen got to work on the manual override and Calvin waited, clutching his firearm tightly, shivering as water streamed down his face.
“Got it,” said Shen. The large door unlocked with a snap-hiss. Pellew, Calvin, and two of the Polarians worked together to pry the door open and push it aside. Darkness and stale air awaited them. Calvin entered the facility, followed closely by the rest of the group, and switched on his IR goggles.
He raised his carbine, ready for anything. What he saw was a long stretch of tiled corridor with several doors on both sides. There was some machinery strewn about—whose function he could only guess at—and old computer parts had been shattered and tossed onto the floor. No one seemed to be waiting for them, and there were no obvious hiding places.
“Looks clear,” said Calvin.
“Let’s move,” said Pellew, taking the lead. Rez’nac fell in behind.
“Go through the fourth door on the left, then down the long hallway,” said Tristan.
They moved quickly but quietly, speaking only in hushed tones. Calvin hoped they were not under surveillance. He couldn’t spot any lookouts or cameras, but for all he knew they’d been under surveillance since they’d arrived.
The door was unlocked and led them through a long, narrow corridor that connected to another building. The passage was just over a meter wide and its walls were made of thick glass—like massive windows that showcased the stormy outside. Calvin was still thoroughly drenched, but, as he peered through the glass out into the storming darkness—which looked alien and beautiful in infrared green—he was grateful to be indoors.
“Are you ready for this, Alex?” asked Calvin. They reached the end of the corridor and entered the next building.
“I am,” said the Rotham, looking resilient.
“We’ll be as close as we can,” said Calvin, “listening to every word. But—”
“For all intents and purposes I’m on my own,” said Alex, interrupting him. “I’m not worried. I have Advent training. I’ll be fine.”
Calvin nodded. He wanted to emphasize how important the Rotham’s mission was—it was up to him to find out where the isotome weapons were—but he knew Alex understood the consequences. There was a fierceness on his face and deliberateness shone in his eyes. He was ready. The plan would work. It
had
to.
“The closest position we can set up in,” said Tristan, “is going to be about a hundred feet away. So when you call for help—if
you call for help—it will take us a few seconds to get there.”
“I can handle myself, werewolf,” said Alex. “Don’t worry about me.”
“For your sake, Rotham, you’d better be right.” Tristan flashed his teeth for a moment. “This way,” he led them on. Through a maze-like path of corridors that wound their way through what was once a lab. As they moved deeper into the complex, it became clear that it had partial power. Some of the computer consoles, automatic doors, and mechanized elevators hummed with life and some of the lights were on. Calvin guessed these systems were restored recently.
“This is as far as we go,” announced Tristan. “The meeting is through the door down the hall and around the corner. It’s up to you now,” he clapped Alex on the back. The Rotham staggered from the force, nearly losing his balance.
“I know,” said Alex. He handed his rifle and tactical gear over to Pellew—including his IR goggles—because the instructions had insisted the Rotham representative arrive at the meeting place unarmed. Alex then switched the listening device back on—taking a moment to make sure it was properly concealed. “Mic check.”
Alex’s voice came through Calvin’s earpiece, as well as everyone else’s. “It’s working,” Calvin confirmed.
“Time?” asked Alex.
“1451,” said Pellew.
“About forty minutes before the scheduled meeting, hopefully that’s not a problem,” said Alex.
“We don’t have a choice,” said Calvin. “That Rotham fleet could arrive any time.”
“Understood,” said Alex. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, my public awaits.” He pushed his way through the group and headed around the corner.
“Godspeed,” said Calvin under his breath.
Pellew gave the Polarian soldiers instructions and everyone made sure that, should Alex give them the signal, they would be ready to storm the next room. Hopefully they wouldn’t be charging straight into the teeth of an overwhelming force. Calvin checked his weapon, making sure it was chambered and ready to fire, then he pressed a finger against his earpiece. And listened.
The microphone was so sensitive they could hear Alex’s footsteps. Eventually there was a muffled voice—it sounded like it was coming over a low-bit speaker—and then the sound of a door sliding open.
Calvin tried to imagine the scene but all he knew, from the map they’d downloaded, was that it was a medium-sized square room with two doors and windows along one wall only. What was waiting for Alex inside that room was anyone’s guess.
“Who are you?” a voice asked.
“Envoy Riy’terim,” said Alex, borrowing the identity of a low-level Rotham official he knew of. “I’m here to finalize negotiations.”
“You’re early,” the voice said.
“We make it a policy to be early. That keeps the other party on its toes. Now, tell me where my isotome weapons are,” said Alex, smoothly changing the subject. “I don’t see them here.”
“They aren’t yours yet...” said the voice.
“I am authorized to pay you more than the agreed amount.”
“How much?” the voice asked, sounding skeptical.
“Fifteen percent more. But only if I can inspect the weapons,” said Alex. Calvin was impressed as he listened; Alex was very graceful under pressure. He’d certainly done this kind of work before.
“How much money does that amount to exactly?” the voice asked carefully. Of course Calvin and his crew had no intelligence on what the specific amount was. They didn’t even have a guess at the order of magnitude, or even unit of payment. Which left Alex completely in the dark. He could make a guess, but odds were he’d be wrong and they’d see through his cover immediately.
“Wait a minute,” said Alex, no doubt trying to think of some way to dodge the trap before him. “You’re stalling, aren’t you? You didn’t expect me to come early. And now here you are, with no isotome weapons, trying to delay me. You don’t have them here, do you? When the fleet hears about this they’ll—”
“I assure you the weapons are here. You see out the window there?”
“I see a lot of rain and fog,” said Alex.
“Across the courtyard there is a silo. Half the weapons are there.”
“And the other half?”
“Still aboard the ship that delivered them.”
Damn!
They’d come all this way and it wasn’t the end of their hunt. They still had to capture the Arcane Storm.
“That wasn’t the deal,” said Alex, his voice reflecting some outrage. “You were to turn all the weapons over to us!”
“The deal has changed,” the voice said, textured by a hint of smugness. “The other half will be delivered to you at a later date. Pending how things go today.”
“I see,” said Alex. “You want payment before delivering all the weapons to us?”
“Payment plus fifteen percent,” said the voice. “As you so generously offered.”
“And the weapons that
are
here on the surface. You say they’re in a silo out there. And I’m supposed to just take your word?” asked Alex.
“Come look at this. There are cameras in the silo that broadcast to this terminal. As you can see, these images are in real time. And show that the missiles have been manufactured according to specifications and are ready for use.”
“Yes, I see that,” said Alex. Calvin knew that statement was more for the benefit of his team than it was for the Enclave’s agent he was talking to. It was confirmation that the weapons were there as described.
“Good. Now, do you see this?”
“What is that you’re holding?”
“Insurance,” said the voice ominously. “Now, you’ll have to answer a few questions for me before we can discuss terms.”
Calvin felt his stomach twist into a knot—it sounded like the contact was going to try to make Alex prove his identity. If so then things could get ugly fast. He signaled for the others to get ready to move in. He would save Alex if he could, but no matter what, they had to get to that silo and destroy those weapons.
***
 

“Sir, the squadron reports that containment position has been achieved,” said the pilot.
“I confirm that all ships are in position,” said the ops officer. “No ship leaving the minefield or the planet will be able to jump away.”
“Is it possible that the Nighthawk jumped before our ships were in position?” asked Nimoux.
“No, sir. There is no new alteredspace signature. My scans can’t conclusively find it, but the Nighthawk is most definitely still out there.”
“And not going anywhere anytime soon, I take it,” said Nimoux.
“Yes, sir,” confirmed the ops officer.
“Good. Continue sweeping the mines.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Pilot, broadcast the following message into the minefield on all channels.”
“Broadcasting.”
“Attention, Calvin Cross of the Nighthawk. You are currently surrounded and unable to leave the system. We are sweeping the minefield and
will
find you eventually. When we do, we will use every means available to disable or destroy your ship. Surrender now and you will not be fired upon. Refuse, and risk destruction. Think of your crew. Their lives are in your hands. This is my final warning.”
 

***
 

The mood on the Nighthawk’s bridge was grim and anxious as they heard Captain Nimoux’s warning repeat itself.
“Shut that off,” said Summers.
“What are we going to do, Commander?” asked Patrick.
“Ignore him,” she said. “It’s probably an empty threat.” She doubted the Desert Eagle would destroy the Nighthawk without first making some kind of effort to capture it.
“I confirm that their ships are deployed in a pattern that would prevent us from escaping,” said Cassidy. She used the ops console to project the opposing squadron on the 3d display.
“We should surrender,” said Patrick. “And save the ship.”
“No,” said Summers. “Midshipman O’Conner, you make sure our stealth system keeps stable. Midshipman Dupont, keep an eye on any ships that are sweeping the minefield. Feed their coordinates to the helm.”
“Aye, Commander,” said Cassidy.
“Lieutenant Winters, continue covert maneuvers. Keep this ship inside the safety of the mine’s cloaking field, and as far away from the sweeping ships as possible.”
“Will do,” said Sarah, biting her lip in concentration.
Summers spun the command chair back to face forward and began massaging her temples. She couldn’t delay Nimoux forever. Calvin needed to return quickly. If he didn’t... she’d have to leave him behind.
“Every minute we’re putting the ship in greater danger,” said Patrick.
“I understand that,
midshipman,” Summers snapped at him. “There is something more important going on here.”
Patrick’s face turned red and he looked either irritated or embarrassed.
Serves him right.
Summers stood up and walked over to the helm. Even if Calvin did return, there was still a squadron of ships holding them prisoner. “Lieutenant Winters, what is our best chance of escape if we try to run the Imperial blockade?”
“We’d have to find the biggest gap between the ships and shoot through the middle,” said Sarah.
“All the gaps are uniform,” said Cassidy. “The ships are evenly spread apart. I recommend we identify the ships with the weakest firepower and try to maneuver between them. Maybe we can get through before being disabled… or destroyed.”
Summers looked at Sarah, wanting her thoughts.
“It’s as good a plan as any, I suppose,” said Sarah. “But I wouldn’t bet on it working.”
“It may be our only shot,” said Summers. “Perhaps when the Rotham fleet arrives—if the Desert Eagle hasn’t found us yet—that will create enough confusion for us to escape.”
Sarah shrugged. “We can hope so, sir.”
“Midshipman Dupont, pull up everything you can on those ships. Winters and O’Conner, do a tactical analysis of the squadron. I’ll contribute what I know about the Phoenix.” She was still surprised to see it in the squadron and its ghostly image on the 3d display gave her a flurry of mixed emotions—mostly negative.
“The Desert Eagle is effectively identical to this ship,” said Cassidy. “I’ll pull up what I can on the others. The military ships should be in the database but the other IWS ship, the Rhea, may be classified.”
“This is a waste of time,” said Patrick. “We should just surrender.”
“One more remark like that and you’re relieved,” said Summers, glaring at him. Being a former defense officer herself, she didn’t really need his expertise. She just needed him to monitor his post and let her know immediately if there was a problem with their stealth system or defenses.
“The Rhea has next to nothing available on it, but I think it’s a safe bet that it’s one of the slower ships,” said Cassidy. “Based on its design and the position of its engines.”
“The Phoenix is probably the slowest in the whole squadron,” said Summers. Not that the Phoenix was truly slow by any standard. “That will be the easiest ship to outmaneuver.”
“I can confirm that,” said Cassidy. “With the possible exception of the Rhea. The downside to the Phoenix is that it’s heavily armed.”
“So if we decide to do a flyby near the Phoenix, it’s all or nothing,” said Sarah.
“What about the ships next to the Phoenix?” asked Summers, pointing to one of the smaller ones on the display. “If one of them is poorly armed, our best chance might be to go between that ship and the Phoenix. Taking heat from the smaller ship—but hopefully not enough to be overpowered—while outmaneuvering the Phoenix. Jumping before it can bring its weapons to bear.”
“It’s possible,” Cassidy nodded. “The ISS Spirit is positioned adjacent to the Phoenix and it does have the fewest armaments of all the ships here. It’s conceivable that we could survive a beating from the Spirit, outmaneuver the Phoenix, and outrun the rest of the squadron before they converge on us and get into firing range, allowing us to execute a jump before being destroyed.”
“That may be our best—”
“Sir!” said Sarah, interrupting Summers. “We’re visible!”
“What?” asked Summers, feeling a rush of panic.
“I confirm,” said Cassidy. “The stealth system has been disengaged.”
All eyes turned to Patrick who spun his chair to face them, arms folded. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t want to resort to this but you refused to be reasonable.”
“What are you talking about, Midshipman?” asked Summers.
He frowned at her. “Trust me. This is for the greater good.”
“I’ll move the ship deeper into the mines,” said Sarah. “But that won’t buy us much time.”
Summers didn’t take her eyes off of Patrick. “Engage the stealth system. That’s an
order.”
Patrick shook his head. “Really, I’m surprised at you, Commander. I would’ve expected you, of all people, to understand. I don’t know what happened to you...”
“Listen to my
order.” There was a time, not too long ago, when Summers would have found herself doing the very thing Patrick was doing. Part of her sympathized. They had clear orders from the Fleet and were in possession of their ship unlawfully, therefore they
had
to surrender. But now that the images of the Fifth Fleet’s self-destruction haunted her dreams, and she knew that the Fleet had become corrupted, she couldn’t afford to turn herself in. Not yet. For all she knew, this ship was the only ship in the whole Empire dedicated to restoring the Fleet to its proper order. If only she could make him see that.
“I’m sorry, sir,” said Patrick.
“In that case, midshipman, you are relieved,” said Summers, walking swiftly toward the defense post. “Get off my bridge.”
Patrick got out of the chair and stared down at her. “Make me.”
“Lieutenant Winters, call for special forces.”
 

***
 

It didn’t make sense. Why had the Nighthawk revealed itself? If they were heeding Nimoux’s warning and surrendering—which would be extremely convenient—then why did the ship refuse to communicate? And why was it moving farther away? Was this some sort of trick? It was almost like a mutiny was playing out on the Nighthawk’s bridge, or a disagreement between the defense officer and the pilot.
“Intercept course, fastest safe speed,” said Nimoux. “Ops, track that ship’s position. Helm, order the Rhea to help us bring in the Nighthawk.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Tell the rest of the squadron to hold position.” In case this
was
a trick, he wasn’t about to move his ships out of containment formation and give the Nighthawk a chance to outrun them and escape. That and he didn’t want his larger ships to stray too close to the mines.“The Nighthawk is continuing to reposition itself deeper inside the minefield,” said the ops officer.
“The Rhea acknowledges pursuit order,” said the pilot.
“Can we fire on the Nighthawk without setting off the mines?” asked Nimoux.
“Yes, sir, if we move in closely and avoid using explosive ordnance.”
“Order the Rhea not to fire any missiles.”
“Yes, sir,” said the pilot. Adding a moment later, “the Rhea acknowledges.”
“Time to weapons range?” asked Nimoux.
“Just over two minutes.”
“Defense, lock all guns onto the Nighthawk’s engines and propulsion. Let’s disable her. Helm, tell the Rhea to have her troops standing by. We’ll take the ship intact if we can.”
 

***
 

“They’re locking weapons. Expect incoming fire in about ninety seconds,” said Sarah.
Summers stood face to face with Patrick—only inches away. He was taller than her, and broader, but she didn’t let herself feel intimidated.
“Stand down,
midshipman,” she said.
“No,” he replied icily.
Summers moved past him, reaching for the defense console. She’d re-enable the stealth system herself if she had to. Patrick deflected her arm. She recoiled, then made another attempt, ramming him with her shoulder to get by, but he kept his balance and, in retaliation, shoved her hard.
Cassidy gasped as Summers crumpled to the floor. Pain shot along Summers’ side and up her left wrist. She ignored it and sprang back to her feet.
“Don’t make me hurt you, Commander,” said Patrick. “Because
I will.”
“You do
not
treat her like that,” said Cassidy. She jumped up from her console and approached Patrick. Her hands balled into fists.
Sarah jumped up also, ready to charge to the front of the bridge and let Patrick have it. Summers stopped her. “Stay at your post, lieutenant,” she said. “You need to keep this ship as far away from them as possible, for as long as possible.”
Sarah’s eyes narrowed, obviously wanting to teach Patrick a lesson, but she accepted Summers’ logic and put her headset back on. “Aye sir. Sixty seconds until weapons range.”
Cassidy threw a punch at Patrick, which he blocked. He caught her arm and twisted it around her back, causing her to scream in pain.
“I don’t want to hurt you either,” said Patrick. “But you give me no choice.”
Summers felt a flush of rage pour through her, but she controlled it. Knowing it would do no good to lash out in wild, unbridled anger. Instead she kept her wits about her, and approached Patrick carefully, in a defensive stance. Her limited martial arts training took command of her instincts.
Patrick tossed Cassidy aside and turned to face Summers. His eyes locked with hers, showing stern defiance. He raised his fists into a boxer’s pose. Summers had no doubt that he would strike her if she went any closer.
“Thirty-five seconds” said Sarah.
Obviously there wasn’t time to wait for special forces to arrive. Summers had to act now. She looked Patrick up and down for a moment, noting how he balanced his weight –feet a little too closely together. He was fit and certainly stronger than Summers, and he’d been through a similar martial arts program during his training—she had no doubt—but she was faster and smarter. Those advantages had to count for something.
“Thirty seconds.”
“Give it up,
Commander,” said Patrick smugly. “It’s over.”
Summers moved instantly. She closed the distance and threw all her weight and momentum into Patrick. He caught her but tumbled backwards. His back struck the defense console with a loud crack. He grunted and seemed to shrug off the pain as he grappled to control Summers’ arms.
She broke free from him and sent a fast jab toward his nose. Followed by a left hook to the side of his head. He blocked both and threw a swipe of his own at Summers. Predictable and heavy-handed, his fist swung at her and she easily ducked it. On her way back up she threw another punch, one he wasn’t expecting, and struck him hard in the throat.
Patrick slumped to the ground, choking and wheezing. Struggling to breath. Summers ignored him and went immediately to the defense console.
“Weapons lock in eight seconds.”
She was grateful she’d taken the time to familiarize herself with the Nighthawk’s systems. The layout of the defense console was not drastically different than those she’d used before, but she’d never had access to a stealth system in the past.
“Got it,” said Summers. “Stealth system re-engaged.”
“Changing course now,” said Sarah. “Hopefully they don’t see us.”
Summers prepped herself to raise the shields if the worst should happen, at least then they’d have a fighting chance.
“The Desert Eagle is firing its guns,” said Cassidy. “Now the Rhea too.”
Summers closed her eyes and braced herself.
Nothing happened.
“They fired on our previous position. Both ships have answered full stop. We are no longer being pursued.”
Sarah let out a cheer. “Yes! They don’t see us!”
Summers sighed with relief. She swiveled the defense chair to look at Patrick who was still on the ground, and not looking so good. He seemed barely conscious. She knelt down next to him, trying to think of what first aid to give.
The elevator door opened and Summers looked up to see two special forces soldiers enter the bridge, stunners raised. Spotting her and Patrick, they raced over.
“Take him away and keep him under guard,” said Summers, standing up once more.
“Yes, sir,” one of the soldiers said. They hoisted Patrick up and began carrying him toward the elevator.
“And see that he gets immediate medical assistance.”



Chapter 25
 

“Wrong answer,” said the voice over the earpiece.
An awful deep bellow sounded. It not only came through the earpiece, it came through the walls. Calvin felt it in his bones. He reacted in pain, trying to plug his ears. So did the others. Even the Polarians seemed disturbed by it. And Tristan’s eyes flashed bright red.
“What is
that?” asked Alex.
“I’m afraid that neither of us is leaving this place alive...” said the voice.
“Move!” shouted Pellew. He bolted around the corner, firearm raised. The Polarians followed him closely. Calvin and Shen at their heels. They raced down the hall. Tristan quickly overtook the others. When they reached the room where the rendezvous was happening, Tristan ripped the door aside and charged in.
“Hands on your heads,” shouted Pellew as he disappeared inside.
Only after the Polarians got through did Calvin get his first glimpse of the rendezvous room. It was empty and blank, with only the one set of windows—as described by the blueprints they’d studied; there was no furniture. Surprisingly, there was only one Enclave agent. He was in human form with white hair, thin physique, and a crooked expression on his face. He wore normal civilian clothes and stood holding some kind of metallic device—no doubt the source of the awful sound they’d heard. Alex was only a few feet away.
“I said hands on your head!” shouted Pellew as he approached the Enclave agent, weapon leveled at the man’s chest.
“It’s too late,” the Enclave agent said, looking at Pellew with a strange smile that showed both pleasure and despair. “In a few seconds, nothing will matter.”
Pellew knocked the metal device out of the man’s hands and he and one of the Polarians seized him. Tristan watched from nearby, his veins and muscles popping, ready to tear into their captive at the first sign of resistance.
But the Enclave agent did not resist. “It’s too late,” he said. “For all of us.”
“What is the fool talking about?” asked Rez’nac.
“Who cares,” said Pellew, double-checking the restraints he’d just placed on the Enclave agent to make sure they were secure. “We need to get to that silo and plant the charges on those isotome weapons.”
Calvin knew he was right.
Rez’nac said something in Polarian and one of his men shot the window leading outside—causing it to shatter. He then carved the glass away with his knife. Letting in a gust of chilly air and the haunted sound of moaning wind.
“Through the window is the fastest way to the silo,” said Rez’nac.
“Agreed,” said Calvin, and he began organizing them. “Rez’nac, have one of your men take this thing back to the gunship,” Calvin nodded toward their captive.
“Of course,” said Rez’nac. He then uttered something in Polarian and one of the large, muscular blue aliens walked up to their captive and hefted him over his shoulder. Then he jogged away, carrying the captive as if he weighed nothing, back the way they’d come. That left their numbers at sixteen—three humans, a Rotham, eleven Polarians, and one Tristan. Most of whom carried charges to destroy the isotome weapons.
Calvin continued his orders. “The rest of us will go to the silo. Pellew, you lead the—”
He stopped himself abruptly and listened. Over the moan of the wind he could hear something. “What is that?” he asked.
“What is what?” asked Pellew.
“I hear it too,” said Alex.
The sound grew in volume. It was like a slow, steady thunder heading their way.
“What the hell is that?” asked Pellew. “It sounds like... an army running toward us.”
Tristan flashed his teeth and his eyes glowed red. He let out a hiss. “It’s the jaws of death!”
Calvin listened. It was thousands and thousands of footsteps pounding their way, converging on their position from the outside. Calvin felt a chill trace his spine as he realized what the Enclave agent had meant. His strange device had called out and attracted a horde of type one Remorii. And now that savage, starving horde was fast descending on them.
“What do we do?” asked Alex. He looked at Calvin.
“If we run, maybe we can make it back to the gunship,” said Tristan.
“What about the isotome weapons?” asked Alex. “We can’t just leave them!”
Calvin agreed. He hadn’t come this far, and gotten this close to the deadly stockpile, only to turn tail and run now. He’d sworn to himself that he’d give up anything, and pay any price, to rid the galaxy of them. But now that he was faced with that choice, he was more hesitant than he’d expected. And the fear that gripped him, seizing his throat, gave him the urge to run. Hide! Escape!
Anything. But he resisted it.
“No,” said Calvin sternly. “We
have
to take out those weapons. No. Matter. What.”
The storm of footsteps grew even louder as the mass of Remorii approached. Calvin couldn’t even hear the wind and rain anymore.
“He’s right,” said Alex. “You all know it.”
Part of Calvin didn’t want to compel the others to stay. But if he released them, and some chose to escape, that lessened the odds that the mission would succeed. And this mission was far too important to jeopardize. Even though it would probably cost them everything. Ordering people to their deaths was a fact of command—but not something he’d ever been comfortable doing.
Calvin silenced the rush of anxiety growing inside him, weakening his joints, and instead he grit his teeth. “Move!” he shouted, raising his weapon. He charged out the window into the storm.
The others followed closely behind. Knowing, like he did, that their fates were sealed. And few of them, if any, would ever leave the planet alive.
***
 

“Still no sign of the Nighthawk,” reported the ops officer.
Nimoux frowned. He was disappointed but not surprised. “How much longer until we’ve swept the rest of the mine field?”
“With only the Desert Eagle and the Rhea participating in the sweep... at least another twelve hours, sir,” said the ops officer.
Nimoux was a patient man, he’d learned a long time ago the value of taking a deep breath and not rushing things. He’d gladly wait twelve more hours, even a hundred hours, if that meant completing his mission and recapturing the Nighthawk. But he knew twelve hours was being overly optimistic. Because, truthfully, the Nighthawk could evade them forever. By hiding in patches of mines that had already been searched. His strategy was flawed—he could admit that—which meant it was time to try something different.
“We’ll have to do something else,” said Nimoux. “Something more severe.” He regretted the risks his new idea implied, but there was no alternative.
“What do you recommend?” asked the XO.
“We gave them a chance,” said Nimoux. He stood up and approached the window, folding his arms as he gazed out at the dark planet. “Now we’ll have to smoke them out. Begin detonating the mine clusters. One group at a time.”
“We might destroy the Nighthawk,” said the defense officer.
“Yes, I know.” Nimoux lamented that possibility. He didn’t want more loss of life on his hands—not to mention the loss of intel that could have been mined from the ship and crew post-capture. But he doubted it would come to that, believing the Nighthawk would surrender before risking destruction.
“Destroy the mine clusters in a random pattern so the Nighthawk can’t predict which patches are safe. As more and more mines are destroyed, Mister Cross will be putting his crew in increasing danger as his safe haven shrinks away.”
“Brilliant, sir,” said the XO.
Nimoux shrugged off the compliment. It seemed more wasteful than brilliant to him. But these were old mines that were probably due for replacement anyway, and given the situation he could think of no other plan that was as likely to produce results. “Hopefully we don’t get too lucky with our first shot,” he said.
“The computer estimates the probability of destroying the Nighthawk by detonating a random mine cluster is currently… barely more than one percent,” said the defense officer.
“I can live with those odds,” said Nimoux.
“Of course, the longer the Nighthawk hides, and the more clusters disappear, the odds will increase very rapidly,” said the ops officer.
“Let’s hope they see reason then,” said Nimoux.
“First cluster targeted,” said the defense officer.
“Fire.”
 

***
 

The rainstorm beat down hard, soaking them. Calvin removed one hand from his carbine to wipe water from his eyes.
“I don’t see it!” he yelled over the pounding of feet, rain, and thunder.
“He said it was this way,” Alex pointed.
They sprinted through the fog. Hoping they were going the right way.
“Look!
There it is,” said Tristan, pointing. No doubt his superior Remorii eyes allowed him to see the silo before anyone else. As they neared, Calvin eventually caught sight of the large cylindrical frame hidden in the fog, like a ghostly silhouette.
“I see it,” said Calvin.
The pounding of feet stopped abruptly. And all that could be heard was the rain.
“What’s going on?” asked Pellew.
“They’re here,” said Tristan.
Everyone raised their weapons and formed a tight defensive circle. No one could see more than a few meters away.
“We can’t afford to stop,” said Calvin. “We have to keep going.”
“He’s right,” said Pellew.
An unnatural, bone-chilling moan sounded on their left. It was joined by other agonized voices. A slowly approaching choir of tormented creatures shuffled toward them. The silhouetted figure of dozens of humanoids became partially visible.
Tristan snarled.
Shen panicked and opened fire. Draining all thirty rounds of his magazine in mere seconds. One or two of the approaching figures dropped. But others quickly took their place.
“Oh
shit,” said Pellew, getting a sense of how useless their firepower would be against this enemy.
There was something almost mesmerizing about the gruesome humanoid horde as it approached—dozens and dozens of figures all together, fierceness in their sunken eyes, with a purely unified one-mindedness. Like zombies. Some now close enough to see clearly. Injuries and deformities covered their corpse-like bodies. If they weren’t moving, Calvin would have believed them dead.
“Aim for the head; conserve ammo,” said Pellew. Red-laser dots appeared as everyone marked a target. “Fire at will.”
Everyone opened fire. Calvin let one of the Remorii have it with a three round burst. The bullets cut into his target’s face, ripping through the head. The Remorii staggered a bit, stunned by the injury—but somehow didn’t die. Calvin couldn’t believe it! He squeezed the trigger again. This time his target dropped, its head completely destroyed.
All around them the Remorii fell, but for each that went down it seemed like two more took its place. As they neared, the zombies accelerated—charging them. Calvin fired his clip dry. So did many of the others. He dropped the empty magazine and reached for another but, before he could grab it, a Remorii was upon him. The sunken, deadened eyes seemed to stare past him, not at him.
“Bayonets!” yelled Calvin. He thrust the knifepoint of his barrel through the throat of his attacker repeatedly. The zombie still managed to take a swipe at him before falling dead. A blow that narrowly missed striking Calvin hard in the cheek with bone-shattering force.
A melee broke out as a score of Remorii descended upon their defensive circle, swiping and clawing. Their line broke. In the chaos, Calvin and several others were forced to retreat back several meters.
The Polarians showed their quality. Their thick skin sustained severe blows from the Remorii and their awesome strength shattered skulls and ripped arms from their sockets. Many pulled out their ceremonial knives and slashed through Remorii bodies while others swung their rifles about madly. In one instance, a carbine was broken against a Remorii head.
Perhaps fiercest of all was Tristan who managed to rip through two or three of their foes in mere seconds. His movements were swift and flowing, his muscles swollen, and his extended claws were a force to be reckoned with. But even he took a beating as powerful blows connected with his body and he was surrounded on all sides.
It was a bloody, gory mess. The rain poured down, soaking their bloody clothes and making the pale naked bodies of the Remorii glisten. A terrible smell arose and the sounds of bones twisting and cracking, and flesh being ripped apart were almost more than Calvin could bear. But adrenaline made him focus and he managed not to think about it. Forcing himself to ignore the corpses piling up around them. After what felt like hours of fighting—but couldn’t have been more than minutes—they had a respite. The attacks stopped.
Calvin was dying to catch his breath. He took the opportunity to reload his weapon, his carbine was more red than black now. Poor Shen leaned heavily on his knees, wheezing. Clearly not in any condition to keep up with such physical demands. Miraculously, he seemed uninjured.
There were a lot of cuts and bruises, and everyone knew they couldn’t take many more attacks like that. But most of their group had survived. Only two hadn’t been so lucky. Both were Polarians. They lay on the ground, broken and savagely maimed. One had deep lacerations across his back and neck and was surrounded by a pool of his own blood. The other had been beaten senseless and had major bone fractures all over his body. He lay face up, expressionless, eyes still. Calvin leaned down to check his pulse.
“Leave them,” said Rez’nac. Shrugging off a wound on his left arm.
Calvin looked up at him. The steel in his eyes showed neither sorrow nor fear. Only single-minded determination.
“There’s nothing we can do for them,” said Rez’nac. “They are with the Essences now.”
“Come on,” said Pellew.
Calvin got to his feet and the group quickly closed the distance to the silo. Alex used his charges to blow open the door.
“Pellew and Shen, you come with me to destroy the weapons,” said Calvin. “The rest of you, stay here and give us cover. No matter what, you
have
to buy us enough time to plant the charges. Nothing else matters.”
“Understood,” said Rez’nac. He ordered his men into a defensive posture.
“We should not be here,” said one of the Polarians. The blue of his skin was among the most pronounced—not a trace of the faded grey, and he was one of the youngest. Calvin recognized him as Rez’nac’s son Grimka. “We should leave this place. This is the humans’ concern, not ours.”
“You WILL fall into line!” said Rez’nac, with a stunning force behind his words. His deep voice seemed ready and willing to answer any challenge.
“This is not an honorable death,” insisted the young Polarian. “The ancestors...”
“I am of Khalahar!” said Rez’nac. “I
will speak for the ancestors. We have a sworn duty here and we will honor it!”
The young Polarian looked upset–afraid even. Clearly he wasn’t made of the same steel his father was. Calvin left Rez’nac to handle the situation and followed Pellew inside the silo. It was dark so he switched on his IR goggles.
In the shadowless green he could see several medium-sized missiles carefully raised on special scaffolding throughout the large room. He counted fifteen weapons.
“Split up,” said Calvin, taking off his tactical pack and withdrawing some of the explosive canisters. “Make sure to get them all.” He fixed two charges to the head of the nearest missile—where its payload of sun-destroying isotome was.
The three of them ran throughout the room. Fixing two charges to every missile—moving as fast as they possibly could. No doubt handling the deadly explosives with less delicacy than was recommended.
“That’s the last of them,” said Pellew, affixing the final charge.
“Leave the extra charges here,” said Calvin, placing his final two canisters on the ground next to one of the missiles. In all, there was enough explosive firepower here to blow the silo sky high. “And set the timer. Two and a half minutes.”
“Done,” said Shen.
“Let’s go!” Calvin led the way.
Back outside, the storm hadn’t let up. Puddles of heavy rain coated the hard ground, and streams of blood ran everywhere. The Polarians, Tristan, and Alex were engaged in a severe fight with another large group of Remorii. At least one more had been killed and several had fresh injuries, including Alex whose forehead was bleeding.
Calvin and Pellew threw grenades into the horde—far away from their allies. The frag explosions were more a distraction than anything else, but they did stall the next wave of Remorii.
“Charges are planted,” said Calvin. “We gotta move, now.”
“If we break formation,” said Rez’nac, “they’ll cut us down.” He’d cleverly organized his men into a fighting line that was proving successful at repelling the unrelenting waves of Remorii coming down viciously upon them. More corpses were scattered on the ground, torn and pulverized. Too many for Calvin to count.
“We have no choice,” said Pellew. “That whole place is going to blow in less than two minutes!”
“Not to mention if we stay in one place for too long, we’ll be hopelessly surrounded,” Calvin added.
Rez’nac shouted an order in Polarian and he and his surviving warriors took up a position around Calvin, Shen, Pellew, and Alex, protecting them as they charged forward. Straight into the mouth of the swarm. Rez’nac himself took point, throwing his large body mass at the tide of Remorii, swinging his rifle with a sweep of his powerful muscles. Tristan jumped swiftly from target to target, like a mountain lion.
Their advance toward the facility slowed as they met resistance. All around them the Remorii converged and, positioned as they were, the shore party was vulnerable on all sides. Calvin and Shen opened fire from relative safety and Pellew threw more grenades, covering the rear. Any Polarian who had ammo released every fiery bullet they could. But the fight rapidly turned into another giant melee. Fists, knives, guns, and claws were swinging everywhere. Bones shattered and ligaments ripped.
Calvin felt his heart pound so intensely he could hear it in his ears—despite the terrible noise of violence, gunfire, and explosions. He drained another magazine and slapped in a new clip. He provided covering fire for Rez’nac and the other brave souls leading the charge, as best he could.
Tristan got too far ahead of the others and had to retreat. His body was more soaked from blood than rain. It stained his face and colored his torn clothes, and streams of red poured over his taut muscles. He seemed as fierce and deadly as ever but Calvin could tell he was tiring, his movements became increasingly sluggish. And it wasn’t just him, they all were wearing out. But the Remorii showed no hint of relenting.
If only we can get through the courtyard and back into the facility…
Calvin longed to escape the open spaces, to have walls at his sides and chokepoints to take advantage of…
We can make it! We can still do this. Just a little farther…
It was a brutal slaughter, the worst violence Calvin had ever seen—and more than once he stumbled over a mangled, shredded corpse in his path. He had almost given up when, through the fog, he saw a glorious sight—the science facility!
“Stay strong!” he yelled.
One by one they filed through the broken windows as quickly as possible, those waiting their turn faced off against the Remorii, protecting the group. Their sojourn across the open courtyard had cost them dearly. A quick headcount revealed that only nine of them were still alive. And of those still standing, nearly everyone was injured.
Calvin, Pellew, Shen, Alex, and Tristan still stood, in no small part thanks to the noble actions of the Polarians, who bore the brunt of the attack—and the casualties. Calvin had never seen such devotion and loyalty—not even from humans—as the mighty Polarians broke, one by one, fighting to the last breath to protect the humans—creatures they didn’t even like! Simply because that was Rez’nac’s will. Calvin wondered if their spirituality gave them courage he couldn’t understand, or if it was something else, perhaps in their biology.
Just as it was Calvin’s turn to enter the broken window, a powerful explosion rocked the air. He turned and watched for a moment as the silo burned, little more than a pillar of fire now, glowing green through the infrared goggles. The missiles were no more. The unstable isotome no doubt harmlessly dissipated. They’d done it. Even if he died here and never contributed anything more to the galaxy, at least here he’d done something significant. They all had.
He went through the window and Pellew followed closely behind. Tristan was last through. He shredded one more Remorii before entering and Pellew lobbed another grenade past him to buy them time.
The group didn’t stop once they were back inside the facility. They continued running, as fast as they could, back through the maze-like complex. Calvin followed Rez’nac and the surviving Polarians, feeling hopelessly lost and disoriented. He doubted he could find his way back to the gunship, but at least the Polarians seemed to know where they were going.
“I
really
didn’t think we’d make it,” said Shen, huffing and puffing next to Calvin.
“We ain’t outta the woods yet,” said Pellew. “Come on, hurry.”
Calvin withdrew his radio from his tactical pack, without breaking pace. “Miles, do you copy?”
“Loud and clear, boss.”
“Did a Polarian soldier and a captive ever make it back?”
“Yes, indeed.”
“Good.” Calvin would’ve left them both behind if they weren’t there, without so much as a second thought, but he was glad to know the soldier and a potentially very deep well of intelligence hadn’t been lost. “Get the bird prepped for launch ASAP! And have those guns ready. We’re coming in hot and we’re bringing company.”
“Wilco. I’ve got your back. Just get here!”
They ran into very few Remorii as they carved a path through the complex. Small groups of them were scattered, having somehow found their way inside, but nothing like the hordes that’d swarmed them outdoors. He hoped this kind of luck would stay with them, but wouldn’t feel safe until he was back aboard the armored gunship.
They reached the long glass corridor and Calvin got his bearings. “Almost there,” he said loudly. They ran two abreast, Rez’nac and Tristan still leading the group. Through the thick glass, Calvin could see masses of dark clouds swirling, the storm had only intensified. He hoped it wouldn’t give them trouble during lift off.
Farther down the corridor he could make out images of more type one Remorii swarming on the outside, beating against the glass. It was extremely eerie jogging past them, seeing their sickening, terrifying faces pressed up against the glass. Their sunken eyes staring at nothing. Calvin tried to ignore them. Wishing the walls were made of stronger materials—like starship windows—rather than thick antiquated glass. This whole planet felt like a relic from an earlier time.
“Just a little farther,” said Calvin, more to himself than to anyone else, as they neared the end. Tristan and Rez’nac were already opening the far door.
There was a popping noise and Calvin saw a large crack shoot along the glass wall, branching into smaller cracks.
“They’re breaking through!” said Pellew.
Calvin, Shen, and Pellew, who together were the rear of the group, all broke into a desperate sprint, trying to run even faster. Despite the horrible burning in his throat and lungs, Calvin managed to speed up, fueled by adrenaline. Pellew did too. But Shen fell behind—wheezing and coughing desperately. Calvin slowed down, not wanting to leave him behind.
“Hurry,” Rez’nac called, now running back their way.
The glass exploded. Calvin ducked his head and shielded himself with his hands instinctively. Shards flew everywhere, some of them cut Calvin’s face and forearms. At his sides he heard the feral moan of type one Remorii closing in—surrounding him.
Hands pressed against his shoulder and back. Shoving him forward with so much force that he stumbled and fell. He landed on his side and looked up to see Shen being mauled by Remorii that had broken through. Remorii that had been aiming for Calvin. By pushing him down, Shen had saved him.
“No!” Calvin yelled as he sprang to his feet and raised his carbine. He fired three round bursts into the heads of the Remorii that were beating on Shen. One of the attackers managed to bite Shen on the neck before Calvin could kill him.
Shen slumped to the ground motionless. He was severely bruised and bleeding and his eyes were closed. Calvin didn’t know if he was alive or dead.
He ran to him. Shoving the knife on his rifle through the face of another Remorii that was leaning over Shen, kicking him. Once the Remorii fell, Calvin continued to beat him with the butt of his gun mercilessly. Swearing and yelling incoherently as he did.
Gunfire sounded close behind him. He realized someone was protecting his back. An instant later Rez’nac appeared at his side. The large Polarian grappled powerfully with one of the Remorii, ignoring his own deep wounds, and in the blink of an eye snapped its head off.
“We have to go!” Pellew called out from behind. “Now.”
“Come on,” said Rez’nac, looking down at Calvin.
Calvin looked back down at Shen and stared at him in shock. He knelt and searched Shen’s neck for a pulse. “No... no...”
“Calvin!” shouted Pellew. “More are coming. Let’s go!”
Calvin kept staring at Shen. “We can’t just leave him here!”
“He’s with the Essences now,” said Rez’nac. “There’s nothing more we can do for him.”
“Damn the Essences!” said Calvin. “Wait… Yes! He’s still alive!” He’d found a pulse. It was faint, but it was there.
“Very well,” said Rez’nac. He scooped up Shen and carried him over one shoulder. Calvin loaded another magazine and provided covering fire. The two of them met up with Pellew and retreated toward the exit, fending of Remorii as best they could. Calvin took a blow to the face. It had been slowed down by his bayonet but still impacted with enough force to break some capillaries just below his left eye.
Intense pain shot through him but it didn’t matter. Shen was alive. He had to get him back to the Nighthawk. The image of Christine being bitten by a Remorii on the Trinity flashed in his mind, but he shook it away. This time it was going to be different. Shen was going to be alright. They all were. They were getting out of here.
They pushed through the exit and down another corridor.
Almost to the landing platform. We’re gonna make it! All of us.
 

***
 

“Another mine cluster has been destroyed,” reported the defense officer.
Nimoux watched the brief flashes out the window as dozens of mines exploded. Small debris floated past the window, harmlessly striking the Desert Eagle’s armor plating. “Still no word from the Nighthawk?” he asked, not understanding why Calvin still refused to surrender his ship. Did he not understand that he and all of his men would be killed if he played this game much longer?
“No, sir. No word,” said the pilot.
“Can we at least confirm that the Nighthawk hasn’t been destroyed?” asked Nimoux.
“Yes, sir,” said the ops officer. “I’ve been scanning the debris thoroughly. None of it is consistent with the materials making up the Nighthawk. She’s still out there.”
“For a little longer anyway,” said Nimoux. “Target the next mine cluster.”
“Target acquired.”
“Probability analysis?” asked Nimoux.
“Computer estimates there is a one in twenty-five chance that destruction of current target will result in destruction of the Nighthawk,” said the defense officer.
Still not betting odds, but not an implausible longshot either. And getting more and more likely all the time. Nimoux let out a sigh.
Surrender the ship already, Calvin. I don’t want to destroy you!
“Should I hold fire?” asked the defense officer.
“No,” said Nimoux with some measure of regret. If Calvin wanted to keep playing this dangerous game, there wasn’t much the rest of them could do about it. “Fire when ready.”
 

***
 

They watched as more mines were destroyed. Flashes of light and then nothing. The explosions were too far away to risk damaging the Nighthawk, but it was the closest call yet.
“We can’t keep this up much longer,” said Cassidy. “The risk of destruction is growing rapidly. Pretty soon it will be one in ten.”
Summers knew the midshipman was right. But she hadn’t lost hope yet that they’d hear from the away party down on the surface.
Damn you, Calvin. Where are you?
“Adjusting to new position,” said Sarah. “A lot of the minefield has been destroyed.”
Cassidy shot Summers an expression of concern and Summers knew it was time to seriously consider other options. She would give Calvin all the time she reasonably could, but she wasn’t going to lose the ship waiting for him. If he didn’t escape the planet soon, he was on his own.
Assuming he was even still alive...
She shuddered, trying not to consider that possibility.
“The plan we discussed earlier,” said Summers. “Is that still our best chance of escape?”
“Maneuvering between the ISS Spirit and the ISS Phoenix?” asked Cassidy.
“Yes.”
“Affirmative,” said Cassidy. “The ships haven’t changed formation.”
“Lt. Winters, do you concur?” Summers looked at Sarah. The pilot shot her a wounded look, obviously she cared much more about their absent shore party than Cassidy did, but even she looked resigned to the likely fact that their missing crew would have to be left behind.
“Yes,” she said. “I agree.”
Summers nodded. “Very well, plot our best escape trajectory and alert all decks to brace themselves for missile impacts.” Summers looked down at the defense console, making certain she was familiar with all the controls. And, for the first time ever, found herself wishing that idiot Miles was present. His incredible skill with the ship’s weapons no doubt surpassed even her own. Not that she’d ever admit that to his insufferably annoying face.
“What about Calvin and Shen and the others?” asked Sarah.
“We’ll give them as much time as we reasonably can,” said Summers. “But when we can’t afford to wait any longer... we’ll take our chances with the blockade.”
“Sir,” said Cassidy, “the Desert Eagle is firing on another mine cluster.”
 

***
 

Emerging from the facility into the stormy outside was brutal, and opened them up to attacks from all sides once more. But the grey metal gunship perched not far away was a truly welcome sight. Its pre-launch engines burned and its mounted guns were spun up, ready to fire.
Calvin and his group dashed for it—tired and beaten, but fighting on. Calvin found his hopes rallying.
We’re going to make it.
The Remorii hadn’t given up on their prey, however. Massive groups of them were coming in from both sides, and rapidly overtaking them from behind. Calvin and Pellew each turned and took a knee—steadying their rifles—and opened fire on their nearest pursuers. The instant their clips ran dry they about faced and resumed their retreat toward the gunship. Closing the distance.
Just as the mobs of Remorii converged on them from either side—in numbers they couldn’t hope to resist—the gunship’s enormous batteries roared to life and began shredding them. Countless Remorii fell, ripped apart by machine-gun fire designed to puncture metal airships. Calvin averted his eyes from the pulpish remains of the shredded corpses as best he could, it was a savagely gruesome enterprise but he was more than grateful for the gunship’s assistance. He just wanted to get the hell off Remus Nine and never look back.
They reached the gunship and, one by one, ascended the ladder to the hatch. At Calvin’s insistence, Rez’nac was first to go up—carrying Shen. Calvin and Pellew provided covering fire, shooting apart any Remorii who strayed too close, while the others went aboard. Meanwhile, Tristan again leaped from target to target, ferociously clawing through Remorii with terrifying bloodlust.
“Come on, Tristan,” yelled Calvin.
Tristan ignored him and continued fighting. Blood soaked nearly every inch of him. He let out a cry of pain as one of the Remorii’s blows connected with his jaw. But he kept fighting. Ripping the perpetrator apart limb from limb.
“We have to go,
now!” yelled Pellew.
No response from Tristan—who was gradually becoming surrounded. Calvin reloaded his rifle and fired in Tristan’s direction, close enough to get his attention but not risk hitting him. If the lycan noticed, he gave no sign. He continued struggling with three different Remorii, and his brutal, inhuman strength was starting to fail him.
“We don’t have time for this,” said Pellew. He raised his carbine and shot Tristan in the back of the arm. The werewolf howled with pain and turned to face them. His eyes glowed brighter than Calvin had ever seen them, his face thoughtlessly feral. For a moment it looked like he was going to leap over and slaughter them, but then recognition came over his eyes and his senses returned.
Pellew pointed at the ladder. “Go!”
Tristan seemed to understand and, as he fought his way free and came toward them, ready to escape this world, Calvin began ascending the ladder. Knowing that Pellew and Tristan weren’t far behind. Once he was aboard the gunship, a wave of relief rushed over him. But his heart still beat like a machine gun in his chest and he was thoroughly winded.
Once we finally get off this godforsaken rock I’ll feel a lot better.
“Seal the hatch as soon as Pellew and Tristan are aboard,” he instructed the nearest person, a Polarian who was bandaging his wounds as best he could with the gunship’s limited medkit. Most of the other survivors were crowded around him, piecemeal bandages did a poor job of covering all their injuries. But it would have to be enough. Sadly, not many had survived. Though the diminished weight would at least help them escape the planet faster—even in death the Polarians were giving all they could to help.
Calvin went past the huddled mass of survivors and into the cockpit where he took the pilot’s seat immediately.
“The engines are hot and ready for launch,” said Miles. The big fellow didn’t look at Calvin, he was too intently focused on the guns. Which were firing incessantly at the endless hordes of Remorii—nearly to the point of overheating. Yet the bastards kept coming. Even now he could see them out the windows. Leaping onto the ship’s outer hull, hopelessly clawing away at the armor plating. What drove them to pursue their quarry so obsessively? Calvin had no idea. And he wondered if they were attracted to danger—did they want to die?
Miles ducked involuntarily as a particularly gruesome Remorii landed on their window, slowly sliding down, leaving behind a trail of blood.
“Be glad you weren’t out there,” said Calvin.
“Thank god we have these guns!” Miles fired the gunships weapons some more, no doubt slaughtering more Remorii. “See, I
knew
this was the right gunship to take!”
Calvin agreed. The lighter gunship might not have been able to survive such a beating, and certainly its weapons wouldn’t have provided as much cover.
“The hatch is sealed. Everyone’s aboard who’s coming aboard,” said Rez’nac. He knelt on the floor of the cockpit next to Shen, who lay unconscious. Rez’nac seemed to be giving Shen first aid treatment as best he could with their limited medical supplies.
“Roger that,” said Calvin. He began releasing the landing clamps and fired up the ascension engines. “Brace yourselves, this is going to be a bumpy ride.” With that, he gave the gunship maximum thrust and catapulted them skyward with a powerful lurch that slammed everyone back. The gunship had one inertial damper that protected them from some of the most severe gravitational forces, but it wasn’t very effective. Calvin felt nauseous but kept their ascension steep, almost to the point of stalling, as he re-angled the gunship.
“Oh god, I’m going to be sick,” said Miles.
Calvin didn’t dare look back at him and instead kept his focus on the controls and the view out the window. They were in a thick of dark clouds. If not for the computer, Calvin would have had no sense of orientation whatsoever. He heard a few of the passengers in the back dry-heaving and vomiting. It wasn’t long before the nasty smell wafted its way into the cockpit. Calvin himself felt like puking but managed to fight the instinct. He wanted to put the climate helmet back on but didn’t dare let go of the controls for even an instant.
The clouds gradually thinned and the gunship pushed above them. “Entering the stratosphere,” said Calvin. “ETA... just over seven minutes.”
“Wha... Where...?”
Calvin glanced down to see Shen. He seemed groggy and confused but he was conscious. His torn sleeve was rolled back and it was clear Rez’nac had injected him with something.
“He needs to stay conscious to fight the infection,” said Rez’nac. “That’s his best chance.”
“Shen!” said Calvin excitedly. He’d feared that he would never see his friend alive again... though Shen’s gaunt face and several injuries made it clear he was not out of the woods yet. If recovery was even possible. “Stay with us, buddy.”
They continued their ascent for another minute and a half without any problems. Calvin dared a glance at Shen whenever he could, and tried to keep his injured friend alert with conversation. But it was clear that unconsciousness was lurking just around the corner, threatening to overpower him. And the fighter’s instinct in Shen’s eyes was withdrawn, like a part of him wanted to just give up and die. End the suffering once and for all. Calvin couldn’t let that happen.
“Stay with me,” said Calvin, wishing he could go to his friend. But he knew he had to keep piloting. They’d be on the Nighthawk soon, he reminded himself; Shen could get help there. He thought of Christine, how all the medical assistance in the galaxy hadn’t been enough to save her and... he closed his eyes for a moment and pushed the awful memories from his mind. Shen was going to be okay! They all were.
Calvin found himself wishing Sarah was there as he put the old gunship through some dangerous, highly aggressive maneuvers to escape the planet. Calvin was a fine pilot, and he had full confidence in himself, but Sarah was superior.
“Do you smell that?” asked Rez’nac.
“What?” asked Calvin. And then he did smell it. “It’s like something’s burning.”
“What
is
that?” asked Miles.
The craft jolted and began to spin. Calvin cut the second engine, realizing he’d lost one of his main thrusters. He managed to keep the vessel from flipping upside-down but their ascent stopped and they began to drop like a stone, back towards the surface of Remus Nine.
Calvin cursed, trying to restart the lost thrusters, and Miles threw up about a day’s worth of food. His vomit sprayed all over his console and Calvin’s uniform.
“We’re dead... we’re dead...” Miles began saying over and over.
“No, we’re not!” said Calvin, trying to urge the systems back into a functioning state. Their descent accelerated and they found themselves subject to intense gravitational forces. Calvin and Miles were held in place by their straps but Rez’nac and Shen began to float, as if weightless. The strange experience seemed to jog something in Shen’s mind and, once again, he seemed coherent.
“Shen, I could really use your help about now,” said Calvin. Their ship plunged back into the dark, stormy clouds. Fast spiraling them to their imminent deaths. Calvin adjusted the flaps, trying to slow their descent, but it was only partially effective.
Bracing himself against the bulkhead, Rez’nac managed to push Shen over to Calvin, who caught the ops officer by the wrist and helped him get his grip on the console.
“You need to...” Shen looked strained as he spoke. He began adjusting some of the controls and Calvin did his best to keep Shen from floating away. “Manual override...” Shen made several adjustments, but it was clear that he was fading fast. Falling in and out of consciousness in the blink of an eye. “Now restart the system.”
Calvin did. He cut all power and restarted the main computer, saying a little prayer to any god that would listen—hoping the fifty year old equipment would even turn back on.
“I KNEW we should have taken the other gunship!” shouted Miles.
In the blink of an eye, the system restarted, all the consoles flickered back to life. Calvin fired the thrusters and found them responsive. He rapidly stopped their deadly plunge and angled them back toward the sky.
“Thank the Essences...” said Rez’nac.
No longer in a deadly plunge, the illusion of zero gravity was gone and Shen and Rez’nac both crumpled to the floor. The beat up old Polarian still had plenty of fight left in him, but Shen seemed spent beyond repair. His consciousness faded and, despite all of Rez’nac’s efforts to rouse him, he would not awaken.
“Okay, now our ETA is ten minutes,” said Calvin. “Miles, contact the Nighthawk. We should be far enough from the planet’s surface to get a signal out now. Have them pick us up once we’re clear of the outer atmosphere. We don’t have time to dock with the orbital station.”
“You got it, Cal,” said Miles.
“And tell them to have medical assistance standing by at the airlock,” said Calvin. He looked down at Shen, whose body showed the early signs of Remorii infection. “And
security,” he added, regretfully.
“Hopefully the Nighthawk is still out there,” said Rez’nac.
“It’d better be,” said Calvin. But he knew as well as the others did that they might be flying right into the jaws of the Rotham fleet instead.



Chapter 26
 

“Sir, message coming in from the planet,” said Sarah. “It’s the shore party!”
Thank God. Summers felt a wave of relief pour over her. She’d been inches from giving the order to attempt to run the blockade, and leave Calvin and everyone else behind. Believing that she’d lost him, that young, stupid boy... it surprised her how much anguish that made her feel. And how stubbornly she’d refused to abandon him, even to the point of endangering her life, and those of the crew.
Of course, it’s only natural. I need Calvin to help me purge the fleet of corruption. Yes, that’s why.
“They are in a gunship that is about to break free from the planet,” Sarah went on. “We’re ordered to dock with their vessel ASAP. They are sending coordinates.”
“Tell them we acknowledge the order, then set course for those coordinates,” said Summers.
“Aye, aye.”
“You realize that by approaching the planet we will be withdrawing from the mine field,” said Cassidy.
“Yes, I understand,” said Summers. Knowing that they were about to abandon their fast-diminishing hiding place. “That is why we must retrieve our people as quickly as possible.”
“They are calling for medical and security teams to meet them at the hatch,” said Sarah.
“Comply with all requests,” said Summers. “ETA to rendezvous?”
“Two minutes.”
“Security?” asked Cassidy. “What are they bringing back with them?”
Summers was equally baffled. “I suppose we’ll see.”
***
 

“The Nighthawk is on our scopes again,” said the ops officer. “It’s emerging from the mine field.”
“About time they saw reason,” said Nimoux. By this point over half the minefield had been destroyed. “Commence capture operations.”
“Sir, the ship is heading away from us, not toward us,” said the ops officer. “It’s flying toward the planet.”
“Toward the planet?” Nimoux raised an eyebrow.
“It is on an intercept course with a small shuttlecraft.”
“Ah, so they sent a team down to the surface,” said Nimoux, wondering what was so important on that nightmare-infested rock to risk life and limb to see in person.
“Apparently so,” said the ops officer.
“Now that they’re clear of the mines, we can use a missile to knock out their engines. Are they in weapons range?” asked Nimoux.
“No, sir,” said the defense officer. “Not even our long-range ordnance can strike them from this distance. The ship’s stealth system is still engaged and would prevent a missile lock from this far away. I believe we’re the only ship in the squadron that can even detect the Nighthawk.”
“Very well. Ops, transmit the coordinates and vector of the Nighthawk to every ship in the squadron. And keep them updated on the ship’s position.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Shall I order the fleet to converge on the Nighthawk?” asked the pilot.
“No,” said Nimoux. “Tell them to hold position. I don’t want to give the ship a window of escape. Have them continue blocking every alteredspace trajectory from the planet.”
“Understood.”
“And what are our orders, sir?” asked the defense officer.
“Ops, can you confirm that the Nighthawk is a safe distance from the remaining mines?” asked Nimoux, wanting to be doubly sure.
“Affirmative.”
“Good. Destroy the remaining mines. Let’s deprive the Nighthawk of its hiding place. With the minefield wiped out, they will have no choice but to surrender or be destroyed.” Nimoux sincerely hoped Calvin would choose the former.
 

***
 

The elevator door opened and Calvin stormed out onto the bridge, Miles at his side. Sarah lit up when she saw him and even Summers, who was sitting at the defense post for some reason, seemed relieved.
Sarah looked past them, toward the empty elevator. “Where’s Shen?”
Shen had been rushed to the infirmary, under heavy guard. Along with the rest of their surviving shore party, nearly all of whom had sustained injuries requiring immediate treatment. Calvin had taken several cuts and bruises, and had a severe headache, but wanted to be nowhere else but the bridge at this moment. “Shen is in the infirmary,” he said gingerly, not wanting to create any alarm.
“Oh my god, is he alright?” asked Sarah.
Calvin didn’t want to tell her the truth—that Shen was probably going to die—or worse, transform into a mindless type one Remorii—so he lied. Now was a critical moment and he didn’t want Sarah’s, or anyone else’s, judgment to be compromised. “He’ll be fine.”
“It’s good to see you in one piece, Lieutenant,” said Summers. The tiniest smile broke through on her face.
Calvin nodded, trying not to think of the hell he’d just gone through. The images of the violent horrors of Remus Nine were still fresh in his mind, but he pushed them away. Knowing the experience would probably haunt him the rest of his life, which wouldn’t be long if he didn’t compartmentalize right now. It helped being back on the Nighthawk. The one place in the galaxy that felt like home. “Status report,” he said, taking the command position.
“The Desert Eagle and a squadron of Imperial ships have surrounded the planet,” said Summers, relinquishing the defense post to Miles, who looked at her in his chair as if she were an unwanted squatter. Summers walked over to Calvin and stood by his side. “They can see through our stealth system unless we hide in the minefield. We hid there until we heard from you.”
“Sir, the mine field has been completely destroyed,” said Cassidy, looking over her ops console. “It is no longer possible to hide there.”
“Status of the other ships?” snapped Calvin.
“Five warships are in a containment pattern, blocking alteredspace vectors away from the planet. Including the Phoenix.”
“The Phoenix?” asked Calvin excitedly. He wondered if Anand was in command of that ship. If so, perhaps his best friend would show him some leniency.
“Yes, sir. And two other warships are mobile, the Desert Eagle and the Rhea. They are on an intercept course with us. Weapons range in eighty seconds.”
“Disengage stealth and clear for action,” said Calvin. If hiding wasn’t an option then fighting was their only recourse. It didn’t look hopeful, but at least they’d succeeded in destroying the isotome weapons on Remus Nine. He wondered briefly if there was a way to get Anand to help him without making it so obvious that Nimoux had Anand arrested.
Probably not... For that matter, Anand might not even be in command of the ship anymore.
“Aye, aye,” said Miles. He sounded general quarters, raised the shields, and began arming weapons. Calvin strapped in, as did the rest of the bridge crew.
“Any sign of the Rotham fleet?” asked Calvin.
“No sir. Though they are due to arrive at any moment,” said Cassidy. “According to our best estimation.”
“If we’re lucky, maybe they’ll arrive right now and throw Nimoux’s squadron into chaos,” said Calvin, trying to be optimistic—despite the long odds.
“If a fleet of thirty Rotham warships enters the system, no one is escaping alive,” said Cassidy.
“I’ll blast every last one of them to hell,” said Miles. “I ain’t dying here!” Calvin knew that Cassidy’s assessment was correct, but he was grateful for Miles’ spirit.
“Desert Eagle and Rhea are still closing,” said Cassidy.
“Sarah, begin evasive maneuvers. Let’s stay out of their weapons range as long as we can,” said Calvin.
“Aye, aye. I can probably buy us another thirty seconds.”
The view out the window changed as the ship rotated.
“Miles, defensive fire only. I don’t want our weapons to overheat.” Calvin knew this measure would only buy them some time and ultimately wouldn’t drive the equally matched Desert Eagle, and the Rhea—whose armament he didn’t know—away.
“We are being hailed,” said Summers. “The Desert Eagle is ordering us to power down our defenses and surrender.”
“Ignore them,” said Calvin. He briefly considered letting them board, wondering if their chances would be better in a small arms battle but knew, with only half his garrison and most of the Polarian soldiers dead or wounded, they’d be quickly overwhelmed.
“Recommendation,” said Summers.
“I’m all ears.”
“If we try to run the blockade—”
“Running the blockade is suicide,” interrupted Miles.
Summers talked over him, sounding annoyed. “If we fly between the ISS Spirit and the ISS Phoenix, we could outmaneuver the slower Phoenix and possibly only take fire from the Spirit before we escape.”
“If we move between any two ships, they’ll both intercept us together—not even Sarah can get around that,” said Miles.
“If these particular ships both move to intercept us,” said Summers, “they risk collision.”
“It’s true,” said Cassidy. “Only one ship will be able to block us. The likeliest candidate is the faster Spirit. And our computer estimates a one in two chance that the Spirit would fail to disable our alteredspace system before we jump.”
Considering the alternatives were death or captivity, a one-in-two chance sounded pretty good. “Do it.”
“Winters,” said Summers. “Execute contingency plan. Escape vector one alpha.”
“Aye, aye,” said Sarah. Sweat glistened on her forehead and she looked more stressed than Calvin had ever seen her, but in typical Sarah fashion she remained graceful and didn’t let the pressure affect her performance of her duties.
Calvin watched the 3d display as the Nighthawk soared, aiming for the gap between the Phoenix and the Spirit.
This is it.
 

***
 

Nimoux stood up as he watched the 3d display—he could tell what they were doing. The Nighthawk was attempting to run the blockade, maneuvering between the Spirit and the Phoenix. It wouldn’t work.
“Order the Spirit and the Phoenix to intercept the Nighthawk,” said Nimoux. “Do
not
let it slip through our formation.”
“Sir, if both ships move to intercept they risk collision,” said the ops officer. So that was what Calvin was hoping... a very desperate tactic indeed. No matter, nothing a little patience couldn’t handle.
“Order the Spirit to intercept,” said Nimoux. “Tell the Phoenix and the rest of the squadron to hold position.” It was tempting to throw everything at the Nighthawk, and would probably work, but was a less sure plan than the more restrained procedure of blocking the ship’s escape and then slowly and methodically lassoing it in.
“Aye, sir,” said the pilot. He relayed the order.
Nimoux kept a sharp eye on the 3d display. Watching the blip that was the Spirit mobilize to intercept the blip that was Nighthawk. Unexpectedly, the Phoenix mobilized too. “What the—?“
“Sir, the Phoenix does not acknowledge the order,” said the pilot.
Nimoux’s first thought was that the Phoenix hadn’t heard them. “Repeat order.”
“The Phoenix is not complying,” said the pilot.
“I confirm that,” said the ops officer. “The Phoenix is on an intercept course with the Nighthawk.”
“Communications malfunction?” asked Nimoux.
“No, sir,” said the ops officer. Communication was received.
“It’s like... they’re just ignoring us,” said the pilot.
 

***
 

“Both the ISS Spirit and the ISS Phoenix have mobilized to intercept,” said Cassidy.
“Those idiots, they’ll crash into each other,” said Miles. “Bully for us, I guess.”
Calvin frowned and watched the blips move on the 3d display. Something was wrong. He knew Nimoux better than that. He’d never order his ships onto a collision course with each other—especially when such action was unnecessary to contain the Nighthawk. The Spirit alone had decent chances of stopping them. Was Anand putting himself in danger to assist Calvin? Or was there something else going on? Something up Nimoux’s sleeve?
“Stay the course,” said Calvin.
“Aye, sir,” said Sarah.
“Weapons range in ten seconds,” said Cassidy.
“All weapons standing by,” said Miles. “Ready to intercept incoming flak. Shields at maximum.”
“Let’s see if that’s even necessary,” said Summers.
All free eyes were glued to the 3d display as the Spirit and the Phoenix approached each other rapidly. Should the two meet it would be a spectacular collision that would, at the very least, destroy the Spirit and do severe damage to the Phoenix. It would also be the sloppiest navy incident Calvin had ever witnessed...
“The Spirit and Phoenix are both bringing weapons to bear,” reported Cassidy. “Proximity to each other... fifty kilometers and closing.”
When the ships were literally on top of each other on the 3d display—only about a kilometer apart—the Spirit aborted and gave way to the Phoenix, which flew onward, unflinching. Clearly willing to smash through its ally if necessary. A move Calvin did not understand. He wondered if there was a breakdown in the squadron’s command chain—perhaps the different captains coming to different conclusions on how best to deal with the Nighthawk. Even if that was so, Nimoux undoubtedly had the overall command. So all Calvin could think was that this was Anand’s strange way of helping him. If so, he was lucky his best friend had been somewhat sloppily assigned to the taskforce meant to bring him in.
“The Phoenix has blocked our escape vector,” reported Sarah.
“We will have to adjust course,” said Cassidy.
“The Phoenix is hailing us,” said Sarah.
“All stop,” said Calvin. “Cassidy, calculate the best trajectory for escape and forward that vector to Sarah’s console. Sarah, open the channel. Let’s see what the Phoenix has to say.” Calvin felt a rush of excitement. A feeling that only increased when he heard Anand’s voice come over the speaker.
“Well, well, look who it is,” said his former XO, schoolmate, and long-time friend.
“Hello, Commander Datar,” said Calvin. He resisted vocalizing how happy he was to speak with Anand again—lest he give away any pretense his friend was still trying to maintain about working for the Fleet—but Calvin couldn’t resist smiling and suddenly he remembered how much he missed having Anand aboard the Nighthawk.
“If it isn’t Calvin
Double-Cross...” said Anand.
“What?” asked Calvin, confused.
“I swore I’d hunt you down. Even if I had to trawl every cubic inch of deep space, I’d have my revenge on you. And now here you are. Right in my crosshairs.”
Calvin was genuinely baffled. Was this part of Anand’s cover? Was this his way of convincing Nimoux and the rest of the squadron that he was on their side? A dark feeling came over him. Something was definitely wrong.
“The Phoenix has locked weapons on us,” said Miles.
“What are you talking about, Anand?” asked Calvin, anxiety fast returning.
“As if you don’t know,” said Anand, a dark texture in his voice. “My family only ever showed you kindness, Calvin. And now they’re dead because of you.”
A wave of shock rippled through him, even stronger than his confusion at the whole situation. Was this some sort of trick? Or were Anand’s sister and parents actually deceased? They lived a quaint but happy life on Capital World—what could possibly have happened to them? And why would Anand think Calvin was responsible?
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Calvin. “But I assure you, I would never hurt your family.” When he’d visited them from time to time, they’d treated him like a blood relative, always welcoming. If they were gone, Calvin would grieve their loss.
“Liar,” said Anand. “I’ve seen the proof. I know what happened. Don’t pretend otherwise. You are a sick, evil human being, Calvin. And I’m sending you to the gods. You’ll see my family soon. And then you can explain to their faces why you sold them out.”
“Anand, you know me! We’ve been friends for years. You know I would never—”
“Correction. I
knew
you. Or thought I did...”
“Anand... I haven’t even been to Capital World since we parted ways on Praxis. I couldn’t possibly have—”
“Goodbye, Calvin.”
The channel closed.
“What the hell was that?” asked Miles. He turned and gave Calvin a very confused look. Calvin didn’t know how to react. He was stunned. Emotionally he felt a mixture of fear—knowing that danger was all around them—and deep anguish. How could he have lost such a dear friend? And so severely? There had to be a way to make it right... to make Anand realize the truth.
“The Desert Eagle and the Rhea are again closing in,” said Cassidy.
“The Phoenix is firing on us!” said Miles.
Their shields absorbed a massive charge of energy that crashed into them. Lighting up the window momentarily.
“Incoming missiles.” Miles hands flew over his controls as he fired the Nighthawk’s guns to intercept the newest threat.
“Defensive fire only,” said Calvin. “Sarah, evasive maneuvers. Cassidy, get us a vector out of here.”
“I’m trying,” she said. “The Phoenix isn’t letting us past.”
Both ships accelerated and began an intense series of maneuvers. The Nighthawk was the more agile ship, but the Phoenix successfully used its superior firepower to deny the Nighthawk access to its flanks. Preventing Sarah from getting around.
Summers ran over to the defense console and immediately began coaching Miles on the Phoenix’s weak points. Her time on the ship was proving valuable and, amazingly, Miles didn’t seem to resent her assistance.
“Shields at seventy percent,” said Miles. Another powerful blast of energy slammed into them. The ships flew parallel and the Phoenix let loose a full broadside from its main guns. Slowly tearing away at the Nighthawk’s armor.
“We can’t take much of that,” said Sarah.
“Return fire. See if you can drive them off,” said Calvin. “But hold the main battery ready for any incoming missiles.”
“Aye, aye,” said Miles.
“Here,” Summers pointed at one of Miles’ screens. “The Phoenix’s shields are weakest at the bow.”
“The Phoenix is firing all its weapons,” reported Cassidy. “Including an incoming spread of... six missiles per fifteen seconds.”
“They’ve left themselves open!” said Miles. “If we hit them with all we’ve got, they can’t intercept our missiles!”
“It’s true, we can destroy their bridge. Stand by to fire all missiles,” said Summers.
“Belay that order,” said Calvin, to everyone’s surprise. “Defensive fire only.” He knew that destroying the Phoenix’s bridge was probably their best chance, and it was clear the Phoenix was pulling no punches with them—and would eventually overpower them, probably before the Desert Eagle and the Rhea were in range to assist with the Nighthawk’s demise—but Calvin thought of Anand burning to death on his own bridge, by Calvin’s hand, and couldn’t bear it. All he could think about was the times they’d had together, good and bad. The shared memories. Was it really going to end like this? He couldn’t kill his best friend... There had to be a way to fix all of this. To make him see reason.
“Calvin,” Summers spun to face him. Her words were stern. “If we don’t fire on the Phoenix now, we’re not going to get out of this system alive.”
“I said
no,” said Calvin. “Defensive fire only! Sarah, get us the hell around that ship.”
“I’m
trying!”
“Cassidy, I want that escape vector
now!”
 

***
 

“Weapons range in thirty seconds,” reported the defense officer.
Nimoux stood with his hands behind his back and watched the 3d display as the firefight between the Phoenix and the Nighthawk raged. It wouldn’t last much longer—the Phoenix was the far deadlier warship—and the Nighthawk seemed only interested in self-defense. It intentionally let go of opportunities to fire heavy ordnance at the Phoenix, even though the larger ship showed no such restraint.
“Order the Phoenix to restrict fire to the Nighthawk’s propulsion systems,” said Nimoux.
His pilot relayed the order but no one was surprised when no response came from the Phoenix. “They still do not acknowledge, sir.”
Nimoux felt himself flush with anger but he kept his cool. He tried to focus on his center and knew that he had to keep up supreme discipline. Becoming emotional—like the Phoenix’s Commander—would help nothing.
They’d all heard the bizarre message Commander Datar had broadcast to the Nighthawk. And now Nimoux understood that Datar was emotionally compromised, and seemed hell-bent on avenging himself upon Calvin, but that was no excuse for his behavior.
The Nighthawk wasn’t going anywhere, it couldn’t get past the Phoenix and could easily be captured. It would be a mistake not to capture it. But Nimoux worried that the Phoenix would destroy the Nighthawk anyway. Lethal force against the ship was authorized by the mission, but in this situation wholly unnecessary. Nimoux knew things were fast spiraling out of control.
“The Nighthawk’s shields are down,” said the ops officer.
“Open a channel to the Phoenix,” said Nimoux.
“Channel open.”
“Commander Datar, desist fire,” said Nimoux in a tone that was as serious as steel. “I repeat, hold your fire! If you do not comply, the consequences will be
severe.”
No response came. And the Phoenix did not hold its fire.
 

***
 

“Shields are offline,” said Summers. “Hull integrity diminishing rapidly. Most of our portside armor has been destroyed.”
“Divert power to the shields, take it from life support if you have to!” shouted Calvin.
“Unable,” said Cassidy. “The generators are destroyed.” An alert went off on her screen and she glanced down. “Incoming seeker missiles. Impact in twenty seconds.”
“We’re dead!” said Miles. “The energy weapon is drained, all our guns are overheated... there’s nothing I can do. This is the big one...” He looked back at Calvin with tears streaking his swollen reddened face. Summers made some adjustments to the defense console—no doubt pleading with the guns to come back online, but Calvin could tell by the sour look on her face that it was pointless.
“Sarah!” said Calvin, realizing she was their last hope. “Dodge those missiles!”
“I can’t,” said Sarah. “They’re seeker missiles.” She wrestled firmly with the controls but a look of resignation covered her face. “There’s nothing I can do.”
“Cassidy! Escape vector.
Now!” Calvin shouted.
Cassidy looked as flustered as anyone else. “Calculation failed. The Phoenix’s proximity is preventing any jump.”
And then Calvin realized he’d killed them all. He’d held his fire—had been unable to terminate his friend—and now he and all the souls on his ship were lost. He’d failed in his most important duty as a commanding officer. It was over. He took in a deep breath and tried to embrace the inevitable. Perhaps in death he would see Christine again...
 

***
 

“Sir, the Phoenix has fired a volley of seeker missiles,” reported the ops officer. “The Nighthawk is trying to evade.”
“Evade?” asked Nimoux. That was the most desperate move Calvin could make.
“Yes, sir. Its guns have overheated. Missile interception not possible.”
“Can they dodge the missiles?” asked Nimoux.
“No, sir. The evasive tactic is futile. Impact in thirty seconds.”
“The payload is sufficient to destroy the Nighthawk,” added the defense officer.
“Well I guess that’s that,” said the XO, folding his arms. They’d been ordered to either bring the Nighthawk in or destroy it. Technically this was a success. But to Nimoux it felt like a bitter failure. He was angry at Datar for circumventing his orders. And the loss of the Nighthawk seemed like such a pointless waste—not to mention the unnecessary loss of life. He thought of the men and women aboard the ship. Imperial officers and citizens. They’d gotten their hands dirty, possibly even defected to a foreign government—but surely they didn’t deserve this fate.
Nimoux’s mind flashed back to the mission on Korrivan years ago. How, in order to maintain his cover, he’d been forced to execute three fellow operatives whose cover had been blown. An action that proved his “loyalty” to the slave-running organization he’d subsequently taken down. The mission was hailed as a spectacular success and catapulted his career to new heights. Because of it, the slave trade had been expunged from The Corridor and thousands of men and women were freed from the secret oppressive hell they’d been born into. Had he not fired those nine bullets, and killed those three innocent officers, his cover would have been blown and the Korrivan slaver regime would undoubtedly still be operating today. But the cost had been high. And the faces of the victims haunted him night and day. The ends justified the means—that’s what everyone said. And hell, maybe they did. Nimoux didn’t know. All he was sure of was that, if he had the choice again, he would
not
kill those people. And what was happening here—the slaughter of scores of fellow officers on the Nighthawk—felt no different than Korrivan.
“All batteries, intercept those missiles. I don’t want
one
of them to hit the Nighthawk!” said Nimoux, making a snap decision. He would bring Calvin in yet, that was a promise, but he wouldn’t have more innocent blood on his hands. Besides, if there was any truth to Calvin’s wild claims it would prove a mistake to let him die here.
“Yes, sir,” said the defense officer, letting loose all of the Desert Eagle’s guns. No doubt he was confused by the order—probably everyone was, but they all knew better than to question a command from Nimoux.
The energy weapon fried its targets one by one as they neared the Nighthawk, and the mounted guns roared, shredding the other seeker missiles. They exploded harmlessly before getting near the Nighthawk.
 

***
 

“Seeker missiles destroyed,” said Cassidy. “The Phoenix is launching more missiles.” More blips appeared on the display. They disappeared as fast as they came. “The Desert Eagle is continuing to intercept ordnance from the Phoenix.”
Calvin felt relief pour through him like a breath of new life. He didn’t know why Nimoux was helping them, but the reason didn’t matter—not at the moment—all he cared about was that they were still breathing. Even though, by every right, they shouldn’t be.
“Why are they helping us?” asked Summers.
“Who cares?” asked Miles. He still looked severely stressed and his face was painfully red but the panic that had gripped him a moment ago was gone. “Let’s just get the hell out of here!”
“Agreed,” said Calvin.
“The Phoenix is changing position, trying to adjust its tactical angle so it can shoot at us without interference from the Desert Eagle,” said Cassidy. “That’s created a small window of escape. Sending coordinates to you now, Sarah.”
“I see them,” said Sarah, biting her lip in deep concentration. The ship swung about and quickly gained speed. Calvin watched the other ships on the 3d display seem to come closer to them as the Nighthawk shot past the Phoenix along its port side.
“I have a jump window,” said Sarah enthusiastically.
“Jump!” yelled Calvin.
“Where to?”
“Anywhere!”
 

***
 

Nimoux watched the Nighthawk disappear, knowing that its escape had been possible only because of his decision to intervene on its behalf. So, ultimately, it was his fault Calvin and the others had gotten away. Since the mission had authorized—even ordered—Nimoux to terminate the Nighthawk rather than let it escape, he knew his commanding officer wouldn’t look favorably on these circumstances. But they were what they were. And right now he had something else to deal with.
“Tell the Rhea to scan the Nighthawk’s jump signature and determine where it’s going. All other ships are ordered to converge on the Phoenix.”
“The squadron acknowledges,” said the pilot after relaying the message. Nimoux watched the ships close in on the rogue attack cruiser.
“Open a channel to Datar’s ship,” said Nimoux. He remained cool, despite the failure of the operation—and the Phoenix’s direct challenge to his authority. He breathed in deeply and steadily, it was a practiced exercise that always helped him seek his center and maintain some level of inner peace.
“Channel open.”
“Commander, you have violated direct orders and jeopardized not only the integrity of the mission but also the safety of every soul on your ship.”
“It is
you
who prevented me from completing our mission,
Captain,” Commander Datar’s voice came over the speaker.
Nimoux would not be baited into a verbal sparring match. He had command of this squadron; arguing with Datar point for point would only serve to validate him in some way. “You are hereby relieved of command, Mister Datar,” said Nimoux. “Power down your defenses and prepare to be boarded.”
There was an audible click.
“Sir,” said the pilot, “the Phoenix has closed the channel.”
“Status of their defenses?” asked Nimoux.
“Online and fully powered. The Phoenix has locked onto us, sir.”
“Shields full forward. Order all ships to attack the Phoenix—restrict fire to its propulsion and defensive systems only.” The Phoenix was a tough warship but it couldn’t hope to resist the combined firepower of the rest of the squadron. “When the ship is disabled, order the Trogon to commence boarding operati—”
“Sir!” interrupted his ops officer. “Incoming jump signatures. Several ships inbound—they’ll enter the system in less than a minute.”
“How many?” asked Nimoux. “And who are they?”
“Over thirty ships, sir,” said the ops officer. He turned and gave Nimoux a frightened glance. “They appear to be Rotham.”
Rotham? In Imperial space?
Nimoux’s squadron was packing a lot of firepower but it would be disintegrated in seconds against a force of thirty Rotham warships. “How come we didn’t see them until now?” demanded Nimoux. Their alteredspace distortion should have been visible long ago.
“Unknown, sir,” said the ops officer. “They just... came out of nowhere.”
“The rest of the squadron is detecting the fleet now too, they are requesting orders,” said the pilot.
Nimoux wanted to take over the Phoenix and toss Commander Datar in the brig but knew a capture operation would take far too much time and if one was attempted they’d be trapped in the system by the incoming fleet and either be slaughtered or captured themselves. “Has the Rhea identified the Nighthawk’s jump destination yet?”
“No, sir,” said the pilot after checking. “They say they need another five minutes.”
“Dammit,” Nimoux muttered. He had no choice but to let Calvin slip away. At least for now. “Send out rendezvous coordinates to the rest of the squadron—arbitrary destination, doesn’t matter where—then jump us out the system! We’ll meet up afterwards. I repeat, general order to all ships, evacuate the system!”



Chapter 27
 

The stars out the window again disappeared and the Nighthawk leapt into alteredspace once more—the second in a series of jumps meant to make it harder for Nimoux to triangulate exactly where they were going.
Calvin sat at the command position still, his head now in his hands. He felt a wall of blame loom over him. When the moment had arrived, he’d failed to give the necessary order and had ultimately doomed his ship and everyone aboard. The fact that they still lived was more a fluke than anything. The situation reminded him of the Trinity—that moment when he’d held a firearm, loaded and ready, and pointed it at the oncoming Remorii, but hesitated when he recognized the target. The ship’s XO—his friend. And that hesitation had resulted in Christine’s death. A fact that haunted him every day. If he didn’t have what it takes to do what had to be done—perhaps he was undeserving of command...
“We’re lucky we got out of that one,” said Summers. She stood by his side.
“I know,” said Calvin, his voice barely more than a whisper. He didn’t need anyone else telling him that he’d screwed up—he already knew. The problem was, if he were in that situation again, and had to end Anand’s life to save the ship, he wasn’t sure he could do it. Even now.
Summers put her delicate, beautiful hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eyes. Something in her stony, difficult-to-read face seemed to understand the grief and conflict inside him. She didn’t smile, and her eyes weren’t warm, but she seemed more pitying than condemning. He reached up and took her hand, holding it for a moment—enjoying its tenderness and warmth—then removed it from his shoulder.
“Calvin,” said Miles. He spun his chair to face the center of the bridge. Calvin could see the fatigue and stress on the bigger man’s face, but he was clearly as relieved as everyone else to be alive and away from Remus System. “I know how you feel. Anand was my friend too.” He gave Calvin a straightforward look of total sincerity—he was one of the most loyal friends Calvin had—but it was clear he didn’t approve of Calvin’s decision to hold fire against the Phoenix. “If we’re ever in that situation again... we have to take him out. Anand ain’t worth dying for.”
Coming from Miles, that actually meant something. He’d been there at Camdale too. Been part of all the memories they’d made. Miles, Anand, and Calvin had been students together, and roommates, and had supported each other through thick and thin. No doubt Miles was as confused as Calvin over Anand’s recent behavior—and determination to destroy them—but Calvin doubted Miles was as hurt. He’d always been kind of a third-wheel, whereas Calvin and Anand had been best friends.
Calvin nodded. Not wanting to say anything else about it. He was deeply wounded inside. It hurt far more than the bruises he’d sustained on Remus Nine, and seemed to be getting worse not better. He didn’t know why he ached this bad—it made him feel weak and pathetic. And he understood even less why Anand could throw him away so easily, despite all they’d done and been through. Anand seemed to have none of the difficulty Calvin had at ending the other’s life, in fact he seemed strangely hell-bent on making it happen. It was all very confusing and discouraging and Calvin just had to accept that he wouldn’t be able to make sense of it. At least not now.
“I agree,” said Sarah, who hadn’t known Anand as long as Miles and Calvin but had once had romantic feelings toward him. “When we see the Phoenix again, if Anand tries to kill us... we have every right to put him down.”
Calvin didn’t like receiving all this attention. It only rubbed it in that he’d messed up. He had to put an end to this conversation before it went any further—otherwise he risked exploding at the people dearest to him. “Miles,” said Calvin sharply, “if that situation happens again, and you have a shot at destroying the Phoenix to save this ship—you take that shot. No matter what I tell you in that moment. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir,” said Miles. He grit his teeth and fire showed in his eyes. That was what he’d wanted to hear. That was what they’d all wanted to hear. Calvin did not enjoy giving that order, but knew it was the right thing. And hopefully that would put the issue to rest.
The ship came to a stop, once again filling the window with stars. “Deadspace position three achieved,” said Sarah. “Plotting course for deadspace four.” Then, a moment later. “Initiating jump.” The stars vanished into blackness.
“Why do you suppose he did it?” asked Summers. Calvin shot her an annoyed look; he did
not
want to discuss Anand anymore. “I mean Nimoux,” she clarified. “Why did he save our ship? Even though it cost him his quarry.”
That was an important question to ask, Calvin admitted internally. “Apparently we are worth more to him alive than dead,” said Calvin. “Even if it means it takes longer to bring us in. I can’t fathom why though.” Secretly he thought that perhaps it was because of the message he’d sent Nimoux earlier—informing him of the isotome weapons and imploring him to take the threat seriously. But Calvin couldn’t be sure. For all he knew Intel Wing and the Fleet had explicitly ordered Nimoux to take the Nighthawk alive.
“We should probably only make another jump or two,” said Tristan ,standing next to the helm. “So the trail doesn’t get any colder.” He looked battered and cut up from the fight on Remus Nine—but his body’s remarkable healing abilities had already repaired many of his injuries.
“I agree,” said Calvin. “Two more random jumps, Sarah. Then follow Tristan’s coordinates.”
“Aye, aye,” she said.
Tristan had managed to extract the supposed position of the Arcane Storm from their captive. Calvin wouldn’t bet heavily that the information was accurate, but at least they had a lead. And if they could capture or destroy the ship—wiping out the remaining isotome weapons in the process—then the mission would be a total success.
Not a cheap success, however. They’d paid a heavy price. The ship was battered and again in need of repair and they’d lost many lives—Polarian lives, but lives all the same. Calvin had also been briefed about the betrayal of one of his officers—Patrick O’Conner—who now languished in the brig, and he wondered if Patrick had been the mole. He hoped so, or else there were multiple traitors aboard, but he couldn’t figure out how Patrick would have known they were going to the QH-212 star, which the mole had successfully reported to Intel Wing. Calvin planned on grilling Pellew, Alex, Summers, and Tristan as soon as possible to see if any of them could have leaked the information to Patrick, and he was going to have Cassidy sweep the bridge and the CO’s office for listening devices, but all of that would have to wait until they arrived at the coordinates and either found the Arcane Storm and the isotome weapons, or they didn’t.
There was also the issue of the unresolved murder that had Calvin pulling out his hair. Even though they’d escaped Remus System in mostly one piece, every soul on the Nighthawk was still potentially in mortal danger. The lab had produced a report, in which they’d conclusively identified Polarian DNA at the crime scene of the murdered special forces soldier—but they had yet to identify a specific assailant, or conclusively prove that the DNA had been left behind at the moment of the attack and wasn’t an artifact left there by a Polarian using the head before the murder took place. Calvin decided to keep this report quiet until the lab came up with more convincing results, but he knew the special forces unit on the ship—which now greatly outnumbered the Polarians—demanded justice for their slain comrade. And now the Polarian force was too weak to deter reprisals. If he didn’t identify and punish the culprit soon—assuming he’d survived—Calvin feared the men would incite their own form of retribution.
For the moment, though, he had to set aside those concerns. And focus on the Arcane Storm. Hopefully it would be in their sights soon.
***
 

The Desert Eagle sat in open space. The nearest star was light-years away. For the most part, the rest of squadron held position nearby. Awaiting orders. One ship was missing.
“It’s been twenty minutes,” said Nimoux, glancing at the CO’s computer screen. “Still no sign of it?”
“Affirmative, sir,” said the ops officer. “The Phoenix is not at the rendezvous coordinates and there are no ships on our scopes approaching this position.”
Nimoux folded his arms. It was disappointing but not unexpected. “I think it’s safe to assume Commander Datar is not coming.”
“I concur,” said the XO.
The question remained, had the Phoenix gone elsewhere? Or had it stayed behind in the Remus System? When the Desert Eagle jumped away, the Phoenix hadn’t left yet. So Nimoux didn’t know for certain if the ship escaped or not. The last to leave Remus—the Spirit and the Trogon—both reported that they didn’t see the Phoenix jump away either. But that didn’t mean the ship didn’t escape the system. Just that it took the ship longer to calculate its destination and fire up its alteredspace system.
So unless Datar had some reason to believe the Rotham fleet was not a threat to him, which seemed unlikely, he almost certainly had jumped from Remus. Which meant he could be anywhere. Adding another deadly warship to the growing list of renegade and disappeared vessels.
“Now what do we do?” asked the XO. “We have no leads on the Nighthawk.”
“Our priorities have changed,” said Nimoux. “A hostile military force has crossed through the demilitarized zone, in defiance of the peace treaty, and invaded Imperial space. That is threat number one. Now we make a report to both Intel Wing and the Fleet and await new orders. No doubt the squadron will be sent to meet up with forces from the Fifth and Sixth Fleets to repel the invasion.”
“Does that mean—?” asked the ops officer, no doubt wondering the same thing that was on all of their minds.
“Yes,” said Nimoux. “As of this moment, we are likely at war with the Rotham Republic.”
***
 

“There it is. Just like the man said,” said Tristan.
Nothing was visible out the window except an endless array of stars, but on the 3d display there was a tiny blip which grew as the Nighthawk approached.
“Status of the ship?” asked Calvin, leaning forward.
“Looks powered down and adrift,” said Cassidy. “All defenses are offline and it is flying no colors and displaying no lights.”
“All stop,” said Calvin, wanting to get a better sense of the situation before coming any closer.
“Answering all stop,” said Sarah.
“Can we confirm its identity?” asked Calvin.
“Affirmative,” said Cassidy, reading something on one of her displays. “The ship is a perfect match for the Arcane Storm. We’ve found it.”
Calvin had hoped to find the ship but hadn’t expected to find it dead in space, in the middle of nowhere, almost like someone stashed it here to hide it. “Can we tell if anyone is on board?” he asked.
“The ship is giving off some residual heat so it’s possible some of its life support systems are still functioning,” said Cassidy. “But nothing can be determined for sure.”
“Hail the ship,” said Calvin.
“Aye, sir,” Sarah attempted to contact the ship repeatedly. “No response.”
“Any sign that the ship set off a distress beacon?” Calvin doubted it, but it was possible—after all,
something
had happened to the ship.
“If they did, it is no longer functioning,” said Cassidy.
“Is there any visible damage?” asked Calvin. “Any indication that the ship was in a firefight?”
“No sir. The hull seems perfectly intact. There is no sign that it sustained any hits or that another ship boarded it.”
“Take us the rest of the way in, Sarah,” said Calvin. “Nice and easy.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Cassidy, keep monitoring the ship. Let us know if anything changes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Miles, disengage the stealth system and raise the shields. Full strength forward. Keep them powered until the ship is just outside our shield radius.” Calvin doubted it, but it was possible the Arcane Storm was rigged to explode if it detected a ship sized object in too close of proximity. If so, the shields would only be partially effective and, given the state of the Nighthawk’s crumpled armor, an explosion on the Arcane Storm was likely to destroy both vessels. Calvin had half a mind to simply fire at the Arcane Storm and be done with it, but he wanted to confirm that the isotome weapons were indeed still aboard—and he believed the ship represented a mountain of new intelligence. Not the least of which were clues regarding its disappearance.
“Aye, aye. Stealth disabled. Shields up.”
“Nearing the ship,” said Sarah. “Distance of point two million mc’s and closing. Adjusting speed.”
Out the window, the ship was now visible. It was a re-converted old warship and still had the fierce contours of the Imperial military showing in its outer hull design.
“One hundred thousand mc’s and closing.”
“Lowering shields,” said Miles.
“Message the boarding party, let them know we’re approaching the ship.”
“Aye, sir,” said Sarah. “Captain Pellew confirms that the away detachments are ready and standing-by at airlocks two and three.”
“Commence boarding operations.”



Chapter 28
 

The Arcane Storm’s internal systems were online and functioning, including all elements of its life support. So the original plan—to have a specialized taskforce of soldiers and engineers breach the ship, go to engineering, and restore gravity systems—was scrapped and only soldiers were cleared to board the drifting ship. Unsure what to expect.
The men donned full climate gear—in case the life support failed—and entered with weapons drawn. Pellew led the men and breached the ship through airlock three. He’d assigned Adams to lead the team breaching from airlock two. Twelve people total—all human. The Polarians who’d survived the bloodbath of Remus Nine were in no condition for another operation and Pellew didn’t want to mix SF soldiers with the Polarians, for fear a fight would break out.
They swept the room, checking it over quickly but thoroughly for anyone hiding in ambush. The white lights and blank walls seemed normal and uninteresting, and nothing about this deck—which was an observation lounge—seemed out of the ordinary. All the furniture seemed in its proper place, nothing seemed out of order, and Pellew saw no signs of distress. If a fight had happened on this ship, it hadn’t been here.
“Deck is clear,” said a soldier on his right. His lapel showed the insignia of a PFC.
“Move out,” Pellew gave the order.
His team took up positions and moved out into the corridor. It seemed as lonely as the observation lounge, not a person in sight, and no indication that anything had been disturbed. The lights glowed at the normal level and the fixtures were all in place. Without so much as a scuff mark on the floor.
His team did a cursory search of every room as they continued up the ladders and onto the next deck, slowly winding their way to the ship’s bridge—he didn’t trust the elevators.
They tossed offices and quarters, even a mess hall, and found nothing of interest—except for the sheer lack of crew.
“What do you see, Captain?” Calvin’s voice came over the speaker in his helmet.
“The ship seems to be in fine working order,” said Pellew, transmitting back. “The lights are on. Everything is in its place. But we’ve searched multiple decks now and found no sign that anyone is aboard.”
“Any indication of a fight?” asked Calvin.
“Not that team one has found,” said Pellew. “Team two?”
“Team two here,” Adam’s voice crackled over the speakers. “Negative, no signs of a fight. We’ve searched three decks, working our way down to the bottom of the ship and haven’t found anybody either. Everything is on and powered up, but nobody’s home. Hell, in the lower mess some of the food was still set out on the tables half eaten. It’s like everyone just... disappeared all of a sudden.”
“Did they abandon ship?” asked Calvin.
“I hope to know the answer to that in just a minute,” said Pellew. His team reached the shuttlebay and had to force the door open. There they found three of the ship’s four shuttlecraft still on the deck. There was no indication that any of the three had been used recently. “Only one shuttle is missing,” said Pellew. “If they did abandon ship, no more than fifteen could have gotten off this way.”
“Escape pods?” asked Calvin.
Pellew sent someone to check the computer records while the rest of his team secured the flight deck. It was like stalking the halls of a ghost ship. Even here, which was sure to be the largest deck on the ship, there was not a person to be found.
“Computer reports that all escape pods are accounted for,” said the soldier after performing a check.
“That could be a fabrication,” said Calvin. “The escape pods will have to be visually accounted for.”
“We’ll check into that after we take the bridge and secure the rest of the ship,” said Pellew. He ordered his men to form up and they headed back out into the corridor, toward the ladders.
“Team two has reached the cargo bay,” said Adams. “There’s no one here either.”
“What about the isotome weapons?” asked Calvin urgently. “Please tell me they’re there.”
“I’m sorry sir but there’s nothing here. Just a big empty space. Not even standard supplies and food. It’s like the entire cargo was blown out into space.”
“Or transferred to another ship,” said Pellew.
“If they did meet up with another ship, it wasn’t recorded. There’s no mention in the ship’s log,” said Adams.
“Dammit,” said Calvin. “So that means there’s another batch of star destroying weapons out there, unaccounted for.”
“Maybe,” said Pellew. “Or maybe not.”
“What does that mean? You think they’re elsewhere on the ship.”
“No, I doubt they’d fit anywhere else. But our captive might have been lying to Alex when he said the Arcane Storm had ‘the rest’ of the isotome weapons. Could have been a bargaining tactic. We won’t know for sure until we get more information out of him.”
“That’s true,” said Calvin. “He’s in the infirmary now undergoing treatment for injuries he received on Remus Nine. Rain says he won’t be able to handle any more interrogation for a while.”
“Until then...” said Pellew.
“At least we have the ship,” said Calvin. “And with it, hopefully, some answers.”
“All I know…” said Pellew as his team searched more rooms—and still found no one. And no bodies. Despite the fact that nothing seemed wrong with the ship. “Is this is the eeriest damn place I’ve ever seen.” The ghost ship gave him the creeps.
“Keep me informed,” said Calvin. “Let me know when you take the bridge and secure the entire ship.”
“Wilco,” said Pellew. It would be another hour, he estimated, before his teams had checked every room on the ship thoroughly enough to deem it secure. And even after doing that, it would take days of combing every square millimeter of every deck with specialists and advanced equipment before they could get any definite answers.
“Once the ship is secure and all systems are confirmed to be functional,” said Calvin, “I’ll send over a skeleton crew to take control of the ship. We’re bringing it with us.”
***
 

Calvin released the most fatigued members of White Shift from duty and then went to his office. There he waited for the complete sweep of the Arcane Storm to be finished. He passed the time by organizing a report to himself of everything he wanted to investigate.
Were there more isotome weapons? If so, where were they? What had happened to the Arcane Storm? Who were the members of the Phoenix Ring? Where were they? And what was their plan now? Had more replicants replaced government officials and military officers? What about the situation on Renora—had princess Kalila attacked the planet? What was her game?
He also wanted to know more about Raidan’s Organization—which Calvin only cautiously trusted. And he needed to identify the murderer on his ship. And the mole—who might or might not be Patrick.
He still didn’t know for sure why CERKO had tried to have him killed on Aleator, something else that kept him awake at night. Plus there was the matter of the stolen weapons materials from Aleator, ostensibly by Raidan. And finally, but not of least importance, what had happened to Rafael? Why wouldn’t he report in? If his association with Calvin had been discovered—resulting in his arrest—he could be anywhere by now. Perhaps even secretly executed. But so long as there was a chance Rafael was alive, Calvin wasn’t going to abandon him. He’d find out where he was and save him...
somehow. That meant taking a trip to Capital World in the near future. A place he’d once called home.
Eventually he heard back. Sweep complete. Nothing unusual found. No notable cargo. No life aboard. No hazards or booby-traps. All essential systems operable within normal parameters.
“Thank you,” he replied, using the transmitter at his desk. “The skeleton crew is cleared for transfer to the Arcane Storm.”
“Acknowledged,” said Jay from the bridge. He’d replaced Sarah at the helm so she could go check on Shen. Calvin had thought of advising her not to see him—since his condition was so severe and prognosis so negative—but thought it might be her last opportunity to see her friend alive.
“And tell Andre Cowen that current orders stand,” said Calvin. “The Arcane Storm and the Nighthawk are both to remain in holding pattern until I say otherwise.”
“Understood.”
Now the question remained, where should they take the Arcane Storm? After some consideration, Calvin decided to return it to the Organization, like he’d been asked, believing that if anyone had the resources to scrutinize the ship in detail and uncover its mysteries, it was them. Calvin pressed the transmitter one more time. “And, Jay.”
“Yes, sir?”
“Send in Tristan.”
“Aye, aye.”
Moments later the door opened and the werewolf entered. He still looked thrashed and drained from the battle but no weakness showed in his face or steely eyes. He folded his arms and looked at Calvin curiously. The door slid closed behind him.
“I think you know why I called you here,” said Calvin.
Tristan nodded. “It’s time.”
Calvin motioned toward his transmitter controls and Tristan slowly approached. He came around to Calvin’s side of the desk and, as he was about to enter his commands on the panel, he glanced over at Calvin. “Do you mind?” he asked.
“Fine.” Calvin stood up and walked away, far enough that he couldn’t see exactly what Tristan entered. The ship’s computer was designed not to log the specific details of transmissions to and from the CO’s office, so unfortunately Calvin wouldn’t be able to extrapolate what Tristan entered.
“There,” said Tristan, entering the final input. The transmitter sent out a secure message via kataspace and Calvin returned to his desk. He and Tristan stood over the speaker. Waiting.
With a click, the connection was established.
“Go ahead,” said Raidan’s familiar voice over the speaker.
“Calvin and I have completed the mission you gave us,” said Tristan. “We are in possession of the Arcane Storm.”
“That is the first good news I’ve heard in a long time,” came Raidan’s reply. “Do you have the crew and cargo?”
“Unfortunately... no,” said Tristan. “We found the ship abandoned in deep space. It’s functional and undamaged, and there is no indication that it was boarded. Or that there was a mutiny.”
“Has Calvin determined what happened to the crew?”
“No, I haven’t,” said Calvin. “The escape pods are all visually accounted for and only one of the shuttles is missing. If the ship docked somewhere to unload the crew, it wasn’t a forced operation. And no record of it was left behind in the ship’s log.”
“Very odd...” said Raidan.
“There’s more,” said Calvin. “We determined that the ship was last possessed by the Enclave hidden on Tybur. They were in fact using it to ferry isotome missiles, which were to be sold to the Rotham Republic. The Enclave facilitated a process that allowed the isotome to be extracted, stably transported, refined, and manufactured into the weapons.”
“What were they hoping to get out of it?” asked Raidan.
“Citizenship in the Republic among other things,” said Calvin.
“We believe they wanted to help shift the balance of power away from the Empire,” added Tristan.
“You said the ship has no cargo aboard, I take it that means you failed to find and destroy the isotome weapons,” said Raidan.
“Yes and no,” said Calvin. “We found some of the weapons, they’d been hidden on Remus Nine awaiting sale—and we destroyed those. But the contact we met with—who we now have in our custody and will extract more information from—indicated that another stockpile of isotome weapons exists.”
“But we don’t know if it does or not,” said Tristan. “He told us the weapons were on the Arcane Storm. But, when we took the ship, we found nothing of the kind.”
“They could have been moved,” said Raidan. “Or they could have been fictional. Either way, I think our best lead is to do a full investigation on the Arcane Storm itself and determine exactly what happened to it, and where it’s been.”
“Agreed,” said Calvin. “I’m prepared to turn the ship over to your command. I just need to know where to rendezvous.”
“Proceed to Lyra Minor right away. I’ll meet you there.”
That was an interesting choice of venue, Calvin thought. Since, if he recalled his star charts correctly, Lyra Minor was near Renora. Perhaps that was where Raidan and the Harbinger had been this whole time, monitoring—and possibly influencing—the dire situation there.
“Why not Gemini?” asked Tristan. “It’s closer and we have more resources there.”
“Gemini is no longer safe. The Organization had to completely withdraw from the system. Right now it is under heavy investigation by Intel Wing. Apparently someone figured out that we had an operation there. Mira Pellew barely got out in time.”
“I see,” said Tristan. “Lyra Minor it is.”
“Proceed there immediately. I’ll be in that system in twelve hours and remain for thirty-six. It’s critical you do
not
miss that window,” said Raidan.
“One more thing,” said Calvin. He considered confronting Raidan about the stolen weapon materials missing from Aleator but decided that was a question better asked in person, where he could read Raidan’s body language. “I lost a lot of Polarian soldiers during the action on Remus Nine... I will need replacements.” He decided not to burden Raidan with the information about the murder and the mole. Believing those two mysteries would be solved before they reached Lyra Minor.
“I have replacement personnel and supplies. The Harbinger’s resources are available to facilitate your every need. Just
don’t
miss the timeframe I gave you. I can’t stay in the system any longer than that, and I have something important to tell you, but I will only do it in person. I don’t trust kataspace for something like this. So do
not
miss that window.”
Calvin was intrigued. “Don’t worry, we’ll be there.”



Chapter 29
 

After ordering both ships to set course for Lyra Minor, and making sure everything else was in order, Calvin went below decks to check up on the wounded. He really ought to be in the infirmary himself, he knew. Some of his scratches and bruises should to be examined and his wrist ached if he twisted it—but he didn’t want to take up any of the Nighthawk’s already stretched medical resources, especially when so many others were in greater need.
When Calvin entered the infirmary, he was unprepared for the level of chaos he found. Crowded together, five Polarians—all that remained—sat or lay on the floor. Most of them had bandages, and all of them showed signs of injury. Lacerations and cuts had been treated. Broken bones set, three of them had casts on their arms, and a few were unconscious. Some were being attended to, others remained idle. Waiting. Calvin noted that all of the surviving Polarians, except for Rez’nac, had the brilliant blue pigment and were of the younger generation. Calvin wondered if that would adversely change how the Polarians collectively acted toward him and the other humans. The older Polarians, who’d seemed more tolerant and forgiving of cultural and racial differences, had been almost completely wiped out. But, despite any misgivings they had, every last one of these Polarians had fought with supreme valor when the need had arisen. He took that as a hopeful sign.
On the far bed lay a figure strapped down tight. A medic, Sarah, and two soldiers stood over him. Calvin knew it was Shen. He felt an icy spear of pain cut through him, and couldn’t suppress a flashback of that moment, running through the glass corridor—almost to the gunship, when Shen had proven willing to sacrifice himself to save Calvin. Considering how valuable and unique Shen was, it seemed like such a waste.
Why did I allow him to tag along on the away mission?
The Nighthawk’s entire medical staff had been activated and put to work to deal with the influx of injuries, but on a ship this small that consisted of only six people—all of whom were now scrambling about the infirmary like bees in a hive. Most active of all was Rain, who practically jogged around the room, giving orders with an aura of command Calvin wouldn’t have expected from her. Her brilliant red hair stood out brightly against the drab white and grey of the infirmary and, as Calvin looked at her, and saw the passion with which she worked, he felt something. There was something compelling about this uniquely compassionate and admittedly rather attractive woman.
Calvin walked deeper into the room, not surprised that his presence went unnoticed and unacknowledged. The staff was wildly busy, and obviously frustrated—the humans’ knowledge of Polarian physiology was limited and the Polarian’s field medic had been slain. At least treating lacerations and setting bones couldn’t be too different across species, Calvin hoped.
The infirmary felt crowded with all the equipment, the many patients—most of whom weren’t exactly small—the staff, and the armed guards all taking up space, it was difficult to avoid bumping into people. Two patients had SF soldiers standing over them, the captive they took on Remus Nine and Shen. Both occupied cots on the far side of the room and wore restraints. Neither stirred.
Calvin spotted Rez’nac in the near corner. He was leaning against the wall, clearly trying to stay out of the way while still keeping a watch over his men. Calvin needed to discuss the murder investigation with him, and share the new intelligence that a Polarian had been at the scene of the crime at some point—but decided that now, in the face of such grief and suffering, was not the appropriate time. He took a deep breath and walked up to the Polarian leader, not quite sure what to say.
“It is an honor to see you, Captain,” said Rez’nac.
“The honor is mine,” Calvin replied, uncomfortable with the level of respect Rez’nac gave him. As he looked up at the much taller and broader figure of the aged Polarian, Calvin could see many deep bruises. The injuries blackened his mostly grey skin. And around his leg and stomach were bandages that had nearly bled through. Calvin looked Rez’nac in the eyes and saw both pain and fatigue, but the Polarian leader masked his agony and did not complain. Even though he was far more beaten than Calvin had previously realized. “Are you alright?” asked Calvin.
“I am buoyed by the Essences. For that I am grateful. Clearly my work is not yet done.”
Calvin didn’t quite know what that meant, but interpreted it as resilient optimism. “I want to thank you personally,” said Calvin, as the images flowed in his mind of Rez’nac and the other Polarians faithfully defending the rest of the shore party. How they’d put themselves purposefully out on the perimeter where they’d taken the most savage beating, and paid the dearest price. “You and your men gave up much for us and this mission. I...” Calvin struggled to find adequate words. “Never before have I seen such valor.”
“I am grateful for your words, Human captain,” said Rez’nac. “But I assure you we did no more than our sacred duty. No thanks is required.”
“Still, required or not, you have my sincerest thanks. If there is anything I can do to make things better for you, please say the word.”
A calm expression passed over Rez’nac’s face and though he did not smile—if he even could—he did seem pleased by Calvin’s sincere and inadequate tribute. “You must continue doing your sacred duty,” said Rez’nac. “And so will we. There is nothing more to ask.”
Calvin nodded. “I would like to have a memorial service on the observation deck with most of the crew to honor your fallen. Your people paid a heavier price than anyone and it’s only right that we honor their sacrifice. I’d like to do the service according to your traditions—I feel that would be the most appropriate. But, since I don’t know them, I’ll need your help making the arrangements. If you’re willing.”
“I know that you are only trying to do right by us, in your own Human way,” said Rez’nac. “But it is best if you do not have such a service and instead let things be.”
“I don’t understand.”
“For us... we do not have such things as funerals and memorials. Those customs are very strange to us. An honorable death is not a time for sorrow, or for recognizing loss. It is a great thing, the most truly beautiful part of life—indeed, it’s the single truest experience one ever has. One’s worthy advancement from frail mortality to join the ancestors of us all in the Essences that bind together the universe... that is not loss but glory.”
Calvin wished he could look upon death with such positivity. But, despite Rez’nac’s words, he doubted the Polarians truly felt no grief at the loss of their comrades. However, if burying or ignoring that grief was their way, Calvin would respect it. “A memorial doesn’t have to be a sad event,” he said. “We could celebrate the departed, pay them tribute, reminisce, and so on.”
Rez’nac showed tenderness in his eyes as he gazed down at Calvin, but his expression remained hard. “I appreciate the effort you are trying to make here, I have no doubt you are a good human and are only trying to do right according to your own ways. But you must understand that your ways are not our ways. When one we care about transitions from mortality to the Essences, we may remember them in our minds and in our hearts—and indeed a part of them will always be with us—but we must never speak of them out loud again. To do so would be to dishonor them. By speaking of them as an individual, even in the past tense, is to cheapen what they’ve become. Which is something far greater than they ever were before. Now they are both one and many. Does that make sense?”
Calvin nodded, but he did not understand—not really. He hadn’t been raised in a spiritual or religious environment and it was hard for him to wrap his head around beliefs and ideas that were not empirically founded. Nor did it make sense to him how the Polarians could achieve closure when dealing with the death of a loved one if they couldn’t talk about it. But he didn’t have to understand. If Rez’nac and the other Polarians didn’t want a memorial service, there didn’t have to be one. “I will respect your wishes. And want you to know that I appreciate what you and your men did back there, and I regret the loss of life.”
“Thank you.”
“And, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you didn’t lose your son,” said Calvin, noting that Grimka was one of the survivors. He clearly had much of his father’s physical toughness and looked fiercely strong despite his injuries.
“If Grimka had joined the Essences while being faithful to his duty, thus preserving his sacred honor, it would have been a good and beautiful thing. I know that,” said Rez’nac. “But between you and me, Captain,” a glint of humanity showed in his steely eyes, “I’m grateful too.”
Calvin parted from Rez’nac. It felt good to have expressed his thanks, but words alone seemed empty and he wished there was something more he could do to honor the Polarians for their sacrifice.
Eventually he got the courage to approach Shen. The man lay unconscious on the medical cot. His face was gaunt and much of the color had drained away. His features were less recognizable as the infection battled inside him, slowly converting him to a hideous Remorii. Seeing him there in that tormented state, his ghastly body hooked up to all kinds of machines, thick restraints pinning him down, his heartbeat on the monitor just barely enough to keep him alive... it was devastating.
“Come on,” whispered Calvin, placing his hand on Shen’s shoulder.
Sarah was there too. Standing. Staring down at Shen with unbelieving eyes. The two had always been close, Calvin knew, and he’d understood that Shen’s fate would wound Sarah deeply, but seeing her this broken was a genuine surprise.
“Why...?” she asked, now looking at Calvin with swollen eyes that were drowning with tears that wouldn’t stop. “Why did...?” she couldn’t get out any more words.
He’d never seen her like this. Sarah had watched friends die before. She’d even faced death herself when none of them believed they would survive Abia. And every time, in every grim situation, Sarah had been the very picture of grace under pressure. Her spirit always positive, almost unnaturally uplifted—as if buoyed by some otherworldly force. But now all of her strength had forsaken her. She stared, hopeless and dumbfounded. Spirits shattered. A complete wreck. She struggled even to breath as she choked back the sobs. Trembling. She looked like she might fall over at any minute.
Not knowing what else to do, Calvin walked up to her and instinctively put his arms around her. She hugged him back weakly, as if she barely had the strength to lift her arms.
“Why?” she asked again.
He hushed her and then in a soft, soothing tone said, “it’s alright.” He held her until her body stopped shaking, then he let her go. “Go get some rest.”
At first she resisted, too stunned to move or do anything, obviously not wanting to leave Shen’s side until he made a full recovery. But Calvin eventually convinced her and she left. Giving Shen one long, desperate glance before going. When she was gone, Calvin took a deep breath and wondered what the right thing to do was.
It wasn’t the first time he’d stood next to a loved one who’d been infected by a Remorii virus and watched as the best medical technology seemed unable to save them. Christine had been in such limbo for a long time, suffering in ways Calvin could only imagine. Constantly tortured by the battle raging inside her. He recalled how the ordeal had aged her years, even decades. When they’d finally revived her and told her the fight against the infection was a stalemate at best, she’d begged them to end her life. To let her die. Seeing her like that, hearing those words, knowing that such a horrible outcome was probably for the best—but being unable to accept it—had broken Calvin. And something precious and innocent inside him had been lost forever. Now, as he relived history—like a bad recurring dream—he knew that Shen was suffering a similar fate. And he couldn’t let his friend keep suffering.
Rain came over and checked several of the monitors that were plugged into Shen.
“What’s the prognosis?”
“His vitals have stabilized, that’s good,” she said. “But the infection is still progressing. I’ve slowed it down but... it’s
surprisingly
aggressive. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ll have to try something else.” She seemed frustrated, clearly feeling empathy for her patient, but showed no sign of giving up. Calvin doubted Rain had ever given up on anyone.
“I’ve seen this infection before,” said Calvin. He looked away from her and back down at Shen. His gaunt and sickly face made Calvin flinch inside. Clearly the man was dying. “The physicians at SB 37’s medical facility were unable to reverse it.”
“That’s too bad,” said Rain. “But that doesn’t mean the condition isn’t reversible.” Fire glowed in her countenance and Calvin liked that about her. That she had a fighter’s spirit. But he thought maybe she was being unrealistic.
“Eventually the physicians brought the patient to consciousness and...” he swallowed hard, “she asked for the right to die.”
“What are you saying?” Rain gave him an alarmed look.
Calvin didn’t want Shen to die. He was a dear friend and probably the most talented and useful member of the crew. But he also didn’t want Shen to suffer unnecessarily, especially if they were only delaying the inevitable. “I can’t help but wonder if we’re really doing him a favor keeping him here.”
Rain’s eyes narrowed sharply.
“I mean,” Calvin went on, finding the words difficult to utter but necessary. “I don’t think we should let him suffer any more than he has to.”
“I won’t administer a fatal dose of anything,” said Rain. “Nor will I simply let a patient die.”
“I understand,” said Calvin. “But I
will
administer a fatal dose if it’s the only way to stop the suffering. In fact, I should be the one to do it, since he sacrificed himself to save me.”
“If he’s still alive even the tiniest bit,” said Rain, “then that means it’s not his time. We can’t just give up. I won’t.”
“If he is experiencing intense suffering,” said Calvin, “and there is no possibility that he can be saved, I’m not willing to let him keep suffering. As his friend, how could I?”
Rain seemed like she didn’t believe what she was hearing. “Don’t give up on him,” she said. “I
can
save him. I know I can! This condition can be reversed! Just give me some time.”
Calvin nodded. “Very well. I desperately hope that you’re right. But understand this,” he paused and looked her in the eyes. “I won’t let Shen suffer forever.” The memory of watching Christine be ripped apart by the virus for weeks on end with no hope of recovery was heavy enough to bear without adding Shen. No person deserved to be eternally stuck between life and death in a constant state of pain. “The moment it becomes clear that there’s nothing we can do for him, we have to let him go. That’s the only kind thing we can do.”
Rain’s eyes remained fiercely determined and unwilling to give an inch. “I don’t know how yet, but I
can
save him. And
I will.”
 

***
 

When Calvin returned to his office he found an encrypted message waiting for him. It had been sent through the most secure channels with maximum security. He locked the door before opening it—wanting to keep it private.
After confirming his identity, the message decrypted itself and displayed a video on his computer. A woman appeared in front of a blank backdrop that resembled the bulkhead of a starship or space station. The lighting was dim and her features were partially obscured, but despite those limitations he recognized her exquisite face and commanding eyes immediately. Princess Kalila. He felt his heart lurch.
“Calvin, we have to meet right away. Time is short. Follow these coordinates. I regret I can only give you twenty-four hours. After that, it will be too late. I pray you get this message in time.” She disappeared and her image was replaced by a series of interstellar waypoints that, presumably, would take him to her.
The message ended and his screen went dark.
He leaned back in his chair, collecting his thoughts. He didn’t know if he could trust Kalila—not after her ship had been identified as the perpetrator of a violent assault against the government of Renora—but he wasn’t convinced that she was behind the attack either. The proof seemed to be in place that it
had
been her ship that’d fired on the planet, but that didn’t mean she was complicit, or even present when it happened. Additionally, she’d sent him a message earlier warning him not to believe the rumors. A plea, no doubt, to avoid convicting her too hastily.
Of course, he realized that he was biased. He wanted to believe she was innocent. That she could be trusted. It wasn’t a feeling he could help, he found her compelling and exciting and... he was drawn to her in ways that he didn’t completely understand. But he knew he had to temper his emotions and focus solely on the facts. And the most poignant fact of all was that she couldn’t be trusted—not yet.
But then again, Raidan couldn’t be completely trusted either. Almost no one could. Everyone seemed to have their own agenda, their own design for the Empire. Was Raidan’s vision of what needed to be done best for the Empire, or was Kalila’s? And what were those visions exactly?
He had a choice to make now. Both Kalila and Raidan expected to see him immediately. And both had given him a narrow window of time in which to do so. Meeting with one meant not meeting with the other. And he couldn’t be in two places at once. So the question remained, which rendezvous was more important?
He’d already agreed to meet with Raidan, and was expected. But part of him strongly wanted to meet with Kalila. Not just because she was compelling and impossible to get out of his head once she was in there—but also because she could give him answers. Answers about Renora, answers about the Empire. Answers he couldn’t get from anyone else. Not even Raidan.
But then again... Raidan had hinted at something very important, so important that it had to be shared in person.
Decisions, decisions... He let out a sigh, deciding that this was a judgment call he didn’t have to make alone. He needed to get a fresh perspective on the dilemma which meant it was time to let someone else into his confidence regarding Kalila—and their secret communications. Someone he could trust absolutely. And recent events had proven no one more reliable and trustworthy than Summers.
The universe truly is upside-down. He thought of the strange irony. That Summers—once his enemy—had won his confidence while Anand—once his best friend—had tried to kill him. The whole dynamic seemed perverse and wrong. But it was what it was...
He tapped the line to the bridge. “Jay, tell Summers to report to my office right away.”



Chapter 30
 

In the cold silence of alteredspace flight, the Harbinger ripped through the galaxy at ninety percent potential. Moving swiftly to make the rendezvous as scheduled. Soon they would encounter the Nighthawk and the Arcane Storm. Hopefully, when they did, Raidan would find the answer to his question.
He sat alone in his office with orders not to be disturbed. A bottle of whiskey sat idle on his cedar desk. Barely more than a sip taken from it.
Calvin, when we get to Lyra Minor, you’d damn sure better be there...
Raidan tapped his fingers on the desk’s surface as he pondered. Trying to keep the very complex situation together in his head. There was no black and white anymore. It was all one giant, murky cloud of grey. The Empire was bleeding and it seemed the only way to save it now was through extreme measures. Measures he’d hoped to avoid.
Unfortunately the situation was more dire than even the bleakest predictions made by the Organization six months ago. The replicants were increasing in number, some now positively identified on Capital World—meaning nowhere and no one was safe from the reach of the Phoenix Ring anymore—and now there was an even deadlier threat. The ability to destroy entire star systems. He was grateful for Calvin’s efforts, that so many of the isotome weapons were destroyed, but it made him extremely uneasy knowing that more could be out there. No doubt in the wrong hands...
To make matters worse, the distracting situation on Renora held the complete attention of every citizen of the Empire. The civil chaos had led to mass uprisings on the planet and large-scale violence. Now starvation was a major threat looming over the disordered place. It was just the situation the Phoenix Ring had wanted. As all eyes looked to King Akira to solve the crisis, the monarch was faced with a no-win scenario. Leaving the people to fend for themselves would be an act of heartlessness and neglect, but sending in soldiers to enforce order would be seen as heavy-handed and brutish, and would only lead to more violence in the short term. More bodies in bags. It was only a matter of time before one of the Akira’s rival families would successfully challenge the Akiras for the throne. Potentially forcing the king to abdicate and creating an opportunity for the Phoenix Ring to seize the government. Or, should he refuse to abdicate, he risked leading the Empire into civil war.
Raidan didn’t want to use the ace up his sleeve. He knew the consequences of such an action. And it wasn’t a decision he made lightly. But he felt there was no longer any choice. A show of opposing force was necessary. It was the only way to stem the tide.
Meanwhile he knew that an armada of troop transports guarded by the Eighth Fleet was quietly gathering somewhere in the Regalis Cluster. Many thousands of ships that would ferry a tremendous force of forty-five million troops to Renora to re-establish the government. A prefect, appointed by the king, was going with them and would act as temporary dictator until the chaos was put down. Not many knew that the king had decided to send troops after all, but that was sure to change as reports of a massive invasion and increased violence spread like wildfire over kataspace in the coming weeks.
Raidan agreed with the decision. It was better to take some kind of action than to do nothing. Something had to be done to stabilize Renora. But he feared that this would prove to be the final nail in the coffin of the Akiran Dynasty, the family that had led and protected the Empire faithfully since its inception.
With a sigh of regret, he handwrote an order to be transmitted immediately over secure channels.
“Ready the weapon. There is no longer a choice. A.R.”
 

(End of Book Two)
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